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Witches & Loa & Doorways, Oh My!




Dark mischief is taking root in the Crescent City, and it has nothing to do with beads or a good time. New Orleans protective wards have fallen, the Loa are rowdier than ever, monsters have come out to prey, and the old pantheons are pondering genocide…again. And Taya Freeman is the key that unlocked this madness—the last Doorman and Guardian of New Orleans. Titles she didn’t ask for and shoes she had no desire to fill. She’ll have her hands full with keeping her city in one piece, and her head on her shoulders. But can her heart bear the weight of responsibilities that reopen the wounds of her past? The answer to that question will mean the difference between life and death for Taya, her loved ones, and her precious city. Lines will get drawn, a throne will be filled, and gods will learn their place.




Epigragh



"...the key to all can be a gift and a curse."
~ Papa Bastien
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New Orleans, the birthplace of Jazz. The Big Easy. The Big Sleazy. Chopper City. Baghdad on the Bayou. A place where you can live your wildest dreams or live a waking nightmare. You can dance in the streets before eating some of the best food to ever bless your palate. It was a living, breathing catalog of Southern history. A city that touches your soul. She can be a lot of things to a lot of people, but to me, she will always be Nawlins, and I call her home.
Who would have ever thought that me, Taya Freeman, the two-steppin’ little black girl from 9th Ward, Claiborne, would have her own accounting business? Yeah, it’s a far cry from Wall Street, but at least I get to do some good here.
My office was next door to my grandparents’ Voodoo shop. The space came with the building when they purchased it forever-ago. They never used it for anything, and it was perfect for me. Miniscule compared to their shop, it provided me with all the space needed for my venture.
 The front area provided enough room for my desk and two chairs for clients. Plus, it had a storefront window that provided plenty of natural light. The back room was strictly for file storage. File cabinets and shelves of boxes galore. A large safe housed all the cash and files for my grandparents’ shop.
A quaint little business helping small business owners realize their big dreams.
“Tay, baby, I don’t know about this, cher.”
“Mr. Earl, you’re doing just fine. Missing one shipment of shrimp won’t make or break you. You can purchase some from Willie-T’s to cover yourself for the week.”
“That goddamn Willie-T is a shady som-bitch,” Mr. Earl snapped.
Willie-T’s prices were twice that of most local fisheries, but he catered to bigger brands than Mr. Earl’s Fry Shack. “The cost will help you break even for the week. We can offset this by running a special on your famous fish plates. A dollar off should help sell more of them, and you can get one of the boys to drop some flyers off at the barbershops and community centers around the city.”
“I ain’t no big chain restaurant, Tay. I can’t be taking no losses.”
“You won’t, because I’m giving you a twelve percent discount this week. That’ll put you ahead by seven percent at the end of the month.”
Mr. Earl let out a booming laugh, his white mustache stretching with joy as he shook his head with gratitude. “You a true angel, Tay.”
“I know things have been a little tight since Ms. Jolie got sick, and I’m here to help.”
“All I know is that your mama and daddy are smiling down at you now,” Mr. Earl grinned, shaking my hand enthusiastically.
I put together a flier for the sale we talked about and printed a few hundred of them for Mr. Earl. We said our goodbyes and the heavy-set old man waddled out to hatch the plan we’d discussed.
“Darlin’, you realize this ain’t a charity?” Adeline drawled.
“Must you always loom around like that?” I asked.
“Never bothered you when you were little,” Adeline said with a hand on her hip as she strolled through my desk to stand next to me.
I sighed. “You weren’t so nosey back then.”
“You made better decisions back then.”
“I was twelve and grieving,” I argued.
Adeline was a shayde, or at least that’s what Papaw told me. Shaydes differed from ghosts in that they still had a measure of physical presence in the world. Adeline and I weren’t sure how or why, but if she put her mind to it, she could interact with the physical world, but not like a poltergeist. Those were souls that were too stubborn to let go and were on the path to being something far worse.
Adeline had been my second mother when I needed it. An ear that would always listen and a shoulder I can always lean on. I guess, now that I was an adult, she was more of a big sister than anything else. She was the only good thing Hurricane Katrina brought into my life.
Mama and daddy, bless their souls, had given everything to get me to the roof of our house when the levees broke. There was no way to know that part of it would collapse. The muddy waters of the raging Mississippi swallowed my parents like a ravenous beast. At that moment, it robbed us of any future memories and stained the existing ones with a moment of tragic horror.
I spent hours huddled on the roof, being battered by rain and watching the waters rise. My parents dead and my city dying, I was ready to jump in and die with them. That’s when Adeline grabbed me. She held onto me like I was her favorite teddy bear.
I’d seen ghosts my entire life but never paid them any mind. Most either moved on to whatever was next or wandered around stuck in time loops, reliving moments from when they were alive. Never had one touched me until that day. Fate brought me something I needed, something my parents would have wanted me to have, a friend that has always been by my side.
Papaw and Memaw said I had the gift, which was the polite way of saying, “our grandbaby can see dead people.” He’d also told me to be mindful of talking to them when others were listening, unless I wanted to end up in a padded room. With both of them being Voodoo practitioners, I felt it best to take their advice.
“Papa Bastien gonna blow a lid if you keep giving everyone discounts,” Adeline said with her usual southern twang. I never understood why she insisted on calling Papaw by his Voodoo name, instead of calling him Jean-Pete.
“Relax.” I shoved some files into the filing cabinet and locked it. “It’s not like we don’t own the place.”
“You grandparents own the place,” Adeline corrected. “And they allow you to use it.”
“True, but they also appreciate me helping the community.”
“Yeah, by offering cheap bookkeeping services to local businesses. The keyword being cheap, which means you still get paid to do it.”
“It’s a twelve percent discount, so Mr. Earl is still paying me,” I argued, turning and walking through Adeline to get to my desk.
“Don’t walk through me,” Adeline fussed. “That twelve percent makes a difference, considering Earl was the tenth discount you’ve given this week.”
“Wonk-wonk-wonk,” I mocked while locking the front door.
Adeline was still lecturing me when I crossed over to my grandparents’ shop. It was the largest in the city. The checkout counter sat centered on the store floor. Grigris were on the front shelves to make sure no one ran off with the talismans.
Candles with various purposes filled the right of the store, with the left being home to herbs, powders, and other ingredients that supposedly had magical qualities. The back is where you could find shelves of literature about Voodoo and a small room for customers who needed a one-on-one experience.
 Papaw and Memaw offered everything from spiritual guidance to asking favors from loa, the Voodoo equivalent of a god. The most commonly performed rituals for Papa Legba, guardian of the crossroad, and Erzulie Freda, the spirit of love since everybody wants to talk to a lost loved one, find one to love, or had someone to love and just wanted that someone to love them back.
Tourists would come in to have their cards read or to buy medallions and amulets that they considered nothing more than novelty trinkets. You could always tell believers from tourists. The casual shoppers were always cash or credit, while believers would show up with cash and some form of offering. Oh, and they never asked for card readings, because they knew the best tales of the future lie in the bones. These observations made up the bulk of my Voodoo knowledge, since I never really bought into it.
“Thank you, Mama Bree.” The smile on the woman’s face was a sign that Memaw’s insight was on the positive end of what she expected to hear.
“No need to thank me, child, just sprinkle a little of that in his coffee and you won’t be able to get rid of ’em.” Memaw smiled.
“I can’t believe a woman would use magic just to keep a man,” Adeline complained.
“Not everyone is lucky enough to find their true love,” Memaw said, her long white dreads swaying gracefully as she moved. She couldn’t see Adeline like me and Papaw could, but she said she could feel her and could definitely hear her.
“All I’m saying is the man of their dreams is out there somewhere,” Adeline said.
“I bet they aren’t as handsome as your James was,” I giggled.
Adeline’s pale, transparent cheeks would have glowed if she weren’t a shayde. “James was definitely a pie for the eyes and smooth as an expensive brandy. The world is more accepting today. Me and him would’ve made all kinds of babies.”
“The world isn’t as accepting as you think,” I said.
“True as that may be, you can kiss a white man out on the street without the fear of y’all being killed in some hateful act of violence,” Memaw chastised. “Addie, baby, I’m so sorry we ain’t been able to reach James for ya.”
“It’s alright,” Adeline smiled. “I just tell myself he’s up in heaven with Taya’s mama and daddy, waiting for us to come home.”
“They gone have to wait awhile for that,” Memaw smiled.
“Especially since this is girls’ night,” I added.
I was heading upstairs to our apartment to get dressed when Papaw came out of the back, wearing his usual black slacks and cream-colored button-down. The only jewelry he ever wore was his wedding ring, a necklace of bones with an iron nail, and another with a fancy skeleton key. “Tay, did you put in that order for candles?”
“Yes, sir. And I ordered some more sulfur and jimson weed too.”
“That a girl,” Papaw laughed, his tired brown eyes glimmering with happiness. “Now, you two try not to stay out too late and make sure you keep her out of trouble, Adeline.”
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I strutted along the city streets, wearing indigo jeggings and a red, spaghetti-strapped blouse that hung loosely. Adeline and I went out at least twice a week to blow off some steam and have fun. We could lose an entire night walking through the city. New Orleans was a living beast with veins of asphalt and we, the people, were the fire coursing through them.
There was a vacant lot we always stopped at so Adeline could drop into a ghost’s time loop. It was probably home to a small dance hall at some point in time. In the present, it was nothing but grass-riddled concrete. The broken bottles and other street trash never killed either of their moods.
A black man—that looked to be a few years her elder—was always dancing with a joyous smile on his face. Like clockwork, he would appear and start dancing a jig every sixteen minutes on the dot. I’d pop in my earbuds and listen to one of my playlists while Adeline enjoyed herself. To say she was a white girl from the forties, that girl could move. I can’t say what it was they were dancing to, but my girl was always on beat from beginning to end.
Adeline skipped out of her dance date giggling, her partner none the wiser. “Whew, I just love dancin’ with him.”
“Wouldn’t it be more fun if he knew who you were, or knew you were even there?” I left my earbuds in so it looked like I was talking on the phone, versus being some well-dressed looney girl who forgot to take her meds.
“Does it matter if you know how the beat is made when you’re dancin’?”
“I don’t know what that means, but I’m guessing the answer is no.”
“Well, you know what I say.”
“Yeah, yeah, dance like it’s just your feet and the music.”
Adeline twirled, her knee-length dress fanning out. I always thought the dresses from the forties were hideous with their puffy shoulders and tapered waist, but Adeline’s blue, white flower-covered dress fit her perfectly. During our outings, we often talked about what she would look like in modern clothing. Although I must admit, the most entertaining part was watching her step out of people’s path.
“Why do all of that?” I asked. “It’s not like anyone can bump into you.”
“Ya know, I don’t like it when folks walk through me,” Adeline huffed. “It’s rude and makes me feel like I ain’t here.”
“I guess, but we could make a killing out here, charging people to cool off.” Louisiana was a muggy swamp ninety-five percent of the year. The air clung to you and walking through ghosts gives the offender a chilling sensation.
“I ain’t whoring myself out just so some drunkards can cool off,” Adeline said, nudging me playfully. “What made you want to drag us down to this dreadful place?”
“What do you mean? Everyone loves Bourbon Street.”
“I don’t appreciate your sass,” Adeline scolded, having picked up on my sarcasm.
“It’s nice to switch it up a bit,” I said. “We always go to jazz clubs. I just thought it would be nice to do something different.”
“This is definitely different,” Adeline muttered as we walked into a crowded bar.
Bourbon Street was easily one of the biggest tourist traps in the South. What seemed like drink specials and cheap thrills could easily descend into drunken debauchery, jail time, divorce, and years of therapy sessions. The only one I had to worry about would be jail time, and that’s only if someone brought trouble my way. Adeline had my back but didn’t mind letting me put my kickboxing lessons to use. A useful skill I had picked up in my younger years, during the Summers I spent in New York.
I danced freely with Adeline guarding me. She tripped or nudged any guy looking for me to satisfy his appetite. I lost count of how many she made spill their drinks all over themselves. Meanwhile, I followed her mantra and danced like it was just my feet and the music.
Satisfied that no one would try to dry-hump me, Adeline joined in. The first time I introduced her to modern music, she told me it was the equivalent of having dogs humping her ears. Now, she was a spectral-video-vixen, snaking and gyrating with the best of them.
Shimmying our way through four songs straight was exhausting. Throw in a fifth song that was six and a half minutes of New Orleans bounce and my feet were begging for mercy. I held my own, but it wasn’t long before I was in dire need of a drink, unlike my bestie.
“Time for a break,” I yelled, so Adeline could hear me.
“Ya can’t take an intermission during the opening act.”
“I can,” I said while wiping sweat from my brow, “unless you want me to join you more permanently?”
“Fine,” Adeline whined, stopping mid-dance and leading the way to the bar.
I called the bartender over and ordered a drink. “Let me get a Sex On The Beach.”
“Child, I hope that’s as tasty as the image in my head,” Adeline purred.
“Please, don’t,” I begged, but Adeline paid me no mind.
“It reminds me of the Summer in ’45. Me and James had a picnic by the river. I was the vanilla ice cream to his chocolate delight. He had me trembling and hollerin’ for the lord. His sweat was more than enough to quench my thirst.”
“You are literally traumatizing me, right now,” I groaned.
“What? I know it wasn’t no beach but...”
“Hey there, pretty thang,” said a man with skin as smooth as German chocolate and dimples serving as accents to his pearly whites. “What’s a lovely lady like you doing here by yourself?”
“Is she a pretty thang or a lovely lady?” Adeline asked, scowling at the man.
“Who says I’m by myself?”
“I saw you out there on the dance floor and you were definitely rocking solo.” He offered his hand to shake. “Name’s Zeke.”
“Zeke,” I began, declining to shake his hand, “do you normally stalk women in nightclubs?”
“I wasn’t stalking. I just know a good thang when I see it.”
“If Papa Bastien heard you calling me a thang, he’d have Mama Brigitte snip your coin purse.”
“He’s awfully pretty for a man, with his perfect eyebrows and shiny nails,” Adeline added. Her aversion to his interruption was evident in the frown on her face.
Zeke licked his lips suggestively. “I don’t believe in that Voodoo nonsense, but if you want to see my coin purse, all you have to do is ask.”
“Why you raggedy son of a”
 I was way ahead of Adeline on this one. “I prefer money bags, because a coin purse isn’t worth the energy it would take to open my bank account. By the way, who does your eyebrows?”
All manners of pleasantry left Zeke, and his charming smile turned into a sneer. “I’m just trying to do ya ass a solid.”
“Something tells me solid is something you have a hard time doing,” I mocked.
