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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Annika gasped. “What are you going to say?” 
 
    “I mean, duh, right. Of course, I’m going to say yes,,” I said. “That’s not even an issue.” 
 
    “Well, then why are you in the bathroom calling me?” Annika asked. “Get out there and get your man, silly.” 
 
    “I guess I just wanted to tell you. You’re the first person I’m telling,” I said. 
 
    “But, Brighton, you haven’t even told him yet. He asked you to marry him and you jumped up and ran for the bathroom.” 
 
    “Oh, no, he must be nervous. I should go say yes.” 
 
    “Yes, you should. You should definitely go say yes,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    “Hey, one thing first. What is Amelda going to say? Has a Tuttlesmith witch ever married a Skeenbauer witch before?” 
 
    “Nope. Never, but don’t worry about that. You let Remy and me handle our family. If he asked you, then he’s prepared to deal with it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to do it, but under one condition.” 
 
    “What condition?” Annika asked. 
 
    “You’ll be my maid of honor?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I will. Now go out there and say that to Remy.” 
 
    I hung up and went to the bathroom mirror. I needed to get back out to Remy, but I had to wipe under my eyes. I’d begun to cry a little, and it was messing up my makeup. I didn’t want to look like a racoon when I accepted his proposal. 
 
    As I walked back out to the table, I thought of the six months we’d been dating. Even if we weren’t both witches, it would have been magical. Remy was everything. He was my best friend and the love of my life. I couldn’t imagine a world without him in it, and that night, he’d asked me to marry him. 
 
    We’d gone out on what I thought was just a regular date, and when the waiter brought our dessert, there was a little red velvet box on the plate. It was funny because the menu had listed red velvet cake as the dessert special for the evening, and I had to wonder if Remy had orchestrated the whole thing. I was also sort of concerned that there was no cake, but Remy knew me so well, he’d made sure the waiter brought us a piece of cake as soon as I’d opened the box. He was too good to me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked with a chuckle when the waiter set the plate with the ring box down in front of me. “No cake?” 
 
    “Open the box, baby,” Remy said with a Cheshire Cat smile. 
 
    I did, and when I saw the ring, it almost took my breath away. “Remy, this must have cost a fortune.” 
 
    “One, you’re totally worth it, and two, I’ve saved most of the money I’ve made working. I’ve got quite the nest egg, but don’t go getting any ideas.” 
 
    “Ideas?” 
 
    “About marrying me for my money,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “Dork, you are literally asking me to marry you right now. Aren’t you? Am I reading this wrong?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said and got up from his chair. Remy came over to my side of the table and got down on one knee. “Brighton Longfield, you are the moon in my sky. You are my best friend, and I love you more than I could ever put into words. I wouldn’t care even if you were marrying me for my money if it meant you would marry me. So will you? Will you be my wife?” 
 
    “I have to go to the bathroom,” I’d said and shot out of my seat and to the back of the restaurant. 
 
    That’s when I’d called Annika. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to marry him or say yes, I’d just panicked. I had no reason to panic other than wondering what the Skeenbauer coven was going to say about all of this. But for some reason, I had to get up and move. I later realized it was more excitement than it was nerves. It was a good thing he hadn’t asked me to marry him outside, or I might have run off into the wilderness. 
 
    “Better?” Remy asked when I returned to the table and sat down. 
 
    He was smiling, and I was glad I hadn’t upset him or made him worry. In fact, he looked completely at peace. I had to wonder if Annika had already texted him, but that could wait until later. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “So, about what I asked you…” 
 
    “That’s what I mean, Remy. Yes…” 
 
    “Wait.” He got up and got back down on his knee with the ring. “Okay. Now go.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll marry you. A thousand times over,” I said and he slipped the ring onto my finger. 
 
    It was a huge pink princess cut diamond. The kind of ring little girls dream of getting from their Prince Charming someday, and there I was getting one from mine. I lived in a magic house with a talking cat, and everything seemed so perfect.  
 
    The restaurant erupted in applause. Remy stood up and pulled me into his embrace. My heart beat harder as his arms wrapped around me. No matter how many times he held me, it always felt like home. He was home. 
 
    “So, did Annika tell you I was going to say yes before I did?” 
 
    “Nope. She just said you were coming back and that I shouldn’t worry,,” Remy said and kissed me. 
 
    “That’s the same as telling you.”  
 
    “Do you want to work together and turn her into a goat?” 
 
    “Now you sound like Meri,” I said and kissed him again. 
 
    “We should get back to Coventry,” he said. “Annika is no doubt telling everyone, and I’m going to need to have a talk with my grandmother.” 
 
    “Amelda isn’t going to take it well,” I said. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” he said and took my hand. “Remember, the spell they cast is still in place. The effects work on everyone in Coventry including the casters.” 
 
    The spell he was talking about was one not unlike Marie Laveau had cast on New Orleans. It was intended to bring peace and calm to Coventry. The Skeenbauer coven decided that was the best thing to do until they got a new sheriff. Thorn had been gone for six months, and so far, the deputies had been able to handle it because of the calming spell. 
 
    Remy and I went out to his car so we could head back to Coventry. He’d wanted to go to dinner somewhere special that night, so we’d gone into the city. It wasn’t late when we left, and the drive back was only around a half hour. 
 
    The drive back home was uneventful. We talked a little about the wedding. I’d assumed that since we were engaged after dating for six months that Remy would want to have a longer engagement, but that hadn’t been what he’d had in mind at all.  
 
    I was about to make a joke about him just wanting access to the Tuttlesmith library in Hangman’s House when I saw something odd. We were just at the town limits, and Remy slowed way down. I assumed he’d seen it too. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Remy asked right on cue. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I saw,” I said. “I definitely saw something, but it could have been nothing.” 
 
    “Around here? Nothing is nothing in Coventry,” Remy responded. “Should we pull over?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve got a bad feeling, but if she was hurt, we can’t just leave her there.” 
 
    “So you think that was a woman?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what else it would be. I guess I don’t really want to know what else it could be. Definitely didn’t look like a ghost, but if it was a woman, I mean. What could have made her look like that?” 
 
    “Let’s just check it out,” Remy said. “We can handle whatever it is.” 
 
    He pulled the car over to the side of the road, and both of us got out. What we’d seen had disappeared into the tree line. If it was a woman, I was worried that she was injured and disoriented. I didn’t want to wish pain and suffering on anyone, but I had to hope that it was an injured person. Any other possibility scared me.  
 
    “I’d tell you to stay behind me, but I think that perhaps I should stay behind you,” Remy said with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “You can if you want,” I responded and started for the tree line. “I’ll protect you.” I sounded far braver than I felt.  
 
    I could hear something moving around beyond where I could see, and there were some strange noises. But I couldn’t quite figure out what they were. It sounded a little like heavy breathing, but we weren’t close enough to whatever it was to be able to hear them breathing. It was as if they were just beyond my visual field, but also standing right behind me. 
 
    The closer we got, the further away the sound moved. Remy and I looked around for a few minutes, but we couldn’t find her. 
 
    “Let’s just go,” I said after a while. “Maybe we were seeing things.” 
 
    “Both of us?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Do you know what you saw? Can you be sure?” 
 
    “I can’t,” he countered. “You’re right. Let’s go. I don’t want to spend our engagement night wandering around in the woods looking for ghouls.” 
 
    We went back to Hangman’s House, and I wasn’t too surprised to find a bottle of champagne in the refrigerator. I took that to mean the house was happy with the engagement situation. 
 
    “What’s that?” Meri asked as he appeared from upstairs. 
 
    “What’s what?” I asked. 
 
    “That thing on your finger.” Meri jumped up on the table and sniffed my hand while I was trying to pour champagne. 
 
    “It’s an engagement ring,” I said and finished pouring the bubbly. 
 
    “Really?” Meri asked. “We just got rid of your brother. Now you’re going to move him in here?” 
 
    We hadn’t just gotten rid of Brody. He’d moved out a few months before and into a townhouse on the other side of Coventry. Brody had decided not to return to his old apartment, and most of that was because of Annika. He’d also decided to do his graduate program off campus utilizing his university’s online option. Brody had to go see his advisor occasionally, but the rest of his studies he could do from home. 
 
    As far as income, he’d been hired to assist Remy at the archives. It was only part-time, but he supplemented his income doing freelance writing and research. He made enough to get by, and he seemed happy in Coventry. 
 
    I was happy to have my baby brother back in my life. My mother and grandmother had thrown a fit about him moving to the town they hated, but Brody recognized that they’d been the ones to drive a wedge between us. He’d pretty much stopped calling them too, but at least we had each other.  
 
    He didn’t have to leave Hangman’s House either. I’d inherited the house, but I wasn’t going to kick him out. The move had been Brody’s decision, and I think he wanted more privacy with Annika. It was an idea that I’d grown to embrace. I’d thought he wasn’t ready to date when they met, but the two of them had proved they were made for each other. By that point, I secretly hoped he’d get off his duff and make Annika my sister. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean. We’re not going to go live at his place, right? This house is a part of my family’s heritage. Plus, it’s bigger than his place. Your wall tunnels are here too, and the library. This is our home.” 
 
    “I’m not his familiar,” Meri huffed. “And speaking of tunnels.” 
 
    “Can we not tonight?” I pleaded. “I know you think we’ve found the tunnel that leads to where the demons are coming through, and I promise you we will find the rip in the veil. I swear, but tonight can we just celebrate?” 
 
    “I don’t think you quite understand how serious this all is,” Meri said. “It’s not just you and the King of the Dorks getting married. It’s so much more.” 
 
    “Well, then tell me what it is,” I said. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Meri? Come on.” 
 
    “Whatever,” he said and jumped off the table. “I’m going exploring.” 
 
    I opened the basement door a crack and let him through. “Don’t get eaten.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I went downstairs to fix Meri and me some breakfast. Remy had gone home after one glass of champagne. He insisted that we not live together until after the wedding, so even though we were officially engaged, he did not spend the night. 
 
    As I walked past the front window, I heard a creaking sound come from one of the porch boards. It was followed by what sounded like someone dragging their fingertips across the glass. Kind of a weird smooshy squeak noise. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I said. “At least it’s not someone pounding on my door, though.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Meri asked. 
 
    He’d been in the kitchen and sauntered out just about the time the sound came. “You didn’t hear that?” 
 
    “What I didn’t hear was the sound of some bacon frying for my breakfast.” 
 
    “I think there is someone on the porch.” 
 
    “Well, maybe they’ll ring the bell in a second,” Meri said. 
 
    So we stood there starting at the front door for a full minute not saying anything. When we crossed over into what had to have been minute two, the rubbery sound of someone dragging their fingers across the window happened again followed by what sounded like someone running into the side of the house.  
 
    “That was weird,” I said. 
 
    “You should totally check it out.” Meri started to walk away. 
 
    “Hey, wait a second, cat. You’re my familiar. You check it out.” 
 
    “No, you,” he said. 
 
    Then we stood there staring at each other for a full minute before the sound of someone running into the house again. “This is weird,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe we should call the sheriff,” Meri said. “Oh, wait, the town doesn’t have a sheriff because you can’t keep a man.” 
 
    “You are the worst,” I said. “And, I can keep a man. Hello.” I wiggled my fingers and the sun caught the diamond. 
 
    It sparkled right in Meri’s eye, and he flinched. “That doesn’t count. That guy would marry a bottle of laundry soap.” 
 
    “I’m not sure who you just insulted more, me or him,” I said and narrowed my eyes. “That was really mean too. Are you sure you’re not evil Meri?” 
 
    “There is no evil Meri. You’re just nuttier than a fruitcake like your insane great-aunt.” 
 
    “Wow, that was mean. You might be evil Meri. Oh, wait, he’s adorable, never mind,” I said. “Besides, I wasn’t the only one who saw evil Meri that day.” 
 
    “You’re all bonkers,” Meri said and started to walk away again. 
 
    Thump 
 
    “I’ll go look,” I said with a sigh. “Will you at least stick around to make sure I don’t die?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Thump 
 
    I walked over to the door and reached for the knob. For some reason that I was about to find out, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. 
 
    “You could just look out the window,” Meri said as I opened the door a crack. 
 
    His voice startled me. I was already on edge, so I slammed the door shut and locked it. 
 
    “Why didn’t we think of that before?” I asked. 
 
    “I did,” he said and licked his paw before running it over one ear. “I just wanted to see if you’d open the door without looking.” 
 
    It was stupid, but I wasn’t ready to admit that I’d almost messed up really badly. I rolled my eyes at Meri and went to the living room’s huge front window. 
 
    I peeled back the heavy velvet curtain and screamed. Despite his sass, Meri jumped up into the windowsill and put himself between me and what had scared me. He did it without a second of hesitation. 
 
    “Oh,” Meri said. “Oh my.” 
 
    A woman ran into the glass when Meri and I appeared in the window. Her fingers found the window again, and she raked them down. 
 
    “Is that?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Even in a town like Coventry, it was too weird. 
 
    “I think it is, but…” 
 
    The woman, if you could even still call her that, let out a moan and then ran into the window again. Her grey skin bounced off the glass. She looked like a walking corpse with soulless eyes that had no light behind them. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Meri said. “The protection wards should keep her out, but I don’t want to risk it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if this is like in the movies, there have to be more of them,” I said. 
 
    “That’s true, but this is the first one we’ve seen. So it’s like early in the movies, right?” Meri asked. “There won’t be that many of them yet.” 
 
    “So we should go to the courthouse and get Remy,” I said. 
 
    “But we haven’t had any breakfast,” Meri protested. 
 
    “Seriously, Meri? We can’t worry about breakfast when there is a zombie on my porch.” 
 
    “We can worry about it a little bit,” he said. “We’ll need our strength.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll grab something from the kitchen on the way out, but there is no time for bacon.” 
 
    Before we made our way out the back door, I grabbed some smoked salmon for Meri and leftover pizza from a couple of days before for me. Oh, and two cans of Diet Coke because if it was the apocalypse, who knew when I’d get more. For a moment, I contemplated bringing a whole twelve-pack, but that seemed like excessive paranoia. 
 
    I opened the backdoor slowly after looking out the window in the door and the other kitchen window. There was nothing in the backyard, so Meri and I rushed out. 
 
    We ran to the car and dove in. While we did draw the attention of the zombie on the porch, she fell trying to get down the steps. There was no chance of her catching us unless the car wouldn’t start. 
 
    “I hope this pile of junk starts,” Meri said. “You really should get a new one. You can afford it now.” 
 
    “It’s not like I knew there were going to be zombies,” I said. “How could I have known that?” 
 
    “It pays to be prepared.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, and I turned the key, and the engine came to life. “See, it’s fine.” 
 
    I stopped at the end of the driveway. The woman zombie was back on her feet and moving toward us. “We should do something about her,” I said. “We can’t just leave her roaming around the neighborhood.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Meri asked from his spot on the passenger’s seat. “We can’t kill her like in the movies. We don’t have any kind of confirmation she even is a zombie.” 
 
    “Well, we have to do something. I’d never forgive myself if she is really a zombie and kills someone.” 
 
    “Fine. This will hold her for a while,” Meri said and wiggled his nose. 
 
