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      To the girl I was

      I’m glad we figured it out eventually.

      

      And to those still looking for themselves

      sometimes it’s less about a where and more about

      giving yourself permission to be who you always were.
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      It had been a month and a half.

      Six long weeks of petitioning and politicking and ass kissing.

      Forty-two days of Azure wracking her brain to get what they needed out of the Board of Magic. Of doing everything she’d always vowed she wouldn’t, everything she hated, all for the woman she loved. Because Rus deserved to have a home for herself and for her girls. She deserved to be happy, and whole. And because this was the only way to keep Aihuan safe. Azure would be damned if she’d let a little thing like the fact that she hated talking to people ruin what Rus and her girls could have in Moondale.

      So she’d swallowed down all of the bitchy things she wanted to say to the Board of Magic, pulled on a semi-neutral expression, and gotten things done.

      The paperwork had been the easy part. Anyone could petition for the right to start their own coven in Moondale. Rus had joked about it once or twice when she’d been not more than ten. Laughing and saying that when she grew up, she was going to marry Azure and they would form their own coven with their own rules. Azure supposed not much had changed really. She was fool enough to want that—even then, even now.

      The hard part came when the Board of Magic started to consider Rus’s proposal. There hadn’t been so much in-fighting among the elders, Aunt Carmine said, since before her own father had been the Jade Waters elder. Many wanted to dismiss the application out of hand, but Azure had shown up to every meeting—closed door or not—and made a nuisance of herself until they at least agreed to meet with Rus about it. It wasn’t much, but she considered it a win. A tiny victory in a battle that might be otherwise full of defeats.

      So that evening, Azure dressed appropriately for the meeting, a long pale pink skirt with a crisp white button down tucked into it, and a pointed felt hat perched firmly on her head. Then she’d gone off to the board building, fully expecting to meet Rus there.

      A mistake, she realized some minutes later, when the meeting began and she was sitting in her seat, listening to Brant Ironwood drone on and on through the minutes from the last meeting, with an empty chair beside her. The only empty chair in the entire room, as it seemed rumor of Rus’s petition had gotten around and the entirety of Moondale’s magical community had come out to watch the drama ensue. A record number of folk in attendance, Brant had said when he called the meeting to order.

      The watch on her right wrist ticked away, and a glance down at it told her Rus was quickly approaching the fifteen-minute mark of being late.

      Fuck.

      Rus was notorious for being tardy to everything. But this was important, and Azure had convinced herself Rus knew that, would respect that. Goddess, she was such an idiot. One would think she would know better by now. One would be wrong. Still, she wasn’t going to let all her hard work go to waste. The girls needed the land of Moondale to protect them, and while simply joining a coven would be easier, Azure knew that was a non-option. For more reasons than one. So, if Rus wasn’t there to state her case, Azure would simply have to do it for her.

      “The board will now hear the case for the Coven of the Forgotten,” Brant said in a nasally, knowing tone, his eyes almost gleaming beneath the yellowed fluorescents as he sneered around the name Rus chose for her coven. His gaze flicked down to the piece of paper in front of him, as if checking to make sure he was reading it correctly. An act that made Azure grind her teeth. “We call upon the petitioner, Icarus Ashthorne.”

      Everyone there could see Rus was not in attendance. Brant had likely planned this. Made sure it was the first thing on the agenda, so the woman who tended to be late for things would miss it. Maybe he—and the others against Rus—thought no one else would fight for her. One glance at Aunt Carmine, who looked thoroughly annoyed with Brant’s antics, told Azure all she needed to know of that. If he weren’t an elder, and Azure wasn’t trying to get him to do what she wanted, she likely would have called him out on his rampant bias. But she needed the elders in a somewhat amiable mood, and getting into a shouting match with Brant Ironwood wouldn’t ensure that.

      “Icarus Ashthorne? Is Icarus Ashthorne in attendance?” Brant looked around, his dark eyes slightly lidded, a twitch of his lips betraying him, the absolute bastard. The crowd of Moondale folk collectively shifted in their creaking fold-up chairs, either uncomfortable with the obvious ploy, or looking for Rus. Azure wondered idly if she could get away with hexing Brant. Not a big one. Just a teeny tiny hex. One of inconvenience. Like he would forevermore forget about his freshly brewed coffee until it was lukewarm and thus disgusting to drink. No sense in chancing it.

      Greer shifted beside Azure, his posture rigid. If Azure didn’t know any better, she’d say he looked like he wanted to stall for Rus. Rus would get a kick out of that. Her own nemesis trying to help her. Silliness, in Azure’s mind, because Greer hadn’t been able to hide from her how he adored Rus’s daughters. How he took every excuse to stop by and make sure they were doing all right, how Aihuan had taken to calling him Uncle Vander. He was a softy when a person got right down to it, but Azure wasn’t going to say as much out loud, lest it draw too much attention to it and make him change. Or, Goddess forbid, make Rus realize what an absolute nitwit she was half the time.

      Azure wiped her sweating palms on her skirt and willed her heart to stop leaping into her throat. She needed to be calm when she did this. She needed to have a level head. She needed to not leap to her feet like an over-eager witchling.