Zeke shot to his feet and reared back as if to hit me, so I beat him to the punch. I got to my feet, the momentum from twisting to face him fueling my right hook. His head snapped left when my fist connected with his jaw. The idiot didn’t have enough sense to just go down and tried to take a step towards me. I politely stepped aside, allowing him to stumble forward before the lack of equilibrium took him to the floor.
Adeline smirked approvingly. “Serves him right.”
I held a hand up, giving security a resigning nod as they headed my way. My ass vibrated, prompting me to retrieve my cell from my back pocket. We had made it outside just as I unlocked it.
“I have to say you were right about coming here,” Adeline giggled. “I haven’t had this much fun in a—what’s the matter?”
“Something triggered the alarm at the office,” I said, my eyes never leaving the screen of my phone.
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The downside of partying on Bourbon Street versus our usual hangout in a more cultured area of the city is that we needed to get off the tourist attraction in order to catch a cab. It took us ten minutes to make it off of the crowded street. Luckily, taxis weren’t hard to come by once we were out of the cluster of people. Our cab driver was a slim black man with a husky voice and accent from the African continent, or perhaps the Caribbean, it was hard to say.
“You can let me out here,” I said while fishing the cab fare out of my pocket and handing it up to him. “Keep the change.”
“Thank you very much, Ms. Free-man,” he said, his accent thick as he expressed his gratitude.
Adeline stood in the road as the cab pulled off, the rear of the car passing right through her. “If ya gonna be tipping fifty dollars for thirteen-dollar rides to drop you off around the corner from where ya goin’, I suggest you stop handing discounts out like ya name is Oprah.”
“He made a ten-minute drive in under five, and I had him drop us off here so we can sneak up on whoever broke into my place,” I explained over my shoulder as I headed towards my office. Adeline huffed but didn’t argue the rationale behind my actions.
I took my heels off once we got closer to avoid alerting the robbers. All of my client’s financial papers and my grandparents’ daily cash drops were in there. I’d be damned before letting some low-life make off with hard-working people’s money. I stopped just shy of my office window.
“Addie, see if anyone is still inside.”
Adeline went ahead as asked, passing through the outer wall of the office. Even though the city was alive, it seemed eerily silent while I waited for Adeline to return. My heart rate increased, and the humid air laid a thin sheen of moisture on my exposed skin. Beads of sweat trickled down my back and other places I’d rather not mention. I probably looked like an unkempt poodle, thanks to my naturally curly hair frizzing up.
Adeline leaned through the window. “There’s three of them, but I don’t think they have any weapons.”
“Where are they now?” I whispered.
Adeline vanished back into the office for a few seconds before leaning back out. “They’re in the back, messin’ with the safe.” I crouched low to sneak past the window, much to Adeline’s dismay. “Young lady, just what in the hell do you think ya doin’?”
“About to show them the error of their ways.”
Adeline popped out in front of me. “No, ma’am. Ya behind better call the law to deal with this.”
“The alarm already alerted them, but I’m not about to sit around and wait for them while these assholes get away.”
“So whatcha gone do? Run in there all willy-nilly.”
“Are you gonna help me or not?” I fussed, my southern accent revealing itself. It always came out whenever I would get upset.
Adeline shook her head while pursing her lips. “Come on,” she said reluctantly.
I stayed low and eased the door open and quietly slipped in, being careful not to catch any of the splintered wood from the door in my foot.
“Can’t you just blast it open?” asked a man, whose raspy voice sounded like he’d been smoking his entire life.
“Not without damaging what’s in it,” answered a man with a midwestern accent.
“I can try ripping it open,” offered a husky voice.
“It’ll take one hell of a doggy treat for you to pull that off,” chuckled the man with the raspy voice.
“What in the heck are they on about?” Adeline asked.
I shrugged in response but said nothing as I crept closer, staying low so the shadows would conceal me. At a buck and a quarter, the element of surprise was paramount to me schooling these clowns. Honestly, this had been easier than I envisioned. My confidence faltered to panic when a hulking figure stepped into the doorway to the storage room. That panic manifested itself as action.
“Huh?” The stupid response was all the big bastard could get out.
I exploded into a sprint. Five steps later, I was airborne and driving my foot into his chest. He went tumbling into the room as I landed in a crouch. Staying low, my attention shot to my next target. A shorter guy, who looked to be a hundred pounds lighter. I swept the legs from under him. His head banked off a shelf, doing far more damage than my leg sweep. The fraction of second it took for the third man to turn and process everything was all I needed to be all over his ass like a rabid squirrel, catching him with a jab-hook-uppercut combo.
“What the hell are you jack-offs doing in my place of business!?” I seethed.
“No, you don’t,” Adeline yelled.
I spun just in time to see her shove the larger of the men as he was charging me. It was enough to take him off his feet. He slammed into the shelving before crumbling to the floor as boxes of files rained on him. Without Adeline’s save, it would have been me sprawled out on the floor. I turned back to finish questioning the would-be burglar by the safe when he reached out to me and grinned.
An invisible force punched me in the chest, uprooting my feet. There was a brief but sudden chill as I passed through Adeline. A grunt shot from me when my body finally met the floor.
Inexperience and feistiness had gotten the best of me. Now, I was paying for it. The wind got knocked out of me. I groaned while crawling to my feet. A hand latched onto my ankle and yanked. My body clapped to the floor after an unceremonious belly flop.
There was a winded grunt as the hand released me. I heard a few more grunts mixed with the sound of boxes hitting the floor and papers flying. Then the hand grabbed me again. I rolled onto my back and drove my heel into the owner’s face. His nose crunched on impact.
Adeline gave him a few stomps before shooing me. “Get outta here, Tay!”
“Move, you dead cunt,” growled the man by the safe. With a wave of his hand, Adeline shrieked before fading away.
“Fucking Ezekiel told us he’d keep you busy all night.” The larger of the men grunted as he got to his feet.
I was too shocked, too horrified, to say anything. In seventeen years, I’d never heard Adeline scream like that, never heard her in pain. I didn’t even know she could feel pain. What had he done to her? Had he killed her? Expelled her somehow? What was I going to do without her?
“Bitch broke my nose,” complained the man with the smoker’s voice.
Outnumbered and utterly terrified, I did the only thing I could. On my feet and moving, I managed a few steps when it happened. A sharp pinch in the sole of my foot preceded the lightning blazing through my foot. The piercing pain was so intense my entire leg rebelled. I hit the floor hard, immediately rolling over and finding a shard of glass protruding from the sole of my foot.
The man with the midwestern accent stepped towards me. “How about you open the fucking safe?”
“Or I’m going to eat you,” said the husky voice of the brute.
I scrambled back, ignoring the splinters and shards of glass that bit into my palms. My back bumped into something, prompting me to look up.
“There, there, child,” Papaw said while smiling down at me. “Papa Bastien gone take care of everything.”
“Look, old man, just give us the key and we’ll leave you be,” said the man with a raspy voice.
“Can’t give ya what ain’t meant for ya to have,” Papaw said, unbothered by the three men.
The mountain’s eyes glowed amber in the dark office, and I swear I heard him growl. Mister-Midwesterner raised his palm to us. I blinked reflexively when something washed over me and Papaw. Papers and debris from the front door kicked up as if caught in a wind gust. The giant of a man seemed even bigger now, his amber eyes darting between us. The dim glow of streetlights revealed something that was most certainly not a man.
“That’s enough!” Papaw didn’t have an ounce of worry as he tapped his cane on the floor a few times.
It was hard to describe what I felt. Only thing I know for certain was that it made the world go dark. The last image I saw were the amber eyes of a dog monster flying at me, his fang-filled maw wide open.
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I awoke beneath a night sky filled with faint waves of colorful light. It cast a magical glow, reminding me of multi-colored cotton candy. Thoughts of seeing the aurora borealis filled me with childish glee. Then I stood. Sand oozed between my toes as my feet pressed into the sand and found their base. Confused, I brushed my hands together to rid them of abrasiveness. My eyes scanned the expanse of black waters before me. Trauma moved me back a few steps more, not wanting to be too close to the calm waters teasing the shore.
A warm breeze showed up out of nowhere, as if a primordial god had exhaled a breath on this mysterious place. It swept across my arms and inspired a gentle tug at my leg. It was then that I noticed I was wearing a sleeveless lavender dress. What was this place, and why was I dreaming of it? If not for the beautiful ribbons of light above, I would have been blind to the world around me. Even with that, I could only make out the tree line behind me and the never-ending stretch of sand.
Eerie, but stunning, I thought. But how did I get here? Adeline and I had gone out for Girls’ Night and had our usual fun. I even got to knock some jerk off his throne and into the basin of humility. Zeke, I think it was. Another guy with good looks, who felt like he was God’s gift to...A thought came to me. He played me.
The pretty boy wasn’t interested in hooking up with me, or at least not solely interested in doing that. He was stalling for those douchebags that broke into my office. I remembered going to set them straight with Adeline as my reluctant sidekick. The big one’s eyes were as big as the headlights on a semi when I knocked him on his ass. Adeline and I were schooling their asses until that midwestern guy hit me.
Wait. That’s not right. He was kneeling next to the safe. So how had he gotten the best of me?
“Addie,” I breathed. The memory of her screams clawed back to the surface. It also brought the vision of amber eyes with it. The latter must have resulted from me hitting my head or something. My overconfidence had put my life at risk and possibly ended Adeline’s existence.
If Papaw hadn’t shown up when he did, I would be in the land of the dead. He and Memaw were probably sitting at my bedside, patiently waiting for me to wake up so they could tell me how reckless I’d been. It was time for this lucid dream to end.
All I had to do was figure out how to wake up. According to a Psych elective I took in college, I should have been able to do it just by realizing I was in a dreamscape. Safe to say that was a waste of credit hours and tuition money. I resorted to the stereotypical pinch.
“Well, shit!” I cursed, trying to rub the soreness out of my arm. I should have eased into the pinch instead of going all in and adding a twist to it. Erring on the side of logic, I assumed I only dreamt that I felt the pain and shook my arm as the ache subsided. My next option was to seek a way out. I needed something with shock value to startle me awake. On cue, a speck of light appeared in the darkness.
I took off down the beach at a full stride, geared by a modest pace I could hold to cover the distance. Countless days jogging back and forth on the Riverwalk had taught me to be aware of my body’s response to cardio. My heart rate told me I had covered a mile or more before slowing to a walk. What looked like a speck of light from a distance was actually a bonfire, but that’s not what slowed my pace.
People danced around the flames to the drumming of boulas played by two men, with a mahogany hue, who were sitting on a log. The women were all draped in white smock dresses. Each wore matching headbands and beads adorning their coarse hair. White pants and purple powder were all the men wore to cover their dark skin. They passed around unmarked jugs of alcohol, singing and spitting it into the flames as they danced.
A man walked from the jungle, carrying a rooster by its neck. Feathers of night covered the struggling poultry. The man wore black pants rolled up to his calves and a purple robe. Ivory powder covered his otherwise naked chest. I paused at the sight of his necklace of bones. An iron nail hung from it as a crude pendant. The morbid piece of jewelry made me examine his face. My breath hitched with recognition.
“Papaw,” I breathed.
He was decades younger, an imposing specimen of a man. Time hadn’t yet weakened broad shoulders and toned muscles. A short woman twirled away from the flames. Purple ribbons streamed from her short dreads. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know she was Memaw. I’m definitely dreaming. Time travel would be the only other explanation, but that only existed in works of science fiction.
Memaw handed a curved blade to Papaw. Together, they returned to the fire. I drew closer as one man stopped dancing. He grabbed a cigar box from next to the drummers and sat it before Papaw. Papaw knelt before the flames and pinned the rooster to the ground.
I’d never experienced a ritual firsthand. Never had an inclination to join the religion. But even if my only knowledge of Voodoo came from movies, I would still know the poor rooster had come to the end of his story.
The chanting grew louder, with Memaw chanting an octave higher than everyone else. Papaw began shouting something in creole. Between childhood Summers in New York and college, I’d never grasped the language—outside of a few swears. The language barrier wasn’t enough to stop me from understanding Papaw was praying. He looked up to the color-streaked night sky, raising the struggling rooster and knife high above him.
A swift swipe sent the rooster’s head into the flames. Papaw dropped the knife, took the spastic corpse by the legs, and turned it up like a bottle of rum. Crimson rivulets rained down into his mouth, spilling over his face. The dancers and drummers dropped to their knees. They joined Papaw in bowing their heads to the ground. A minute passed and not a soul moved. I couldn’t even tell if they were breathing.
I knew this was a dream, yet I still felt the panicked angst of losing my grandparents. Then there was the fear. It left me hesitant to move. The idea of being jolted awake had lost its appeal. I wanted nothing to do with the scene before me.
“Geez,” I fussed, wincing from another self-administered pinch. All I could do was shake my head. What was there to be afraid of? No matter what I saw, or thought I saw, when fighting the thieves in my office, I was confident this was all a dream. My elderly grandparents were young and vibrant here—and possibly dead.
I just need to woman up and go over there, so they could scare the crap out of me. Then I would wake up to my real grandparents chewing me out for playing superhero. Afterward, they could help me check on Adeline to make sure she was okay. A thought occurred to me. I was a real oddball for thinking a shayde existing in the physical realm, instead of the afterlife, was normal.
The drumming started again, only this time it came from inside me. My heart was well on its way to hammering out of my chest. I had cooled from the run here, but now I had sweat rolling in areas no one should. My eyes drifted to the sea, contemplating jumping in. If I wanted to scare myself awake, that would do it. Or it would shotgun me into the mother of all nightmares. My only option was to go through with my original plan.
“Modi li,” I sighed, Creole for damn it.
I and my ambivalent attitude began a hesitant approach. Sand scrunched beneath my feet. The crackle of the fire concealed my approach. Papaw and the others should have noticed me at this distance. But not a soul moved. Just feet away, I still couldn’t tell if any of them were breathing. The damned headless rooster was lying on its side. One of its legs still kicked at the sand.
“Pap—Papa Bastien.” I corrected myself, thinking this version of Papaw wouldn’t know me. Stupid as that premise was, he still didn’t respond. I reached down and placed a hand on his shoulder and called him again.
Papaw sprang up like lightning. He grabbed me by the shoulders and spat a mouthful of chicken blood in my face. Instinct kicked in. I snatched away from him, frantically wiping my face. Memaw and the others looked up. They watched me with hollow sockets. Snarls contorted their faces. Papaw stood, staring at me with dead eyes. Then movement grabbed my attention.
I looked at the dead rooster and took a step back. The yard bird’s corpse convulsed. Its wings flailed, kicking up flurries of sand. Feathers ruffled in waves across the bird’s body as something moved within it. And then...a hand tore out of the damn thing’s neck.