    I looked at the zombie woman, and she began to walk around the yard in a small circle. When she didn’t break her pattern after ten times, I decided it would be okay to leave. 
 
    The whole time we were driving to the square, I kept expecting to see more zombies. We didn’t see any more. The closest thing we did see was a man shuffling down to his newspaper box in a bathrobe and bunny slippers. He gave us a wave, and it confirmed he was not a member of the undead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Remy was happy to see us until he saw the look on my face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a ghost,” I said and set Meri down on the counter. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know that woman we saw last night?” 
 
    “Wait, you already saw this woman?” Meri asked. “And what, you just came home and went to bed? No wait, you had champagne and a little party first. No mention of seeing something horrific.” 
 
    “We saw something last night on the way back from the restaurant,” Remy said. “But we weren’t sure what it was. What she was. When we got out to look for her, she was gone.” 
 
    “I think I know what she was,” I said. “She’s in my front yard right now. I think she’s a zombie.” 
 
    “She’s in your front yard?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Meri put a spell on her to make her walk in circles, but this morning she was kind of scratching at my front window and running into my house.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Remy said. “We’ll head back to your house and take care of this. Hopefully before anyone else sees her.” 
 
    “You think she’s the only one,” I said as we headed for the elevator. 
 
    “We can only hope.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “We’re taking his car,” Meri said when we got outside. 
 
    “Oh, now you like him better.” 
 
    “No, I like his car better. I don’t have to worry about it stalling out and us being swarmed by the undead.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be swarmed,” Remy said. “But we can take my car.” 
 
    Meri was right. Remy’s car was a lot nicer. I noticed when we got in, Meri sat in my lap instead of stretching out in the back. He must have been scared, but I decided not to tease him about it. The truth was that, even with our powers, I was a little scared too. 
 
    When Remy pulled his car into my driveway, the zombie woman was still walking in her little circles around my front yard. None of my neighbors were close, so none of them had spotted her yet. We had the advantage that sometimes, I could go a whole day without anyone other than Annika, Brody, or Remy driving down my street. 
 
    She turned to look at us, and sort of swiped at the air. The undead woman moaned again, but she couldn’t walk toward us. The spell held her in that pattern. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I said as we studied her from the driveway. 
 
    “We can’t kill her,” Remy said. “There may be some way to fix this.” 
 
    “We should turn her into a goat,” Meri offered. “A zombie goat is far less scary.” 
 
    “No,” Remy countered. “Transmogrification isn’t a good solution. It will take too much of our power. It would leave us vulnerable if there are actually more.” 
 
    “Well, figure something out,” Meri said. “The salmon I wolfed down on the way to see you wasn’t enough. I need more breakfast.” 
 
    “Meri, we’re not getting bacon either way. You’re going to have to wait on that,” I said. 
 
    “The garage,” Remy said. “It’s not like you’re using it for anything else right now, and Link did a good job finishing it. We could lure her into the garage and then use Meri’s spell to keep her walking in those little circles. No one would be able to see her.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Meri, can you do that spell again?” 
 
    “I can do better than that,” he said and ran over to her. 
 
    “Meri, be careful.” 
 
    But he stayed out of her reach. Meri broke the first spell, and the zombie woman began to follow him. Remy and I hurried over to the garage and opened the side door. I was worried the woman would come after me or Remy, but she was laser focused on Meri. 
 
    Once he had her inside, he did the nose wiggle and got the undead woman going in her circles again. He darted back outside, and Remy closed the door. 
 
    “I’ll grab the key,” I said and started for the back door. “I keep it in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Maybe some more salmon too?” Meri called after me. “I mean, if it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    I got him some more salmon and the garage keys. We made sure it was locked up tight, and then all got back in Remy’s car again. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Meri asked as Remy started the engine. “I’ve heard the desert or somewhere really cold is the best place to ride out a zombie apocalypse. We’ll need to stop for a lot of supplies. We probably should have gotten more things from the house. The rest of the smoked salmon and your toothbrush.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving town,” Remy said as he put the car in reverse. “We’re going to the woods were Brighton and I saw that woman last night. I’m hoping we’ll be able to find more in the daylight.” 
 
    “More zombies?” Meri asked. 
 
    “No, more… I don’t know. Clues? Information?” 
 
    “Oh, great. More witches playing Sherlock Holmes,” Meri snarked. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Should we get Annika and Brody too?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Remy said. “We’ll alert them right away if things start to go sideways, but you know my cousin. The whole town will know about this fifteen minutes after we tell her.” 
 
    “What about Brody?” I asked. 
 
    “You can tell him now if you want,” he said and patted my leg. “I know you probably want to warn him.” 
 
    “Let’s just go take a look around those woods. No reason to panic anyone yet. We need to figure out what is going on before we start telling people.” 
 
    Remy drove out to the edge of town and parked the car off the side of the road. It had been dark, so we weren’t exactly sure where we’d seen her, but I knew we were close. 
 
    That same feeling of something being very wrong hit me as soon as I opened the car door. I’d been in denial until that moment. I had convinced myself that maybe there was only one zombie, and we’d just deal with it and move on with our lives. 
 
    It quickly became glaringly apparent that she was just the canary in the coal mine. “This is bad,” Remy said as he shut his car door. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    “Is that demonic?” I asked Meri. 
 
    “It is and it isn’t,” he said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean that it’s complicated. There is definitely something demonic going on, but there’s more. Black magic perhaps. There’s something human woven in with the demonic energy.” 
 
    “We need to find where it’s coming from and deal with it,” I said. 
 
    “You guys should go get Amelda and some of the other Skeenbauer elders,” Meri said. “This is too much even for the two of you.” 
 
    “You think it’s that bad?” Remy asked. 
 
    “If I’m saying we should get Amelda, then yeah, it’s bad.” 
 
    “Let’s just have a look,” I said. “If for no other reason than we need to know what to tell Amelda. We can’t just tell her we had a bad feeling in the woods.” 
 
    “No, but Annika could. She can get Amelda to call together the Circle. We’ll show them the zombie woman and bring them here,” Remy said. 
 
    “I just want to have a look,” I said as I began walking into the trees. 
 
    Something was pulling me in as if I were attached to it by a thin spiritual thread. I wouldn’t realize how stupid I was being until later. 
 
    “Brighton, come on. Let’s not go in there,” Remy said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said and walked deeper in. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Meri said calmly. “We can protect her. Let’s just let her have a look.”’ 
 
    There was a tone to his voice. If I hadn’t been so enthralled by what was farther in the woods, I would have picked up on it. He was trying not to startle something. If I had been thinking straight, I would have had the good sense to be terrified. 
 
    But I wasn’t thinking straight, so I kept walking deeper in. We found a clearing a few hundred feet into the woods. The smell of sulfur made my eyes water. At least, I thought it was the rank odor. It could have been the overwhelming feeling of total hopelessness. I might have been crying. It was hard to tell what was going on. 
 
    The sadness and evil mixed together in that place were like a dark, oppressive soup in the air. It was like humidity made of black magic. 
 
    “We need to go,” Remy said. “We’ll come back with help.” 
 
    I was about to finally agree with him when I saw it. She was lying there on the ground face down. The woman, dressed in a long black ceremonial robe, had fallen face first to the ground. She’d knocked over a bunch of candles and a cauldron. 
 
    A dead witch. A dead witch who had been up to some very bad things when she died. 
 
    “Are those skeleton bones?” Remy asked. 
 
    He was right, the dead woman had cast her circle, and put a pentagram in the middle, using what looked like human bones. Thankfully, they looked old and weren’t fresh. I mean, if you could consider that a bonus. 
 
    “Maybe they’re just cattle bones or something.” I knew as soon as I said it that I was just grasping at straws.  
 
    “I’m going to see who she was,” Remy said. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to get closer. You were right before. We should go get your family,” I said. 
 
    “Let me just look,” he said. “How about it, cat? Think you’re up for protecting me while I have a peek?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Meri relented. “But it doesn’t mean I’m your familiar.” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re the Tuttlesmith familiar.” 
 
    “As long as we have that understanding,” Meri said. 
 
    They walked over to where the dead woman lay, but I stayed back. It was almost as if there was an imaginary line around where she’d been working. It felt like you’d be diving into an abyss if you crossed it, and yet, Remy and Meri walked right through it. There was a depth to their power that I didn’t quite understand yet. 
 
    Remy walked right up to her and rolled the body over. His eyes narrowed, but I got the distinct impression that he recognized her. 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “I do,” Remy said. “I just can’t believe it’s her, and that she’s out here doing this.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “She’s my Aunt Margery,” Remy said. “I still can’t believe she was involved in this. But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Her husband died a few years ago, and there were whispers that she never really got over it. I can’t believe she’d go this far.” 
 
    “What are we looking at?” I asked. “How far did she go?” 
 
    “I think she was dabbling in necromancy,” Remy answered. 
 
    “This is way more than dabbling,” Meri said. “These are human bones.” 
 
    “You don’t think she killed someone?” I asked. 
 
    “No, there is graveyard dirt here too,” Remy said. “She dug up the bones. From where, I don’t know. There haven’t been any grave robberies in either of the Coventry cemeteries. We would have known about something like that.” 
 
    “You think that she was trying to bring your dead uncle back?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know what else she would have been doing. The Skeenbauers don’t normally practice necromancy. It’s not like a regular thing with us. I mean, not like this.” 
 
    “Not like this?” 
 
    “Well, there are different levels of necromancy. Sometimes it’s just used to communicate with the other side. This is not that. She was trying to raise the dead. That’s the only explanation for all this.” 
 
    “But why is there such a bad feeling here?” I asked. “Trying to raise her dead husband is weird and kinda creepy, but it doesn’t seem evil.” 
 
    “Without a coven or her family on her side, she would have needed other help to do something like bring a dead man back to life. It would take a far more powerful witch than Margery to do that alone,” Remy said. 
 
    “Other help. Like a demon?” 
 
    “Or several,” Meri added. “That’s why the bad energy here is demonic and human.” 
 
    “So your Aunt Margie was in league with demons to resurrect her dead husband, and no one in your family knew about it. The demons killed her, and now there’s a zombie in my garage,” I said. “But how did a zombie get made? She wasn’t trying to resurrect just anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t know that the demons killed her,” Remy said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He rolled Margery back over, and I saw it. There was an athame, or ceremonial knife, sticking out of her back. She was stabbed in the back while performing the ritual to bring her husband back from the dead. 
 
    “So she might have been murdered? Do you think that something she did while she was dying, or just the spell being interrupted is what unleashed the zombie?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Remy said. “We have to figure out what we’re going to do here. Once Margery is dealt with, we will worry about the zombie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, while he was still here, the Skeenbauer Coven might have trusted Thorn with this since he seemed to accept witches, but they’re not going to want this getting out to the human deputies that are in charge right now.” 
 
    “If there are more zombies, we’re not going to be able to hide this from them,” I said.  
 
    “Then we’ll let them think it’s an everyday, run of the mill zombie apocalypse, and we’ll keep the secret Skeenbauer necromancy out of it.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Meri said. “That could work for the time being. We’ve already messed up the crime scene. Even if we hadn’t, if we call in the coroner, a case like this will get national attention.” 
 
    “The spell will keep most people from believing actual necromancy was going on here,” I said. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Brighton,” Remy said. “Margery’s death would still be a sensational case. It would be a disaster for Coventry.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, there might be a zombie apocalypse starting anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s get some pictures of the crime scene,” Remy said. “And then let’s go to the library and get Amelda.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Margery,” Amelda said before exhaling a puff of hair through her nose. “I don’t understand how perfectly good witches let themselves get sucked into these dumb situations.” 
 
    “I’ve heard she never recovered from her husband dying,” Remy offered. 
 
    “While that’s probably true, Margery knew better than to go around trying to bring him back from the dead. That violates the most sacred of the Coven’s laws, and this is why,” Amelda said. “Does anyone else know about this?” 
 
    “We came straight to you,” Remy said. “We haven’t spoken with anyone else, and the undead woman is concealed in the garage at Hangman’s House.” 
 
    “We thank you for that,” Amelda said to me. “And thank you to you too,” Amelda said to Meri. “I can only imagine that they couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    Meri looked a little shocked. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Our family doesn’t have a familiar, but we do hope that when one finds us, they’ll be like you.” 
 
    Meri shook his head in disbelief. I imagined it was the kindest words he’d heard from Amelda in a long time. In fact, they both looked a little sad. I wondered if Amelda had any regrets about her family banishing Meri. 
 
    “What should we do?” Remy asked his grandmother. 
 
    “I think I can get my assistant to cover the library while I gather some of the other elders to go out and handle the death scene,” Amelda said. 
 
    “We can do it,” I said. 
 
    “What?” both Amelda and Remy asked at the same time. 
 
    “We can do it,” I said again. “Remy and I can handle it. We could get Annika too. I don’t think Brody is ready, but we’ve got Meri.” 
 
    Amelda didn’t immediately say no. She thought it over for a few minutes. “It would be better to involve as few people as possible. Wait here.” 
 
    She hurried off and left Remy, Meri, and me standing in the Obscure Occult Practices section of the library. No other witches were in the paranormal part of the library that day. We assumed we were alone, but none of us talked about what was going on after Amelda left. It was probably best to just take a moment and breathe. 
 
    When Amelda returned a couple of minutes later, she had a ruby amulet in her hand. She reached out to me. “Wear this while you’re there,” she said. “It will bring you under the protection of the family.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not going to need an amulet to do that for long. At least, that’s what I assume the ring means,” Amelda said. Her eyes zeroed in on the engagement ring. 
 
    “Grandma, you know that’s what it means,” Remy said with a smile. “I told you that last night.” 
 
    “We’ll get together for dinner soon. When we’re sure this is over,” Amelda said. “Until then, the amulet will provide you with all the protection the Skeenbauer Coven can provide. It will also bestow some… inspiration upon you if there are spells we use that you don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



After we left Amelda, Remy, Meri, and I went to Annika’s shop to see if she wanted to come with us, but she had several customers milling around and waiting in line. Not wanting to interrupt her good sales day, we left without saying anything. 
 
    “We can handle this,” I said as Remy drove us back to where Margery’s body lay in wait for us. Waiting for anyone at all. “We’re a good team.” 
 
    “We were supposed to be getting your family to help us,” Meri said. 
 
    “They’ll help us,” Remy said. “Amelda will put the word out that they need to direct their energy to protect and assist us. Plus, Brighton has my grandmother’s amulet. She’s got the power of the Skeenbauers behind her, and that’s combined with her power as the only truly active Tuttlesmith witch. My future wife is a force to be reckoned with,” he said and kissed the back of my hand. 
 
    “But I thought she didn’t want anyone to know,” I responded. “How will the rest of your family coven help us if she doesn’t tell anyone what’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, she won’t tell them why they are doing it,” Remy said. “They’ll do as she says and won’t ask questions.” 
 
    He was right. When we got back to the area, I could still sense the horrible darkness, but it was like it couldn’t quite reach us.  
 
    With the oppressiveness lifted, it was far easier to walk around the scene. Remy walked back over to the body while I circled around the far edge of the larger area of effect. 
 