      “Well,” Brant said, victory lining his tone, “since Icarus Ashthorne has not seen fit to join us, I suppose we can just⁠—”

      “I will speak for the Coven of the Forgotten.” Azure leaped to her feet exactly like an over-eager witchling. Fucking damn it. Would Icarus Ashthorne ever cease to make her look like an idiot? Probably not. Anger simmered low under Azure’s skin. She shouldn’t have to do this for Rus. Rus knew how important this was, what was at stake here. Rus promised she would do everything she could to make this work. Rus should be here. Inhaling deeply, Azure willed the oxygen to slow the racing of her pulse, and hopefully keep her voice even. Brant would look for any weakness he could find, and Azure needed to offer none.

      “You?” Brant asked. He leaned back in his chair, a king on his throne surveying a particularly lowly subject. Azure prayed to the Goddess that his familiar threw up a hairball in his shoes next time it had the chance. Maybe she’d have a chat with her own feline familiar, Lizzie, about how best to make that happen. That thought alone calmed her to a point. Made the heat recede from where it threatened to darken her cheeks in something that might be mistaken as shame. “As a member of the Elwood family, and the Circle of Jade Waters, I don’t think that⁠—”

      “There is no rule that states a witch from a more established coven can’t sponsor a fledgling clan or coven.” Her heart pounded in her throat, threatening to choke off her words. She swallowed around it, sucking down another breath. Slow and steady, Azure. You’ve got this. Or at least she hoped so. She’d been practicing it enough. So much so that Indigo was quite sick of hearing this little speech. Not that he’d ever say as much—he was too good for that. But Azure had seen it on his face the last time she rehearsed; her baby brother was reaching his limit.

      “In fact,” she continued, licking her lips and resisting the urge to blanch at the feel of waxy lipstick coating them—this was the absolute last time she let Aunt Maureen help her get ready for a stressful day—“in the year 1789, a fledgling coven known as The Silver Flame was established under the sponsorship of one Irving Elwood of the Circle of Jade Waters.”

      Brant’s eye twitched with annoyance, but he pursed his lips to hold back whatever words crossed his mind. Probably for the best. Azure’s skin prickled under every gaze in the room. Greer cleared his throat behind her, and she wondered if it was to fill the sucking void of silence left behind while everyone waited for the other shoe to drop, or if he was simply hiding a laugh. She’d have to ask later.

      “So, it would seem to me that an Elwood of the Circle of Jade Waters is the perfect person to sponsor an up-and-coming coven.” Azure’s fingers tapped at her sides, and she resisted the urge to tighten them into fists around the fabric of her skirt. All it would do was wrinkle it. Brant’s gaze jerked down to the subtle movement, clocking it for the fidgeting that it was, but Azure lifted her chin, daring him to say anything. When another minute ticked away loudly on the clock on the wall, Azure realized he was going to save that weakness for later, and all she could hope was that her next words would be the nail in the coffin of his limited arguments. “After all, where would Elder Ironwood and his coven be if not for the sponsorship of the Elwoods?”

      The twitching of Brant’s eye increased in speed and strength to a satisfying degree that almost made Azure smirk. She thought she heard Greer choke back another chortle, but she couldn’t rip her gaze away from Brant. It was like staring down a beast—if she looked away first, she’d be considered lesser, vulnerable. And Azure was neither.

      “Very eloquently put,” Cliantha Greer said, breaking the stalemate and drawing everyone’s attention to her. A smile split her slightly wrinkled face, making her crows-feet more pronounced, but she didn’t look happy about this. None of them would be. Just because Azure had leaped over this particular hurdle didn’t mean the race was done. For appearance’s sake, they would hold the hearing. They would let her and Rus state their case, dig their own graves. But Azure knew that until she thought of something to use as leverage, it would mostly be a farce. She was hopeful, not stupid. “As that is the case, you are welcome to act as sponsor and spokesperson for the Coven of the Forgotten once you have filled out the required paperwork. Until that time, I motion that we table this disc⁠—”

      “I have already submitted the paperwork. If you will turn to page five of the submission packet, you will see that under sponsor, I’m listed. My sponsorship was approved by my coven’s elders.” Was it wise to continue to cut off the elders? Probably not. But they couldn’t wait another month for the process to officially begin. Another month and they would be in the depths of winter, approaching the solstice. They could do rituals, of course, to protect against the ever-shortening days and the thinning veil, but nothing would protect Rus and her girls quite like Moondale herself. Azure wasn’t taking any chances. “As that is the case, I think we can move forward.”

      “I see.” Cliantha practically huffed the words, annoyed by Azure’s foresight. Good. Let them be annoyed. Let them realize they weren’t going to get one over on Azure or Rus.

      Azure ducked her head, hoping to hide the smug twitch of her lips. “Do I have your permission to continue, Elder Greer?”

      “Please do.” Cliantha flapped her wrist at Azure, dismissive and irritated. Let her be. All Azure had to convince them of today was that they couldn’t cite any reason beyond their own biases to dismiss Rus’s application out of hand. It sounded easy. It would be anything but.