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Branch after branch struck my face. Each one sent a gossamer of flame streaking across my delicate skin. My heart jack-hammered, urging my legs to move faster. A human hand bursting from the rooster’s neck had smothered my hopes of being startled awake. Perhaps I should have stuck around to bring this dream-turned-nightmare to an end, but self-preservation didn’t allow that. My natural response had me bolting into the trees and into the jungle beyond them.
The younger version of my grandparents and their followers were hot on my tail. Their whoops and howls taunted me. The jungle floor rustled violently beneath their predatory feet. Every trace of my poise had vanished. I was nothing more than a frightened deer running from a ravenous pack of wolves. Still, part of me marveled at the beauty of the colorful sky peeking through the canopy above. It illuminated the jungle enough for me to navigate my escape.
Time vanished. My legs and lungs begged for mercy. Their pleas went ignored. I had no interest in what lay behind me. I broke through a wall of greenery into free terrain. The only issue was the shortage of it. I made it thirty yards before teetering to a halt at the edge of an abyss. A sheer drop so deep it devoured the very idea of light. A faint burble signaled a river existed somewhere beneath the darkness.
With a vigorous rustle, my pursuers appeared from the thick foliage. I only heard this. My eyes were on the void below. Contemplating the plunge made my pursuers a secondary construct of my subconscious. Rational thought made me consider something. Maybe I hadn’t woken up, because I was too engaged in what was happening. I had been avoiding the shock value and now sat between facing it or plunging deeper into this morbid fantasy. Resignation was the quickest road to waking up.
I sighed and reluctantly turned to face that which I had been avoiding. The multi-hued sky now acted as a black light. Glowing dresses covered dark, sweat glistened women. The men were just glowing skulls and torsos with shorts beneath, sweat creating fluorescent streaks down their forms.
Papaw stepped forward. He spoke in creole, using a cold and maniacal tone. Memaw shouted something indiscernible, egging him on. Her words earned a chuckle from Papaw and ceased his advance. 
“Tan yo mode kle a, ti fi,” Papaw said.
I wasn’t positive about my translation. It was something about molding a key. Papaw reached into his pocket and pulled out a string. A pendant of starlight dangled from it. My eyes tightened with a slight turn of my head to prevent having my retinas burned out. The light eased with a gradual fade. This continued until it was nothing more than a faint glow outlining a skeleton key. I recognized it as the key my real grandfather still wore around his neck.
The younger version of my Papaw placed the key in his opposite palm with care. His hand closed, clutching the key in a smothering embrace. Phosphorescent streams of carmine seeped between his finger and drizzled from his fist. I flinched as he shot forward but stood my ground, accepting my fate. His fist slammed into my chest. A ripple of fire cascaded through me. 
The impact sent me over the edge of the cliff. His glowing figure grew distant as I sank into the abyss. I sprouted a smile at the thought of the hypnic jerk that would jolt me awake. It exploded into a grimace. My back hit a solid surface, bringing me to a violent stop. Air evacuated my lungs. My vision winked out. When it returned, stark darkness hung in where the beautiful night sky should have been.
I tried to sit up, but my head kissed a solid ceiling. My hands perused the darkness and traced the unseen walls at my sides. The ceiling was about a foot above me. Markings burst to life when I touched it. Their soft blue glow illuminated a roof of plank boards. Nails protruded through the upper sides of the box. Instead of waking up, I’d fallen into a sealed casket.
Maintaining my composure, I pressed against the lid. Fatigue made my arms quiver. My cardio routine of running up the levees had done wonders for my leg strength. I hadn’t put nearly enough effort into building upper body strength. A decision I was currently regretting. My mind settled on pain. I would need to Kill Bill my way out of this.
 I won’t lie. The first punch brought tears to my eyes. But trials bring adversity. Only through adversity can a diamond be born. Mrs. Ambrose spent six Summers instilling that belief in me and her son. It was a lesson I leaned on to get me through rough days with a smile, telling myself I was a diamond. I’d like to think I was a stronger woman for it.
Come on, Taya, think. My mind raced. I looked at the blood smear my futile punches had left on the lid. My efforts came with the negative effect of thinning the available air supply and overheating the cramped space. I sighed at the relief my sweat-slicked back brought me. Then I grew rigid.
Sweat shouldn’t have felt cool in the absence of a breeze. Its continued growth only set my nerves further on end. It wasn’t until the slight submersion of my legs that I realized what was happening. Water was seeping in from beneath me. My understanding came seconds before a gurgle of a hiss. The water level started rising at a steady pace. Emotion gripped me.
“No,” I sobbed, crying like the little girl stranded on a roof all those years ago. “No-no-no. Please. Help!” Fear renewed my strength. Adrenaline numbed the pain of me pounding the roof in a panicked assault. Head lifted and sputtering water, the roof finally cracked and gave way to my fists. Dirt poured in as I ripped the boards away and clawed my way out.
My hand broke through to the surface and served as an anchor to pull me free. Gravity shifted as I emerged. The result was a headlong plunge into a pool of muddy water. It took a tuck-and-roll for my feet to strike the bottom. I launched myself up to the surface. Air filled my lungs and confusion filled my brain. I stood in less than four feet of water. At this depth, I should have broken my neck when I fell in.
A Hello Gabby doll floated by. The foul water had soiled her ruffled dress beyond recognition. I looked around. The Bratz tub of crayons bobbing in the corner. A pink dresser, with white flower-shaped knobs, floated on its side. A sleigh bed, with a My Little Pony bedspread, was on the verge of being waterlogged. I recognized everything. Because this was my childhood room.
Flood waters rose outside and were already window high. I hugged myself, standing in the muddy waters of the heartless Mississippi, reliving the worst day of my life. A small but sharp sound spurred me to action. It repeated in a rapid succession. The window shattered beneath the strain of the raging flood. Encroaching water washed me across the room. I crashed against the bedroom door like a battering ram. The door didn’t budge.
The current spun me in its current, disorienting me. By the time I righted myself, I was floating an inch from the ceiling. Seconds later, I was struggling to keep my head afloat, my face flush with the ceiling. Tears were no longer discernible from the vile water. Fear quaked through every fiber of me.
Refusing to drown for nothing, I took a deep breath and dipped beneath the water, kicking off of the ceiling. It was a lucky dive that shot me straight to the door. I felt my way to the doorknob. Needles filled my chest from the lack of oxygen. I tugged at the door. My body demanded oxygen and protested. Involuntary convulsions fought to seize me.
My breaking point was near. The point where my body would say fuck it and take a breath. My grip on consciousness and the knob were slipping. On the bright side, this farce would end with my death and jolt me awake.
Adeline’s voice shouted in my head. “You can do this, Tay. Please.”
Purple light shone down the dark tunnel of my vision. It sparked a tingle in the pit of my existence. The darkness faded, eaten away by the light. I got a second shot of energy greater than any I’d ever felt. My pulse slowed. My left hand released the knob, and my right twisted it. I sprung awake, gasping for air, on a bed of hay bales. A room of weary eyes and smiling faces greeted me. 




[image: image-placeholder]

Papaw told the last of his friends, disciples, or whoever the hell they were, goodbye. Memaw had given me a hot cup of coffee before taking Adeline off to calm her down. Turns out my dream wasn’t a dream after all. My sense of drowning was more than just a sense.
“How ya feelin’, Tay-baby,” Papaw said, standing over me with his usual warm smile.
“Feeling good, considering.” I smiled, noticing he no longer wore the skeleton key around his neck.
“Good. Good.” Papaw’s old knees cracked when he stood.
We were in an old barn. From the looks of it, it had been decades since it housed anything other than critters and bugs. Tiny mounds of melted wax littered the barn floor. The bales of hay were relatively fresh. An area of raked dirt had a disheveled black feather in the center of it. A decent cleanup of a ritual blood offering.
“Go ahead and get it out of your system, child,” Papaw said, eyes fixed straight ahead in admiration of the rising sun.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Old farm outside of Boutte. Land’s been in the family for generations.” Papaw shook his head with laughter. “Of all the things you could have asked. How about you tell me what you saw.”
Happy to oblige, I told Papaw every little detail of my dream. From the upgraded version of the Northern Lights to the younger version of him and Memaw. Their hollowed eyes and them chasing me through a jungle. The fear I felt and about my flooded room.
Papaw whistled in a descending pitch. “Sounds like a doozy. Nah, tell me about the part that matters.”
I looked at him, my eyes drifting to where the skeleton key would normally hang from his neck. “You, Memaw, and the others trapped me at the edge of a cliff. You pulled your skeleton key out of your pocket and said something about molding it.” I rubbed at an itch on my right inner forearm. “You put the key in your hand and squeezed it till...” What was an itch became a searing burn. Faint lines etched themselves on my arm, causing me to scream. “Papaw!”
“Easy, baby. It’ll be over soon.” Papaw stood and looked down at me. Memaw and Adeline joined him at his side.
 “Me-Memaw. Addie” I gritted my teeth, looking at them with pleading, tear-filled eyes.
“I can’t bear to watch,” Adeline cried, sobbing into her hands. Memaw said nothing, but her eyes held a sadness I hadn’t seen since my parents’ funeral.
My arm became a detached limb, replaced by pure agony. I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth. Mentally, I repeated my mantra. I’m a diamond. I’m a diamond. I’m a diamond. My eyes returned to the inky lines surfacing on my pecan-colored skin. It was as if someone was tattooing my skin from the inside with a needle of acidic flames. The last of the lines connected, allowing the tension in my body to release.
The last of the pain faded and left me with a forearm-length tattoo of a skeleton key. It was like God himself had taken time out of his schedule to come down and give me an ink job. Its bow was a Venn diagram of two small circles stacked atop each other. Larger loops sat on each side of them. Curved bars connected the larger loops to the top one, giving it a regal look. Strange symbols covered each loop and the shaft, whose bit had two bare wards.
It was a stunning display of art that I never wanted. As a child, I yearned to play with it. Because the key was an exact image of the one Papaw wore around his neck. I glanced at him, reconfirming the key no longer hung from his necklace. Had he somehow done this in that dreamscape when the key was in his fist? But that would be crazy, right?
I stared at them, frowning. “I don’t understand. What does this mean?”
Papaw and Memaw sat down, sandwiching me between them. They took turns hugging me and kissing my cheek. Adeline remained standing and moved closer as she dabbed away tears like she could ruin her makeup.
Papaw patted my knee. “Taya, honey. You always wanted to play with my key. But it was yours all along.”
“It was a gift from yo’ daddy,” Memaw added.
“He asked me to keep it safe until ya was ready for it,” Papaw said. “Wish I coulda put it off further. But after those folks broke in last night, ya needed to be able to protect yaself.”
“What did you do to them?” I asked, remembering him coming to my rescue the night before.
Papaw shrugged. “Just sent them away from us, is all.”
“Addie, are you all right?” I asked.
“Right as rain.” The haunted look in Adeline’s eyes told me she was lying.
“But your screams. How did he hurt you?”
“Necromancy,” Papaw answered.
Adeline held herself with a look of traumatic remembrance in her eyes. “Felt like he ripped me to shreds, scattering me everywhere and nowhere, all at once. Papa Bastien helped me gather myself, used you as an anchor to reel me back in.” 
“Are we talking about real-world magic?” I asked incredulously.
“Asks the one who’s seeing ghosts her entire life.” Memaw laughed.
“And let’s not forget what we do,” Papaw added. I never thought of them as magic practitioners. They prayed and made offerings to Loa, the Voodoo Gods. It was the same as Christians praying, except Loa tended to have faster, more direct responses. I just discounted it all as happenstance.
I shook my head in disbelief. “You’re telling me a werewolf was in my office?”
“A rougarou. They’re different and are one of the many creatures hidden in plain sight,” Papaw said.
“And my dream?”
“A ritual test. Ya daddy told me it was necessary for ya to receive the key. The place ya was in is the dreamscape, an in-between place.” Papaw squeezed my shoulder a few times. “Thanks to the passage of time, it was the only place I’d be strong enough to do it.”
“And what would have happened if I failed?” I asked.
“Best case, your soul woulda been trapped, leaving ya in a coma. And worst, you’da been dead.” Papaw was always a straight shooter, so I couldn’t fault him for his blunt answer.
Memaw wrapped a reassuring arm around my shoulders. “Ya have ya mama’s strength, so there was nothing to fear.”
“Magic is all around us, cher,” Papaw smiled. “It may not be in the form of a blessing from the Great Loa, but it’s been here since before simple folk walked this plain.”
“The sight ya have is a gift handed down from yo daddy, a powerful necromancer,” Memaw said. “Now that ya have the key, ya gone experience more gifts from him and our sweet Josephine.”
“Mama had magic?” I asked, leaning away from my grandmother’s embrace.
“She sure did.” Memaw nodded. “Between that and blessings from Loa, yo mama did a lot of good in this world. Helping people is in ya blood. It’s why ya came back here instead of some fancy company.”
“But now it’s time for ya to serve a greater purpose. Your destiny is to help the world, not just New Orleans.” Papaw had that distant look in his eyes again, although I couldn’t tell if it stemmed from pride, worry, or both. “I’ve been the keeper of that key since the day you were born. Entrusted to keep it safe until the world of magic came knockin’.”
“Suppose I don’t want this key or anything that comes with it?” I shrugged.
“Baby, that’s yo birthright,” Memaw said. She took my hand in hers. “Ya can’t deny it no more than ya can deny the color of the skin covering yo body. It’s part of you and always has been. Ya finally whole, now.”
“I think it makes ya look like a badass,” Adeline said.
“If I were going to get a tattoo, I wouldn’t have gone with a big ass key,” I snapped.
“The ink woulda never took.” Papaw laughed. “In all yo years you ain’t never wondered why ya ain’t got not a single scar on yo body?”
I lowered my head in thought. Between Katrina and all the falls and spills I’ve had since then; I should at least have some minor scars. In fact, I can’t even remember being sick that often.
“That’s all because of yo mama and daddy,” Papaw said. “You hold the best of both of them in ya and it shined through, even without the key. They knew how important you would be.”
Papaw walked over to the barn door and closed it while Memaw continued the conversation. “Josephine and ya daddy bound us to honor their wishes for ya, if they couldn’t do it themselves. Wishes that have echoed through ya life, till this very day. Ya time at the gym, punching a bag. All that running ya like to do. Both because of ya Summers in New York with the Ambrose family. Even us pushing you to get a college education was part of ya parents’ design. Ya entire life has been preparing ya for what’s coming, and we gone be by ya side for as long as we can.”
“What do you mean by ‘for as long as you can?’” I asked, unsure of what Papaw was hinting at.
“We old baby.” Memaw laughed. “Besides, we mostly dabble in ritual magic. The true world of magic is no place for our kind.”
“Remember all the stories I used to tell ya when ya was little?” Papaw motioned for us to join him at the door.
“Yes, sir.” Memories of Papaw’s fantastical stories floated to the surface of my mind.