    I cringed when Remy pulled the athame out of Margery’s back. “The first thing we need to do is figure out who this belongs to,” he said. 
 
    “Did you really have to do that so… abruptly?” I asked. 
 
    “Would you have rather I did it slowly?” Remy countered. 
 
    “Good point,” I said. “Any idea who it might belong to? Any clue at all?” 
 
    “I thought it was just a knife with a black handle but have a look,” he said and beckoned me over. 
 
    There was a carving on one side of the smooth, black handle. It looked like a sigil of some type, but I didn’t recognize it. We’d need to do some research to find out what it meant, but since I didn’t want to carry the knife around, I snapped a quick picture of the symbol and sent a copy to Remy. 
 
    “What are we going to do with her?” I asked. “We can’t just leave her here, and it’s not like we can take her to the funeral home.” 
 
    “I was thinking the crypt,” Remy said. 
 
    “The crypt with the scary dead Skeenbauer witches who come back to life whenever you go inside?” I asked. “I mean, I guess they’re only part-time zombies and they’re not out roaming the streets.” 
 
    “Yeah, that one. That seems like a fitting place, actually,” Remy said. 
 
    “How are we going to get her there? It’s not like we can just drag her through town. Maybe we should just bury her out here. It’s natural and stuff,” I said. “Eco burial. It’s all the rage in California.” 
 
    “We’ll put her in the trunk,” Remy said matter-of-factly. “We’ll wrap her up in a tarp and drive her over. We can use a spell to keep her from rotting, and we’ll take her into the cemetery after dark.” 
 
    “You’re twisted,” I said. 
 
    “Uh oh, am I in trouble with my queen?” Remy teased. 
 
    “No, I don’t mind a little twisted. I’m glad I have you to think of these things. I’d probably have just buried her out here,” I said. “We’d have blisters on our hands from digging. Or I suppose we could just use magic to do the digging.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Meri asked interrupting our body relocation discussion. He was standing a few feet away from us in a spot of taller grass. 
 
    Remy and I walked over to where he was standing. Meri was next to a torn scrap of fabric. It wasn’t black like Margery’s robe. 
 
    “It looks like a piece of fabric. Maybe from the murderer,” I said. “I don’t know, though. Could just be from someone walking around out here. Do you think many people walk around out in these woods? There aren’t any trails or anything.” 
 
    “We can figure that out,” Remy said. “Bring it with you. I seriously doubt someone was just milling around. There are much nicer places in Coventry to take a stroll or commune with nature. You’re right about that part.” 
 
    I put the cloth in my purse wrapped in a napkin. “So do you have a tarp in your car?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Remy said. “All I’ve got is the standard tire change kit. I don’t usually dispose of dead bodies.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I could run to Nailed It and buy one? You guys could stay here and makes sure no one finds the body. Perhaps look for more clues?” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like a delightful time,” Meri mused. “I’m so glad you two have gotten us involved in this mess. Being one big happy family with the likes of you guys is going to be so much fun.” 
 
    “We’ll do it. Just hurry, please,” Remy said. He shot Meri a look but didn’t say anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I pulled into the Nailed It parking lot five minutes later. The first thing I observed was a woman off in the distance. She was walking toward the store through a vacant lot behind the building. It was an odd sight to say the least. I wasn’t sure why, but when there was a perfectly good parking lot and sidewalk so close by, why would someone be cutting through a dusty and depressing vacant lot? It would become apparent quickly that it wasn’t what she was doing that was so confounding. 
 
    That was just the first thing my brain went to as it scrambled for reason. I couldn’t wrap my head around what was wrong with her, so my mind decided it was about the scene instead. It wasn’t the scene that was wrong, though. It was her. She looked… dead. Even from the distance I could tell that her skin was the wrong color and there was no life in her eyes. 
 
    The way she walked was off too. Her gait was lopsided and very slow. One of her feet dragged slightly behind the other. When she saw me, the woman reached her arms out. It was exactly like the zombie woman in my yard that morning. I knew then that she hadn’t been the only one. If there were two, there could be dozens. If there were dozens, there could be hundreds. Suddenly, the notion that there could be millions or billions invaded my mind. It was too much. 
 
    I could only deal with one issue at a time. I wasn’t exactly sure how Meri had made the woman walk in circles, but I knew I could improvise. I ran over to her and cast a spell I thought would work. Something simple that I thought I couldn’t mess up too badly. 
 
    The spell worked, thankfully, but it was clear that someone would notice her eventually. I needed to get a tarp and get back to Remy and Meri. Once we had Margery loaded up in the car, we could figure out what to do with the zombie behind Nailed It. If all of this was the universe’s way of saying “congratulations on your engagement”, then it had a funny sense of humor. We’d gone six months in Coventry without anything major happening, and I should have known that it was the calm before a storm. 
 
    The cool air conditioning hit me as I walked into Nailed It. I hadn’t even realized that I was sweating, but the cold air sent a shiver down my spine. I found the aisle with the tarps, grabbed one that was both huge and waterproof, and made a beeline for the registers. Waterproof seemed important more for keeping… fluids… and then I decided to stop thinking about it.  
 
    Fortunately, the owner wasn’t around looking to chat, and the cashier was in a mood. So she checked me out and barely made eye contact. When the clerk did finally look at me, there was a vacancy in her eyes. I chalked it up to a night of fitful sleep and didn’t take it personally when she barely mumbled, “have a good day.” 
 
    Tarp in hand, I checked the zombie woman behind Nailed It, so I could hightail it back to Remy and Meri. She was still walking in her little circles, and I hoped it would hold her.  
 
    I tried not to think about what I would do, what we would do, if we encountered a lot more of them. We only had so much magic, and keeping the zombies walking in circles around the clock was going to tap us out eventually.  
 
    When I got back to where Remy and Meri were waiting, Remy and I rolled Margery up in the tarp. Meri kept lookout while we lugged her body to the trunk of Remy’s car. We managed to load her up without getting caught, and it struck me that it was entirely too easy to get away with stashing a body in a trunk.  
 
    “What should we do until it gets dark?” Remy asked after we were done. “We should probably lay low.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got bad news,” I said. “I figured I’d wait until we had Margery’s corpse at least partially taken care of before I broke it.” 
 
    “What is it?” Remy asked. “Are you all right? You looked a little stricken when you came back, but you didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “There’s another zombie. She’s behind Nailed It in an abandoned lot. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I improvised a spell to make her walk in circles like Meri did. It worked, but we have to do something about her,” I said. “People are going to see her eventually. Someone could get hurt. Panic will spread too.” 
 
    “If there’s one more, there could be dozens,” Meri said. “Like cockroaches.” I swear he started humming “La Cucaracha,” but when I turned to glare at him, he was innocently cleaning his paw. The humming I thought I’d heard had stopped. 
 
    “You guys, there could be billions. We don’t know yet if this is something happening in Coventry or the whole world. Or we don’t know if it’s just happening in Coventry, but it will spread. I’ve seen enough movies to know this isn’t going to be good at all.” 
 
    “I wonder if we’re going to have to have the Skeenbauer elders amp up their peace spell to the point where the humans in Coventry are in a suspended animation.” Remy sounded like he was thinking out loud. “That would buy us some time to clean this mess up.” 
 
    “But we can’t do that. We haven’t seen one of the zombies attack anyone yet, but they sure did act like they wanted to. If we put everyone in a magic coma, they’ll be vulnerable. They won’t be able to protect themselves. It would be a huge risk. We just don’t have enough witches in Coventry to fight the zombies and guard all of the humans.” 
 
    “The first thing we need to do is figure out where the zombies are coming from,” Meri said. “Well, first thing after we deal with the one behind Nailed It.” 
 
    “I will head that way,” Remy said. “We’ll come up with a plan before we take it to the family matriarchs.” 
 
    While he was driving, Meri explained what he was talking about. We knew we were probably dealing with zombies, but we didn’t know what kind. We’d ruled out infected-type runner zombies because Remy and I were almost certain the outbreak had something to do with necromancy. 
 
    So they were dead. But were they risen from the grave dead, or was it only affecting people who had just died? Neither of the two women I’d seen so far were particularly… rotten. If they’d risen after they died, the women couldn’t have been dead for very long. They were unsettling, but they weren’t gross. We hadn’t encountered anything like that yet, and I shivered when I imagined finding a zombie like the ones in the movies. They never seemed to be very… fresh. 
 
    The woman behind Nailed It had been wearing what I thought was a bathrobe. As Remy pulled his car around to the back of the building, I realized it wasn’t just any bathrobe. It was flat, blue, and the not very warm or fluffy kind they give you in a hospital. My mother had worn one just like it after her boob job. Well, she wore it until I got there for a visit. After that, she insisted that I go buy her something fitting a “gorgeous, vivacious, brand new woman.” I rolled my eyes just thinking about it. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “She’s wearing a hospital robe, and I think that’s a gown underneath.”  
 
    “Yeah, and that’s not a bracelet,” Remy added. “Well, it is, but it’s the one they put on you when you’re admitted.” 
 
    “Okay, so she’s a hospital patient,” I said. “Or she was. Obviously, she’s not anymore.” 
 
    “We don’t have a hospital in Coventry,” Remy said, and he swallowed hard. “So, this goes beyond our town. If she made it here from the hospital in the next town, then this has been going on for at least a day. Maybe more. There could be a lot more of them too.” 
 
    “It’s become apparent that we’re not going to be able to just sweep this under the rug,” Meri said. 
 
    “You have got to do something about that.” 
 
    The voice came from the back seat. I whirled around to see the same woman who was in front of us milling around in a circle. Except the version of her in the car was not a zombie. She was partially transparent. I could see some of the back seat through her.  
 
    Meri hissed and jumped into my lap, but he didn’t banish her right away. I absentmindedly stroked his head while I stared dumbfounded at the woman in the back of the car. Meri didn’t usually expel ghosts on sight, but they didn’t normally scare him like that either.  
 
    “Well?” the woman asked. 
 
    “You’re a ghost,” I said as the realization hit me. “You’re the ghost of her,” I pointed at the zombie. 
 
    “I am me. That’s not me. Not anymore,” she said. “So can y’all please do something about that.” Then she pointed at her body. “I just passed peacefully over surrounded by family and friends with love and light and all that schtick only to be stuck here because my body is up walkin’ around.” 
 
    “You just passed?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s probably been a few hours. Maybe a day. I don’t know. It’s kind of hard to tell when you’re a ghost. But that’s not the point. The point is that my family took it hard enough, and they don’t need this.” 
 
    “We certainly don’t.” Suddenly, there was another ghost in the back seat. It was a man. 
 
    “Robert? Oh, dear. What are you doing here?” She sounded upset. 
 
    “Well, my love. After you passed, you kind of came back and bit me.” 
 
    “Oh, Robert. I’m so sorry,” the ghost woman said. 
 
    “It’s okay, Bridgette. I’d rather be here with you anyway. I had no idea what I was going to do with myself once you were gone.” 
 
    “But, the kids…” Bridgette said. “And my grandbaby…” 
 
    “They weren’t there when you came back, Bridge. Little Maddie, that’s our granddaughter,” he said to me, “she was really tired and hungry. They left to get her something to eat and go back to the house for a nap.” 
 
    “So they have a chance,” Bridgette said with a sigh. “Well, they have a chance if these guys can do something about this.” 
 
    Remy and I were still just sitting there staring at them. Meri had calmed down. I believe Bridgette had just startled him. He made no moves to do whatever Meri did to unwanted spirits. 
 
    “I think I know a way we can help,” Remy finally said. “We’ve just got to rip the magic that’s animating her out of her.” 
 
    “That sounds intense,” I countered. “And like something I could really mess up.” 
 
    “It will be a lot more difficult than the spell to keep her walking in circles, and I don’t know how many times we can do it.” Remy’s answer didn’t bring me any relief. 
 
    “Well, we can do it once right now,” I said to Remy. “You guys might not want to be here for this,” I said to Bridgette and Robert. 
 
    “You ready to see what the other side is like?” Bridgette said to her husband. 
 
    He took her hand in his. “I’m ready for anything as long as I’m with you.” 
 
    “You guys just make sure you save my kids and my grandbaby. I’d hate to have to come back and haunt you, but I will,” Bridgette said to me with a wink. 
 
    And then they were gone. The zombie version of Bridgette was still walking in her circles, but she was staring in our direction as she walked. It was as if something inside of her body recognized her spirit, and it was a little creepy. I totally shuddered and tried not to think too deeply of the implications. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Remy said. 
 
    “How do we reverse the necromancy if we don’t know any ourselves?” I asked. 
 
    “I know a little. I know enough to get the magic out of her,” he said. 
 
    “Remy?” 
 
    “I’ve read about and studied all kinds of different types of magic, Brighton. It’s part of my job. I haven’t been raising the dead or anything like that.” 
 
    I flashed back to the memory of Remy with black hair and black eyes, but I shook it off. I knew him, and I loved him. Most importantly, I trusted him. It was exactly the wrong time to start doubting my fiancé because not only did I need him, but it seemed as though the world did as well. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry I even thought that…” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I completely understand,” he said with a reassuring smile. “I would be lying if I didn’t say my mind went back there for a moment. I thought that perhaps I’d caused this somehow, but I know that’s not true. That dark Remy wasn’t the real me. I’m here for you, and I’ll do whatever it takes to save Coventry.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I asked. “We can do this together.” 
 
    “I’m going to use my energy to draw the magic out. When I do, I want you to do a binding on it.” 
 
    “That’s so dangerous,” I said. “You’re putting yourself at a huge risk.” 
 
    “I can do this, Brighton. All you have to do is bind it, and the cat can protect us. Right, cat?” Remy asked. 
 
    “I’ll protect her,” Meri said. “I might protect you. I don’t know. What are your views on bacon?” 
 
    “We should get Amelda.” I shot Meri a look but ultimately ignored the fact that he was concerned about Remy’s feelings on bacon during a zombie outbreak. I knew he was probably just trying to keep us as upbeat as possible. “Not because I don’t believe in you, but if there is a hospital full of zombies nearby, and they’ve already wandered all the way here, we’re going to need serious backup.” 
 
    “We will. We’ll get my family,” Remy said. “Let’s take care of this one first. To protect the people of Coventry.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Let’s do this. I’m ready. Wait, first I’m casting a circle.” 
 
    “I can do this without a circle,” Remy protested. “Plus that could draw more attention.” 
 
    “I know you can, but you’re not. I’ll just throw down some salt around us for protection, okay. Low-key. No one will notice.” 
 
    “All right,” Remy relented. “Low-key.” 
 
    I cast a small circle of salt around us and asked for the Goddess’s blessing and protection. Some candles would have been nice, but that was far less low-key. Most people would know if they saw a circle of black, or white, candles that I was messing around with some witchy stuff. 
 
    Even with the spell that kept the humans in Coventry willfully ignoring the magic around them, it was still considered precarious to openly do big magical things publicly. So, once my low-key salt circle was ready, Remy began. 
 
    Meri sauntered around the small circle enhancing the protection provided by the salt while Remy chanted. It wasn’t in a language or words I could understand, but what I did pick up sounded like the same phrase over and over. It was like a mantra, and he was using it to send little tendrils of his energy out of his body. 
 