      “Thank you.” Biting at the corner of her lip, Azure lifted her head again to look at the Board of Magic as a whole. They weren’t all in attendance. The elder from the Grove of Elderwood was missing due to the druid hibernation season, but the remaining nine looked far from moved by Azure’s position. They would not be easy to convince. The werewolf elder from the Chesapeake Pack looked particularly grumpy to be giving up her hunting time for this conversation. Azure couldn’t do anything about that. “Icarus Ashthorne and I would like to petition for the right to start a new coven in Moondale. A place for the folk like herself, who find themselves outside of the usual clans, packs, and covens of Moondale.”

      “A place for necromancers, you mean.” The elder from the Clan of the Emerald Forge, a slight man named Dhiren, leaned forward, his glowing eyes cutting into Azure like a knife. It had always been amazing to Rus, Azure knew, how ten beings so different in power and temperament could agree on one thing to the point of complete ignorance: necromancy was evil. Even a Djinni like Dhiren who had arguably done far worse before settling in Moondale couldn’t think beyond his prejudices.

      “That is not what I said.” Her tone was impassive, but a growl grew in her chest. She cleared her throat to push it away, if just for the moment.

      “But that is what you meant,” Dhiren hissed, leaning farther forward onto the table, his fingers heating so much that Azure could hear the laminate of the table sizzling, leaving behind a permanent mark of his anger.

      “No. It’s not.” Azure squared her shoulders. “If you review the packet again, you will see that the only necromancer listed under the coven roster is Icarus Ashthorne. Fernando Perez’s specialty is kitchen magic, while the two children have not chosen their designations yet.”

      “We have not accepted a new clan or coven into the Moondale system since 1790, as you so kindly pointed out,” an elven woman named Yaereene, the elder of the Clan of the Unseen Moon, pointed out, and Azure almost winced. She knew that would be a sticking point for them—it always was with the Board of Magic. They liked to say that this is how things had always been done, and thus they saw no reason to change things now. It was why Rus met so much pushback when she began experimenting with technology back in the late 90s. Old goats, stuck in their ways. “Why should we accept a new one now? It seems to me that ten clans are more than plenty for our little town.”

      It was an excellent point, one that Azure hadn’t really come up with an argument against just yet, other than the fact that Rus didn’t want to join one of the existing covens, couldn’t join one of the existing covens. She didn’t feel safe with them, knew that their old ways would limit her abilities and the growth of her girls who shared those abilities. Azure licked her lips again, her mouth suddenly dry. “Times have changed, Elder Yaereene. The traditional covens can be stifling in the way they see the world. Icarus brings a fresh perspective to magic and the way it interacts with technology, and other such advancements. Her insight will only benefit the magical community of Moondale.”

      The hall fell silent for a moment, all the elders processing the implications of this statement. Likely all thinking of how their particular clan could benefit from Rus’s unique genius. Azure was counting on that. Their greed reared its head when Aihuan’s power had been exposed. Why not use it against them now?

      “That being the case,” a thready voice said, and all eyes shifted to the elder of the Ladies of Nimue. She was the oldest being on the Board of Magic. Old enough that there was some rumor that maybe she had been one of the founding women of Moondale, but there was little proof of that. Nixie Virnan was a tiny woman of unknown origin. Some people thought she was a selkie, others a water sprite, but one thing was for sure: no one had done more to keep the delicate ecosystem of the bay from collapsing than Nixie Virnan. Azure had always respected her, wanted to be like her one day. Now, with those keen eyes boring into her, Azure felt her stomach fall out through her feet. Something was coming. Something bad. “If Miss Ashthorne is so very serious about starting her own coven, then where is she?”

      Fuck.
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      Rus hitched her bag farther up her shoulder and checked the address Sheriff Regan of Ironport sent her for the fifth time. The light of her phone burned her eyes in the dark of a dead streetlight. It had been on before she’d walked up the sidewalk to it but flickered off almost immediately when she’d stepped beneath it. Usually a bad sign when one approached a supposedly haunted building.

      Huffing out a breath, Rus scrubbed at her face.

      This was supposed to be a quick job. In and out. Rus had places to be. She’d only come because it was going to be easy, and because Sheriff Regan said the owner was going to show the place the following day. Why the fuck the owner had waited till the day before to call an exorcist, Rus had no idea. Either way . . .

      Quick job. In and out.

      The surly woman said nothing about an entire fucking apartment building. Rus’s fingers twitched around the scuffed case of her phone, the urge to text Sheriff Regan that this was the last job she’d be doing for her so strong that Rus had to physically shove her phone into the bottom of her bag to keep from sending the message. It wasn’t that she needed the money, although Aihuan went through clothes faster than a crow through bird seed—the perks of a growing child. Rus just didn’t have it in her to let a spirit languish, and the spirits of Mirror Lake Park Apartments were definitely languishing. Sheriff Regan also made it sound like the owner was in a bind. Rus had a soft touch for people who wanted to do the right thing by the spirits in their space.

      Spirits, plural.

      Rus inhaled deeply, the cold November air getting caught in her lungs and threatening to send her into a coughing fit as she focused on the energy emanating from the building at the end of the sidewalk.

      She guessed three at minimum.