“That key is gonna open up realms of possibilities for ya.” Papaw stepped aside and motioned for me to open the door. “Now, let’s go home.”
“I don’t understand what makes me and this key so special,” I complained, looking at him as I opened the door.
Cool air welcomed me as opposed to warm humidity. I looked around, all bug-eyed. My mouth hung open like Memaw had slapped my jaw loose. The door had opened to my grandparents’ shop. I turned, and sure enough, Papaw and Memaw were standing in the barn with Adeline. And they were all snickering. My eyes returned to scanning the shop, trying to figure out if I was still tripping off of some hallucinogen from the ritual.
Papaw wrapped an arm around my shoulders and hugged me. “To answer ya question, ya special ’cause ya the last Doorman.”
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Once I pulled it together enough to do more than stare, my grandparents finished explaining everything. We were on the stairs in their shop. The apartment was the original destination for the talk, but I’d sat down the first chance I’d gotten.
My Summers in New York weren’t to keep my mind from dwelling on the past. They were to prepare me for the future, part of some greater plan. Memaw said my parents were adamant about me attaining a higher education on the premise of sacrifices made by past generations. “You honor them by achieving the things they died for,” she said, like having an education from a historic black university mattered now.
Based on recent revelations, I would have learned more relevant lessons from reading J. K. Rowling, Tolkien, and authors of the like. Even taking an interest in their Voodoo practices would have been more helpful than becoming a number cruncher. My entire life had been a lie, purposely orchestrated to prepare me for this moment.
“Ya can’t see it like that,” Papaw said.
“How else can I see it, Papaw? Y’all are telling me my entire life was planned from the beginning. Everything from me seeing ghosts to my education, all pre-planned events.”
“The ghost thing is a hereditary trait,” Papaw said.
“We hoped ya’d be a doctor,” Memaw said. “But ya always loved counting.”
I sighed. “There’s so much more to it than counting stuff.”
“How, when counting’s in the title?” Adeline asked.
“You know what I mean, Addie.”
“Hate it or love it, we did what was best for ya. Keeping all of this from you meant giving you a normal life.” Papaw said.
“Then snatching it from me,” I snapped, wilting under my grandmother’s gaze an instant later. “Let’s say all of this is true. What makes Addie different from any other ghost?”
“I’m more refreshing than strawberry lemonade on a Sunday afternoon,” Adeline joked.
Memaw rocked with laughter. “That you are, Addie-baby.”
“You already know Addie is a shayde,” Papaw said.
“Yeah, but I never asked why, just took what you said at face value,” I said. “How do ghosts become shaydes? Are there shaydes all over and I just haven’t met them?”
Adeline’s eyes filled with an eager longing. “Papa Bastien, can I?”
“Can you what?” I frowned, eyes darting between my grandfather and spectral friend.
“Go ahead, child,” Papaw said. “You’ve held it long enough.”
“Held what?” It took everything in me to control my frustration.
“Taya, I’ve always loved ya,” Adeline said, “and have always done what I felt was best for ya.”
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nothing at all,” Adeline smiled. “And I owe it all to you.”
I gave her a tight-eyed glare. “What does this have to do with you being a shayde?”
“Before Katrina, I’d spent decades roaming the banks of the Mississippi, crying and searching for my James. Course, I didn’t know it before the flood.”
“You were in a loop?” I straightened at the implications of what she was saying.
Adeline gave me a solemn nod. “Oblivious to the changing world around me. Then something snatched me from a nightmare and filled me with purpose. It pulled at the very core of me, drawing me to it. Lost and confused, the only thing I wanted was to find the source of that pull. I never would’ve imagined it was a little girl stuck on a roof, contemplating the unthinkable.”
“You’re saying I made you a shayde?” I asked. 
Adeline’s head slumped with a subtle nod. 
“And you didn’t tell me.” My patience ran thin. “All these years and you never said a thing?”
“You need to calm down, cher.” Memaw said.
“So, y’all can feed me more lies?” I snapped, unable to control my anger as I stood.
“Taya,” Papaw called.
I spun on him. “What!?”
Papaw’s eyes calmly looked down, prompting me to follow his gaze. My new tattoo glowed with lavender light. It subsided as the sight of it calmed me. I took a deep breath and sat back down, flabbergasted at how my life ended up here.
“There’s no need to be angry with Addie,” Papaw said. “She only did as I asked. We all did what we thought was best to keep ya safe.”
“Did it ever occur to you that the best way to protect me was by raising me with the truth? Instead, you’re telling me people may come for me while I’m having to learn who I really am and what I can do.”
“Adversity,” Adeline said. “Mrs. Ambrose always said it shaped the highest quality diamonds.”
I slumped over, dropping my face into my hands and shaking my head. A few deep breaths later, I moved forward and tried to see things from their side. “If daddy was a necromancer, why did he never see Addie or any other spirits?”
The room grew enough to hear mosquitoes humping.
“Marcus was a good man,” Papaw said, breaking the minute-long silence. “A man I respected, not because he was ya daddy, but because he loved ya like his own...even though ya weren’t.”
I stood again. Only this time, Papaw’s info-bomb left me speechless. How could I know myself if I didn’t even know my past? I was a ship at sea, thrown off its route by a storm, with no idea how to find a safe harbor. No one spoke during this time, although Adeline holding her hands over her mouth, told me she shared my shock.
The will to speak finally came to me. “Who is my real father?”
Papaw answered in his usual manner. “Don’t know and don’t much care.”
“Forgive ya granddaddy’s straightforwardness. He never learned that sometimes the best route includes a few turns.” Memaw cut her eyes at Papaw in a silent scolding. “Yo mama never said much about ya daddy. She never even mentioned his name. Her and Marcus met shortly after ya mama found out she was pregnant. Not once did that man ever question her about it. Marcus loved you both, as if it was his seed growing in her belly.”
“Josephine only told us ya daddy was a necromancer and how to raise you should something happen to her,” Papaw said.
“Was my da—Marcus” I sniffled, unable to grasp how to refer to the man who’d raised me.
“Marcus is and will always be yo daddy, sweetheart,” Memaw said, smiling as she wiped a tear from my cheek.
We both sat down, and I continued with my question. “Was he magical too?”
“Goodness, no,” Papaw laughed. “Marcus couldn’t cast a love spell on Bourbon Street during Mardi Gras, but boy could he hunt. He learned everything he could about the supernatural. Man was dead set on helping yo mama keep this city honest. It wasn’t long before he’d earned respect among the supernatural.”
“That boy was downright dangerous.” Memaw chuckled.
“Y’all make it sound like they were superheroes, but an unhealthy crime rate has always ailed the city.”
“But you didn’t see monsters running through the streets,” Memaw said.
“You don’t see it now either,” I argued.
“Don’t expect it’ll be long before they do,” Papaw said. “I helped Josephine ward the city to keep new threats out, but nothing is forever. With her gone and time having dwindled me down, the wards are failing.”
Memaw scoffed. “Something wicked is coming, for those three to break into our grandbaby’s office. Even the vampires know better.”
“Vampires in New Orleans?” I asked.
“Have been since the French Revolution,” Memaw answered.
“I’ve heard things, but never seen any,” Adeline said.
My idea of a vampire came from movies like Interview With The Vampire and the Blade movies. As strange as the city could get, I’d never seen anybody who fit the bill. A necromancer and rougarou had already attacked me, and only God knows what the other asshole was.
Magic, I could believe. After all, my grandparents were two of the area’s most respected Voodoo practitioners. But I would have never imagined New Orleans being a city of monsters.
I needed to step away from the looking glass. An easy out was saying I needed to check on my office next door. Papaw waved me off and handed me a police report from his pocket.
He also informed me he had the door replaced with something sturdier, free of charge. I didn’t question him. People were always doing stuff for free as payment for a blessing or ritual my grandparents had done for them.
Adeline whined as I stood and walked off. “Taya, don’t be that way.” 
I didn’t bother to look back. “I just need to take a walk and clear my head.”
“Then I’ll come with—”
“No, Addie,” My tone was harsher than intended. “I’ve had enough lies and truths revealed for one night. If anything happens, you’ll find me as always. Until then, just give me some space, please.”
Memaw and Papaw nodded and went on about their afternoon as usual, but the hurt in Adeline’s eyes was undeniable. The fear of irreparable damage was clear, and I couldn’t fault her. She was everything to me but played a part in my farce of a life, no matter how small of a part it was. So, for now, I couldn’t absolve any of them.
A run would’ve helped clear my head but would have required me to go up to my apartment and change. I needed to get out of here now, so walking around in last night’s attire would do. I shoved the store door open and slammed it behind me.
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Some would say God did the world a favor by washing out the Lower 9th Ward. No one would ever call it the safest place, but it was still my home. Desiccated husks, long since forgotten by time, the city, and the world. Life once filled the streets of this neighborhood. Today, it was nothing more than a graveyard of rusted cars, untamed vegetation, and hollow structures.
I’d walked out of my grandparents’ shop and wound up in one of the abandoned houses via a closet. The key stopped glowing just after my eyes fell on it. My best guess was that the conversation with Papaw and Memaw had me thinking about my old neighborhood. So, when I opened the door, the key brought me here. Maybe figuring this out would be simpler than I thought.
My meandering came to a stop, and I found myself in front of the remains of my childhood home. The layout of the structure was indiscernible. Between the flood waters and time, it was nothing more than a pile of rubble. 
So much time had passed. The dreamscape was the only clear memory I had of this place. I suppose that meant the memories were in my head, just beyond conscious reach. Comfort may have existed somewhere, but it wasn’t here. Pain and disappointment were all I had tied to this place.
I continued my walk, trying to figure out what life would be like now. Wasted potential and those capitalizing on the waste kept a watchful eye on me. They were the only residents still here. I wasn’t worried about them bothering me. Nobody messed with Papa Bastien’s blood. But his bloodline was only half of me.
Who did the other half belong to? Why didn’t Mama talk about my birth father? What made me ready now, as opposed to any other time? It’s not like I had handled any of this better than I would have earlier in life.
Not being completely sold on how this all worked, I made my way back to the house where the closet was. The earthy tang of mildew still clung to my nose hairs. Thanks to that, I couldn’t tell if the odor was on me or not.
“Whew, is that Katrina Sorrow you’re wearing?” 
The insult confirmed I smelled like a dilapidated house. I turned, expecting to find some asshole trying to reverse psych me into giving him my number. What I wasn’t expecting was to find the big buffoon who’d broken into my office.
“An attitude like that will get your ass kicked,” I said, dropping a foot back defensively.
“You caught me by surprise last time, and Pilgrim didn’t want to make a mess in the city. What are the odds of me catching your scent while out hunting? I have to give you credit, though, using that funk to mask it was a good idea.”
“What are you hunting, nutria?” I asked, not bothering to respond to his comment about my scent. It’s not like I wanted to smell like old mildew.
“You wish.” He grinned, revealing a mouth of oversized flesh shredders. His brown eyes lightened to pale amber. They glowed as the last embers of sunlight twinkled in them. Dark, mossy fur sprung from his body like a freaking chia pet. Two-inch claws tore through his fingertips. His joints cracked and popped, shifting and lengthening as he increased in height.
A goddamned rougarou. Supposed sightings were always in the swamps. The legends originated from the old werewolf tales. But this thing was more dog-like than it was wolf.
New Orleans raised, I did what any child of Chopper City would have done and braced for a fight. Then self-preservation—and common sense—kicked in, screaming for me to run. In my frantic spin, I realized there wasn’t a soul in sight. Every dealer, junky, and all-around hardhead had vacated.
My foot met the front step with a hollow crunch before passing through it. I righted myself, avoiding the stereotypical damsel’s fall. The desire to live gave me the strength to fling myself onto the porch. A beat later, the rougarou’s claws shredded the step. I bolted into the black mold growth farm. 
The wall ahead of me exploded. I fell on my tailbone with a cringe-worthy thud. Adrenaline blocked the pain. I scrambled away, eyes darting around in a panic. The fear on my face reflected in the eyes of the rabid fido from Hell. 
The tight confinement prevented him from standing to his full height. His ears brushed against the ceiling. I grabbed a tetanus covered doorknob from the floor and chucked it at his head. The knob banked off his face, staining his fur with rust.
“I’m gonna eat one of your legs first, so you can watch,” he said with a voice every bit as terrifying as his appearance, not at all humorous like Scooby-Doo.
“Where the hell are you, Addie?” I muttered. She could always feel when I was in trouble and would come check on me. I got to my feet, ready to make my last stand.
“That ghost of yours will have a hell of a time helping you here. That old fart of yours warded the area to help the souls here rest. I’ve got more than enough time to...” he snapped his jaws in a symbolic gesture of eating me.
“Ain’t I too scrawny to be worth the effort?” I asked.
“You’re just the appetizer before I track down one of the shits hiding out there.”
Diplomacy off the table, I tried to repeat my move from the night of the robbery. My flying knee was extraordinarily ineffective. The wall I went through left me shocked by how solid it still was. A sharp ache in my side left me reeling. Fear saw me to my feet.
The rougarou loaded up a swipe. I shielded myself with my arms. The blow knocked me on my ass again, hotshotting pain up my spine. But his claws hadn’t touched me. I staggered to my feet with a hand up to deflect another blow.
A flicker of lavender rippled as his claws raked across an unseen barrier between us. My legs gave, and I dropped to a knee, keeping my hand up to maintain whatever was protecting me. Then I panicked when he changed his tactic.
The big bastard sent me airborne with a kick. My landing was rough. I tried to move but mind-numbing pain stopped me. I cried out as inspected the damage. The bastard’s clawed foot left gouges in my stomach. If he didn’t eat me, blood loss would take me out. My fight was over. God, please let me die before he eats me.
A brunette woman walked in. “Lawrence. Lawrence. Lawrence. Can’t you see she’s had enough?” She strolled right past me—like I wasn’t bleeding-out on the floor—and stopped a few paces from the rougarou, Lawrence.
“You,” Lawrence growled.
“Me,” the woman nodded, unconcerned. “You’re a sloppy hunter, so it wasn’t hard to track you down. Now, are we going to play or not? Because I brought toys.” She pulled out two polished daggers.
Lawrence took a wild swing. Mystery Girl ducked. She snapped his head with a right hook. The blow launched one of his fangs into the rotted wall. The ensuing dance made it hard to tell who was the predator and who was the prey.
Lawrence knocked her to the floor. She retaliated by blasting him with a translucent torrent—magic. It knocked the rougarou off his feet and brought down a section of ceiling. 
“Taya!” Adeline’s sudden appearance made me flinch. 
My eyes shot back to the fight I was witnessing. 
“Christ,” Adeline screamed. She hooked me under my arms and pulled me back a few feet.
