
Kaye Draper

The Reluctant Necromancer Series


Books 1-6





  

  Copyright © 2020 by Kaye Draper


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  Dedication

I value every one of my readers and friends who support me in the crazy, wonderful adventure of writing. Thank you to my patrons Jennifer Sapa, RepunZill Oriana, and Kate McKenney for helping me create, and to Frank Boston for the proofreading and constant encouragement. I couldn’t make this dream into a reality without you!






I

Ghostromance

Reluctant Necromancer Book 1







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




I do not run. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Straightening, I turned and walked away. 

“Hey!” one of them called. “Vespa! Don’t leave your dead dog in the woods. Gross.”

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

My name wasn’t Vespa.

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

I kept walking. 

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

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

I kept walking. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Like I fucking cared. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Fine. Whatever. Don’t listen to me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But how did Purple Eyes know I was a necromancer? 








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The walk back to my house seemed longer than usual. Animating corpses took a lot out of a girl. 

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

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

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

Right? 

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

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

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

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

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

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

I reported it to the police a few times myself, but that led nowhere. All it got me was invasive questions and a bunch of law enforcement officers scratching their heads over why anyone would try repeatedly to abduct an ugly, gangly weirdo like me. They all just said I was trying to get attention.

So, I took martial arts. I learned how to use what weapons I had. I survived. Just like always. And once in a while, someone tried to snatch me. They never seemed to want to actually harm me—today was the first time someone had pulled a knife—and I wasn’t afraid to fight back. So they hadn’t succeeded yet. 

Whoever was sending them had to be getting pretty pissed off by now, after all these failed attempts.

I made my way through the house to my bedroom, the hardwood floors creaking under my weight. Heaving a sigh, I exchanged my tweed old-man pants for a pair of baggy sweats and a loose sweater. I frowned at myself in the mirror as I pulled what I could of my frizzy red hair back into a clip. Ugh. If there was a more awkward human being on the planet, I had yet to meet them. 

I tilted the old-fashioned floor-length mirror, my stupid brain for some reason pulling up a memory of the pretty, prissy guy with the angry purple eyes. It didn’t seem fair that the Powers That Be had gifted a man with looks like that—all delicate and feminine and…disgustingly fucking pretty—while here I stood in all my not-feminine glory, tall, rawboned, flat-chested. I poked at a new smattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose, probably courtesy of working outside so much this summer. My clothes hung on me, as usual. I was too tall for smaller clothes, and too damned scrawny for the longer clothes. So, I basically wore sacks. 

And to top it off, my coloring was all wrong. I don’t know what kind of hijinks my ancestors got up to—my family wasn’t big on history or genealogy—but somehow, I’d lost the genetic lottery. Red hair, yellowish olive skin that turned brown in the sun. Weird yellow-brown eyes. It was like the Powers threw a stereotypical redheaded Irish lass into the melting pot with an Aborigine and an Asian, and just…stirred. No honoring of dominant and recessive genes, just a slurry. Not a good mix. 

Snorting, I banished the memory of creamy white skin and silky black hair, slapping the mirror and making it tilt so I couldn’t look at myself anymore. I had shit to do anyway. No time for moping. 

I crossed through the back of the house, snagging up my gardening gloves. My hands were already badly calloused, so that was a lost cause. I don’t know why I bothered. It wasn’t like anyone was going to notice the state of my hands, for fuck’s sake. I hadn’t dated since that last awkward double date my friend had forced me into. And I didn’t plan to ever try again. 

But the gloves at least protected me from thorns and saved me the hassle of scrubbing dirt out from under my short nails. 

I let the screen door bang closed behind me as I headed out back to my garden. It was ironic, I supposed, someone who could animate corpses of the dead trying to grow living things. But it put food on the table. Literally and figuratively. 

Part of me wanted to wallow in everything that had happened today. But the larger, more practical part urged me to get to work instead. The last farmer’s market of the season was rapidly approaching. I had herbs and vegetables to tend. Jams and jellies and pickles to make. 

I lost myself in the work, letting some of my tension fade. It would be okay. As okay as it ever was. 