      Sheriff Regan said the building was haunted, but she hadn’t done a headcount. Likely because she couldn’t, not without a medium present or the use of some other apparatus to speak to spirits. And even those weren’t always accurate since the spirits often tried to talk over each other and mucked up the works. Pinching the bridge of her nose, Rus nodded to herself and took the last few steps up to the front door without so much as a glance over her shoulder.

      With one final prayer to the Goddess that none of the spirits inside would be combative, Rus turned the key in the lock and pushed through. The front door squealed on its hinges, letting anyone within a mile of the place know someone had entered. Not that it mattered—Rus wasn’t exactly trying to hide. The spirits would know she was there whether she wanted them to or not. Trying to be sneaky would just waste time.

      “If anyone is here,” Rus called into the cavernous dark of the empty building, “show yourselves.”

      Her voice echoed back to her with no furniture or carpeting to muffle the sound in the main lobby. It wasn’t a terribly large apartment building, only about ten units. But that didn’t mean it would make for a quick clean up. Not if the spirits proved reluctant.

      A chill ran up Rus’s spine, and something small and glowing shifted out of the corner of her eye. When she turned her head to look, it was gone.

      “Of course, they wouldn’t make it that easy.” Rus huffed, tucking her chin down into her scarf to hide her neck from the cool air of the empty building. She wondered idly if they had turned the heat off or if it was the shades making the air so cool—she’d ask Sheriff Regan. The owner didn’t need burst pipes on top of the ghosts.

      Another quick glance around the empty lobby turned up nothing. Rus shook out her hands and pulled a jar of salt from her bag, then turned to crouch and sprinkle a thin line across the threshold of the front door. Not that she actually thought the spirits would try to leave the building, but it paid to be prepared. She didn’t exactly have time to chase them all around the grounds, so if she could corner them in one room or apartment, that’s what she’d do.

      “I wish I’d brought Nando with me.” Things would be easier if she had. He at least understood the process of all this, and having another set of hands to block off potential exits would definitely make things go faster. But someone needed to watch the kids, and everyone else was either working or planning to be at the board meeting later.

      With that done, Rus put down her bag and dug around in it until she pulled a little pendant from one of the pockets. It shone bright in the security lights of the building, reflecting their yellow glare in a golden sheen. Rus weighed it in her hand for a moment, considering her options. Az would be absolutely livid if she found out Rus hadn’t used it, especially after she put so much effort into designing it for Rus.

      It was silver, forged in Phyre’s workshop, and inscribed with the tidy characters of one of Az’s protective talismans. There had been a small tiff over whether Rus needed it before Az had obstinately put it in with the rest of her exorcism kit, all while maintaining eye contact with Rus and not saying a single fucking word. Because that’s the kind of bitch Az was. Goddess, she was hot when she had a mind to be. She was also hot when she didn’t have a mind to be, but that was neither here nor there.

      Focus. Rus huffed a breath.

      Fuck it.

      She didn’t have time to jump through all the extra hoops that wearing the talisman would incur. She was already probably going to be late for the Board of Magic meeting, and that was unacceptable. Stuffing the pendant back down into the pocket, she rose to her feet, squared her shoulders, and did the one thing she knew Az didn’t want her to do. She stepped through the veil for the first time since they’d saved Aihuan.

      The world on the other side was colder and darker. All noise and color dull and muted by the barrier between the living and the dead. Like slipping under the surface of murky bay water and listening to the sounds of life from above. It took her eyes a moment to adjust, but once they had she could see the trails left behind by the spirits lingering in the space. Their lines thin and fading, a wake from a boat, but there just the same.

      Her bag rattled against her side as she took the stairs two at a time, following the thin blue trail left by whatever Rus had seen out of the corner of her eye. If she had to guess, it was a relatively young spirit, both in length of time it had been attached to the property, and in age of the being before it passed—a thought that made her heart squeeze a little in her chest. Human, probably.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Rus whispered into the murky darkness as she pushed through the door into the corridor of the second floor. A name would make this whole thing much easier, but as Sheriff Regan hadn’t even known there were three spirits, and Rus hadn’t had time to do her own research because she’d been so busy dealing with the Board of Magic . . . Well, she’d have to make do with other methods.

      Bright green magic lingered around her wrists, whispering into the dark and lighting the way as she stepped into an apartment down the end of the hall. In the corner of the front room, she found the spirit from the lobby, a slight thing made smaller because they were curled around their knees, shaking like a leaf.

      “Hey,” Rus murmured, soft and soothing, holding up her hands to show she was unarmed.

      The little spirit squeaked, jerking at the sound, and their trembling intensified. They peeked up at Rus from behind their knobby knees with wide glassy eyes. Rus crouched to set her bag down, the weight of it making no sound on the floor in the space beyond the veil. Then she pressed forward, her hands still held in front of her, palms out.

      “It’s all right. I’m not here to hurt you. You don’t need to be scared of me.” The tone of her words remained a calm rumble in her chest, the same one she used with Aihuan or Meiling when they got scared.

      “You—you can see me?” Those words had a hopeful note as they floated through the air. Like the spirit was used to not being seen. Like maybe they had tried to make their presence known and been ignored. Poor kid.

      “I can see you.” Rus nodded slowly, taking another careful step toward the little spirit huddled on the floor. “My name’s Rus. And I’m here to help you.”