“I’m sorry for walking out.” I could barely get the words out as shock set in. Tears rolled down my face. My vision blurred.
“Shhhh...don’t you fret. I just need ya to hold on.” Adeline cradled my head in her lap. Coolness sprinkled my face as her spectral tears rained on me. “This is bad. I need to tell Papa Bastien where to find ya.”
“No time,” I coughed, clinging on to her. “Just hold me.”
A sharp yelp drew our attention back to the fight. Lawrence was down with a dagger protruding from his chest. The woman grabbed Lawrence by the hock of one leg. She lugged him to us. A tiresome task, considering he was three times her size.
Task accomplished; she planted a foot on his chest. She placed her hands on her waist. A grunt escaped her as she flexed backward. She flipped her remaining knife, caught it by the blade, and offered it to me. “Don’t be shy. Take it.”
My eyes flicked to the knife, then to her. Lawrence tried to get up. The woman stomped on his stomach, deterring his attempt to get up.
Her eyes met mine, and she let out a sigh. “You keep what you kill.”
In contradictory fashion, confusion focused my mind. “What?”
The woman raised an eyebrow. “Not a Riddick fan?”
Adeline scoffed. “This is one crazy bitch.”
“Been called worse,” the woman said, catching me and Adeline off guard. “Now, can you tell your friend to take the knife and finish this? Unless you want her to bleed out?”
I took the knife, garnishing her approval.
“There.” She pointed at Lawrence. “Now, kill him.”
I shook my head. “I―I can’t.”
“Sure you can. Now jump on in and pop your cherry.”
“Will you just put the thing out of its misery?” Adeline snapped.
“No,” the woman answered. “She’s a necromancer, which means she can use his soul to heal and strengthen herself.”
“Can’t you see she’s hurt and frightened?”
“I’m doing this because she’s hurt, and she won’t last long in this world if she can’t overcome fear.”
Adeline sobbed while stroking my hair. “She ain’t a killer.”
“We’re all killers when it counts. It’s just a matter of whether or not you enjoy it.” The woman rolled her eyes and blew out a breath when I didn’t move. “Fine. We do it the hard way.” She lifted her foot and spun clear. 
Lawrence shot up like a cornered dog, snapping and snarling. He yelped as he snatched the blade from his chest. His blood sizzled on what I reckoned was silver. It filled the room with a scorched stench.
His eyes never found the woman. She had slipped off into another room. However, they found me with a feral intent that showed no signs of intelligence. Lawrence was in fight-or-flight mode. An injured beast fighting for survival.
Lawrence pounced on me. I had to jerk from side to side to prevent his jaws from biting my face off. Adeline’s attempts to beat him off went ignored. She was too weak to deter or distract him. Lawrence reared up with a claw above his head, primed for a kill strike.
The woman’s voice echoed in my mind, ”We’re all killers.”
Left with no choice, I buried the dagger in Lawrence’s stomach in a quick, panicked succession of blows. He slumped down, rolling onto his back in agony. Battle crazed, I crawled on top of him and continued stabbing with indiscriminate aim. Each plunge of the blade inspired pitiful, heartbreaking yelps.
I sat back on my knees, straddling the dead rougarou. Fatigue and blood loss left me swaying like a frail tree in a breeze. Adeline’s wide eyes stared in horror at the blood-covered girl she helped raise.
Warmth rushed over me. Everything became a shade of purple. The coziness of hot coco on a chilly morning filled me. Every cell in my body hummed with newfound energy.
I gasped as the gouges in my stomach tingled. The sensation continued until there was none. The purple tint of the world vanished. It only lasted seconds, but that was enough for me to feel better. Better than I had ever felt in my entire life.
A swirl of images flashed through my mind. I cringed and clutched my head. They were incoherent fragments with little to no relevance to each other. Gruesome scenes of carnage where Lawrence tore countless people to shreds. I grasped a clear vison of his last moments. The mind of a wild animal, all rage and hunger.
The woman came in with a slow applause. “Don’t you feel better?”
“I don’t―how did I...?” I stuttered, examining my lack of wounds or scars.
The woman picked her knife up from the floor. “Your magic did what was necessary to heal you.”
“Who the hell are you?” Adeline asked.
“Natalie.”
I stood with her other knife fixed in my grasp. “How can you see Addie?”
Natalie slid her jacket off her shoulders and lifted the sleeve of her shirt. She had a tattoo on her shoulder. An orb with two lines spiraling up from it. Outward curved lines sat underneath it and at its sides. “This sigil allows me to see spirits, a must when hunting in this part of the country.”
“Lawrence said he was hunting, too,” I said.
“He was hunting food. I was hunting him.” Natalie huffed through her nose. “I’ll tell you all about it, but can we do it somewhere less smelly?”
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“So you can use any door as a gateway?” Natalie asked. She was wearing a Voo-Orleans tee and a pair of my tights. Upon our arrival at my grandparents’ shop, Natalie realized the 9th Ward’s osmotic sorrow had clung to us. She saved my life, so inviting her to take a shower in the upstairs apartment was the least I could do.
“Based on the last several hours’ worth of experience, yes,” I answered.
“And this all started with that tattoo?”
“Yep.”
“And you never displayed any magic, other than seeing dead people?”
“I’m a shayde,” Adeline corrected.
“Do you have a pulse?” Natalie asked.
“Ya piss-poor attitude is why ya tied up now,” Adeline said. 
Tying Natalie up was an idea Adeline sold me on while Natalie was in the shower. Adeline jumped her as soon as she came out of the bathroom. If I’m being honest, Natalie didn’t put up a fight.
“The lack of desire to hurt anyone is why I’m tied up,” Natalie said with a smirk that made Adeline growl.
“I see y’all are getting along,” Papaw laughed. He and Memaw had been downstairs locking up the store when we showed up. They didn’t seem too concerned by my appearance or the story that led to it.
“Ya bet not mess up my chair,” Memaw fussed. “That there dining set has been in my family since I was a little girl.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Natalie smiled.
“Why is one of yo kind here?” Papaw asked as he pulled a chair in front of Natalie and sat down. “I know the wards have cracks in ’em, but they should be strong enough to keep y’all out.”
“Jean-Pete, I don’t know if you get out much, but New Orleans desegregated decades ago,” Natalie said.
“I know white folks and black folks been mingling for years,” Papaw snapped. “Keep flapping ya tongue with useless jabber and Imma take it out.”
“I’m not what you think I am,” Natalie said.
“Bullshit,” Memaw hissed. “Yo ass got the stink of brimstone all over ya.”
“You’re a demon?” I asked, shooting to my feet, wondering why I couldn’t smell anything.
Natalie relaxed and took a breath. “Everyone, take a deep breath, and let your panties unbunch.”
Papaw pulled a miniature machete from under the head of the dining room table and held it to Natalie’s throat. “I should take yo foul head off.”
“Do that, and you’ll never know what the real threat to your precious city is. Plus, I have a friend who wouldn’t be happy with my beheading. He can be rash in his responses, which could mean a death sentence for you.” Natalie’s eyes moved to Adeline. “A re-death for you. Or would it be an exorcising?”
The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. “Why, you brutish bitch!”
“Now is that any way for a southern belle to talk?” Natalie teased.
“Who and what are you?” I asked, trying to keep Papaw from decapitating her and traumatizing me even further.
“Natalie Ross, and I’m a cambion.”
“So, they’re sending they half-blooded offspring to do their bidding.” Papaw sat back in his chair. He kept a firm grip on the machete’s hilt and rested the blade in his lap.
“Despite me being a half-blood, my father didn’t send me to do anything. Nor did any other demon.” Natalie responded.
“And why should we believe ya?” Memaw asked.
“Because he’s dead and what’s left of him is in hiding. I’m partly to blame for the second part, making me an official enemy of Hell.”
“Why would you betray your maker?” Papaw asked.
“The correct term is sperm donor,” Natalie said. “He was an abusive prick who treated me like a tool, not a daughter. The only useful thing Legion ever gave me was a high pain tolerance and a stellar right hook.”
“I’m sorry,” I interjected, “but are you talking about the actual Legion? Like from the Bible?” I asked.
“How can he be in hiding if he’s dead?” Adeline asked.
“Yes, to the first question, and to the second...it’s complicated,” Natalie said.
“Uncomplicate it,” Memaw deadpanned.
“The short version is my father tasked me with recruiting a man for team Hell. I did some really messed up shit with even more messed up people. To help things along, Legion dropped a few demons into this man’s girlfriend. Said man ended up being a wizard with big magic and an ass load of stubborn determination. He killed my father. But that didn’t save his girlfriend. Demonic girlfriend continued on as Legion. She minted her legacy in blood for over a year before we caught up with her. Our meet up left her wounded enough to force her into hiding.”
Adeline folded her arms. “Your daddy is a woman now? Still sounds complicated.”
“A few details aren’t relevant to the current issue at hand. I’d rather not freak you out any further.” Natalie grinned.
“So, Natalie, why are you in our city?” I asked.
Natalie sneered. “Looking for my witch of a mother.”
“At least we know where she gets it from,” Adeline whispered.
“My mother, Mara Ross, is no pushover. She’s been around since the Witch Trials in Salem. After juicing herself with souls, you can think of her as the proverbial soap on the prison’s shower room floor.”
“I don’t get it,” Adeline said.
“Reach for her, and ya gonna get fucked.” Memaw laughed. “Jean-Pete, I like this one.”
“Mara betrayed my father and played a part in his injuries, albeit for her own nefarious reasons,” Natalie said. “I don’t know what those reasons are, but I tracked her to New Orleans to find out.”
“So, you’re here to find out what she’s up to?” I asked.
“And to stop her, of course,” Natalie said. “It’s time to put my past behind me and protect the people I care about.”
“Can’t do that on an empty stomach, now can ya?” Papaw said. He stood to cut Natalie loose. The rope fell to the floor before he had a chance to. We all paused.
Natalie rubbed the rope burns on her wrist. “What? I wanted you all to feel safe.”
“Cher, you really are something else.” Papaw laughed. “Come on and fill us in while me and Bree get dinner ready.”
Natalie gave us a more in-depth rundown of how she ended up in New Orleans. It was...an interesting tale. Her mother had called on a demon because she wanted a child. She was elated to find out that the legendary Legion Demon answered her call. Natalie had committed atrocities in the name of earning her parents’ approval; a stupid act, considering who they were.
She explained how her magic had only allowed her to duplicate herself and experience everything the duplicates did. Her pain tolerance came from experiencing the countless deaths of her duplicates over the years. I cringed, wondering how anyone could remain sane after experiencing death like that.
“Following my father’s orders led to an elemental cutting off my right hand during a fight at the Karnak Temples,” Natalie said.
“So ya grow parts back like a salamander?” Adeline asked.
“I wish.” Natalie giggled. “It took several months, but the CeC finally caught up with me and sentenced me to life in the Kur penal colony.”
“I’m going to assume this CeC is some supernatural police force, and Kur is some top-secret place in the Middle East,” I said.
“That’s the dumbed down explanation for the CeC. I suppose you’re somewhat right about Kur, since there’s a gateway in the Middle East.” Natalie let the suspense set in while she took a sip of her tea.
“Well, spill it already,” Adeline said.
“Okay. Okay.” Natalie laughed. “Kur is the Mesopotamian underworld ruled by the goddess Ereshkigal. It’s actually a nice place outside of the penal colony.
“Believe it or not, the same man whose life I helped destroy found it in his heart to help me survive there. He even made a stupid deal with Ereshkigal, putting his life at risk to save me and a dark elf.
“He taught me that the sins of my past don’t have to shape my future. That I don’t have to be the monster my parents pushed me to be. He showed me what it’s like to have a real family. I’m here, so he doesn’t have to be.”
“Sounds like one hell of a guy,” I said.
“Honey, I hope you married him,” Adeline added.
“No way.” Natalie laughed. “I mean, he’s handsome and somewhere between brave and foolish, but he’s like a brother to me. A snarky, cocky brother, who I sometimes want to stab. But there isn’t a doubt in my mind that Chase would give his life for mine without hesitation. It’s just who he is.”
The wheels of my memory churned, bringing up moments in Times Square, nerve-wracking traffic, and grueling sparring sessions. “By any chance, is your friend’s last name Ambrose?”
Natalie’s brow pinched together. “Yeah, you know him?”
All I could do was gawk at her. Was this part of my parents’ plan, too? Did he and his parents play a role in planning my life? Had he sent Natalie here to help me under the guise of coincidence?
Looks like we were going to be up all night for some girl talk.
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The Ambrose’s son linking me and Natalie together was a shock, and that’s putting it mildly. Years had gone by since I had spoken to any of them. The lack of communication still didn’t override the emotional connection developed over the Summers spent with them.
Mr. and Mrs. Ambrose were stern but kind. They would go above and beyond to do whatever they could to help anyone they could. They taught me strength, both physical and mental. Accountability was a staple of their belief. The foundation to support their shape-your-own-destiny philosophy. It was ironic, considering they helped line up my life.
I shed tears when Natalie told me of their deaths, and even more when I spoke about the death of mine. My next stop on the emotional rollercoaster was awe. Because Carl and Elena Ambrose were angels. Rogue angels, but still angels. Actual soldiers of The Lord angels.
Natalie went on to explain how the Ambroses weren’t Chase’s birth parents. Their choice to raise him was directly linked to their deaths. They protected him from what sounded like a brutal introduction to the world I was currently learning about.
Natalie brushed powdered sugar from her clothes. “I’ll be honest. I had doubts about this place, but these things are good.” 
“It’s called a beignet,” I said, taking a sip of my third cup of coffee. I’d brought her to Café du Monde as an olive branch for tying her up. “Just so I’m clear, Chase is a wizard.”
“An angel said he wasn’t a Nephilim. No one has ever seen a wizard with his diverse use of magic. The guy has a cornucopia of skills to figure out. And the crazy thing is, he can wield a lot of them like it’s second nature. He’s goddamned conundrum.”
“He’s always been a mystery,” I said. “His cocky facade just hides his big heart and insecurities.”
Natalie grabbed another beignet. “A smart-assed teddy bear with powerful magic at his disposal.” 
“Sounds like a violent Care Bear,” I chortled.
Natalie giggled. “Accurate analogy.”
“So, how’s he dealing with his grief?” I asked.
“I’d say he’s between a shaken coke and a nuclear meltdown.” Natalie took a swig of water to wash down the monstrous bite she’d taken.
“Stupid question,” I said, staring off into my coffee and absently stirring it.
“Let’s talk about you.” Natalie cleaned her hands and mouth before tossing the crumpled napkin on the table. “You look like—are you going to give me that death glare all day?”
“Well, the shit ain’t working, is it?” Adeline fussed.
Natalie rolled her eyes. “Get off it already. I apologized for calling you Moaning Myrtle.”