After several hours, I straightened, stretching my aching back as I gazed out at the orderly rows of vines. I had enough cucumbers to can some pickles to sell at this week’s market. The final picking of black raspberries would make some pies to store and sell over the holidays. And I was going to make a killing selling pumpkins to the locals, who I tolerated on my property to pick pumpkins once a year so I could overcharge them for the creepy atmosphere. 

Animating a dead bird with the last dregs of my powers, I sent it winging over the back fence and into an empty field where I released it to decompose out of my sight. I tried not to be frivolous, but I had the damned creepy ability, might as well use it.

I stared off into the distance, past the weathered back fence, across the empty field and to the forest beyond. Something in me was aching. I did alright for myself. I had been out on my own since I turned eighteen. I didn’t have to put up with my family for more than brief visits. I managed to get an education. I was supporting myself in a way that didn’t require a whole lot of human contact. I hadn’t been snatched by necro-nappers yet. I was fine. 

I stuffed the loneliness and the nagging worry down deep. I was fine. I didn’t need company. Or purpose. But still, I was curious. What was that guy, that he automatically knew what I was? And…he talked about ghosts like it was normal. I’d never met another freak up close. What would it be like, to have someone to talk to about my life—the things I couldn’t ever tell anyone else—like my creepy propensity for walking dead dogs? 

Okay, so maybe having someone to talk to wouldn’t make it any better after all. I’d just scare them away, even if they were freaky like me.

Sighing at my idiotic feelings, I went back inside to my dark house and ate dinner. Alone. Just how I liked it. 








  
  
  Chapter3

  
  




I pulled up to the Ravenwood Trailer Park in my rusty, 1985 Chevy Caprice station wagon. Parking next to the double-wide and its overgrown lot, I killed the engine and took a minute to just breathe. It took willpower to interact with my family. I had to prepare myself.

I was so proud of myself for escaping this place, but even then, I didn’t go far. I might hate my family for who they were, but that didn’t stop my damned fool heart from loving them anyway. On some level. 

I got out and opened the back hatch, pulling out a wooden crate of canned goods, summer squash and zucchini. I knew the fresh vegetables were probably a waste, but I kept trying. 

Slamming the hatch, I made my way carefully up the rickety steps and pounded on the door with my foot. A yell sounded from inside the trailer and the thumping of feet approached. The door swung open and I stared at a rumpled eleven-year-old boy. His brown hair stood up at weird angles and his face had a pillow crease across one cheek. Brown eyes blinked at me in surprise, then a wide grin split his face and he reached out skinny arms to take the food crate from me. 

I ruffled his hair and followed him into the messy trailer. “How did you suddenly get almost as tall as I am?” I groused at my half-brother, stepping over a pile of shoes by the door and kicking a dirty towel out of the way. 

Jamal shrugged and set the crate on the kitchen counter, eagerly pawing through. “Aww…come on. Vegetables? Gross.”

I sighed. “Yes, Jamal. Vegetables.” I took the zucchini and summer squash from him and set them on the counter as he unloaded the jams and other goodies. Another brother, Ryan, wandered into the room. “Hey Esper,” he said, scratching his belly through his t-shirt. He was still wearing pajama pants. 

I glared at the fifteen-year-old. “Ryan, it’s noon. Don’t tell me you just woke up?”

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug, sullen hazel eyes rolling back in his head. “So what?”

I handed him the zucchini and summer squash. “Slice those up. Fry them in the pan with some oil. Add some garlic and basil if you have it.”

He heaved a put-upon sigh but did as he was told. 

“Are you gonna make us lunch, Esper?” Jamal said eagerly. 

My fucking mom was worthless. 

I sighed. “Ryan is going to make you lunch. Since he lives here.”

I had taken care of my middle  siblings—who were hopefully at school right now—my entire life. They stepped up to help the little ones once I was gone. But now the older ones were in their last years of high school and starting college. They’d be moving out soon. Ryan was going to have to step up and take his turn taking care of Jamal and our youngest sibling, Vanessa. It was hard. I felt cold-hearted, but I had to draw the line somewhere. I had my own life to live, pathetic as it was.

“Did Ness at least make it to school?” I demanded. 

Jamal watched Ryan chop vegetables. “Yeah. Lydia took her. But I didn’t feel good.”