      “Help me how?” The spirit cocked their head, bird-like and confused. Poor thing might not even know they were dead. They didn’t sometimes. Sometimes that was the source of a haunting. It was sad, but also usually easy enough to correct and get them to leave. Oh, to have all hauntings be that simple.

      “Help you move on, I suppose.” Rus stopped just in front of the spirit and sat down, crossing her legs into a lotus pose in front of her. “You know you can’t stay here, right?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t belong here anymore.” Rus had had this conversation enough times to know it could go a handful of ways. People never wanted to face the truth, especially when it didn’t fit a person’s internal narrative. And spirits, whether the living wanted to believe it or not, were just people. Lost. Distressed. Sad. Dead. But people, nonetheless. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to you?”

      “I don’t remember.” The spirit frowned but started to unfurl, their small hands no longer as tight around their forearms where they used them to hold their knees to their chest. Now that they had untucked their face, Rus could better gauge how old they were. Late teens, early twenties. Likely this had been their first time away from home, their first place all their own. They had so much life ahead of them—no wonder they clung to this place. She hoped they decided to reincarnate, for another go at it.

      “All right.” That would make things harder, but not impossible. “Can you tell me your name?”

      The spirit opened their mouth, a black hole that looked like a scream and a swirling vortex of nothingness all rolled into one. Their eyes became the same nothingness, mirroring their mouth, and if Rus hadn’t seen this a million times she might have screamed at the sight. A normal person probably would have. Good thing Rus wasn’t normal, and she was used to the way spirits looked when they got lost inside themselves. A moment later, the spirit’s face returned to looking like a scared human’s, and they shook their head, pouting a little.

      “That’s okay too.” Rus offered the spirit a soft smile and a wink. “What would you like to be called?”

      “I always liked the name Holly.” They grinned, their eyes glittering a little more in the softness of the security lights filtering in through the veil. “Like holly jolly Christmas.”

      “That’s a pretty name,” Rus murmured. “Do you know you’re dead, Holly?”

      “I—” Holly stopped, their cheeks puffing out in annoyance as they thought about Rus’s words. They looked like they wanted to argue, tell her that she was wrong and to leave them alone. But then they deflated and nodded. “Yes, I do know that.”

      A relieved breath left Rus, her shoulders relaxing a little. “Good. That’s good. Now, let’s try again. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

      “I can’t. I don’t remember. I just . . . I woke up like this.”

      Oof, that’s the worst. Holly’s legs fell to the sides, revealing more of them. They had a stain on their torso that might have been blood, or something else, but Rus didn’t let her eyes linger on it. She didn’t want to upset Holly any more than she had to.

      “Let’s try a different question.” Brushing at the tip of her nose, Rus tilted her head to one side. “Do you know why you stayed?”

      Holly blinked for a moment, their mouth going wide and hollow again, their face shifting into the terrifying rictus once more. Goddess, Rus wished they’d stop doing that. It wasn’t scary so much as annoying as the seconds slipped away. Az would kill her for being late. And there were still two more spirits to contend with. She wondered how pissed Sheriff Regan would be if Rus told her she’d have to come back to finish the job in the morning. Probably very pissed. Rus didn’t think she wanted to see that side of Sheriff Regan. Plus, she didn’t know exactly what time the owner planned to show the place, and if the other spirits were worse than Holly . . .

      Rus didn’t want to leave them anywhere they could make contact with the living.

      The minutes crawled by.

      One.

      Two.

      Five whole minutes before Holly’s face cleared again, and they shook their head. “No. I don’t know why I stayed.”

      “Then don’t you think maybe it’s time you left?” Rus asked. She sent up a silent prayer to the Goddess that this would be enough to convince Holly. It wasn’t usually that simple, but sometimes Rus got lucky. She held out her hand, her magic flittering around it in a soft, throbbing light.

      “Will it hurt?” Holly stared down at the outstretched palm, their own hands fisting in their lap.

      “No, sweetie, it won’t hurt.” Rus shook her head. She didn’t know for sure, of course, because she’d never been on the receiving end, but she’d never had any complaints—spirits would return from time to time as a gesture of gratitude to help her when she needed it.

      “What do I need to do?” Holly looked up at Rus again, their eyes wide and so achingly young. They lifted one of their own hands to their chest, clearly tempted to reach back.

      “Just take my hand, and my magic will do the rest.” Rus sucked in a breath, readying herself for the sensation of sending a spirit through to the other side. Holly still didn’t look convinced. They held their hand close to their chest, their eyes flickering between wide and glassy to the deep pits of a spirit left to languish too long. “You can come back and visit, if you like,” Rus said, trying to ease some of their worries. “Spirits do it all the time.”

      “How?” A frown pursed Holly’s lips, and Rus resisted the urge to sigh.

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, Rus shifted around on the cold hard floor. Her back started to ache from sitting there, but she wasn’t about to move. Not until she’d gotten Holly to move on. Something passed them in the hall, a whisper of material and boots that told Rus the other spirit or spirits were close. She needed to get Holly out of there before the others scared them off.