“Addie, give her a break. She apologized three times last night.” I mean, in terms of name jabs, Natalie could have been a hell of a lot more offensive than a Harry Potter character.
“Truce?” Natalie asked. Adeline was reluctant to agree but finally nodded, prompting Natalie to continue. “Now, as I was saying, Taya, you look like shit.”
Adeline threw her hands up. “She can’t help herself.”
“Maybe the ceasefire was premature,” I grumbled.
“Sorry,” Natalie muttered like a chastised child. “It’s just that you were whimpering in your sleep, and it shows.”
“Morbid dreams,” I sighed, slumping in my chair.
Natalie leaned forward to rest her elbows on the table. “Time for education bites. Those dreams and the head rush from absorbing Lawrence’s soul are normal. It’ll become less disorienting as you do it more. From my understanding, the knowledge gained is never more coherent than what you experienced. Too bad you didn’t pick up anything to hint at what they were looking for.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this beforehand?” I hissed quietly, leaning in so as not to draw too much attention to our conversation.
“It didn’t matter, because you were dying,” Natalie answered.
“She has a point,” Adeline said.
Natalie raised both eyebrows. “See, even Adeline agrees with me, and she doesn’t even like me.”
“True,” Adeline said.
“End of the day, this is part of your magic, and you have to accept it. Any soul resulting from a violent death is up for grabs. You should be able to sense them and pull them in, adding them to your power. They will strengthen you and fuel your magic.
“Just be cautious about the time between death and absorption. Souls have a brief half-life and absorbing them can be a shit show after a while. I once saw a necro go bonkers after pulling in a soul that was too far gone.”
“Can I use it to blast people like you did last night?”
“I can’t say. There are levels to magic, and yours is fresh. Time will tell what you can and can’t do. As for the key business, I can’t help you at all. I’ve never heard of anybody having one.”
“It’s just so frustrating,” I said, giving the napkin dispenser a squeeze. It caved with the ease of cardboard. I snatched my hand from it.
“I told you, soul absorption increases your strength.” Natalie shrugged.
“You’re like a superhero that can see ghosts,” Adeline said with a sly grin.
“End session.” Natalie took a sip of water. “Why do you think they broke into your office?”
“How would I know?” I shrugged.
“Uh, it’s your office.” Natalie shoved the remaining half of her beignet into her mouth.
“I was just an accountant until the break-in. My only experience with magic was Voodoo. I figured belief powered it more than anything supernatural.”
“Have you ever done business with any of them?” Natalie asked.
“No,” I said, slamming my hand on the table and drawing a few wary glances.
“She’s just tryna help,” Adeline said. “Crappy attitude or not, we could use her help with figuring this out.”
“And I could use a couple of friends here since I don’t know the city,” Natalie said.
“I know. I know. It’s a lot to wrap my head around. Then there’s not knowing who my real daddy is. What kind of man drops his seed and moves on?”
“From what you’ve told me, your mom was okay with it,” Natalie said, with a ring of powdered sugar around her mouth. “Her doing that makes me feel like there’s more to the story. He could have done it to keep you safe. Maybe your mom told him to stay away.”
I shook my head in frustration. “None of that tells me why. And the why is what’s gnawing at me.”
“It’ll come to light at some point, Tay,” Adeline said. “Right now, let’s focus on keeping you alive and intact.”
“I don’t want to seem unsympathetic, but we have more pressing matters than resolving your daddy issues,” Natalie said.
I scoffed. “Coming from the daughter of the Legion Demon.”
“My point exactly. Fuck him. My dad was a demonic butt plug, and yours was absent. But you still had someone who filled the role and gave you all the love and support of a father. Mine only provided harsh criticisms and an endless list of nefarious tasks.”
“You’re right.” I sighed. “Why can’t we let the CeC handle your mom?”
“Supernatural or not, they’re just like the authorities. They have to navigate a political landscape of red tape to keep things hidden from nomags. The job will get done, but how many people will get hurt before they figure it out? The Eternal Convocation would never allow the CeC to be flexible enough to resolve this faster than us.”
“That’s a fancy way of saying they won’t break the law to solve it,” Adeline said.
“Nomags?” I frowned, needing more clarification.
“Nomags,” Natalie repeated. “You know? Mundanes. People with no supernatural abilities. And I’m not suggesting we break the law, just bones. If the line gets blurred, then so be it.”
“Pretty sure violence is against the law,” Adeline murmured.
“Is the Convocation like a board of directors?” I asked.
“Sure, except it’s a bunch of stiff gods instead of stiff suits,” Natalie said.
“God is there?” Adeline asked.
Natalie sighed and rolled her eyes. “I said gods, little g with an s.”
I raised an incredulous eyebrow. “You’re being serious?”
Natalie nodded. “They represent most of the pantheons.”
“Which Loa are part of it?” I asked.
“I don’t know what gods and goddesses make up the Convocation, but I can tell you the Loa aren’t welcomed. Other pantheons feel the Voodoo Gods are too violent and unpredictable to deal with.”
“I’m not an expert on any of this, but Papaw always said the Loa aren’t to be trifled with.” I chuckled.
“This still feels like something the authorities should handle,” Adeline said.
“In case you haven’t been paying attention, me and the authorities of any flavor have a rough history,” Natalie said. “Besides, us girls can take care of this.”
“What exactly are we supposed to do when we catch your mama?” I asked.
“Kill her.” Natalie’s answer was terse and to the point. She scanned the room for anyone who may have overheard.
“You really are a peach, aren’t ya?” Adeline said.
“Like it or not, it’s her or countless others,” Natalie said nonchalantly.
“We can’t go marching around the city to kil—” I stopped dry and cradled my stomach.
“What’s the matter, Tay?” Adeline asked.
“I think I overdid it with the coffee, because my insides are fluttering.”
“Took you long enough,” Natalie said.
“Meaning?” I asked.
“Every magic wielder gives off power. Some can mask it, but most of us are walking beacons that other magic wielders can sense. Think of it as your magic radar or compass. Once a being with magic gets close enough, you’ll feel it. The closer you get, the more prominent the feeling becomes. But don’t worry, with time, it’ll feel more like instinct instead of bubble guts.”
“Why don’t I feel that way around you?”
“I’ve got a sigil to mask my magic, like I have one to see spirits. I’d show it to you, but it’s in a place the prudes here would consider unlady-like.” Natalie grinned, making one eyebrow jump.
“I’ll take your word for it,” I said. “So, where’s the source?”
Natalie shrugged and grinned. I guess this was her idea of on-the-job training. At first glance, there was nothing suspicious about any of the patrons. Then again, that was the point. It wasn’t like they would glow like a video game character. I was ready to give up when I spotted a man seated on the perimeter of the outdoor eating area.
Dark hair and a rounded chin of stubble blended well with his sun-kissed skin. However, none of that was what grabbed my attention. His choice of meal did. A jelly donut was blasphemous in this haven of powdered sugar delight. The café didn’t even sell them, which made its presence even more offensive.
“Bingo,” Natalie sang.
 The man’s dark eyes locked with mine. Then he bolted.
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Natalie yelled over her shoulder, “Keep up!”
“Yep,” I grumbled. Part of my aggravation stemmed from Natalie barking at me like I was a newborn deer. The other part was because that wasn’t far from the truth.
Anyone who knew me would include runner as a descriptive term for me. But this was ridiculous. My newfound stamina and speed caught me by surprise. I stumbled and suffered a few spills, after tripping over my own feet. That messy start had me playing catch up.
I recovered from those earlier mishaps and got back into the chase. Two blocks went by in a flash. Natalie was an impressive runner. She moved with the speed and grace of an apex predator. Her ability to throttle down to bob and weave told me this wasn’t her first time chasing down prey.
Mr. Handsome was more of a brute in his running. He bowled over bystanders and tossed trash cans down. His ability to run in loafers was a skill in and of itself. A testament to how predatorial beings in this world were in comparison to normal folks. I couldn’t imagine anyone who wasn’t a supernatural out running someone who was.
“This is probably a trap.” Adeline shouted. Not having to run made it easy for her to keep up.
“Then how about you stop him before he gets us to that trap,” Natalie said.
“She’s right,” I said, keeping my eyes in front of me for fear of falling again.
“Why didn’t I think of that?” Adeline chuckled.
“Addie,” I fussed.
“All right. No need to bust my chops.” Adeline vanished from my side. She reappeared at the corner of the street, about twenty yards ahead of the man. When he reached her, Adeline stuck her foot in his path and let physics do the rest.
He stumbled out into the street and was on the verge of recovering when a sedan upended him. Gravity kicked in and brought him down on the hood with a metallic crunch. He rolled out of the crater he left in the hood. Determined to escape, the guy shot up and pressed on with a hobbled run, then cut down an alley.
Natalie vanished around the corner a fraction of a second ahead of me. We throttled to a walk to catch our breath. Mr. Handsome had made the mistake of choosing a dead end. He shuffled from end to end, patting the back wall. Even I knew a door wasn’t going to just appear.
The man spun at the sound of our footsteps. His attention darted between the flanking buildings in search of an out. The backdoor to the right stoked the ember of hope in him. It took a few fruitless tugs before he came to terms with being trapped.
Natalie chuckled. “You are so fucked.” 
The man’s eyes widened. Less than twenty yards separated him from Natalie. She had a sadistic look in her eyes, befitting of a villain. The mans worry melted beneath the flames of resignation. A calm settled over him. He unbuttoned his sleeves and rolled them up.
An assorted canvas of tattoos covered both arms. Geometric shapes within other shapes or layered on top of them. A few reminded me of Natalie’s sigil. For what that was worth. I wonder what all of them did. 
The fluttering in my gut intensified. Mr. Handsome’s expression grew dark and predatory. A haze filled the air around his hands.
Natalie yelled over her shoulder, “Schools in session!” She flung herself aside. This left me open and unprepared.
 A rippling blast of magic slammed into me. I must have rolled twenty feet before coming to rest. The pain caused a spike of pressure that gave me an instant headache. From all-fours, I staggered to my feet, ready to join the fight.
Except there wasn’t a fight to join. Because I was the only one in a fight. Natalie was sitting on a milk crate with her legs crossed. She popped her eyes and raise her eyebrows. When I didn’t respond, she jerked her head toward the man.
“You did that on purpose?” I asked in disbelief that she dodged the attack so I could eat it.
“The best way to learn is to jump right in,” Natalie said. “Adeline, be a doll and let her stand on her own merit.”
Adeline looked at me with wistful eyes. She shimmered from sight and reappeared next to Natalie. My BFF and new partner-slash-mentor had set up an impromptu street fight. I let out a resigning sigh and gave them the stink eye as I walked by.
 “I won’t even need magic to take you.” The man snickered. He threw a power hook, forcing me to lean back to avoid it. My jab-double-hook combo straightened him. Then I brought the laces of my shoe crashing into his ribs. The punches bloodied his nose and the kick damn near finished him. I may have been a rookie with magic, but I knew a little about fighting. And this guy was no fighter.
He telegraphed his punches with his shoulders. Lack of hip thrust cost him speed and power. It was like he was trying to emulate fights he’d seen on TV. I dodged another of his sloppy combos. I landed an uppercut to his body. One of his ribs shrieked with an audible crack. He stumbled away, clutching his side.
Natalie chimed in with coaching tips. “Mind your strength. We aren’t trying to kill this one.”
“Damn you both,” the man hissed, spittle flying with each word. He hurled another blast of magic. It clipped my shoulder and spun me.
I recovered quickly and went on the defense. He formed a dagger of shadows, using wild swipes to deter me. My counter attempts were met with pulses of his magic to offset them. Overconfidence led him to lunging with the knife, creating an opportunity.
I twisted clear and caught him with an elbow. He may have grazed my stomach, but his crooked nose made me smile. The man used a straight kick to lower my guard. Then he used another magic attack that knocked me on my ass again.
“Taya,” Adeline cried. I held a palm up to let her know I was okay.
Natalie threw her hands in the air. “You have magic. Use it.” 
“Easier than it sounds,” I grunted, too occupied with not getting stabbed to death to look at her.
“It’s an extension of you,” Natalie said. “Punches and kicks are just muscular responses to your brain’s commands. Your magic is another muscle. Now flex that shit.”
My opponent’s lack of training was the only reason I could hear Natalie’s locker room style pep talk. I accepted a slash on my shoulder to serve him a punishing jab. The cartilage of his nose folded even further. His head snapped back hard enough to throw him off balance. Backpedaling a few feet, he crashed to the ground with a painful thud.
I thought of Natalie’s instructions, remembering the rush of energy from absorbing Lawrence’s soul. Embracing the sensation of it flooding every fiber of me. It was a feeling that waned within minutes, or so I thought. Focusing on that moment, I recognized it was still there, so finely ingrained within me, it may as well have been my heartbeat. In the words of Natalie, I just needed to flex that shit.
“Fucking bitch. You ruined my nose.” The man snarled; his face bloodied.
I ignored him. Every bit of my focus was on getting in tune with myself. I took hold of that feeling, took hold of my magic. He got to his feet, and I willed my magic toward him. A blast of pale purple light shot from my palm. My effort was overzealous, and the blast sent him cartwheeling through the air. He banked off the back wall and dropped to the ground.
“Damn.” Natalie stood and dusted her butt off. She looked at the heap of defeated masculinity. “You do remember the part about not killing him, right?”
“You’re the one that said use my magic after leaving me to die,” I said as we walked down to question the man.
“You weren’t in any real danger.” Natalie nudged him with her foot. “He’s a low-level warlock. Nowhere near the power level of a wizard or necromancer.”
“Why not tell me that, then?” I asked, giving her a friendly shove.
“I didn’t know until he rolled up his sleeves. Warlocks and witches gain magic through demonic pacts or spells. Either way, the magic siphons off their souls. His fancy runes enable him to access his magic without the use of spell casting. It also comes at a greater cost to his soul expenditure.”
“And when they use their soul up?” Adeline asked.
“They become some demon’s bitch or flip over to cannibalism to avoid withering into nothingness.”
“The infamous witch eating little children,” I said. “I’d feel better about questioning him in a secured location.”
“Walking through the streets carrying a bludgeoned unconscious guy would be strange, even for New Orleans,” Natalie said.
I tapped my foot while looking around the alley. “Help me get him up.” I smiled, looking at the locked door the guy had tried earlier. “I want to try something.”
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Natalie stared at the front door with wonder. “That is the trippiest shit.”
“Imagine how I feel,” I said, still grappling with my part in the world of magic.
My idea of using the backdoor of the building in the alley had worked. Despite it being locked, the door opened at the touch of my right hand, the key on my corresponding forearm sparking to life. It confirmed that the key would bring me wherever my mind thought of.
We were in the dining room of my grandparents’ apartment—the official interrogation room. In fact, Natalie had been bound to the same chair the night before. It wasn’t the largest room in the world, but you work with what you have.