I narrowed my eyes. Didn’t feel good my ass. “Whose ass do I need to kick now?” 

Jamal had been a sickly little thing when he was younger. He was born premature, thanks to mom’s love of the bottle, and even now, he was gangly and odd-looking. Plus, everyone in town knew our family. Our mom was the town whore and she popped out kids so she could live off the government. Our assorted dads were losers, and I was a creepy freak. It made us all prime targets for bullies. 

Ryan waved a spatula at me dismissively. “I’ve got it handled.”

That didn’t make me feel any better. “What did you do, Ryan?”

He gave me a feral smile. “Just some little punks startin’ shit. Me and the guys put them in their place. He’ll be fine to go back to school tomorrow, and they know to leave him the fuck alone now. Chill the hell out.”

I heaved a sigh. I didn’t like the gang of feral teens Ryan hung around with. But if they took some pressure off Jamal, I was just going to ignore it. For now. Besides, there was only so much trouble they could get into in a tiny place like Hellsfork.

“You should be at school too, you know,” I said, watching my teen brother try to be a kid and a man at the same time. It was painful. 

He shrugged. “I’ll go tomorrow. Didn’t want Jamal staying home alone.”

His eyes met mine and I understood more than what he was saying. Mom was around here somewhere. Probably passed out sleeping off last night’s bender. It wasn’t so much that he didn’t want Jamal home alone, as he didn’t want Jamal home alone with her. 

I looked my brothers over when they weren’t watching. No fresh bruises visible. Good. I told mom I’d kill her the next time one of her loser meal-tickets laid a hand on them. I think she took me seriously, since she thought I was the creepiest thing to ever slither out of her womb. But that wouldn’t make her grow a spine. 

Sherry was one of those women who thought they needed a man around to survive. And she’d tolerate just about anything, up to and including drunken abuse, as long as the guy didn’t leave.

They always left in the end. And the kids were collateral damage caught in the drunken crossfire. 

I helped Ryan cook up whatever food I could find in the fridge to go with the veggies. A few fish sticks and some sad chicken nuggets. “I’ll bring you guys some groceries next time,” I growled. Fucking parents.

When the boys were done eating lunch, I made them help clean up the trailer a bit, got some laundry going, and harassed them into bettering their living situation. 

A loud thump sounded in the back bedroom, followed by coughing and a string of masculine cursing. 

“I should get going,” I said, grabbing the empty crate I’d brought the food in and heading toward the door. “You still have your phone?” I asked Ryan. 

He nodded solemnly. 

“Call me if she and the latest dick get too pissed that I was here. Or call the cops. Okay?”

He waved me away. “I’m not a baby. I know the drill.”

I sighed and went to hug Jamal. Then I gave Ryan a look. “I mean it.”

The bedroom door slammed open and my overweight mother’s meaty feet thudded on the thin carpet. “Is that bitch here again?” called some man’s raspy two-pack-a-day voice. 

I rolled my eyes and waved at my brothers, slipping out the door before the woman and her lay could see me and get really wound up. 

I shuddered as I stepped outside. There was a…thing…a feeling I got whenever I visited this damned place. It was like a dark cloud hung over the trailer. Over my family. Like something unseen was broken inside them. And I had no idea what that was.

I glanced at the trailer in my rear-view mirror as I drove away. Not for the first time, I wished I could adopt my siblings. But I had no clue how I’d support them all. And besides that, I couldn’t force my mom to give them up. I’d tried to get protective services involved, but that was a joke. They wouldn’t take the kids away unless something truly life-threatening happened. And by then it would be too late.

I should just leave this town and this whole stupid life. But I was a sucker. As awful as it was, it was familiar. I had my siblings to look after. And I had my quiet house. People here hated me for being weird, but at least they knew I was weird and expected it of me. Who knew what I’d encounter elsewhere? 








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Several days later, I found myself back in town, despite my vow to lock myself away in my nice, quiet house for the foreseeable future. Friends were a tricky thing. See, there is this whole thing about human connection and needing to get out. Scientists will tell you humans need socialization. That is bullshit. 

The only friends I had who wouldn’t judge me or expect things of me were the ones without heartbeats. 