      “You just have to use my name,” Rus explained, patient in spite of the rushed feeling nipping at her limbs. “Because I helped you move on, I can act as a direct line to come back whenever you’d like to check in. It’s temporary, but many of the spirits I help come back every once in a while. Unless, of course, they choose to reincarnate.”

      “Rus.” Holly repeated the name, and the wrinkle between their brow eased a fraction.

      “Icarus Ashthorne.” Rus held out her hand again, this time like she meant to shake Holly’s.

      Holly blinked at it another moment before lurching forward and grabbing Rus’s hand to give it a hard shake. A shudder ran up Rus’s arm, lifting every hair in its wake, and a bone-deep chill that ached on a cellular level followed. But she held firm, clasping onto the freezing, insubstantial palm clasped around her own. One second. Two. Then the light from her magic and from Holly faded, and Rus was left alone in the dark of the empty apartment.

      Her breath was loud in her ears, her heart slamming against her chest as if trying to make up for the fact that it had stuttered the second Rus helped Holly over to the After. A probably worrisome and unhealthy side effect of Rus’s abilities that she didn’t ever have time to contemplate. Especially not now as there was a soft shushing sound, and she felt the cold breath of someone or something on her face.

      The chill twisted around her throat as if it were trying to choke her, or maybe look for a pulse. Fuck. She really should have worn the damn talisman. And her bag was all the way by the door. There was no time to get to it and pull from it what she needed. She’d have to wing it.

      “What I wouldn’t give for names,” Rus mumbled, lifting her lids enough to see the blurry shapes of two figures through her lashes. They drifted around each other, tangled together.

      They cackled, the sound echoing and chilling. The grip around her throat tightened enough that Rus gasped for breath when they slammed her onto her back on the floor. Coughing, the breath knocked from her, Rus twisted, and her eyes flew open as she scrambled at the hand locked around her throat. A dark vine ran up it, thick and dense enough that it seemed to absorb what little light came in through the window from outside. It twisted around and around the first spirit’s arm like a snake, ending at a face that peeked over its shoulder. The face—what Rus could see of it through its long dark hair—was sharp and angular, that of an older woman where the first spirit was a young man. And from what she could see of the older woman’s spirit, there was no body. Just the vine . . . snake . . . thing that undulated around the man’s arm, tightening until it looked painful.

      “Creepy,” Rus choked around the tightness at her throat, and the man’s spirit snarled, breath misting her cheeks in ice before he lifted her head and slammed it into the floor again, causing her to see stars. The floor creaked with the impact. Fuck, I hope that doesn’t give out. Pain lanced through her skull as he grabbed her by the hair, lifting her head in preparation for another hard slam against the floor that may very well render her unconscious.

      Her phone rang right then, distracting the spirit with the bright tones of some K-pop song Az had chosen as her ringtone. Rus thanked the Goddess that her phone wasn’t on vibrate, gathered her magic in the moment of respite, and slammed it into the spirit’s chest.

      He flailed back onto his ass, legs kicking out like an upturned turtle, giving Rus enough time to scramble to her bag and yank out the little spirit box she’d brought along. Thunking it hard against the old floor, she pressed the latch, and it popped open like a flower bud. A faint sucking noise followed—a vacuum cleaner with a sock stuck in it—then it ripped the spirits from where they were still trying to get their bearings. The box shut with a click, leaving Rus panting in the aftermath.

      She sat for a moment, trying to get control over her upset magic again, the green light lashing out around her, leaving tiny burn marks in the floor. When her heart finally stopped pounding in her chest, she let herself slip back through the veil, pulled her hood up over her head, and reached for her phone at the bottom of her bag. A chill crawled up her spine, something lingering from beyond the veil that would probably slough off after she’d crossed the salt line. Still, she hated the way its eyes followed her, a feathery caress that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

      A quick glance around showed no lingering spirits, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something there. Rus shook herself, looked down at her too-bright phone screen to check her messages, and got a look at the time instead.

      “Fuck me. I’m late,” Rus hissed, clambering to her unsteady legs to haul ass back to Moondale. “Az is going to skin me alive!”
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      A headache the likes of which Azure never had before throbbed behind her eyes. And she could already tell it would linger for days. No amount of peppermint extract, calming tea, blackout curtains, or complete silence was going to make it go away. Which was a real shame because by some Goddess-given miracle, she managed to convince the board to meet with them again the following evening.

      Pulling the collar of her powder-blue peacoat up around her neck to ward off the nighttime chill, Azure sunk farther into the shadow of the Board of Magic building as a breeze whipped past, carrying with it the last of the season’s leaves. She could wait for Rus in her car—it would be warmer—but waiting outside made a point. Was it petty? Of course it was, but that didn’t make it any less valid. Besides, she wanted to be able to hear the members of the Board of Magic as they exited lest they decide to talk shit on their way to their cars.

      Brant Ironwood was the first to leave, a plaid scarf hanging loose over his obnoxiously fancy-looking coat like it was a fashion statement more than a way to keep his throat warm. Maybe he’d catch a cold in the interim and be unable to attend the next meeting. Azure could only hope. His steps stuttered just under the streetlamp as he looked at her lingering in the doorway and frowned.