The only other options were the kitchen to the left and the living room. The bedrooms were off-limits. Both bathrooms were too small. Plus, I didn’t want Natalie to see the tub and think it was a sign that she could make this messy.
I took Memaw’s cream-colored tablecloth off the table. If things got messy, none of us would have survived staining her tablecloth. Paranoia and nerves led to me closing the curtains to the only window in the room. I knew no one could see us on the second floor. But it made me feel better, and I could use some of that in my life.
Papaw and Memaw didn’t seem to mind our new guest. They even advised us on how to tie him to the chair. Natalie one-upped their suggestion with a constrictor knot. She said it would only tighten as he struggled. Papaw gave her a stern thumbs up before leaving us to it.
Natalie doubled the restraints with a spell. She cast it in a language I’d never heard before. The spell prevented him from accessing his magic as long as the ropes were on him. Then she put some water on to boil for her next spell.
“Y’all sure this fella is alive?” Adeline asked.
“He’s fine,” Natalie said. “If Taya hadn’t gone all supernova on his ass, he’d be awake by now.”
“Maybe we should throw some water on him,” I said, growing weary of waiting for my punching bag to wake up.
“Seems fair since we got to wash up,” Natalie said. She fixed some water while I kept an eye on our unconscious guest. A metallic scrape sounded off seconds before a wash of boiling water doused the man’s chest. “Wake up, fucktard!”
The man shot into consciousness. A cacophony of screams and incoherent words tore from him. He bucked against his restraints in spastic agony. The heat sent his skin from warm olive to beat red. Blisters bubbled up across his upper chest and neck. I couldn’t bear to think of what his skin looked like beneath his shirt and pants. I wonder if magic can heal an overcooked wiener.
“Was that necessary?” I asked.
Natalie shrugged. “I told you I needed it for a spell.”
I pointed at the tortured man. “You call that magic?”
“He is awake,” Adeline said.
“Stop your whining.” Natalie kicked the man in the shin. “What’s your name?”
“I’m gonna fucking kill you, bitch,” he cried.
“There’s another pot on the stove. If you want to do this the hard way.” Natalie folded her arms and shifted her weight to one foot.
“You’re joking, right?” I asked.
Natalie paid me no mind and whopped the guy on the knee with the pot. “Name?”
“Fuck you.” He spat.
“Lame Fuck it is, then.” Natalie sighed. “So, tell me, Lame Fuck. You wouldn’t happen to work for a borderline hypersexual witch with sandy brown hair, would you?”
“There are dozens of them,” the man said.
“Right, I forgot you all are pretty loose with the caboose,” Natalie said. “The one I’m referring to calls herself Mara.”
“The Great Mother curses the day she spat you from her womb, bastard child.” His tone roiled with disdain.
Natalie didn’t seem to take it to heart. “Yeah, well, she should’ve swallowed me.”
“Why did those men break into my office, and why were you following me?” My head was still shaking from Natalie’s suggestion on what means of contraceptive her mother should have used.
“Amateur hour trying to play hardball?” The man laughed. His laughter turned to curses and tears after Natalie drove her foot into his blistered crouch.
I rested a hand on my hip and raised an eyebrow. “You were saying?”
He responded by hocking up a loogie and spitting on the floor. 
“Come on, bruh.” I sighed in disgust.
“I can’t wait to bathe in your blood.” The man grinned. “Might even mix in some from those old geezers with it.”
“Bet.” I grinned. “Natalie, go lock the door.”
“Nah, Taya, don’t go doing nothing crazy,” Adeline said.
I was so mad my southern accent came pouring out. “No! He wanna threaten my Papaw and Memaw? Imma show his ass.” 
I went into Papaw’s cabinet, a ten-by-four-foot handcrafted box of aged-wood he kept in the hall closet. As a child he always told me to stay out of it, warning that Met Kalfu would bite my fingers off if I didn’t. He used to scare the living shit out of me with that.
In my teenage years, I realized the truth. He didn’t want me bothering its contents. The box was where he kept his personal ceremonial stash. Filled with candles, various types of rum and cigars, blessed chalk, and knives, this had everything need for any ceremony. Everything I needed to get answers out of Lame Fuck.
I got to work, drawing a circle around our stubborn guest. Afterward, I began sketching the veve—a Voodoo sigil—at the head of the circle in front of him.
It was a large box with a horizontal, bisecting line. I divided the upper half into three equal portions, then drew a smaller box atop it. Once done with detailing the boxes, I began working on the cross that sat on them. Drawing coffins to the East and West of the cross would finish it. I was finishing up the details when the bullheaded man spoke.
“Samedi can’t help you.”
“Oh, I’m not petitioning Baron Samedi. This is for his other incarnation, Baron Kriminel.” 
All of the man’s bravado vanished. You see, Samedi and his incarnations were the only aspect of the religion that interested me. A god with multiple personalities was too good not to learn about.
“Y-y-you can’t.” Lame Fuck stammered. He looked to be on the verge of tears.
“Watch me.” I lit up the crimson candles, then took a swig of the gunpowder infused rum and spat it across the flames, causing them to plume.
Adeline’s voice trembled with nerves. “I think we should ask Papa Bastien about this.”
“She’s a big girl,” Natalie said. 
I poured some rum into a cup and sat it on the veve. The first puff of the cigar left me hacking. My second attempt was less dramatic. I held the smoke in, stood, then blew it in the man’s face. Weaker coughs tried to escape me, but I fought them off.
“Now what?” Natalie asked.
“We wait?” I answered.
Natalie frowned while cutting her eyes at me. “That sounded like a revised version of ‘I don’t know.’”
“I’ve never done this before, but I’ve seen Papaw and Memaw petition Samedi dozens of times.”
“You’re no summoning Samedi,” Natalie argued.
“You also thought they were drunk playing,” Adeline said.
Natalie grimaced in disbelief. “Drunk playing?”
“I was a kid.” I shrugged.
Natalie turned to face me. “Sorry, but are you saying you’ve never performed any ritual?”
“This is so bad,” Adeline breathed.
The warlock let out a pained chuckle. “You cunts are a hoot.”
“Who are you calling a cunt?” Natalie asked.
“We all know he ain’t talking about me,” Adeline said.
“A piss poor teacher and her witless student,” He teased.
“Wanna get kicked in the balls again, Lame Fuck?” I asked.
“Do your worst, talentless—” His head shot back, mouth ajar as he emitted a continuous croak. An imperceptible breeze extinguished the candles.
Natalie stepped back. “We shoulda got your grandpa.”
Darkness blotted out the sunlight coming through the curtains. The man’s croak transitioned into manic laughter. His head lowered to face us. There was no sign of the warlock we’d been dealing with. Atrophy darkened his facial muscles, giving it a skeletal appearance. His eyes were red and sunken.
“Ya girlies want to ride Ole Kriminel? How about you, Adeline? I’d love to take a dip in an icy spring.” 
Adeline hugged herself and moved behind me. 
“Aww, don’t be shy, beautiful. I know all the dead, even the ones that don’t cross over.”
“Pardon me, Baron Kriminel,” I said. “Can you tell me what this man’s name is and what he’s up to?”
“You dare summon me to restraints and ask favors?” Kriminel snarled, his flirtatious smile gone.
“Forgive us, but the man was dangerous. We meant no offense.” I explained.
“Give me my cigar, girl,” Kriminel said.
Adeline’s chilled hands tried to stop me. I shook her off and approached the veve where the lit cigar was. My eyes remained locked with Kriminel the entire time. I placed the cigar in his mouth. He clamped it with his teeth and took a long pull from it. Then he roared and jolted forward, scaring the shit out of me.
“You’re okay,” Natalie said, catching me before I fell.
“The living are so skittish when facing death.” Kriminel laughed. “Marlowe Crumpleton. A weak name for a weak man. Hurting others makes him feel strong.”
“Why was he following me?” I asked.
“Ya give yaself credit when it ain’t due. He was following the guiltless, pale beauty. Her mama sent him after they found the rougarou.”
I frowned. “How did he find her?”
“Blood tracking,” Natalie said.
“Flesh of her flesh, blood of her blood,” Kriminel giggled. “Like it or not, ya hers, and a mother will always find her baby.”
Adeline whispered from behind me. “Ask him about the break-in.” 
“All these fucking questions.” Kriminel lunged forward in the chair, startling me again.
“Relax, he’s restrained,” Natalie said.
“A murderous bitch gone good, trying to wash the blood from her hands.” Kriminel sneered at Natalie. “I know the pain ya done brought this world. I could gobble ya up, brimstone piggy, but there’re bigger plans for ya.”
Natalie pulled out one of her daggers. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“Dats yo muthafukin mistake.” Splintered wood flew as Kriminel tore free from the enchanted rope, exploding to his feet. And just like that, Baron Kriminel—arguably the first murderer condemned to death—was free in my grandparents’ apartment.
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I considered myself a braveheart when it came to defending what mattered to me. In New Orleans, being able to stand up for yourself was an essential quality to possess. It tended to get me in trouble. You know? Stupid stuff like taking on those goons who broke into my office. 
Natalie’s bravery put mine to shame. I would even go as far to say she was borderline insane. She wasted no time rushing in to fight a battered warlock possessed by a homicidal Loa of death.
Kriminel pulled a knife out of thin air. He and Natalie’s blades were singing a high-pitched death hymn as they danced. To my new acquaintance’s credit, she held her own for a while, but nothing lasts forever. Kriminel was a far better knife man with godly stamina, driven by his psychotic tendencies. 
“Ya wield a knife with the skill of a whore with a cock.” Kriminel laughed, driving his foot into Natalie’s stomach. She slid across the floor. Her back met the stove with a metallic rattle.
“Feel free to jump in,” Natalie grunted.
“He’s a god,” I said, my eyes never leaving Kriminel. He was eyeballing me and guzzling the entire bottle of rum.
“No, he’s a warlock possessed by a god,” Natalie said. “He’s nowhere near as dangerous as the real thing.” She gave me a sidelong scowl and rushed back in.
Kriminel whacked her across the head with the rum bottle. Natalie’s shocked shriek intertwined with the shattering of glass. Kriminel hooted at her pain. Natalie swayed and stumbled. The kitchen table broke her fall. It also served as her resting place while she gathered herself. Thank God, I moved Memaw’s tablecloth.
Baron Kriminel’s eyes fell on me. He grinned and ran his tongue across his top row of teeth. Resolve forced me to swallow the lump in my throat. I stepped into the proverbial ring. The Baron’s possession drastically improved Marlowe’s fighting skill. He bobbed and weaved, avoiding kicks and punches with ease. His counter-strikes were quick and unforgiving. I was punch drunk within seconds. 
The floor rushed up to me like a bully who couldn’t wait to punch me. My head swam and my legs tried to sort out if standing up was a smart thing to do. A glint of Kriminel’s knife mildly sobered me up. I put together a half-assed retreat. 
Frigid air washed over me as Adeline pushed forward to defend me. She swung with fists of fury. The Southern belle had picked up kickboxing from watching my lessons. Our sparring sessions only made her better. With wide-eyed fury, Adeline punched and kicked with all she had. Despite her obvious focus, each of her strikes passed right through the meat puppet. 
“Ya have no power over me, forgotten one.” Kriminel waved his hand, and Adeline vanished without a scream or whimper.
“No!” Rage must have caused me to black out. I couldn’t recall standing, let alone closing the distance to Kriminel. My fist slammed into his jaw. Bone cracked and sinew tore.
Kriminel stumbled into the doorframe of the kitchen door. The look in his eyes made me shudder. A pitiful cry for help welled in them. It was a look that begged for mercy. A look that begged for death. His gaze was in contrast to the maniacal cackle coming from his demolished jaw. It hung unhinged and shifted to the left.
Somehow, Kriminel forced out a response. “Ya got power in ya, girl. Too bad ya don’t know what to do with it.”
My fist tightened until my knuckles cracked. “What did you do to Addie?“.
“Cast her away, like all dead things should be.” Kriminel laughed.
“We’ll take a pound of flesh as retribution,” Natalie growled.
“If it’s a pound of flesh ya want, then it’s a pound of flesh ya will get.” In a painful, vile act of awkwardness, Kriminel forced the man to bite a chunk of flesh from his arm and spit it at us.
“Ew.” Natalie cringed and kicked the bloody lump of flesh aside, then charged. I joined her, under the pretense that two were better than one. I was wrong.
Kriminel allowed Natalie’s blade to zip across his, or should I say Marlowe’s, chest. He retaliated with a lunging jab. Natalie’s head snapped back, nearly flipping her. Kriminel spun his knife over his hand and caught in an underhand grip. I was expecting a knife swipe. He caught me with a gut shot instead. I doubled over, gagging. Kriminel bashed me in the temple with the hilt of the knife. The floor rushed up to catch me again.
“Ya should not have meddled in things ya don’t understand.” Kriminel stood over Natalie, tapping the blade against Marlowe’s chest. “There be a lot of stains on the garbs of ya soul, Natalie Ross.” He laughed when Natalie began crawling away. “Don’t be surprised girl, ya name is on the tongue of the wrong kind of folks for the wrong reasons.”
“Means I’m doing something right.” Natalie kicked out, catching Marlow on the knee. 
A sound akin to a bat slugging a ball out of the stadium echoed. The poor warlock’s knee reversed against its natural bend. Natalie flipped, head over heels, to her feet, then spear tackled him. Preternatural reflexes made her transition to mount flawless. And let me tell you, homegirl brought the pain. Natalie beat his face like a snare drum during the half-time show of the Bayou Classic.
Kriminel grabbed the side of her head and pivoted his hips. Natalie’s head bashed against the floor with a meaty thud. It reduced her to a groaning, disoriented mess, left vulnerable to Kriminel’s cruelty. Every attempt I made to stand ended with me toppling to the floor. 
Kriminel slid Marlowe’s battered and broken body against Natalie. He began dry humping her. The Lao laughed with demented delight. Blood from his wrecked face drizzled her. “Ya gonna be a tasty piggy.” Kriminel licked her face and looked prepared to bite into her when the front door burst open.
Papaw rushed in on old knees. Memaw trailed behind him. Their presence inspired a rush of adrenaline that cleared my vision. The stench of gasoline was overwhelming. Papaw was lugging a cage with a black rooster in it.
“Baron Kriminel, forgive my grandchild’s impudence,” Papaw said.
Kriminel waved Papaw off. “No matter, this here piggy will be payment enough.”
“That won’t do.” Papaw took a lighter from Memaw. He held the cage up and lit the lighter beneath it.
The rooster exploded into an avian torch. Its shrill squawks scraped at the inside of my skull. Burning feathers floated about like embers from a trash fire. Papaw gritted his teeth as the flames licked his hand and wrist. He held it there until Kriminel stood. The Lao clapped his hands while dancing joyously. Dancing on Marlowe’s ruined knee sent tears down his face.