    I watched with complete fascination as the small tentacles of his spirit snaked out toward the zombie woman. They were almost dancing as they moved in her direction. I did have to wonder if it would have been easier if we’d made the circle a little bit closer, but it was too late for that. It’s not like I could ask Remy to tuck it back in so we could move ten feet forward. I mean, I thought about it, but ultimately decided that might not go over well. So I quietly watched him work and waited for my time to do the binding spell. 
 
    It hit me that I was seeing part of his soul, and that notion was almost overwhelming. Not just because it was something people almost never see, but also because it was beautiful.  
 
    While it’s super cheesy, I’d likened the spirit tendrils to that sparkly vampire thing in one of my favorite, don’t judge me, teen romance movies. They shimmered in the light until they reached the woman formerly occupied by Bridgette. 
 
    The zombie reached out and tried to grasp the spirit tendrils when they got close, but she couldn’t grasp them. Zombie Bridgette let out a frustrated-sounding growl as Remy’s energy reached into her. 
 
    What happened next was disturbing and cool at the same time. Remy’s energy seized onto the dark, necromantic energy and yanked it out of Bridgette’s body in one smooth motion. It was as fast as ripping a Band-Aid off, and I could have sworn it made a similar noise. 
 
    At that moment, both Zombie Bridget and Remy collapsed. I almost knelt down to check on him, but Meri interrupted my panic. 
 
    “Brighton, do the binding. Do it now,” Meri said. 
 
    “Right,” I said and looked up just in time to see the dark energy beginning to drift away. 
 
    The binding spell was far simpler than one I’d have done on someone at home on a person. At home I would have needed parchment paper to write the person’s name or their photo. I’d have needed a black ribbon or piece of black silk to wrap the parchment or photo with, and dragon’s blood ink to write their name. I would have done my little chant about how I bound them from harming themselves and others. 
 
    But I didn’t have all that. Nor was I binding a person. Or was I? The energy wasn’t specifically a person, but it was a person’s harmful magic. What I needed to do was bind Margery. That was the simplest method as far as I could see. Sure, she was dead, but I couldn’t see any reason why I still couldn’t do a binding spell on her. In my blind panic, it made complete sense. 
 
    I didn’t have all the things I needed to do the spell the way I did at home, but those items and incantations were really just to focus your energy and intentions properly. The ribbon and parchment didn’t actually hold any magical power. The magical power was inside the witch. 
 
    So I closed my eyes and imagined doing the steps at my kitchen counter. I envisioned wrapping a picture of Margery in black silk, but I said the words to bind her out loud. 
 
    “Brighton, no!” Remy choked out. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    And then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I woke up and the first thing I noticed was that I had a dull ache in my head, but it competed with the ache in my stomach. I was starving. I couldn’t recall ever having been so hungry in my life. I was also at home on my sofa. How I had wound up there when my last memory was of being in a vacant lot, I had no idea.  
 
    When I tried to sit up, my vision swam a little. In addition to my headache and ravenous hunger, my body felt like lead. It was like when you take a nap in the afternoon, but you sleep too long. Everything felt a little precarious and off. 
 
    “Take it slow,” Remy said. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    My stomach growled loudly, and I entertained the idea that it had all just been a bad dream. Perhaps I’d caught the flu and had been dreaming while I was unconscious for a couple of days. Perhaps I was so hungry because I hadn’t had any solid food for a while. It was a comforting lie I tried to sell myself. 
 
    But that might have meant the engagement was part of the dream too. I panicked and checked my finger. The ring was there. To my relief, that part was real, but that also meant the other parts might be real too. 
 
    “It is real,” Remy said. 
 
    “How did you know what I was thinking?” 
 
    “You looked at the ring,” he said with a big smile. “You were checking to make sure you hadn’t been dreaming. I know you.” 
 
    “But, are the zombies real?” I asked. “Please say that part was a dream. Please.” 
 
    “That part is real too,” he said. “So is the part where the failed binding put a crack in Amelda’s protection amulet. Hopefully, it will still keep you under the protection of the Skeenbauer Coven.” 
 
    “The what am I doing on my sofa?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s my fault. I wasn’t specific enough, I guess. I wanted you to bind the energy I released from the zombie Bridgette. Instead of just binding the energy, you tried to bind the caster.” 
 
    “Yeah. I thought that was the easiest way. Margery cast the spell. It was her magic. That type of binding spell is the one I am the most familiar with.” 
 
    “It was a good theory,” Remy offered. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But it’s almost impossible to break a dead witch’s spell. I don’t know why I haven’t told you that yet. I guess it just hadn’t come up. I mean, minor stuff will break or just go away eventually. But, Brighton, stuff like this where there was so much intention behind it. I don’t know how we’re going to undo it, and the fact that she was probably murdered during her casting doesn’t help. That trauma probably only made the black magic stronger.” 
 
    “You mean that we don’t have a way to stop the zombies other than ripping and binding the energy out of each one individually?” 
 
    “Yep,” Remy said. “We don’t have to do that personally, though. My family is going to do their best to take over that part in Coventry. Our focus has to be finding another solution.” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” the apparition said as she appeared in front of the fire. “Why don’t you try solving my murder. Then I’ll release my spell.” 
 
    “Margery?” Remy asked, but it was obvious. “Aunt Margery, is that you?” 
 
    Though she was slightly transparent, and her feet floated an inch above the hearth, it was definitely Margery. She was dressed in the black ceremonial robe she died in, and her dark curly hair fell in a cascade over her shoulders and down her back. She looked decades younger than her actual age, but that wasn’t because she was her idealized version of herself or anything like that. I’d heard that happened when you died sometimes, but in Margery’s case it was something else. 
 
    Her actual body looked like that too when we found her. She had a preternatural youth, when she was still alive, that probably should have been a tipoff that Margery had been dabbling in some not-so-clean forms of magic. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” Margery demanded of me. 
 
    “You just look really young. Considering you were in your, what? Sixties? Maybe early seventies? And yet, you looked like you were in your early forties. I just can’t believe none of the Skeenbauers noticed you were practicing black magic. There’s no good magic that could do that. Is there? It goes against nature.” 
 
    “Maybe it was all the good deeds I did combined with a strict vegan diet and plenty of fresh air,” she sniped at me. 
 
    “Was that it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” she said and let out a shrill cackle. “I was feeding off the life energy of those who I saw as useless. It was a horrible thing to do, but it does keep the skin smooth and supple.” 
 
    “And now you want us to help you?” Remy sounded as if he were barely restraining fury. 
 
    “Yes, I do. And you will. I heard you telling your little Tuttlesmith girlfriend about breaking a dead witch’s spell. So you know as well as I do that solving my murder will be far easier than trying to find a way to do it magically.” 
 
    “How do we know you’ll break the spell after we find the killer? You could just be using us to find them and then you’ll leave the spell in place.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Margery said. “You can consider it my contract.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Something else you don’t know,” Remy said. “She just bound herself to a witch’s contract. It means she has to do what she promised. If we find the killer, the spell will be broken by the contract and not by her. Margery can’t stop it now.” 
 
    “Okay, then we’ll do it,” I said. “But it would be a lot easier if we know what you were casting when you were killed. That way we’ll know what is causing the zombies.” 
 
    She laughed at me for a good minute. “You don’t need to know what the spell was. I’ll break it when you find the murderer. You’d better do it quick, though.” There was something menacing in her expression, but it was impish and gleeful as well. She had a secret that was greatly amusing her, and for some reason, my intuition was telling me that I was involved.  
 
    “Aunt Margery, I can only assume it’s possible that someone killed you because of the spell you were doing. Knowing what it was will help us solve the mystery. It is important,” Remy said. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll tell you. The things people said about me after my husband’s death were completely true. I never really got over my loss, so I was trying to bring him back. Whoever killed me did so during the exact part of the ceremony where the magic would have brought him back to life, and the energy went out into the world as I lay there dying. Without me to channel it to my purpose, it was free.” 
 
    “But then why didn’t you come back?” I asked. 
 
    “Silly little witch,” she said with a laugh. “I was wearing an amulet that protected me against necromancy. All necromancers wear one. It’s completely foolish to work with such powers without protection. I might not have been the smartest or the most accomplished Skeenbauer witch, but I wasn’t stupid.” 
 
    “We could use that,” I said more to myself than anyone else. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Margery hissed. “Don’t you dare take it off my body. If you do, I’ll…” 
 
    “You’ll what?” Remy interrupted. “Your word is under witch’s contract now. We solve the murder and your necromancy spell is undone. You can’t put conditions on it now.” 
 
    She disappeared before saying anything else. I didn’t have any illusions that she would just stay out of our way, but at least for the time Margery was gone. 
 
    “We should get that amulet,” I said. 
 
    Remy nodded, and we headed outside to get the amulet off of Margery’s body. She was still in the trunk, and I was thankful we hadn’t taken her to the crypt yet. It did kind of suck that Remy had a dead body in his trunk, but I reasoned this was easier than grave robbing after we’d stuck her inside the mausoleum. 
 
    I waited by the back of the car while Remy popped the trunk. Once it was open, he came around and reached in to get the necklace off Margery. 
 
    “You should wear it,” he said and handed it to me. 
 
    At first, I didn’t notice the way the metal chain made my fingers sting. What I did notice was when the actual amulet touched my chest. The pendant was a flat, circular black stone polished to a high shine so that it almost looked like a mirror. It was placed in a setting with two red stones, that I assumed were garnets at the top where the chain met the pendant. 
 
    When it made contact with my skin, it burned so badly that I nearly screamed. Fortunately, I hadn’t fastened the clasp yet, and I was able to let it fall to the ground. I jumped back as if the thing were going to explode. It had sure felt like it was on fire. 
 
    “Why did that happen?” 
 
    My rapid breath caught in my throat, and I knew my eyes had to be as wide as saucers. The concern nearing panic was etched on Remy’s face, but there was a slight hint of something else. He knew it was possible that it could have happened. 
 
    “What’s going on, Remy? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “I was hoping it hadn’t settled in you,” he said. “When you tried to bind Margery, the dark magic I’d pulled from the zombie came for you. I tried to block it, and I did a cleansing spell on you when you were unconscious. I’d really hoped it hadn’t gotten you,” he said. “I don’t think anything I did helped.” 
 
    “The magic you pulled out of Bridgette’s body is in me?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “That’s why I can’t wear the amulet that’s supposed to protect me from necromancy? Because it’s already in me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said and took my hand. “But we’ll solve the murder and the spell will be broken.” 
 
    “But I’m a zombie?” 
 
    “You’re still alive, baby,” he said. “It’s in you, but it hasn’t taken over…” 
 
    “Yet? You’re about to say yet, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’ve called Brody and filled him in on what’s going on. He’s doing research in the archives and at the library to see what he can find. So far, we haven’t really seen any changes in you. We’re pretty confident you’ll be fine as long as we find the killer.” 
 
    “You haven’t really seen any changes in me? Or you haven’t seen any changes?” 
 
    “So far it’s just your hair,” he said. 
 
    “What color is it this time?” I asked and felt relief wash over me. If it was just my hair changing color and not my skin falling off, I’d take it. 
 
    “It’s not so much that it’s changing color, but that it’s losing its color. It’s fading.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said. 
 
    Margery’s appearance had temporarily distracted me, but my stomach growled again. All I could think about was going to the diner and devouring a huge stack of pancakes, a whole plate of bacon, and a cheeseburger. And maybe some fries. Possibly a plate of nachos too. Ooh, and a milkshake. Maybe they could swirl chocolate and strawberry together. 
 
    My stomach growled again, and it felt like my body was eating itself. I didn’t think I would make it to the diner. I needed to eat right away. If I didn’t get something delicious in my stomach soon, I feared I’d take a bite out of anything edible. 
 
    “Brighton?” Remy asked cautiously. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said again because it was all I could think about. 
 
    I think he started to say something else, but I just ignored him and walked back to the house. Oh, that’s right. He said, “I’m just going to put this amulet on,” in a tone that sounded like he might have thought he needed it to protect himself against me. But I didn’t pay much mind. As long as I got some food soon, I knew everyone would be fine. 
 
    “Please have something good,” I said to the refrigerator. “If you’re empty, I’m calling Goodwill to come get you.” 
 
    I opened it up and moaned with anticipation when I saw the plate of leftover fried chicken. We hadn’t had fried chicken, but the house knew what I needed. There was a vat of potato salad, the kind without mustard, right next to it as well. It wasn’t what I’d been craving outside, but it seemed perfect at that moment. 
 
    “You hungry?” I asked when Remy walked through the back door. 
 
    “No, not particularly,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, good. Is there any way you could cook some bacon for me and Meri while I eat some of this chicken?” I asked. “Pretty please?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a concerned smile. 
 
    “I’m just hungry,” I said. 
 
    “I know, baby. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I said and took the plate of chicken and container of potato salad to the table. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to get a plate?” Remy asked as I fished a spoon out of the drawer. 
 
    “Don’t need it,” I tried to say, but it came out as more of a grunt. 
 
    I sat at the table and devoured the entire plate of chicken and half of the potato salad while Remy cooked bacon. Meri showed up as soon as the house filled with the scent of the cooking bacon, but he didn’t say much. Instead, he just went over and stood close to Remy. 
 
    “What is up with you guys?” I finally asked. “By the way, where is that amulet? You should wear it,” I said to Remy. “Since I can’t.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “But I put it back on Margery for now. I don’t want her coming back while she’s in my trunk. I’ll take it again before we shove her into the mausoleum.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Probably should have thought of that before I took it off her. Sorry, I’m just so hungry. I must not have been thinking straight. Is that bacon about ready?” 
 
    “You still want the bacon?” Remy asked. His eyes were wide with what I decided to assume was wonder and not horror. “You ate that whole plate of fried chicken.” 
 
    “And half of the potato salad. I’ll probably finish it, but I’m in the mood for bacon.” 
 
    “Me too,” Meri added. 
 
    “Mine!” I said and let out a growl. 
 
    Meri hissed and ran off into the living room. Remy began quickly putting the bacon on a plate for me, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. 
 
    “Oh, wow. I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know where that came from.” 
 
    “We need to lock her up,” Meri said from the other side of the kitchen doorway. 
 
    He wouldn’t come into the room, but I couldn’t blame him. Something was seriously wrong with me, but it was impossible for me to focus. Despite all of the chicken and potato salad, I was still hungry. All that food had barely taken the edge off. 
 
    “We’re not locking her up,” Remy said. “We can manage this for now. You’re her familiar, there’s got to be something you can do to protect her.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said. “I can hear you.” 
 
    “Here’s that bacon, honey,” Remy said and slid the plate in front of me. 
 
    “Thanks!” I said and cheerfully began to eat it. 
 
    Looking back, I could see that he’d used the bacon to intentionally distract me, but it had worked beautifully. Who could blame him? 
 
    When I’d devoured the whole plate, it still felt like all the food had only taken a little more of the edge off my hunger, but I knew logically that I couldn’t keep eating. At some point I would literally burst. But my head felt a little clearer. Clear enough to know something wasn’t right. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with me,” I said, feeling a sudden sense of dread. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Remy said. Unexpectedly, he looked less afraid. “I’m so sorry, Brighton.” 
 