Jazz definitely had a heartbeat. And her personality was just as up and down as that squishy, unpredictable organ. I sighed as I pawed through my closet for something to wear that wouldn’t upset my only friend’s sense of right and wrong. I felt disoriented. Confused. How in the ever-loving fuck had I let her rope me into participating in this farce? 

Jazz strode into the room, her high-heeled boots clacking over the wooden floors and her hey-look-it’s-fall sweater dress rippling over her curvy figure. She tossed her highlighted blond hair out of her face—carefully, so she didn’t mess up the curls she’d probably spent hours on—and frowned at me. “Are you sure you’re bringing enough?” she asked for the millionth time. 

I pushed hangers aside and pulled out a sweater and some jeans, reminding myself that as annoying as she was, this ditz had stuck by me since high school. “You know we’re not going to sell anything, right?”

She huffed. “You might not sell anything. But that’s why you have me.”

Jazz was gunning for this weird hippie dude ten years younger than her who worked at a smoke shop on the edge of Old Town. I had no idea how that place stayed in business in a tiny burg like this. But apparently, our community had enough demand. Not that I blamed anyone for getting high to deal with this place. People had to have something to do, I supposed.

Jazz had encouraged her newest target to use the shop space for events to boost sales and traffic. Aside from all the pot paraphernalia, the place sold a weird array of herbs, crystals, and assorted hippie mumbo-jumbo. Most of the goth kids spent their evenings and weekends there, probably trying to work fake spells and escape the mind-numbing quaintness around them. 

Good luck to them.

Part of Jazz’s newest scheme was to see if we could sell some herbs and essential oils, and that kind of thing. Since she was more annoying than a dehydrated mosquito, and I had the supplies anyway, I let her package some things up with her own brand of decorative flair—which meant way too much pink and loopy script—to sell at the event tonight. If it kept her busy, then she wouldn’t be trying to force a makeover on me for the hundredth time. Plus, as much as I might complain, extra money was always welcome in my dusty pockets.

But that was before I realized she expected me to go with her. Fucking friends. Not worth it.

Jazz crossed her arms and stared at the sweater and jeans I’d tossed onto my bed. “You’re not wearing that.”

I turned and narrowed my eyes at her. “You wanted me to dress up.”

She rolled her eyes and shoved past me. “Honestly, Esper. What the hell is wrong with you? It’s like you want to be a freak.”

I sighed and sat on the bed. “We are not doing this.” Again.

She snorted and tossed a skirt at me. “Oh, shut up and put this on.”

I let the skirt fall to the floor. I don’t know why it was still in my closet. I think the last time I wore it was at some distant relative’s funeral. “No.”

She ignored me and went to rummage around in my underwear drawer. “Where is that camisole I got you?”

I huffed a laugh. “I burned it.”

She paused to look at me, trying to decide whether I was telling the truth. Her eyes narrowed. “You think I won’t keep looking ‘til I find it?”

I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Go ahead. I don’t want to go to this fucking thing anyway. So, waste all the time you want.”

Joke was on her. I really did burn the damned feminine, lacy thing the first time I put it on and realized my boobs were the wrong size for it. You know…like a size doesn’t exist.

She gave me a mutinous pout, but relented. “Fine.” Crossing to the closet again, she tugged out a plain men’s button up shirt and tossed it at me. “It would be much cuter if you wore it unbuttoned with the camisole showing.”

I huffed and pulled on the damned clothes. “Like cute is a word that should ever be associated with me.”

Jazz riffled through my shoes next. “Damn it, Esper. Where are those flats I got you? The red ones?”

I tucked my shirt into the skirt and stood looking in the floor length mirror. “Mirror, mirror on the floor,” I intoned. “Why is my existence such a bore?”

She growled. “If you burned those shoes, I will strangle you.”

I ran a hand through my tangled red hair, tilting my head so the strands fell about my jawline and striking a weird, asymmetrical pose. On those bony runway models I saw pictures of, this kind of thing would be “chic.” I just looked like a boy playing dress-up. And my eyes still had dark shadows under them from the power use a few days back. Very zombie-like. I held my arms out and shuffled toward her, groaning. “Brains…where are the braaaains?”