      With her chin lifted, Azure met his gaze, daring him to say something, anything. She was in a mood to cut someone down verbally, her pulse pounding in her temples, and Brant looked like a likely target. It wasn’t so much what he’d said during the meeting, it was just his face. She’d always thought that about him—he had a very punchable face. Not that Azure had ever punched anyone in her life, but if she was going to start, Brant Ironwood would be at the top of her list.

      The door behind Azure banged open, letting out the warmth and light of the meeting hall. Air blew hot against Azure’s back, making her front feel too cold by comparison. Brant looked over her shoulder, his lips twitching downward into a scowl before he ducked his head.

      “Good night, Miss Elwood, Elder Virnan.” A half beat of silence settled between them in which Brant Ironwood seemed to wait for a proper goodbye from the pair, but they simply blinked at him. He huffed and spun on his heel, his scarf fluttering out behind him like a flag of surrender as he stomped off.

      Nixie waited until his slick red Tesla pulled out of the lot, well out of hearing range, before she stepped out into the brisk November breeze to address Azure. “Miss Elwood,” she said, a knowing glint in her eyes as she leaned heavily against her cane, “a word?”

      Azure thought to ask if she really had a choice, but decided against it. Brant Ironwood was already against her and Rus’s petition, there was no sense in getting on another elder’s bad side.

      “Of course,” Azure murmured softly, and followed Nixie around to the parking lot, making sure to stay a half step behind the other woman out of respect.

      The parking lot was still relatively full as the other elders had decided to stay and mingle, enjoying the few stale cookies one of them brought to the meeting, and gossiping. Azure probably should have stuck around inside to make sure they weren’t plotting new and increasingly difficult ways to hinder her and Rus’s petition, but she was already running on empty as far as her social battery went. Plus, Aunt Carmine was still there; she’d tell Azure about any new threats. Hopefully.

      Nixie sunk into the driver’s seat of her car, throwing her cane across to the passenger side, and not bothering to offer Azure a seat. Which was just fine—if she got into the car with Nixie then the cold would no longer be a problem, and the conversation would go on for far longer than Azure wanted it to. Whatever Nixie had to tell her could be said quickly and from the position of her open car door.

      Stuffing her hands into her pockets, Azure stood beside the car and waited for Nixie to speak. The heat blasted loudly against the quiet of the night, Nixie warming her hands in front of the vents before she turned to look up at Azure again, keen blue eyes assessing, judging. Azure fought the urge to stand up straighter, her spine tingling with the desire.

      Nixie started with “It won’t be enough,” and Azure’s jaw clenched, teeth grinding together. “Whatever you’re thinking of doing, it won’t be enough.”

      “Why not?” As much as Azure tried not to say the words through her teeth, she couldn’t seem to unstick her jaw. Her nails dug into the meat of her palms where she clenched her fists in her pockets, magic running cool and almost wet along her skin.

      “Because it won’t be.” Nixie shrugged her slight shoulders and turned back to look out the windshield, humming softly to herself as she thought, her fingers flexing in the warm air.

      Pain pinched where Azure bit down hard on her tongue, and an ache started up in her sinuses from inhaling too much cold air too quickly. The ache combined with the ever-mounting headache. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Nixie’s lips curled into a smile, making the skin around her eyes wrinkle in a way that almost seemed friendly. If Azure wasn’t so sure the woman was a siren who had likely drowned thousands of sailors in her time, she’d probably mistake Nixie for a sweet little granny. The kind of person she’d hold the door for at the grocery store or offer to help carry her purchases to the car from Elwood’s. But Azure knew better. Everyone in the Moondale magical community did. Nixie Virnan was anything but sweet, and she was no one’s granny. “I want to help you.”

      “Why?” Azure asked, her stomach dropping to her feet. No one wanted to hear those words from a folk of unknown magical origin. No one wanted to hear them from a folk of known magical origin. The offer of help always came with a cost attached, a price, and Azure was maybe just fool enough to get herself tied up in another deal even after she’d only just gotten herself out of one with Cagney.

      “You were right,” Nixie said, instead of really answering the question. “Back there. When you said that the covens have gone stagnant.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “You wanted to.” Nixie turned the full force of her pointed grin on Azure, and Azure wanted nothing more than to shrink away from it. To hide. Nixie often wore a glamour, but during board meetings she tended to let it drop, and every tooth in her mouth was needle-sharp. Deadly to everyone and anyone who might cross her.

      Azure swallowed against the fear that threatened to crawl up her throat and lifted her chin. She wouldn’t cower. Elwoods didn’t cower.

      This seemed to please Nixie, for she tilted her head to the side, inspecting Azure anew with what seemed to be fresh appreciation. “As I said, you were right. We need fresh blood in Moondale. For too long the covens and clans have been stuck in the old ways, unable to move forward. I blame myself for that. I should have done something sooner, but you know how these things are.”

      She didn’t know how these things were, and Azure didn’t think she wanted to, either. “I assume there is a point to this conversation.”

      That earned her a soft scoff from the elder, and Nixie’s eyes crinkled at the corners, real joy evident in her expression. Azure’s chin tilted back a little further, pride licking at the corners of her lips, threatening to lift them into a smug smile. The approving dip of Nixie’s head felt hard won, and Azure was going to treasure it for perhaps the rest of her life. It eased some of the irritation still lingering in her veins over Rus’s failure to make the meeting.