    He came over to me and pulled me up into a hug. In his arms, I could feel a little bit more of me return to the surface. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” I asked. “You did what you could to protect me. This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I was afraid of you.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for that. I’d be afraid too. I am a little afraid, but I’m more hungry than scared. I know that I should find that more disturbing than I do too.” 
 
    “It’s the magic. We need to find a way to at least counter some of its affects. We could ask Amelda,” Remy said. “Or do you think there are any books on necromancy in your library?” 
 
    “There might be. There are a lot of books up there,” I said.  
 
    “Let’s go see what we can find. We’ve still got a few hours before we can deliver Margery to the crypt.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it,” Remy said. 
 
    “Already?” I asked. 
 
    “Brighton, it’s been three hours.” 
 
    “No, it’s only been a few minutes. I just looked out the window at the birds, and now you’re done? That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Brighton, baby, you’ve been standing there staring out that window for three hours.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Meri helped me find the books I needed. He can read, you know. I didn’t know that. Anyway, I’ve got a list of herbs that could help us.” 
 
    “Herbs,” I said, but I was distracted by the birds again. I was having so much trouble focusing on anything but the birds. 
 
    “Yes. We’re going to go to Ruby’s Apothecary and see if she has anything on this list. If she does, then I think we can reverse what’s happening with you, or at the very least, we can slow it down.” 
 
    Remy took my hand and led me away from the attic window and down the stairs. He patiently reminded me every time I forgot where we were going. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said as we got into the car. 
 
    “We’ll get something as soon as we’re done at Ruby’s,” Remy said. 
 
    “Ruby’s?” 
 
    “We’re going to get herbs for a spell, sweetie. Put your seatbelt on, please.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “I’m so forgetful.” 
 
    “We’re going to fix this,” Remy said. 
 
    “Do you think we can?” 
 
    “We have to. I don’t know if I can do this without you. You’re the one who solves the murders around here.” 
 
    “Murder,” I said. “Oh, right, Margery is dead. She’s in the trunk. Remy, we’re driving around with your dead aunt in the trunk.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s great,” he said with a smile. “I mean, it’s not great that we have a body in the trunk, but it’s good that you’re able to remember.” 
 
    “It comes and goes,” I said. 
 
    And then it went again. We rode in silence to Ruby’s shop, and by the time we got there, I’d completely forgotten why we were going again. 
 
    I felt better as soon as we walked into Ruby’s shop. Not completely better, but it was a significant improvement. She was burning patchouli and the scent seemed to clear my head. 
 
    “The patchouli is really helping,” I said to Remy. “We should get some oil while we’re here.” 
 
    “I was hoping it would. I looked around your house for some earlier, but your bottle was empty.” 
 
    “Meri knocked it over a couple of months ago. I haven’t had occasion to use it, so I hadn’t replaced it.” 
 
    “It’s good that you remember that,” he said. 
 
    “No, Nope. Uh uh. No way,” Ruby said when she saw us. “I don’t want to be involved in this.” 
 
    “Ruby, I don’t know how you can not be involved. You’re the only apothecary in a town full of witches, and we’re in the middle of a magical crisis and possible zombie apocalypse,” Remy said. 
 
    “First of all, I think you’re being a little dramatic. Second, I’ll help your family with whatever they need. I would never be stupid enough to tell Amelda no, but you two are bad juju. Half the witches in this town, mostly members of your family, Remy, are saying you guys did this. They’re saying that you caught her doing that dark crap and you killed her for it. I’ve even heard whispers that you were helping her for a while and that’s why you killed her. You did it to keep your secrets.” 
 
    “Well, those are just dumb small-town rumors, Ruby,” Remy said. “You know as well as I do that I had nothing to do with her death. Those old gossips know it too. Some witches are just addicted to drama.” 
 
    “I need your help,” Brighton said. 
 
    “I heard about what happened to you.” Ruby softened a little. 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” Remy interjected. “We have a list of herbs that could help buy her some time. They’re used in necromancy, but they can be used to help protect from it as well.” 
 
    “Fight fire with fire,” Ruby mused. 
 
    “Here, take a look at this list, and sell me as much as you can of any of these,” he said and handed her the slip of paper. 
 
    “Wow,” Ruby said. “I don’t have any of these. I mean, I did, but they’ve all sold out.” 
 
    “Today? To my family?” Remy asked hopefully. “If so, then perhaps I can get some from them.” 
 
    “You know I can’t tell you that, Remy. Privacy is guaranteed here. It’s the only way I can stay in business. If anyone found out that I told you who bought what, even for a good cause, I’d be done. No one would ever trust me again.” 
 
    “Ruby, come on.” Remy pleaded. “Brighton is going to—” 
 
    He was going to say that I would die without it, but Remy cut himself off. Or he was interrupted. The order of events is a little cloudy. I was feeling better in the shop, but I’d still drifted off while staring at a particularly sparkly chunk of amethyst geode. 
 
    “Is mullein on that list?” a voice came from the back of the shop. 
 
    Remy’s Aunt Gretchen appeared from behind one of the displays. She carried a small canvas sack filled with some sort of plant. It had long, thin rod-shaped cones covered in little yellow flowers. 
 
    “It is, Aunt Gretchen,” Remy said. 
 
    “I just bought the last of it for the rituals Amelda wants to do, but you should take it. I couldn’t buy anything else because it’s sold out. You can have this, though, if it helps.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Gretchen. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You should take her over to Bubble & Brew for a cinnamon roll and a cinnamon latte,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “I am hungry.” 
 
    “It’s an Osiris herb used by the Ancient Egyptians to help achieve immortality. It will buy her some time.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Remy said. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t help more,” Ruby said. 
 
    “You could if you wanted to,” Remy said gruffly. 
 
    “Remy, it’s okay. The town needs Ruby’s shop. We can’t blame her for upholding her policy.” 
 
    He gave her a nod, and we left with the mullein his aunt had given us. Following her advice, Remy and I made a pit stop at Bubble & Brew. He went inside and bought a whole tray of cinnamon rolls and a large cinnamon latte. 
 
    “I thought you’d be hungry,” he said and handed me the paper bag with a smile. 
 
    “I am,” I said and accepted it. “It’s like no matter how much I eat, it’s never enough. The feeling is almost completely maddening.” 
 
    “It’s probably because the food you’re eating isn’t what you’re hungry for,” Remy grimaced. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Think about it, Brighton. Please don’t tell me you’ve never seen a zombie movie.” 
 
    And then, I knew what he was talking about. 
 
    “No. Absolutely not.” I shook my head vehemently. “There’s no way that I would ever.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good sign that you’re still saying that.”  
 
    He started the car and pulled onto the street. I drank my latte while he drove us to our next destination. 
 
    “Are you saying that at some point, this hunger might grow so bad that I’ll lose control?” The thought terrified me. 
 
    “We’re going to do everything we can to keep it from going that far,” Remy said. “Everything. And if for some reason, we don’t solve this murder in time, then Meri and I will put you in the garage walking in little circles until we figure it out.” 
 
    “What if once I change over, I can’t change back? This thing could be a one-way ticket.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” he said. 
 
    “Why can’t you just try to pull it out now?” I asked. “You could yank it out of me the way you did Bridgette. The way the other witches are doing to the zombies they encounter in Coventry.” 
 
    “Because it could kill you,” Remy said. “I can yank it out of them because their soul is already gone. This isn’t a virus. It’s black magic, and it’s wrapped like tentacles around your soul.” 
 
    “So, you yank out one and the other comes out too,” I said. 
 
    “I tried the cleansing,” Remy said. “After it took you, but it’s deeper than anything I can handle. I can take you to the aunties and they can try, but they might not be able to do it without killing you either. It’s too big of a risk.” 
 
    “It really does come down to solve the murder or die, then,” I said. “So, what about this mullein? What do we do with that? Do I carry it with me or are we going to put it in spell bags?” 
 
    “I’m going to dry it, and you’re going to smoke it,” Remy said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Smoke it? Like drugs?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the fastest way to get the herbs to your brain.” 
 
    “How am I going to smoke it, though? I don’t have a pipe or any papers.” 
 
    “You were a pothead, weren’t you?” Remy teased. 
 
    “I was not. I saw that in a movie,” I said.  
 
    “Either way, we’ll stop by my house on the way and grab my great-grandfather’s old tobacco pipe. You can use that.” 
 
    It was still daylight when we got to the cemetery, so Remy parked the car close to the mausoleum and we went to sit under a tree. He used magic to dry the mullein before packing the dried herb in the pipe. 
 
    He handed it to me. “Here you go.” 
 
    “I hope I don’t choke on it or anything. I’ve really never smoked anything before. I wasn’t a pothead,” I said. 
 
    “I was just teasing you,” Remy said. “I didn’t really think you were a pothead, but even if you had been, I’d still love you.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to tease me when I start coughing on this stuff.” 
 
    “Not at all. Just inhale it slowly, okay? Take light puffs. Not too much at once.” 
 
    I almost asked him about a lighter, but no one was around, so I lit the dried herbs in the pipe with a little conjured flame. I tried to just inhale a little bit, but the acrid smoke choked me anyway. Good to his word, Remy didn’t laugh at me when I began to cough and gasp for air. He just put a reassuring hand on my back and told me to take a deep breath. 
 
    The most amazing thing happened. When I stopped coughing, my head felt clear. I wasn’t hungry anymore either. In fact, I felt a little stuffed from all the food I’d eaten. 
 
    “Better?” Remy asked hopefully. 
 
    “Much better, actually,” I said. “How much of that stuff do we have?” 
 
    “Enough for a few pipefuls. Let’s just hope it lasts a long time.” 
 
    I finished the herbs, and when I was done, I felt like my old self again. Remy even commented that some of the red was back in my hair. Before the zombie incident, it had settled on a bright pink shade for the previous few months. Being in love had stuck with me, and only death had threatened to change it. 
 
    We stayed in the cemetery until dark, keeping a watchful eye on the graves around us. Fortunately, nothing dug its way to the surface. I wondered if that was because the necromancy didn’t affect the long dead, or if it was because they just hadn’t made it out of the ground yet. 
 
    When the sun finally set, Remy and I put Margery in the Skeenbauer family mausoleum. We didn’t have to break in since it was his family’s crypt, so it was much easier than the last time I’d been in there.  
 
    There wasn’t really an opening for her, so we just kind of chucked her in. Remy snatched the amulet from her throat, and the, sealed the door as quickly as he could. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Now we figure out who killed her and put an end to this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Our next stop was Margery’s house, but that would turn out to be not as easy as planned. The horde we encountered on the way to her house was the first I’d seen. It might have been a little dramatic to call it a horde, but that’s how it felt. Even if it was only about a dozen shambling undead. 
 
    Fortunately, we’d stopped by the house on the way and picked up Meri and Annika. She’d been sitting on the porch in the dark waiting for us like there was nothing bad going on in Coventry at all. It wasn’t that she didn’t know about it, it was just that she wasn’t afraid at all. The girl had some stones and a serious love of zombies. If anyone was giddy that a zombie apocalypse might have been going down, it was Annika. 
 
    Brody had wanted to come too and was super ticked off that we wouldn’t let him, but his magical skills were even weaker than mine. Plus, we needed him doing research. He had to find a spell that could counter the necromancy without killing me in case we failed at finding the murderer. 
 
    Okay, back to the horde. It was roaming down the street where Margery lived a couple of blocks from her house. All but a couple of them were wearing hospital robes, but two of them were dressed in regular clothes. 
 
    The horror of the situation wasn’t lost on me, but I couldn’t let myself think about it. I would have broken down in tears if I had, and that would have put the people I loved in danger. 
 
    We approached the horde and Meri put them all under the spell to make them walk in little circles. I was impressed because they didn’t run into each other. It was all perfectly choreographed, but I could tell it was taking all of Meri’s energy to cast the spell on so many zombies. 
 
    After that, Annika and Remy worked on yanking the necromantic magic out of the zombies, and I bound the energy. I got it right that time and managed not to pass out or take any of the magic into myself. 
 
    The problem was that we only managed to get through about half of them before it became completely overwhelming for everyone. We were overwhelmed, and there were still zombies coming at us. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked when Remy and Annika started to look exhausted. 
 
    “I think we’re going to have to run,” Annika said.  
 
    She sounded out of breath even though we’d just been standing there. Casting spells could be like running sprints sometimes. Remy was pale and shaking. 
 
    “The house we need to go to is on the other side of them,” I said. 
 
    “Well, we can just run around them,” Annika said. “We can totally dodge them. Just let me catch my breath.” 
 
    “They’ll follow us,” I said. “Plus, we can’t leave them. They could hurt someone else.” 
 
    “We can help.” 
 
    We hadn’t heard them approach, but a group of Skeenbauer witches had walked up behind us. They were a part of the teams that were traveling around dispelling the necromancy and dealing with the bodies. 
 
    “You guys go on,” one of the women said. “We’ve got you covered.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Remy responded. 
 
    He and Annika gave the woman a hug, and then we dodged the zombies the witches were liberating on our way to our destination. 
 
    Had I been alone, getting into Margery’s house would have been nearly impossible, but since I had two Skeenbauers and Meri with me, they made light work of the traps and wards guarding her house. 
 
    Well, that’s what we thought, anyway. The three of us, plus Meri, made it into the living room before the doors and windows all disappeared. They were just gone, and it should have been obvious we’d been caught in a trap no one saw coming. We’d all scanned for Margery’s magic, but whatever caught us must have been such a high level we couldn’t even detect it. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I didn’t jump into Remy’s arms, but I did reach for his hand. 
 
    He clasped mine with his, and I instantly felt better. Though, I still couldn’t quite comprehend what had just happened. It could have been that I needed more of the mullein, or it might have just been panic dulling my brain. 
 
    “She’s got us in a trap,” Remy said. “It was so well disguised that none of us picked up on it. Margery was more powerful than we knew.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Well, we can either hope that Margery appears and lets us out since we’re here on an errand for her, or we can go ahead with our investigation. Perhaps what we need to release the trap is in the house somewhere,” Remy said. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Do you think it’s safe to split up?” 
 
    “You go upstairs with Meri,” Remy said to me. “Annika will search the ground floor, and I’ll go down to the basement.” 
 
    “Alone?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll call out if I need you or the cat, okay?” 
 
    “Splitting up feels like one of those dumb horror movie decisions,” Annika quipped. 
 
    “Do you want to come upstairs with me?” I offered. “We could search the second floor together and then come down here.” 
 
    “No. If you’re okay, let’s get this over with as fast as we can,” she said. 
 
    As I walked up the steps to the second floor, I thought about how much Thorn would have hated me going off alone. He would have tried to stop me. The way Remy saw me was so different. He never questioned that I could handle myself. It didn’t upset me that he didn’t try to protect me, because he never acted like I needed protecting. It was nice to have a future husband who saw me as capable. 
 
    “Do you want to check her bedroom first?” Meri asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, but even as I answered, I changed my mind. 
 
    We’d walked right past an open door to Margery’s office. That seemed like an even better place to begin. 
 