She sighed like I was the worst. Good. Maybe she’d leave me here and go hawk her wares without me. 

“Seriously, Esper,” she groaned. “Can’t you just fucking pretend to be normal for one night? For me?”

I sighed and straightened. “I don’t know why you are insisting I go with you.”

She curled a piece of her long hair around her finger and looked away. “I need you to talk about plants and…junk….” She waved a hand toward the back of the house, where my garden was. 

Oh. She wanted to get in the guy’s pants, but she didn’t know how to talk about growing pot or distilling essential oils. For fuck’s sake, what were we, teenagers?

But I reminded myself about that whole humans need friends…thing. I should probably keep a live one around, just in case the scientists were right. Heaving a colossal sigh, I went to the closet and rummaged around in the corner, coming up with a pair of shiny red ballet flats. “Are you sure I can’t just wear my loafers?”

She pointed to the bathroom. “Hair. Now.”

I flipped her off, but did as she ordered. I had to remind myself the whole way that Jazz might be shallow, and flighty, and stupid. But she was also the only one who talked to me through most of high school and into adulthood. I had hoped growing up would help her, you know…grow up. But I suppose some people never do. 

I stared at my face in the mirror, counting my freckles. “You are such a fucking pushover, dipshit,” I whispered to the gaunt woman in the mirror. But she didn’t respond. Someday I’d find a backbone. I was sure of it. Probably not tonight though. 








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




The pothead event was a success. Unfortunately. 

I found myself trapped in a crowded shop that took up two floors of an old brick row building on the edge of Old Town. Thank the Powers That Be, the place wasn’t filled with smoke. Just some really strong incense and about fifty people. Which, was about one incense stick and fifty people too many. 

Jazz and I had been given a small card table in a corner nook, next to the rocks and crystals. The table was draped with some filmy material Jazz had procured, and her cutesy, labeled vials and paper-wrapped packets of oils, herbs, and soaps were stacked with an artful flair. We actually sold stuff. Which was surprising. But then, Jazz was chatting up every person who had the misfortune of walking by. And I knew quite a few of the guys just bought herbs or oils so they could stare at her boobs a little longer. 

Whatever. If her flirting paid my light bill next month, it was almost worth wearing a skirt. Almost.

It was so crowded and loud in the place that I didn’t really take much notice of the other people selling things. There were a few tables here and there, mostly manned by overweight people wearing hippie clothes or goth makeup and smelling like too much patchouli. 

I did notice one vendor though. 

Purple Eyes had been intermittently glaring at me all night. I tried to make myself disappear behind the bookshelf that took up one side of our little nook, but I could still feel the accusation in that gaze. He’d seen me watch someone die, animate their corpse, and walk them into fucking traffic, for fuck’s sake. No wonder I felt like a monster under that stare. 

I was trying to block out the memory. But deep down inside, I was…unsettled. I’d been accidentally waking the dead since I was a kid—mostly little things at first, bugs and mice. Once I got older, I upgraded to poor dead bunnies and cats and shit. Then I learned how to control it, block it out, and mostly keep it turned the fuck off. Trust me, no one in their right mind wants to stare at a half-rotted animal and know they were the reason it was up wandering around. 

But people? I’d never animated a person before. Never even thought to try. What the fuck was wrong with me? Maybe everyone was right, and I was more than just a freak, maybe I was a monster. A nightmare. 

I glanced at Purple Eyes to find him not looking at me, thank the Powers. He was dealing out tarot cards for a teenager with too many lip piercings. He was dressed more masculine tonight, in a soft gray sweater and faded jeans. His graceful fingers deftly handled the cards, as if he’d done this a million times. The deep blue streaks in his midnight black hair caught the light as he moved. He gave the person he was reading for a saucy smirk, then paused to brush his hair back from his face. It fell to about his shoulder blades, stick straight and shiny as silk. 

His purple eyes met mine, and he caught me staring. Damn it. I clenched my teeth and turned to grab Jazz’s arm. “Hey. I’m taking a break,” I said, pointing at the little box we kept cash in. Most people paid for stuff with debit cards up front. But we did have a few bills in the box. “Watch that. There’s too many people in here to trust that it won’t end up empty.”