      “Yes, there is a point,” Nixie said after a long moment, her smile widening to an almost alarming degree. “My point is, I want to help you and your wife⁠—”

      “She’s not my⁠—”

      “But you want her to be.” Sparkling dark eyes fixed on Azure’s warming cheeks, knowing and sharp. Nixie hummed. “As I thought.” She swiped a lock of graying red hair back behind one slightly pointed ear, then continued, “I’d be more than happy to help move things along for you, even give you my advice.”

      “For a price.” Azure’s brows pinched together, making the ache that had settled behind her eyes shift to encompass her brow as well. Goddess above and below, she was so fucking tired.

      “Nothing in life is free.” Nixie leaned back in her seat again, reaching over to turn down the heat and press a button that looked to turn on her heated seat instead. “And I can assure you, my insight is well worth the cost.”

      “They always say that,” Azure mumbled to herself, her head ducking so she could scuff the toe of her boot against the pavement. It was true. Everyone thought they had information worth the price. But Azure was at her limits with the Board of Magic. She knew what was at stake here. She knew the struggles she would face. Aunt Carmine had not pulled any punches when telling her what kind of rampant bias ran through the Board of Magic. While Azure, Carmine, and Indigo were mostly able to change the minds of their own coven—and some of their friends tried to chip away at their clans—it was still an uphill slog. But if Azure could get Nixie on their side, the eldest of the elders? It wouldn’t completely clear the way, but it would make things a little easier.

      Nixie didn’t respond to the muttered words, although Azure wasn’t stupid enough to think she hadn’t heard. She just sat, cozy and warm in her seat, awaiting Azure’s acceptance of her terms.

      “What will it cost me?” Nothing she wouldn’t pay, Azure realized. She’d give anything to see Rus start her own coven. To see her settled. To know she and her girls were protected. And most of all, to know that Icarus Ashthorne wasn’t going anywhere, and Azure would have another chance at something she thought she’d lost forever. There was probably something intrinsically wrong with that, but she couldn’t seem to avoid adding it to the list anytime she thought about all the reasons this was important to her.

      “Just a favor. A small one, I think, will be good enough, considering all the other good that Miss Ashthorne will do for Moondale.”

      “A small one.” Anyone who knew anything about the folk knew that small was relative and meant absolutely fuck all in reference to favors.

      “Tiny, really,” Nixie assured, but again, that meant nothing.

      “I don’t suppose you already know what this favor will be, do you?” Azure could only be so lucky. Fuck, she hated open-ended favors with folk. It was never watch my cat while I’m out of town, and always on a full moon I need you to traipse into the swamp and pick this rare plant that smells like ass for a potion from the lair of a goblin king who eats nice girls like you for brunch.

      Nixie raised both of her graying brows.

      Azure let out a long slow breath, hoping to ease the pounding in her ears. No good. “Of course not.”

      A car rumbled up behind them, the tires crunching against the cold hard ground, and Nixie’s gaze flicked around the side of Azure’s torso to see who was pulling in. “Best hurry it up, dear, before your wifey sees you making deals with devils.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Azure saw a beat-up blue sedan heading toward her. Rus’s car. She turned back to Nixie, who was looking up at her with another sharp, glittering smile, one brow raised as if to say well? Deals with devils indeed.

      Azure bit out the word “Fine” and shook Nixie’s extended hand, sealing their deal. The magic binding her to her word crawled up her skin like an itch, leaving behind the feeling of spider legs. She ground her teeth against the urge to rip her hand away before it was locked into place and hissed, “So what’s your advice?”

      Nixie pulled Azure down so her head was level with Nixie’s and whispered into her ear the most cryptic bullshit anyone ever could at that exact fucking moment. “It’s going to take a little more than a sponsorship from an Elwood to make that shit look legitimate.”

      The soft honk of a horn drew Azure’s gaze back over her shoulder as Rus pulled up beside her. Nixie dropped her grip, gave Azure a firm shove, and shut the door, pulling away before Rus could even wind down the window of her car.

      Rus leaned over the passenger seat to shout above the sound of her heater, “Az, I’m so s⁠—”

      “Where were you?!” Azure whipped around, her anger ripping through her again. She’d made a deal with an unknown water being. She’d talked herself hoarse. She was tired, and hungry, and she had a fucking headache. And Rus had the audacity to show up twenty minutes after the meeting had concluded? “Do you even care? Do you even want this to work?”

      “I do. I was just⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Stuffing her hands into her pockets hard enough to make the seams creak, Azure spun on her heel. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Rus.”

      “Wait, what’s tomorrow?” The noisy engine of Rus’s car shut off, leaving them both in a too-loud silence as Rus scrambled over her center console to climb out the passenger side door nearest Azure. “Az, talk to me. What’s going on tomorrow?”

      “We have another board meeting.” Her breath fogged in the aching cold, making her chest heave with each ragged inhale. Or maybe that was the anger she felt toward Rus. Azure didn’t think she’d ever been so angry with Rus in her life. And that included when she’d left without a word. “I convinced them to hear us out. Don’t be late.”

      Rus looked stricken, her eyes too wide in
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