    “I didn’t even know witches had offices,” Meri said as we walked in. 
 
    “I’m sure a lot of them do,” I said. “I just don’t because I don’t have a reason.” 
 
    “Because you’re unemployed,” Meri said. 
 
    “That’s kind of mean.” 
 
    “Hey, lady, it’s the truth. You don’t have a job,” he said. 
 
    “I have plenty of money,” I said. “Isn’t that what matters? Plus, I’ve done some work. I’ve freelanced for the city more than once. They were probably glad I didn’t have a job.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Meri said. “I’m going to check out the closet.” 
 
    While he was snooping around in Margery’s office closet, I took a look at her desk. I went through her computer first, but there wasn’t much there. That’s probably why it wasn’t password protected. 
 
    As far as I could tell, it seemed like all she used it for was watching Netflix and writing bad Star Wars fan fiction. The stories weren’t good, but they weren’t so awful that someone would have killed her over it. So, the find didn’t help me at all. 
 
    The good stuff was what I found in her desk drawer. In a bright red folder, I discovered divorce papers. Everyone kept saying that she hadn’t gotten over her husband’s death, but my discovery told me that they’d had marital problems.  
 
    I read through the papers, and it was pretty standard stuff. One thing I did notice was that the husband was the one filing against Margery. He’d asked for the divorce. 
 
    The documents were about a decade old, though. They also weren’t signed. I’d have to ask Remy how long it had been since Margery’s husband died. Perhaps they had fully reconciled. But then why had she kept the papers? You’d have thought she wouldn’t want that kind of reminder. 
 
    “Let’s go, cat,” I said. “I found a clue and I need to ask Annika and Remy about it.” 
 
    “One second.” Meri’s voice trailed out of the closet. “I’ve got something here too.” 
 
    A few seconds later, the window in the office reappeared. Meri had found a way to get us out. 
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked as he sauntered out of the closet. 
 
    “Easy, peasy,” he said. “I kind of thought she hadn’t been the one to cast that spell. If she had, we’d have never gotten out. Dead witch’s magic and all. Our only hope was that someone else had set the trap. So there are these little witch spell bags, and I bet there are more all over the house. But all I had to do was dump this one out to release the spell.” 
 
    After that, Meri came out of the closet holding the tiny black velvet bag in his mouth. He dropped it on the floor at my feet like a fresh kill and preened with pride. 
 
    I bent over to pick it up and brought the item to my nose. Whatever herbs were used had been pungent, and I winced at the sour smell. 
 
    “You think someone was trying to trap Margery in here?” I asked. 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Meri said. 
 
    “But it didn’t work. It didn’t trap her, but it did get us. I wonder why?” 
 
    “Perhaps the person that killed her planted these here in the hopes to trap Margery before she did her necromancy thing. Maybe Margery didn’t come back here that night like the murderer planned. They were just going to trap her, but they had to kill her instead,” Meri offered. “I doubt it would have held her for long. There must have been more to the plan.” 
 
    “That does make sense,” I said. “That would mean it’s possible that the killer knew about the necromancy and tried to stop her, but they didn’t go to the Skeenbauer coven about it.” 
 
    “They took matters into their own hands,” Meri said. “So, I doubt we’re dealing with a hero here.” 
 
    “I’ll take this. Let’s go see what the others found.” 
 
    We went back downstairs and found Annika digging through the cabinets. Remy appeared a moment later in the doorway that I assumed led to the basement stairs. He was a white as a sheet, and I could have sworn he was shaking a little. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    Annika and I both rushed to him. I took his hand, while Annika pressed the back of her hand to his forehead. It was an extraordinarily maternal gesture, and lines of concern etched themselves into her face. 
 
    “I’m guessing you guys didn’t find any hint of her being a necromancer on the upper floors,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Annika added. “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s all down there.” His voice cracked a little. 
 
    “What’s down there?” Annika asked. “By the way, it appears that Brighton got the windows and doors open.” 
 
    “It was actually Meri. He found this,” I said and showed her the spell bag. “He said there are probably more around the house, but that’s not the most important thing right now. Remy, what’s down there?” 
 
    “A lot of skeletons and some dead bodies too. None of them are reanimated, but she just has them stacked up down there. Plus what looks like a torture room along with a lifetime supply of black candles and tons of herbs and crystals.” 
 
    “We should get those,” Annika said. “We can’t just leave that here.” 
 
    “Annika, we can’t go down there and just take all her spell-crafting materials.” 
 
    “Why not?” Annika asked. “She’s dead, and Margery is the one who got us into this mess. She owes us, plus we’re her family. We’re not stealing. We’re inheriting.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go down there, Annika. It’s bad. It’s gross. Plus, there’s got to be a river of demonic energy coursing through the area.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Meri said. “I would like to check that out. If you want, I can make all the dead bodies look like something else while you’re down there. A little illusion spell to make your… inheriting of the items easier?” 
 
    We all agreed to let Meri work his magic, but when we got down there, all of the bodies looked like giant creepy dolls. I wasn’t sure how that was much better. 
 
    “Meri?” I asked as I tried to pry my eyes away from the freakish sight. 
 
    “What? I did the best I could. There really is a river of demonic energy running through this basement. It was dolls or piles of rotting fruit. I made a call.” 
 
    “I think I would have preferred the rotted fruit,” Annika said. 
 
    Her face was a mask of horror, but Remy’s looked better. The dolls were disturbing, but they had to be better than stacks of corpses.  
 
    “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    Fortunately, we’d brought bags from the kitchen and there were some empty boxes in the basement as well. We loaded all of the herbs, crystals, candles, and some assorted magical tools into the containers. Then we jetted out of the basement as fast as our legs would carry us. 
 
    Back upstairs, I noticed that Meri hadn’t followed us. I looked through the doorway, and he wasn’t on the stairs or at the foot of them either. 
 
    “Meri,” I called down. “Meri, where are you?” 
 
    I felt my chest clench in panic. Had something happened to him while we were downstairs? 
 
    “I figured out where the river of demonic energy is flowing.” I heard him call. 
 
    That was a bit of a relief, but it still sounded like he was really far away. I started to head back down the steps. 
 
    “Brighton, where are you going?” Remy called after me. 
 
    “I’m going to find my familiar. Wherever he is, I’m going.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “This was a terrible idea,” Annika lamented. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t tell you to follow me,” Meri said. 
 
    He’d found a tunnel under Margery’s house, and we were walking through it following the trail of demonic energy Meri had tuned into. All of us were carrying bags or boxes, and the dark path seemed to stretch on forever. 
 
    Just like the tunnels under my house, there were boarded off areas. I began to wonder if we were in fact in the same tunnel as the one under my house. Or perhaps if one of the boarded off doorways lead to my tunnel. It had to, right?  
 
    I had a sinking feeling about where the river of demonic energy would lead us. At least Meri’s light spell was keeping the tunnel from being completely pitch black, though the shadows made it creepy. 
 
    It was dusty too, and the air felt thick. More than once I’d had to lift the boxes I was carrying to scratch my nose or cover my mouth when I sneezed. But it was just dust making the air thick. There was something intangible too. It was black magic, and we were just breathing it in. 
 
    As we moved through the tunnels, I was taken back to when I was a kid walking down the hall to the bathroom at night. I kept expecting something to jump out of the darkness and scare us. It didn’t happen, but the fear was as real and bone deep as it had been when I was a kid. 
 
    We finally got to a boarded-up doorway, and Meri stopped. “This is it,” he said. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “That’s where the demons are coming from?” 
 
    “No, this is the tunnel that leads to our basement at Hangman’s House,” he said. “I’m pretty sure the demons are coming from Margery’s place. The river of demonic energy runs from her house to here.” 
 
    “So what next?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re going to take these boards down and go home. I’m going to go back to Margery’s and dam up that river of demons.” 
 
    I watched as Meri ran off back toward Margery’s house, and wondered if it was a good idea to let him go alone. Then I remembered the time he obliterated the demons that showed up in my basement. 
 
    “We should get these down and get back to the house,” I said. “It’s not going to be pretty when he blows up the demons.” 
 
    All three of us used a little magic, and the planks blocking the tunnel entrance came down easily. It was mere seconds later that I wished they hadn’t. 
 
    There was a moaning sound followed by a distinct shuffling. We didn’t have Meri’s magic light anymore, but Annika pulled out her cell phone and turned on the flashlight ap. I got mine out and turned it on before shining it down the tunnel. 
 
    “We need to go back to Margery’s place,” I said. “We need to go now.” 
 
    Down the tunnel that led to Hangman’s House, shambling toward us in the dark, was a mass of zombies. Not just the newly made ones from the hospital and their recent victims either. 
 
    These were decaying and covered in dirt. While we’d been searching Margery’s house, the dead had risen in Coventry, and they’d overtaken my home. 
 
    “Run,” I said. “Go. Go back. There are too many.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Remy answered. “Meri went back to destroy the demons.” 
 
    “Then we better run fast,” I said. 
 
    The three of us called out to Meri as we ran back down the tunnel to Margery’s house. “Stop, Meri! We’re coming back! Don’t blow up the demons!” 
 
    A minute later, he appeared in the tunnel in front of us. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Zombies in the tunnel. We have to go back to Margery’s house. Please tell me you didn’t set the demon bomb yet.” 
 
    “I was about to,” he responded. “Come on. I have an idea.” 
 
    We followed Meri back into Margery’s basement. The dead bodies no longer looked like dolls, and I almost screamed. Sensing that I was about to lose it, Remy grabbed my hand and pulled me in the direction of the basement stairs. His hand was cold and clammy as it clasped mine. 
 
    When we reached the kitchen, Remy was about to slam the basement door closed. “Wait!” I said. “Meri is still down there.” 
 
    He scurried up the top stairs and skidded across the kitchen floor a few seconds later. “Close the door! Close the door! Close the door!” 
 
    Remy finally slammed it just, and it was followed by a loud boom. The scent of roses filled the air.  
 
    “Did that take care of the zombies?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Meri said. “But it will help keep demons from spawning down there while we do the next part.” 
 
    “The next part?” 
 
    “Everybody upstairs,” Meri said. “Let’s go. Brighton, do you still have that bag?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    We followed Meri upstairs. He asked for the bag back, and I gave it to him. My familiar disappeared into the closet with the bag. We heard some soft noises coming from inside, and then a minute later, the office window was gone again. 
 
    “Great, we’re trapped in here again,” Annika said. “What are you up to, cat?” 
 
    “I think he just saved us,” Remy said. “We can’t get out, but the zombies can’t get in either.” 
 
    “Oh,” Annika said. “What about Brody?” 
 
    “My brother, oh, no. We made him stay behind too. This is my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Remy said. “He’ll be fine. I’m sure. We couldn’t have helped him if we’d been overwhelmed by those zombies anyway. At least this way, we’ve got a chance to save him and the town.” 
 
    “We didn’t search the whole house, right?” Annika asked. “It’s possible the answer to who killed Margery is in here somewhere.” 
 
    “If we can figure it out, Margery will lift the spell and we can get out of here,” I said. 
 
    But I could already feel myself getting fuzzy around the edges. The mullein was wearing off, and I’d need more soon. It wasn’t just my mind, either. My stomach growled loudly. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said. “I’m going to go check out the kitchen.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Meri said. 
 
    “No, wait,” Remy said. “Are you really hungry, or do you need more of the mullein?” 
 
    “Why can’t we do both?” Meri asked petulantly. 
 
    “Because what she needs is more of the herb, and the longer we put it off, the worse she will get,” Remy said. 
 
    “But if you want to go look around in the kitchen while I get the pipe ready, I’m sure that’s fine.” 
 
    “I’ll go with them,” Annika said. “See if this witch has any cookies.” 
 
    “We’ll all go,” Remy said. 
 
    We went into the kitchen, and Remy sat at the table packing the mullein into the pipe. Annika went through the pantry looking for snacks, while Meri and I perused the refrigerator. 
 
    “Isn’t this a little strange?” I said, but my stomach growled again. 
 
    “No,” Annika said when she popped her head out of the pantry. “This is our inheritance too.” 
 
    I found some leftover chicken and gave half of it to Meri. While he was finishing that, I went back in for a block of cranberry cheddar I’d seen. I ate the whole block in five bites. 
 
    “Whoa,” Remy said as I polished off the last piece. “Okay, I’ve got this ready for you.” 
 
    Annika happily found some cookies and a can of tuna for Meri. After she popped the top off the fish and handed it over to Meri, she sat at the table with Remy and they ate some of the chocolate-dipped macaroons she’d found. 
 
    I walked over to the other side of the kitchen and lit the pipe. It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to get the smoke all over them, but I felt weird smoking the pipe while they all sat around and watched. 
 
    When it was done, my head cleared, and I couldn’t believe I’d eaten a whole block of cheese. It had seemed like a completely wonderful idea in the moment. I wasn’t sure if I should’ve been impressed or horrified with myself.  
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’m okay now.” 
 
    “Great, so let’s see if we can figure this thing out,” Remy said. “Where do you want to begin?” 
 
    “The only room I searched upstairs was the office. I found the divorce papers, and then I came downstairs.” 
 
    “Divorce papers?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I didn’t tell you guys about that,” I said. “Okay, so there were divorce papers in the drawer.” I handed them to Remy. 
 
    “These are from a few years before he died,” Remy said and handed them to Annika. 
 
    “I was wondering about that,” I said. “I didn’t know how long before her husband died that he’d wanted the divorce. If it was long before he passed, then they must have reconciled.” 
 
    “I would think so,” Annika added. “The way people said she never got past his death.” 
 
    “Never got past it, or never got over it?” Meri asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It makes a difference,” Meri stated. “Was it hard for her to move on with her life because she was crushed by grief, or was it something else?” 
 
    At first, I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but then the lightbulb went off. “You think she was bringing him back from the dead for nefarious reasons and not because she loved him so much that she couldn’t live without him?” 
 
    “So we have to figure out what caused the divorce,” Remy said. “Maybe that ties back to the killer.” 
 
    “Have we seen anything in the house that looks like it might have belonged to her husband?” I asked. “I’ve mostly seen Margery’s things, but I expected that. He’s been dead for a few years.” 
 
    “Let’s check the closets,” Annika said. 
 
    “There were boxes in the office closet that said Henry,” Meri said. 
 
    “Well, then we’ll start there.” 
 
    “Whoa, this closet is much bigger than I expected,” Annika said when we walked in. 
 
    She was right. I’d expected it to possibly be a walk-in closet since the office could have served as a bedroom, but it was more like a mini attic. 
 
    Meri showed us where the boxes marked Henry were located. Some of them were on the floor, and a couple more were up on a shelf. Remy pulled those down and we all started going through them. 
 
    One thing that struck me was that they weren’t just Henry’s things. Everything from their wedding was shoved into the boxes as well. 
 
    I flipped through their wedding album but put that box away quickly. They looked happy in all the photos, so I knew that the answers weren’t there. 
 
    “These are family photos,” Annika said as she pulled a handful of pictures out of a box. “Why would these be in the boxes?” 
 