She pouted at me. “But I want to go talk to Jared.”

I rolled my eyes. She had been periodically abandoning me all night to try to talk to her teen heartthrob. Thankfully, he was too busy running a successful event to have much time for her, because I’m sure she’d abandon me the minute he started talking to her. Then I’d have to deal with the people poking around our table. And we wouldn’t sell anything, because I’d rather stab someone than make chit-chat with strangers. 

“One drink,” I said, pointing to the little bar area they had set up on a folding table. Booze was a great idea. Made people more likely to buy things. Especially the weird things they were selling here. I wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but I needed something to take the edge off or I was going to run out of here screaming. So many people. I could feel the energy pulsing off them, too alive and vibrant for my senses.

I pushed my way through the crowd to the little makeshift bar set up on a card table near the back of the building. “What you want?” a friendly girl in a t-shirt with a frog bong on the front asked with a smile. 

I put some money on the table and slid it to her. “Fuck me up.”

She laughed and took the money, handing me back a couple dollars in change. “Will do, boss.”

I was reaching for my drink when a soft voice behind me said, “Wine?”

I took a deep breath and a big gulp of my drink. Fuck me sideways. 

Purple Eyes bit his bottom lip when the girl told him all they had was beer and hard liquor. 

“Vodka, I guess,” he sighed. “Half a shot, with a ton of that,” he pointed at the cranberry juice sitting off to the side. 

I watched him curiously. Little guy must be a cheap drunk. Then his oddly colored eyes met mine and I realized I’d been standing there staring at him, again, instead of running away. Fuck. I took another sip of my drink, which I swear contained a shot of every alcohol they made. 

“Don’t run away,” Purple Eyes said, grabbing a hold of my sleeve. 

I glared at him. “First of all, don’t tell me what to do. Secondly, you’re touching me.”

He arched a perfectly groomed brow at me. “There’s a bench over in the section where they keep the herbal remedy books.”

I looked down my nose at him. “So?”

He rolled his eyes and took his baby drink, then pushed me toward the area he had mentioned. “Go on. There’s less people.”

I shuffled along. Because honestly, between talking to some pretty weirdo who knew I was a necromancer and talking to people about why they should buy my stuff…no contest. 

I watched as the little guy shooed a couple of people off the bench and did…something with his energy that made the area clear. It was weird to watch. But fuck if I was going to miss the opportunity to get away from people and sit the hell down. 

I plopped down on the bench, remembered I was wearing a stupid pencil skirt, and awkwardly shifted my legs around to a somewhat more acceptable position. At least it was only my knobby knees showing, not my damned granny panties. Fucking skirts. 

Purple Eyes sat beside me, sipping his drink like it contained poison, rather than some fairly decent vodka. “You look…uncomfortable,” he said, eying my lanky form in the stupid girl clothes. 

I snorted and shoved a lock of hair behind my ear before I took another gulp of liquid courage. Even my damned hair had been somewhat tamed. But I still looked like a giraffe someone had stuffed into a Halloween costume. “Gee, thanks.”

He suppressed a smile and sipped his drink again. “Well, you do look nice. But you don’t look like…you.”

I sighed. “You look nice too.” What the hell was this we were doing right now? It felt like a really awkward date. “Uh…not that there was anything wrong with the skirt…thing…before.”

He chuckled and ran a hand through his hair, revealing a long, dangling earring in one ear. Okay, so he still didn’t look masculine. Just more masculine. Like a stunningly beautiful girl playing dress up in her brother’s clothes. “Thanks.”

We sat there in awkward silence, as I reminded myself I was almost thirty fucking years old. Not sixteen. Powers, what the fuck was wrong with me? 

But he was just so…beautiful. And the beautiful people didn’t talk to people like me. It was like I was in the presence of an alien being. 

I mean, Jazz was pretty people too, and she talked to me. But there was usually a motive behind it, much as it hurt to admit it. And her friends certainly didn’t talk to me. I straightened my slumped shoulders and reminded myself I liked it that way. I didn’t have time for shallow airheads. 

He crossed his legs and rested his elbows on them, one graceful hand dangling, while the other held his drink. “So, your friend,” he said softly. 