    I thumbed through the photos. “Well, all of these have Henry in them,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but they have other family in them too. These are of picnics, holidays, and just other candid family shots. They’re important family moments, but she stuffed them in a box like they don’t matter because Henry is in them,” Annika said. 
 
    “Maybe she was just really sad about his death,” I said. “That’s why she hid the photos. It was too painful.” 
 
    “You guys are really bad at this.” 
 
    We all turned to see Margery’s ghost standing in the closet doorway. She was only halfway manifested, and I had to wonder if it had something to do with the spell that was keeping us in. Or I thought it was possible the thread that kept her tethered to our world was fraying. The goddess didn’t want her on earth. 
 
    Were we running out of time? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Margery couldn’t say much more before she disappeared. What she did say was that we were right about the trap. She hadn’t set it. 
 
    That meant that someone else who had access to her home had placed the bags. But we had to figure out who that could be. 
 
    “I think we need to get out of here,” I said. “I want to go check on Brody, and we’re not going to solve this murder from in here. I think the witches are going to keep the zombies in town under control, and we need to tell them about the ones in the tunnel.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Remy said. “Let’s go down to the front door and undo the spell. If we have to, we can make a break for it.” 
 
    “We probably won’t have to make a break for it. Remember, that group of aunties went through before we came in here,” Annika said. 
 
    “Well, let’s be ready anyway,” Remy replied. 
 
    I got the baggie that Meri had put back together and we all went downstairs to wait by the front door. The plan was to dump it out and then swing the door open so we could see what was going on. 
 
    What was going on was nothing. The street was so quiet that it was as if I had cotton stuffed in my ears. The witches were gone. The zombies were gone. If I hadn’t known how many were downstairs probably moving into the basement from the tunnel at that exact moment, I could have imagined it was over.  
 
    As we moved down to the car, Remy called Amelda and told her about the horde in the tunnels under Margery’s house. His grandmother said that she and the largest group of witches would go there now and handle them. 
 
    With that situation under control, we decided to go back to Hangman’s House for the time being. I didn’t watch much television, but Annika insisted that we turn on the news and see what was going in the rest of the world. I didn’t think that was a great idea, but I agreed anyway. After all, I still had family out there. I even wondered if Donnie and his new family were okay, but I resisted the urge to call him. 
 
    Thorn was out there too. His family was back in the city, and if the necromantic magic had spread that far, they were probably in danger. I felt a pang of something in my stomach at the thought of them dying. But I didn’t know what I could do. 
 
    Annika told me that once he moved away from Coventry, he would forget the magic he’d come to embrace. The spell that made all of the other humans willfully ignore witchcraft would work on him again once he was away from the ley lines and away from me. 
 
    “They’ll be all right,” Remy said and took my hand. 
 
    “You were reading my thoughts again,” I said, but I squeezed his hand back. 
 
    “I wasn’t. They just kind of drifted over here to me,” he said and kissed my temple. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m just sorry that I’m sitting here worrying about him.” 
 
    “Brighton, you don’t need to apologize for that. You’re the kind of person who worries about the people you care about. It’s why I love you. If you weren’t concerned for Thorn and his family, you wouldn’t be you.” 
 
    “Any luck on getting ahold of Brody?” I asked Annika hopefully. 
 
    “He’s at the library still. The family has given him temporary access to the Dark Arts section of the paranormal collection. He offered to come back here to be with us, but I told him to stay.” 
 
    “I take it he hasn’t found anything that can help us,” I said. 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “We need to solve this ourselves,” I said. “The world is depending on us.” 
 
    It was true. The news was filled with stories from all over the country about the dead rising and turning the living. People were dying because they thought the whole thing was a joke. They kept going shopping or to work even after being warned. 
 
    The whole thing was going to be a nightmare to contain, and we had to find Margery’s killer before the living who’d been turned were too far gone. I still held onto hope that we could change them back and erase their memories. Life had to go back to normal after this. If there was even a chance of that happening, I thought we owed it to the world. 
 
    I was about to suggest we go to the lawyer who’d drawn up the divorce papers when we heard a noise upstairs. It was the distinct thud of something heavy falling over and then a shuffling sound. That was followed by a moan. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Remy asked. “We didn’t check the house for zombies when we got here. Why didn’t we check?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Annika said. “I guess I just assumed that since everything looked all right, there weren’t any.” 
 
    “Yeah, all those zombies in the tunnels came from inside my house, right?” I asked. “But this place looked perfectly fine when we got here. I guess I just assumed that was the house taking care of us.” 
 
    “That part could be true,” Remy said. “That might be why this place isn’t trashed, but we still should have checked.” 
 
    Just then Meri jumped down off his perch on the back of the couch and hissed. Another cat, one that looked almost just like Meri, ran down the steps and sprinted across the living room to one of the holes in the wall that lead to Meri’s wall tunnels. 
 
    “Meri, wait,” I said as he began to take off after the cat. 
 
    “I can’t wait. If I hesitate, I’ll miss him,” he said and shot off into the wall after the other cat. 
 
    “What was that about?” Annika asked. “That looked like Meri except he was slightly lighter. Like instead of black, he was a really, really dark gray.” 
 
    “There was that other cat that was like an evil version of Meri, but he was identical.” 
 
    “How can there be an evil version of Meri?” Annika asked. “That still blows my mind.” 
 
    “I have no idea, and he won’t talk about it,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “So do we wait for him? Or what’s going on?” Remy asked. 
 
    “Well, right before we were so rudely interrupted by dark gray evil Meri, I was going to suggest we go to the office of the lawyer that Henry used to file the divorce papers,” I said. 
 
    “He’s not going to talk to us,” Remy said. 
 
    “If he’s even there,” Annika said, and then the lightbulb went off. “Oh, we’re not going there to talk to him.” She did a little hop and clapped her hands together gleefully. “We’re going to do some breaking and entering.” 
 
    “It’s a zombie apocalypse,” I said. “I feel like it’s totally justified.” 
 
    What I hadn’t known was that the lawyer and the town’s funeral home director were brothers. So the lawyer’s office was in the same building as the Coventry Eternal Rest Funeral Parlor. 
 
    It was a small town, so people didn’t die a lot in Coventry. That meant that there weren’t any… residents in the parlor to come back to life. I’d also worried that the lawyer and his brother might have lived there, but the house was empty.  
 
    We looked around for living people and zombies and figured out the layout of the building. The first floor was a grand entryway when you stepped inside with a door off to one side that led to a staircase to the second floor. 
 
    The three of us hadn’t come in through the front door, so we had to walk through the funeral viewing area to get there. It was a little chapel-type area just like you see in the movies with rows of chairs and a casket at the head of the room. The casket was blessedly empty and probably just there for show. 
 
    There was also another door across from the one that led to the staircase. I didn’t really need to know what was in the room, but I poked my head in just to check anyway. If nothing else, I told myself that at least I’d know there were no zombies inside. That room was a casket showroom full of different types of caskets and a book of prices sitting on a desk. 
 
    Since we all figured that it was more likely that the lawyer’s office was upstairs rather than in the basement, we headed up there. The whole time, I kept expecting to get caught, but there was no one around up there either. 
 
    In addition to the lawyer’s office, there was a kitchen and a file storage room. The file storage room was the thing I was most interested in. We all went in and found the file for Margery’s divorce. The interesting thing was how many files had the last name Skeenbauer on them. It didn’t hit me until that moment just how much of Coventry was Skeenbauer witches. It was like one big family and then the rest of us. 
 
    “Should we really be doing this?” I asked before I opened the file. 
 
    “This was your idea,” Annika said. “But if you don’t want to look, I will.” 
 
    “We’re doing what we have to do to save the world,” Remy said. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. 
 
    I opened the file and thumbed through the paperwork while Annika and Remy watched. In the file were documents from Margery’s attorney. So the divorce had been serious enough that they’d both gotten attorneys. 
 
    The response from Margery’s attorney alleged that Henry was having an affair despite the fact that he’d filed for divorce. I went through the entire file twice, and I couldn’t find the name of the person Margery thought Henry was having the affair with. He, of course, maintained that he was not cheating.  
 
    At some point, the whole thing was withdrawn, and the case closed. Infuriatingly there was no name to go with the affair allegations. From what I could gather from the paperwork, it boiled down to Margery having a lot of suspicions and no evidence to back it up. 
 
    Of course, as a witch, I knew she probably had more than suspicion. It was just that whatever evidence she had wasn’t something she could put in court documents.  
 
    So did she not know who he was cheating with? If she knew, you’d have thought she’d have told us. Obviously, whoever her husband was cheating with would be the number one suspect in the murder. Right? But if he was dead, then why would his lover kill his wife? That was something I had to figure out. 
 
    “What is it?” Annika finally asked when I’d been silently reading for a while. 
 
    I handed her the file. “It looks like Henry was cheating on Margery. At least, at some point in their marriage, Margery really believed he was cheating,” I said. 
 
    “But they reconciled,” Remy said. 
 
    “Maybe he wasn’t really cheating,” Annika offered. “Perhaps Margery was wrong.” 
 
    “But he filed for divorce,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps she was driving him nuts accusing him of cheating and finally stopped,” Annika said. 
 
    “We should ask her ourselves,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, she’s hovering around, right? So if she doesn’t appear upon request, then we’ll summon her,” I said. 
 
    “That’s never really gone well,” Remy interjected. 
 
    “It hasn’t,” I said. “We’ll get it right this time. We’ll use the power of three and we’ve got Meri too. If she wants us to solve her murder, then she needs to help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    We decided to do the séance at the place where we’d found her body. Margery’s tie to earth would be strongest where her life extinguished. That was what we hoped, anyway. 
 
    After putting the file back, we left the funeral home/lawyer’s office and drove back to my place. There we loaded up on all the supplies we needed to conduct a séance in the safest way possible. 
 
    Before we began, I had to smoke some more of the mullein. I kinda laughed a little when I was done realizing that I was smoking it to get rid of the munchies instead of getting the munchies from smoking it. If you could call the ravenous, overwhelming hunger I experienced the munchies. 
 
    The area where we’d found her body had been cleared out, and the energy felt much better. It wasn’t entirely cleansed of the evil that had taken place there. Mother Earth remembered things like that, but at least it wasn’t bad enough to make you feel like you were about to die. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could just make an appearance,” Remy said once we’d chosen a spot. “Aunt Margery, you could save us a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She obviously wasn’t interested in saving us any trouble, or her tether to the earth was so tenuous at that point she really couldn’t hear us anymore. So we drew the circle and set up for the séance. We sat inside cross-legged and positioned ourselves so that our knees and legs formed somewhat of a triangle. Meri stayed in the center.  
 
    Once we began, the air around us cracked and hummed. You could feel the malevolent spirits and demons that were just waiting for a crack in the veil scratching and clawing trying to get through, but there was so much protective magic being used in Coventry at that moment that they had no hope of crossing over. I was a little terrified, but it was actually probably one of the safest times to do a séance. 
 
    We all joined hands and called out to Margery’s spirit while Meri did his best to both thin the veil and make sure that no super powerful entities got through. As far as I could tell, none even tried. It was a little bizarre considering how my former conjurings had gone, but it did give me an idea of how powerful the Skeenbauer coven was when they came together for a cause. 
 
    It took us a while, but we eventually got a line of Margery’s spirit. She hadn’t been ignoring us, her spirit was being dragged to somewhere dark because of the things she had done. We were, in a way, giving her another chance by dragging her back.  
 
    Witches knew that no one was judged and assigned to either a good place or bad. Heaven and hell, if you want to call them that, were a choice. Spirits went where they belonged. You’d think that no one would want to go to hell, but sometimes people played around in the darkness for so long that it corrupted them to their core. 
 
    I was beginning to believe that Margery was corrupted by her jealousy. I didn’t know for sure if her husband had cheated on her or not, but she believed he had, and she’d let that bitterness take root in her. Otherwise, how could someone so powerful end up the way she had? There was no reason for it. 
 
    Margery had a good, loving family. She was beautiful. My guess was that she could have had any man she wanted, but she couldn’t get over a betrayal. 
 
    So we pulled her back. When Margery appeared in front of us, she looked different than the spirit we’d seen before. She was broken, and while I couldn’t see any burns on her, I could tell the fires of hell had scorched her nonetheless. 
 
    Her eyes had lost their smug happiness. We could barely hold onto her. After all the death and misery she’d caused, the demons wanted her bad. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done what I did,” she whispered, and our hold on her got a little stronger. 
 
    “We can still make this right,” I said to her. 
 
    “We can’t,” Margery responded. “What I’ve done, there’s no way to undo it. Not all of anyway. People have suffered. The world is suffering because I couldn’t let go.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can find a way to fix most of it, but you have to release your magic,” I said. 
 
    Margery started to speak, but Remy got to it first. “She can’t,” he said softly. “The witch’s contract is our only hope. It’s out of her hands either way.” 
 
    “Then you have to help us as much as you can,” I said. “You can help us solve your murder and that will release the contract. It will end your dark magic, and it will help the people you’ve hurt.” 
 
    All I could do was hope I could get through to her, but she looked completely and utterly despondent. Margery flickered again as the tether we’d created weakened. The forces fighting us for her were pulling no punches. 
 
    “My sister Mirabella was always jealous of me. Even when we were little and I tried to be nice to her, she always seemed to dislike me. As we got older, it became a huge competition. She did everything she could to become a more powerful witch, and to make me look bad. That included stealing my high school boyfriend. So, naturally, when I started to suspect that Henry was having an affair, I thought it was her. I accused her. I accused them both, but I could never prove it. Neither of them would ever admit to it either,” Margery said. 
 
    “You think she killed you?” I asked. “Why? Why would she do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Margery said, and there was a hint of sadness to her voice. “You’d have thought that if they were involved, she’d be happy that I was bringing him back. But maybe her pride got in the way. Perhaps the thought of me pulling off a feat like bringing someone back from the dead was more than she could bear.” 
 
    “Take a look at this,” Remy said and he tried to show Margery the picture of the athame that was used to kill her. “Was this Mirabella’s?” 
 
    “It was. Oh, goddess. She did do it. She actually killed me.” And with that, Margery disappeared. 
 
    “So that’s it, right?” Annika was the first to speak. “We solved the murder and that lifts the dark magic.” 
 
    “It should be,” Remy answered. 
 
    But somehow, it didn’t feel over. I thought that perhaps that was just because we hadn’t gone back into town to see it for ourselves. I thought the air would feel different when the necromantic curse was lifted, but perhaps that wasn’t accurate. 
 
    “I’ll call grandma,” Annika said. “If it’s over, she’ll know.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Annika was off the phone with Amelda. The zombies were certainly not gone. The spell hadn’t lifted. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Remy said. “The contract…” 
 
    He trailed off, and I picked up. “Unless we didn’t solve the murder.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Meri said. “Someone could have just stolen the athame.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ve got this too,” I said. 
 
    My brain hadn’t been firing on all cylinders. Even with the mullein, it seemed I was still forgetful. 
 
    “What is it?” Annika asked. 
 
    I pulled the scrap of fabric out of my purse and showed it to her. “We found this at the scene.” 
 
    “Oh,” Annika said. “Yeah, that’s from a shirt Mirabella bought last week.” 
 
    “But the spell still isn’t broken. The fact that she bought the shirt last week seems convenient too.” 
 
    “Just because it’s all convenient doesn’t mean it wasn’t her,” Remy said. “She could have made mistakes.” 
 
    “But the spell...” 
 
    “I think it’s possible she was working with someone else. Right? That would explain it too. We haven’t solved the murder because there could be more than one killer.” 
 
    We decided the best thing to do was go talk to Mirabella. If nothing else, perhaps we could get her to slip up and give us information. It was a long shot, but if it didn’t work, we decided to get Amelda involved. 
 
    It only took us a few minutes to get to Mirabella. Amelda knew where her whole family was working at the time. She didn’t usually keep that close of tabs on the entire coven, but while they were working on the zombies, she ran a tight ship. Well, on everyone but us. We were the only ones given the freedom to move around as needed. 
 
    Mirabella was with a group of witches at the outskirts of the city taking care of zombies as they wandered too close to Coventry. 
 
    It wasn’t until we joined her on the front lines that we were able to grasp the full situation. The television we’d watched hadn’t shown us the severity of Coventry’s predicament. 
 
    “They’re all coming for us,” Mirabella said when Remy asked her why there were so many. “They’ve been drawn to the source. Probably part of the spell. Margery’s way of shackling Henry when he came back.” 
 
    “That’s what we came to talk to you about,” I said tentatively, but I’d already begun to have my doubts. 
 
    The casual way she’d brought up Margery told me that she didn’t have anything to hide. Or she was just a master manipulator. I had to find out.  
 
    “What about her?” Mirabella asked. “Let me guess. She came back from the grave and blamed this all on me.” 
 
    “That’s actually not too far from the truth,” Annika said. “She said that you might have killed her. The problem is that this is all supposed to go away when we solve the murder. She put it in a witch’s contract that the magic would be released when we figured out who killed her.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” Mirabella asked. “You think I killed my sister?” 
 
    “It was your athame that killed her,” I said and took out my phone so I could show her the picture. “A scrap of fabric from a shirt you bought from Annika a week ago was found at the scene.” 
 
    “That’s all really convenient,” Mirabella said through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “We thought that too,” Remy offered, “but we still had to come talk to you.” 
 
    “I haven’t used that athame for a long time. I have a newer one that I got as a Saturnalia gift. My house is kind of open. People come and go all of the time.” 
 
    “So you’re saying someone stole the athame and shirt to frame you?” I asked delicately. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. Why would I kill my sister?” 
 
    “She thought you were having an affair with husband,” Annika said bluntly the way only Annika could. 
 
    “Oh, that nonsense? That was over years ago. Of course I wasn’t sleeping with her husband, and why she thought that, I’ll never know.” 
 
    “Because you stole her boyfriend in high school,” Meri said bluntly in the way only Meri could. 
 
    “Oh, man. Not that again,” Mirabella said with a sigh. “I didn’t steal her boyfriend. They went out on one date, and it was a disaster. Normally, I wouldn’t have gone out with him after that, but it was me he meant to ask out in the first place. Margery, he and I all met on the same day. When he called the house to ask us out, he mixed up our names. My mother gave Margery the phone instead of me, but the poor guy couldn’t tell the difference over the phone. He still went on the date because he was a nice guy, but they did not get along. He begged me to give him a chance, and I did.” 
 
    “That was not the impression I got from Margery,” I said. “She made it sound like you stole the guys she was serious with.” 
 
    “That was Margery for you,” Mirabella said. “If it had anything to do with me, she assumed I was trying to steal something from her or ruin her. I’d always thought it was just sibling rivalry or something like that, but,” and Mirabella swept her hand out indicating the entire zombie-riddled landscape, “my sister could hold a grudge like no other.” Tears started to roll down her cheeks. “I have to get back to this. The family needs my help.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who it could have been?” Remy pressed. 
 
    “She’s become so secretive and cut off. I guess we should have noticed more. That’s partially my fault,” Mirabella said and wiped the tears away from her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I can only tell you who it wasn’t,” Mirabella rattled off a list of names. “We were all at Lucien and Briar’s house for a meeting.” 
 
    We left after that. Annika and Remy accepted her word, but I still wanted to confirm her alibi. It was obvious that she wasn’t the killer because the zombies were still coming, but I still needed to hear it for myself.  
 
    Annika called her Aunt Briar and asked her to confirm that Mirabella was with her that whole night. Briar did confirm it, and handed the phone to Lucien for him to do the same.  
 
    “How do we know they aren’t-” 
 
    Annika cut me off. “We could call the entire list of people, Brighton, but they’d all say the same thing. Mirabella was with them that night. Lucien and Briar are good people.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “I’m hungry too,” Remy said and rubbed my back, “But given how much you’ve eaten, you shouldn’t be. Let’s get you some more mullein and then figure out our next step.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “I think we’ve reached the point where we need to do the thing we didn’t want to do,” I said after I’d finished smoking the mullein. 
 
    “What’s that?” Remy asked before forking a bite of pancakes from Dumbledore’s into his mouth. 
 
    I had a stack too, but after the mullein, I just picked at them. I really had eaten too much since the whole thing had started, and as long as I smoked the mullein, I knew it. 
 
    “Ruby won’t tell us who bought all of the supplies, but we need to know.” 
 
    “Why do we need to know?” Remy asked. “We can find out from Amelda where we can get more herbs to help you. She’ll know who has what. Heck, I’m sure she was in charge of distributing it.” 
 
    “Because there was something else,” I said. “I didn’t pick up on it at the time because I was so out of it, but there was a flash of something in her eyes when you asked who bought what and when. She knows something.” 
 
    “You think she would dare hold back given what’s going on?” Remy asked. “Amelda would freak.” 
 
    “I do believe that she would protect her clients’ privacy at all costs,” I said. “I would. It’s the only way she can stay in business.” 
 
    “So, asking her again isn’t going to help,” Remy said. 
 
    “Yes!” Annika enthused a little too loudly. She waited until all the people in the diner turned back to their food before she said the next part. “We’re going to do a burglary. Again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    We waited until sundown to break into Ruby’s Apothecary. The store had been closed for a couple of hours, and most of the town was completely distracted by the zombies. We still thought it was better to wait until dark to go in. 
 
    I had no idea how scary it would be traversing the town of Coventry at night. While the Skeenbauer coven was doing an excellent job keeping the zombies at bay, you still had no idea if there were any strays shambling around. 
 
    All of the human residents had taken to hiding in their houses. The only people who weren’t were the human council members who were temporarily sheltered in the courthouse so the witch members could protect them. They had no idea that was why they were there, but from what I’d heard, they were all happy to have a safe place for themselves and their families. 
 
    Plus, the diner was still open. The owners refused to close, and it gave people a place to go get something to eat. The ones that would leave their houses anyway. It was mostly witches, but they were happy to have someone to cook a hot meal. We’d eaten there earlier in the day, and it was all witches save a table of council members who sat and ate chili and grilled cheese sandwiches while they scanned outside the windows nervously. 
 
    It broke my heart a little. They were so scared, and they had no idea they were surrounded by witches who would protect them. I told myself it would all be over soon. 
 
    We skirted around Ruby’s a couple of times just to make sure there weren’t any zombies hiding in the shadows and that there were none headed our way from a distance. The area around her store was completely deserted of people, zombies, and witches. It was hard to tell if she’d even opened that day. If Ruby was out of the herbs that the Skeenbauers needed to fight the zombies, she might not have. Perhaps she’d stayed home in her garden. 
 
    The magical protections around her shop were no match for Annika, Remy, and Meri. I’d like to think I helped a little, but I refused to take too much credit. 
 
    We didn’t have to break anything but her spells to get in, and one by one all four of us slipped into the dark store. After a scan of the display room, the stock room, and the office for undead invaders, we set to work in the office looking through Ruby’s records. 
 
    “She’s got a camera,” I said and pointed up to the camera in the corner. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Annika said. “You just look for the records you need.” 
 
    “Remember she might have some counter-magic on them to keep burglars from erasing or blocking the recording,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve got this, lady. You just do what you came here to do.”  
 
    I felt guilty about it, but I didn’t know what choice we had. We were out of leads, and all that was left was either to find out if Ruby knew something, or start asking every sing Skeenbauer if they knew who might have killed Margery. Given how their family could be, that sounded like a mess that would never end. 
 
    So, I dug through her records. And I found exactly what she didn’t want to tell us. I had to go over her statements for almost a year to find a pattern, but it was there as plain as day. 
 
    At first, Ruby had only been selling the necromancy herbs to Margery, but then a few months into that, someone else came into the store and bought them out. There were no more purchases from Margery. Just one person coming into the store and buying everything out. That must have been the point where Margery turned to the graveyard dirt and bones to work her magic. It had to be where her work went from kinda dark to absolute black magic. 
 
    “You couldn’t just leave it alone, could you?” a voice startled Remy, Meri, and I. 
 
    Gretchen stood in the doorway with Annika at her side. Black tentacles of magic were wrapped around Annika’s face and neck. Her eyes looked terrified. 
 
    “Aunt Gretchen, what are you doing?” Remy asked. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “She followed us here,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Remy sounded confused and little heartbroken. “You helped us.” 
 
    “Only to throw you off the trail,” she said. 
 
    “She was the one,” I responded. “It’s right here in Ruby’s records. Gretchen found out about what Margery was doing, so she started coming in here and buying all of the supplies so Margery couldn’t. It has to be why Margery turned to pure black magic.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Remy asked Gretchen. “Why not go to Amelda? The coven could have handled this.” 
 
    “Because I hated her,” Gretchen said. “I wanted to ruin her. Plus, I had to protect Henry. I couldn’t take the chance that Amelda would give Margery a slap on the wrist and another chance the way she did for you.” 
 
    “You were the one having an affair with Henry,” I said. 
 
    “I was, that’s true, and I can assure you that Margery wasn’t bringing him back because she missed him. Oh, no, when Henry died, she was angry because she never got the truth about who he had fallen in love with. She was bringing him back to torture him for as long as she could. I couldn’t let that happen,” she said. 
 
    “We can’t just let you get away with this,” Remy said solemnly. “Even if you think you’re protecting a soul. You know you can’t just murder another witch. You can’t just kill someone in your family and your coven.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have much choice in letting me get away with it,” Gretchen said. “If you think that I came in here with the intention of letting any of you walk out alive, you are mistaken.” 
 
    “Really, Aunt Gretchen? You’re going to kill us all? To cover up for murdering Margery? When does it end?” 
 
    “It ends here,” Meri said. “She can’t kill us all. I can’t die until the last…” But he trailed off. “Oh, dear. I can’t remember if it’s the last of the Skeenbauers and the Tuttlesmith witches or just one or the other. It’s been so long.” 
 
    “I think it’s both,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Meri retorted. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “When you two are done,” Gretchen said. “I just need to sacrifice you all, and my spell will be complete.” 
 
    “What?” Remy and I asked in unison. 
 
    “I know that solving Margery’s murder released her spell, but I planned for that. I set it all up again, only this time, I made sure that it’s just a zombie curse. Everyone out there will think it’s over, but then those zombies are just going to get right back up again.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I’m in too deep,” Gretchen said. “I let too much darkness into my soul, and it’s twisted me up. I can’t go on in Coventry. I can’t ever have Henry back. He went to a good place, and I’m just not welcome there.” 
 
    “You could still go there,” I interrupted. 
 
    “And you think after all of this that even if I redeemed myself, Henry would want me? My family would want me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do think that,” Remy said. “I think if you do the right thing now, everyone could forgive you.” 
 
    “Nah,” Gretchen said. “Destruction sounds like more fun.” 
 
    It was then that I could see how black her eyes had become. There was a twisted mirth in them that was pure evil. She hadn’t loved or wanted to protect Henry, she was just a selfish homewrecker. 
 
    The dark tentacles wrapped around Annika’s neck began to bubble and expand. The air stank with evil, and I felt my breath get shallow as I struggled to breath. Remy’s face had gone ghostly white, and Annika’s eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    “Not today!” A voice boomed inside of the room and caused Gretchen to release Annika as she stumbled back. “You guys bind her.” The words reverberated through the room. 
 
    A second later, Margery’s spirit appeared. She was flickering like it was taking all of her strength to stay in our realm, but she was there looking determined. We all watched as she reached inside Gretchen’s body and yanked her soul out. 
 
    Annika was on her knees, but she worked with us to bind Gretchen’s spirit. We weren’t fast enough, though, and just before we had her in our magical vice, blackness shot out of her and hit me right in the heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, there were dozens of Skeenbauer witches around me. They were burning huge bunches of what I recognized as mullein. The air around me was full of it, and I took in huge lungfuls with every inhale and exhale.  
 
    They were also rubbing some sort of ointment or salve all over my body. They were chanting words I couldn’t focus on, and there was also the hunger. I could feel it gnawing away at my gut. It wasn’t as strong as it had been originally, but it was there. The sensation was growing and felt like it was trying to dodge the magic being done on me. It was struggling to take root inside of me. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I managed to choke out. “I thought it was over.” 
 
    Remy was at my side in an instant. He took my hand. Meri and Annika appeared on the other. Everyone looked sad and scared. It took all of my strength not to give into panic. 
 
    “We failed you,” Remy said. “We didn’t bind Gretchen fast enough, and she shot the entirety of that spell into you. Into your heart.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I tried to sit up, but the elder witches pushed my shoulders back down. 
 
    “I’ll tell her,” Annika said. “The dead witch’s spell is in you this time, and Margery dragged Gretchen through the veil to protect us. Gretchen has no interest in coming back to release the spell.” 
 
    “So, I’m dying?” I asked. “I’m already dead?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Remy said. 
 
    He squeezed my hand and kissed my temple. My eyes scanned the room, and Brody was standing outside of the witch’s circle around me. Tears flowed down his face, and I knew it was bad. Seeing him cry like that made my heart ache for my baby brother. His eyes met mine. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I said. “Don’t worry. There has to be a way. There has to be something. If anyone can find it, you and Brody can find it. We’ll beat this.” 
 
    “We’re going to do everything we can,” Remy said, but there was so much doubt in his eyes. 
 
    “Grandma, what can we do?” Annika asked. “There has to be something.” 
 
    Amelda stepped forward. She’d been inside the circle all along, but I hadn’t noticed her. Before she spoke, she put her hand on my forehead. It was a very maternal gesture that I hadn’t expected. 
 
    “The herbs will help,” she said. “Perhaps not as much as before, but they will help. There’s just so much magical poison in her, and it’s a dead witch’s spell to boot. For the first time, I think that something might be outside of our powers.” 
 
    “So, it’s hopeless?” Remy sounded on the edge off hysteria. “All we can do is slow it down with the herbs?” 
 
    “I said it’s outside of our powers.” Amelda swallowed hard, “But there is something else.” 
 
    “Anything,” Remy said, and suddenly, I saw how witches could go bad. 
 
    His desperation to save me was palpable. He really would have done anything to save me. Even if it was something dark. Fortunately, it hadn’t come to that yet. 
 
    “We can counteract the spell, but not with magic.” Amelda swallowed hard again. “What we need is the blood of a vampire.” 
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