And here it comes, I thought with more bitterness than usual. This was the way it went when the pretty people did speak to me. I got pulled aside so they could ask me for Jazz’s number. What her favorite food was. How to get her into bed. I plastered a bland look on my face and took another drink. Powers. What, had I thought this ridiculously gorgeous man was talking to me just to talk to me? Even I wasn’t that stupid. 

“What about her?” I asked, staring out at the crowded room, where Jazz was trying way too hard to catch the shop owner’s attention with hair flips and smiles. 

“Why are you with her?” he said, confusion in his soft, smooth voice. 

I glanced at him in surprise to find him staring at Jazz with a frown marring his perfect features. 

“What?” I said, pretty confused myself. 

He lifted one shoulder in a graceful shrug and looked at me, the frown still there. “She doesn’t feel right for you.”

I rubbed my forehead, sensing a headache coming on. Did he just imply I was too ugly and weird to have such a pretty friend? Because…it sounded like he was actually saying it the other way around…implying that Jazz wasn’t good enough for me, which was just stupid. 

“Uh,” I said intelligently. 

He frowned some more. “Are you dating her?”

I almost choked on my drink. Of fucking course everyone assumed because I dressed like a dude and refused to wear makeup, I must be into women. “What if I am?” I muttered. 

He wrinkled his long nose. I stared in fascination. That was the most adorable fucking thing I’d ever seen. I set my drink aside. Clearly, I’d had too much booze. 

“But…well…her energy isn’t right for you at all.” He looked down at his cup and seemed surprised that it was empty. “Oh, hell.”

I took the cup from his unresisting fingers and set it aside with mine. “Maybe enough of that, if you’re going to go giving me horoscopes and dating advice.”

He shook his head and waved a hand at something I couldn’t see. “No. I’m not drunk. Just…have to be careful not to dull my senses too much or I get flooded.”

I tilted my head and studied this pretty, confusing thing before me. 

“What…I mean…I’ve never met someone like me before,” I said awkwardly. How did one ask someone what kind of freak they were? “Not up close, anyway.”

His purple eyes widened. Those contacts were really something. They looked so real, shot through with veins of silver and gold. Must cost a fortune. “Oh. Really?” he said. “But I’m not like you. Not really.”

I nodded. Not a freaky death whisperer then. Good for him. Must be nice. I wanted to ask him what he was, but it seemed like a bad time and place. 

He patted my knee. “Maybe we can talk sometime. Alone.” 

I stared at his hand. He seemed to realize how that sounded and his alabaster skin flushed rosy pink. “Ah…I meant without so many normies around.” Then he glanced around the shop at all the hippies and goths, and his cupid’s bow mouth quirked up again in a wry smirk. “Well, you know what I mean.”

I snorted a laugh. I did know what he meant. We were surrounded by weirdos, but no one was as weird as us. Me. I had no clue what his abnormality was. I shouldn’t go assuming it was weird like mine.

He stood, then paused, looking me over before putting a hand on my bony shoulder. “Just…don’t go jerking bodies around, yeah?”

I glared at him in mutiny. “Not like I planned on it to begin with.”

He held up his hands defensively. “Okay, okay. Just, don’t do it. It pisses them off. And they’re already tetchy enough as it is.”

I watched him make his way back to his fortune telling table, completely confused. Them? Them who? And who the fuck talked like that anyway? Tetchy. Was he even from Earth?

I watched the way he moved through the crowd, as if people were being repelled out of his way by some invisible force, and decided that no, he probably wasn’t from Earth. Space probably. Or, the fairy realm or something. Definitely not human. 

I snorted to myself. Now I was seriously considering fairies and aliens? Powers. I needed to lay off the drinking. 








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




It was late when the place finally closed down. Or early, depending on your perspective. The streets were mostly empty. A few cars passed by, drunks making their way home or factory workers heading to the early shift at the GM plant in the next town over, probably. The last stragglers from the event were trickling out into the night, off to their warm beds to sleep off their hangover or count their profits. 

Most of the vendors had left hours ago but of course, I was stuck here, thanks to Slutty McSlutface—also known as my one existing friend. I was starting to think Purple Eyes wasn’t wrong. I was getting sick of Jazz’s shit. Now she was off sucking face and gearing up to bump uglies with Jared on the shop counter, and I was so fucking out of there. Alone. As usual. 

I seethed as I made my way to a bench on the sidewalk. I was way too old for this shit. Summer was rapidly turning into fall, and it was colder than a witch’s titties out here. To top it off, I’d been forced to wear a damned skirt, and my legs were bare because I absolutely fucking refused to suffer the torture called pantyhose. Gross. 

I pulled out my phone and searched for the number for the local ride share. It was a terrible hour. But it was the weekend, so someone was probably desperate enough to come get me for cash. If not, I would just have to walk home in the dark. I wasn’t looking forward to freezing my ass off. 

“At the risk of sounding like an ass…” a soft voice said, as Purple Eyes came around to stand beside the bench, “should a woman really be alone out here in the middle of the night?” 

I stared at him. He raised his hands and I saw he was smart enough to bring gloves. “Just saying.”

I arched a brow at him, and he gave me a wry smile, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets and snuggling down into his collar. “Okay, yeah,” he said, at my glare. “But I’ve got tricks up my sleeve, okay?”

So, he wasn’t unaware that he looked like a middle-school girl could probably kick his ass with one arm tied behind her back. He wasn’t one to lecture me about being a poor little unescorted female.

“Your friend isn’t coming out to join you any time soon,” he said, purple eyes full of mischief. Most of the other vendors had trickled out long ago, as people got too drunk to care about shopping. But you were never too drunk for fortune telling, apparently. In fact, maybe the drunker the better….

I huffed at him. “How do you know Jazz isn’t coming? She might be right out.”

He laughed at my obvious lie. “Because when I left, Jared was plowing her like a field.”

A burst of laughter escaped me at that visual. “Yeah. But we don’t slut shame.”

He nudged my shoulder with his elbow. “I would never. But I do say shame on her for ditching you.”

I sighed and stood. “Not the first time, and it won’t be the last. Don’t worry, I’m a big girl.”

He tilted his head back to gaze up at me in all my looming, Lurch Addams glory. “I can see that.”

Somehow, from him it didn’t sound like ridicule. Huh. 

“I’m walking home,” he said with a shrug. “Want me to stay with you while you get a cab or…whatever they have around here?”

I glanced at him. “Are you new in town?”

He nodded, his eyes taking on a faraway gleam. “Yep.”

I tucked my phone away. “I was going to call a ride share. But…around here most people are sleeping by now. I’ll probably walk home too.”

He nodded. “You live nearby too then. Cool.”

I didn’t correct him. To me, a couple of miles outside of town was nearby. But I got the feeling he might object to me wandering that way alone at night. I’d never admit to being afraid of the dark. The dark was probably more afraid of me than I was of it. At least that’s what I told myself.

“I’m this way,” he said, hiking a finger toward the outskirts of town. “You?”

I shrugged. “I’m going through there.”

He nodded again, his pretty eyes and blue-streaked hair winking under the streetlight. “Walk with me?”

I sighed and fell into step with him as we left the small sounds of people behind us. Now was the perfect time for him to continue reprimanding me for playing with corpses. 

And…I wasn’t wrong.

“I meant what I said,” he started in. “You shouldn’t make the dead walk like that. It’s not…right.”

I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my second-hand men’s trench coat and kept walking. “And you get to tell me what’s right and wrong because…?”

“That’s not what I meant.” He huffed. “You never asked me what I am.”

I glanced at him. His jaw was clenched, and he was staring straight ahead, pale and ethereal in the dim light of the streetlamps. “Okay. What are you?”

He grinned. “Homo sapiens.”

I groaned. “So dumb.”

He laughed and some of the darkness lifted from his expression. “I’m a medium,” he said easily. As if this was an everyday conversation. 

I stopped and stared at him. “A…medium? Like, for real?”

He laughed at my obvious shock, then winked. “Really real.”

I started walking again. “So, you can…what? Talk to ghosts?”

He let out a long breath. “Yes. Not very impressive, I know. Here you are, making the dead walk. While I just have to listen to their nagging.”

I shook my head. “No
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