Papaw yelled something in Creole. Then, with an overhand swing, he slammed the cage, and the now dead, burning chicken, to the floor. On impact, it exploded into a cloud of black smoke. The smoke dissipated, and Marlowe’s body dropped to the floor. The strings of this tortured puppet had finally severed. Marlowe’s wet, ragged breaths were haunting.
“Damn you, child.” Memaw snapped, doing her best to hold Papaw up. “Ya had no business meddling in things ya know nothing about.”
“I-I thought...” I trailed off, too lost for words. Anything I said would have been an excuse and nothing more.
“Ya thought?” Papaw winced as he cradled his hand. “Baby, ya had not even the slightest inclination about what ya were doing.”
Adeline appeared next to me and helped me stand. “Thank God, Papa Bastien got rid of that nasty gobbledygook.”
Natalie stumbled over to the table and leaned on it. “Where did you run off to?”
Adeline hung her head. “Kriminel sent me downstairs, then blocked me from coming back in.”
“None of that matters,” Papaw snapped. He took a seat at the table while Memaw rubbed a salve on his hand. “Ya should have asked me to do it for ya, or at least tell ya how not to get killed.”
I fought to hold back my tears. “I’m sorry. We just needed answers. Then he threatened you. I just got so mad.”
Memaw frowned and rested an elbow on the table. “So, ya decided to be a big bad priestess with zero knowledge?”
I shrugged stupidly. “I got him here, I just didn’t know he could get free.”
Papaw pounded his fist on the table. “Ya don’t know shit. If ya did, ya woulda known to ask Baron Samedi to protect ya’ll before calling on Kriminel.” The room grew quiet while Papaw tapered his anger. “Taya, magic is dangerous when used with ignorance, and oftentimes the innocent are the ones who end up paying.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, my gaze lowering to the floor as a new energy filled the room.
“Not that I’m trying to ruin this teaching moment,” Natalie said, “but Marlowe stopped breathing. You may want to do your thing to patch yourself up and see if he has anything useful.”
“Taya, baby, don’t!” Memaw’s warning came too late. 
My magic had already reached out to grasp Marlowe’s soul. Unseen tendrils of my magic latched onto his soul and pulled it in. Warmth and healing can with something unexpected. My head went into critical mass. 
A scream clawed from my throat. I dropped to my knees, clutching my head. Shreds of Marlowe’s memories zipped through my synapses. Pain, agony, and fear became a unified emotion, forcing tears from my eyes. My stomach churned from the turbulent overload. This absorption brought me zero knowledge and blinding despair. 
Papaw was right. Petitioning Kriminel was rash, and Marlowe had paid the price. I now knew how heavy of a price that was. The seconds after absorbing his soul were nothing short of an eternity. In that eternity, I wanted nothing more than to die, for the soul ripping pain to end. An echo of Marlowe’s last cohesive thought.
“Serves ya right,” Papaw said, “taking in a scourged soul.”
Natalie took hold of me and helped me up. “Guess that was a bad idea.” 
The torture ended, allowing me to catch my breath. My aches and pains faded. “Definitely a lesson learned. What do we do with his body?”
“Y’all have done enough,” Memaw said. “I’ll take care of this mess.”
“Earl is downstairs waiting on ya,” Papaw said. “And ya gone give him whateva he wants as payment for that chicken.”
I said nothing, not wanting to upset my grandparents any further. This was a task, because I was dying to know why Memaw knew how to get rid of a body. Natalie and Adeline followed me out. On to my next tail chewing.
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Mr. Earl dropped his account ledger on my desk, then rested in his seat, rolling a toothpick in his mouth. “I’m three days in the hole with sales.”
I shook my head apologetically. “Mr. Earl, I’m sorry. Things have been all over the place since the robbery.”
“And I understand that, but ya telling me the flier not even put together.” Mr. Earl snatched his cap off to scratch his balding head.
“I promise to make it up to you.” My shoulders sagged. The disappointment of failing one of my customers was too much. 
“How Tay? I need every single day of the month to make ends meet.”
“How about we not worry about my fee for this month?”
“Oh, that just covers the rooster ya owe me for.” Mr. Earl raised an eyebrow and gave me a pursed lip frown.
“Presumptive old bugger, ain’t he?” Adeline said.
I shot her a tight-eyed glare. Natalie snickered like a little kid. She had been quiet until this point. Silently sitting in a chair against the wall, watching me conduct business.
“Dat ain’t funny, cause them chickens ain’t cheap.” Mr. Earl gave Natalie a chiding look, not realizing there was a ghost in the room causing the disruption.
“I have no doubts about that,” Natalie said with a slight grimace.
Mr. Earl gave her a wary look. “Ya okay?” 
Natalie rolled her neck. “Yeah, dealing with the fallout from knocking my head earlier.”
“Mr. Earl, tell me what I can do to make this right,” I said.
“For starters, ya can get me the fliers. I don’t know how Imma make payroll this month.”
“Do you think your workers could—”
“Hey, Simon,” Natalie said, having made a phone call that was so important she couldn’t step out or wait for me to finish conducting business. “Can you wire five grand of my share to my personal account?” She lowered the phone and looked at Mr. Earl. “Is that enough to cover your payroll for the month?” 
Mr. Earl had a blank-face stare. 
Natalie waved him off. “Better make it ten just to be safe. What?....No, it’s not for the dope game...Just transfer the damn money...Thanks. I’ll bring you a Cajun dog biscuit or something.” A sarcastic smile split her face. “Aww, fuck you too.” Natalie hung up and slipped the phone into her pocket. “There, you’ll have ten grand to cover your payroll expenses and any other bills affected by this entire debacle.”
“Lil’ Ms. Lettuce Maker,” Adeline teased.
“That’s mighty gracious of ya Mrs...”
“Natalie, and it’s just Miss.” Natalie held her hands up and wiggled her fingers.
Mr. Earl smirked satisfactorily. “Thank ya, Natalie. Taya, ya need more friends like her.”
Natalie nodded her approval. “I was thinking the same thing.”
“Did you rob a bank?” I asked, still shocked by the baller move she made.
“Not on my resume,” Natalie said. “Just old money in the hands of a financially savvy friend.”
Mr. Earl’s eyes grew distant and held a forlorn look. “I appreciate ya kindness, ma’am.”
Natalie half-shrugged. “Can’t say that anyone has ever called me ma’am before.”
“Maybe if ya acted more lady-like,” Adeline muttered.
It was giggle worthy, but the emotion in Mr. Earl’s second show of gratitude had me concerned. “Everything all right with Miss Jolie?”
Mr. Earl took a deep breath and sighed. “Just the usual, no better, but not worse.”
“Was the ten grand not enough?” Natalie asked.
“Oh no, darlin’. I’ll even be able to bring Jolie’s medical bills up to date.”
“Why the worry, then?” I asked.
Mr. Earl straightened. “Willie- T is putting a pinch on us mom-and-pops. Damn near all the local fishermen under his thumb, now. Hell, Darius announced the closure of both his restaurants.”
“Seafood Palace is closing?” I had to ask for clarification since Mr. Darius hadn’t told me anything.
Mr. Earl’s voice jumped an octave. “Ya don’t check ya voicemail? He left ya a ton of messages before spreading the word.”
“Pardon me, but who is Willie-T?” Natalie asked.
“His real name is William Terrell,” I answered. “His fishery blew up recently. He caters to all the major restaurants in the city.”
Mr. Earl huffed. “And now he’s rubbing us little folks out, unless we buy from him.”
“You said, ‘His fishery blew up.’ Did he come into money or something?”
“Bastard conned some fool into financing him,” Mr. Earl said.
“Is anyone else thinking of shutting down?” I asked.
“Irene mentioned some hard heads threatening her about buying from him or selling, but ya know she ain’t no pushova.”
“Tell Darius to hold off on shutting his doors,” I said. “I’ll go see if I can sort things out with Willie.”
“And I’ll go with her to make sure our womanly charms can sway him,” Natalie added.
Mr. Earl placed his hand on my desk apologetically. “I’m sorry for coming in here all hot-headed. Ya always do right by me, and Ms. Natalie, there’ll always be a hot meal waiting for ya at my place.”
Natalie smiled and pointed at Mr. Earl. “I’ll remember that.”
I put together Mr. Earl’s fliers and got them printed out like I should have done two days ago. He sang our praises with gratitude. But not enough gratitude to let me slide for the cost of the chicken. I was fine paying him. His chicken was an integral part in saving our asses. Who would have guessed, a guy who owned a fish fry shack would breed black chickens for ritualistic purposes.
Natalie smiled as Mr. Earl walked out. “He was nice.” 
“You’re actually civilized,” Adeline teased.
“A true predator is whatever the moment calls for,” Natalie said. Not an ounce of modesty or shame in her tone.
“So, you’re a sociopath?” I asked.
Natalie feigned laughter. “Haha...you two crack me up. I’m guessing you don’t have Willie-T’s accounting info.”
“Used to before his britches got too big for me.” I sighed. “Wonder what gave him the urge to make boss moves.”
“He’s consolidating power,” Natalie said.
“Right, taking over Nawlin’s seafood industry one boat and restaurant at a time.” Adeline giggled.
Natalie cut her eyes at Adeline. “The shrimping and fishing industry is one of the largest in this area. If he owns every fisherman and restaurant, all of that money flows through him.”
“His operation has gotten bigger but not mastermind-big,” I said. 
Natalie pulled her phone out and made another call. “Me again...I know...I hate you too...Listen, I need you to pull financial records for a Willie-T’s Fishery here in New Orleans...I told you once already, there is no dope game, at least not one that I’m a part of.” A few minutes of sighing and eye rolling passed before she spoke again. “Appreciate it. I’ll have to give you a belly rub or something...You wish.”
“Simon again?” I asked.
“Yeah, he’s good at finding digital data without making a mess. Mind if I use your computer?” 
Natalie plopped down in my seat as soon as I got up. I’m not sure how, but she went through the command prompt and accessed an email system I’d never heard of. The most recent messages were a wire transfer confirmation and an email from an unknown sender.
I snickered at the email’s title. ”Hag’s Request? Simon isn’t very fond of you, is he?”
Natalie scoffed dismissively. “He’s still pissed about me stabbing him.”
My eyes widened at her jovialness about it. “I can see how that would leave a bad taste in someone’s mouth.”
“I think the blade being silver pissed him off more than the actual stabbing.” Natalie giggled. “You don’t see me whining about him driving a claw through my chest or snapping his jaws on my head like a fucking bear trap.”
Adeline and I shared a look. She pointed a finger at her head and twirled it in a circle while crossing her eyes and wobbling her head.
“Who exactly is Simon?” I asked.
“A baby werewolf with a high IQ, impressive tolerance for silver, and what may be the most lickable abs I’ve ever seen.” Natalie’s tone was heavy on the thirst-factor for that last bit.
“Werewolf or not, talking about a child like that is disgusting,” Adeline said.
Natalie got a hoot out of that. “You two are so cute, like little sheep whose brains didn’t develop right.” She laughed. “Simon is almost a hundred-and-sixty years old.”
“Did you just call us stupid?” I asked.
Natalie ignored me and scrolled through the email. “Look, Willie’s profits went from an annual projection of five-hundred-and-fifty thousand dollars to just over nine-hundred-and thirty in a matter of months, and he did it without an increase in big chain clientele.”
“Mr. Earl already told us Willie-T got somebody to back him,” Adeline said.
“Backers without documentation?” Natalie asked. “Because there sure as hell isn’t any here, which means Simon didn’t find any. And if he didn’t find it, it doesn’t exist.”
“You’ve got a point,” I said. 
Natalie sat back in the chair and squinted thoughtfully. “This feels like a strong-arm situation.”
“Willie-T’s an asshole, but he’s not the violent type,” I said.
“Fear can turn a person into something they’re not,” Natalie said.
I couldn’t argue with her. If you back an animal into a corner, you best be ready for its last stand attack. “You think your mother is involved?”
Natalie spoke without taking her eyes off the screen. “If Mara is in town and you have an itch, she’s the reason.”
“What do you suggest?” I ask. 
“Do you have Kaching?”
 “Why do I need a money transfer app?”
“To give you the money for Mr. Earl. And for this.” Natalie’s fingers rattled away on the keyboard. Sparks fizzed from my computer tower and the screen scrambled to nothingness.
“What the fuck?” I snapped. “I had digital files on that.”
“Not anymore, but don’t worry, I uploaded them to a secured server at LycaVision.”
“The security tech company?” I handed her my cell with the Kaching app opened.
She bumped her phone against mine, setting off the titular chime. “There you go. Money for your client, and a little extra to buy another computer. Now let’s go talk to Willie.” She headed to the door, then spun on her heels. “Oh, I need to stop by my place first. I’m feeling ill-equipped for business talks.”
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Natalie had given me the address to her motel and the room she was in. She even pulled the building up on her phone and showed me a picture of a room. Despite the visual aid, I still ended up leading us into a storage closet at the opposite end of the hotel. The entire purpose of this trip was for Natalie to get two pistols. Not a surprise, considering her comfort with violence.
Traveling from there to Willie-T’s fishery didn’t improve my aim. We walked out of a stall in the men’s restroom, scaring the hell out of the janitor. He blushed so hard, his bald head looked like a strawberry.
“You need to work on the specifics of where you’re portaling us to,” Natalie said.
“I got us where we needed to go.”
Natalie grabbed my arm to get my attention. “Someday exactness will mean the difference between you living and dying.”
I caught the seriousness of her tone. “You’re right, hopefully practice will help me be a better Doorman.”
We skulked around like magical cat burglars to avoid detection. Adeline scouted ahead to get the layout of the place. She also provided intel on where workers were located. The more obstacles we could avoid, the less we would have to overcome. 
Adeline leaned through the wall ahead of us. “Taya.” 
“What is it?”
Adeline vanished for a solid minute, then returned. “Come, take a gander at this.”
I looked around the corner and whispered a curse. “Well, I’ll be a motherfucker.” 
Willie-T and another man were talking. The stranger was of average height and build, with blonde hair and light-colored eyes. Nowhere near as good looking as Marlowe was. ,His voice was one I would never forget. Mr. Mid-Western had gone from breaking into office to chatting up a local seafood tycoon. He was the necromancer who had hurt Adeline. Natalie smiled when I shared this with her.
“What the hell are you smiling about?” I asked.
She shrugged childishly. “I was right.”
“Being right ain’t helping us none now, is it?” Adeline whispered. Fear rattled her voice. I’m sure the necromancer’s presence made her rethink our plan.
“Shall we go ask what they’re talking about?” Natalie asked.
I grabbed Natalie’s wrist. “How about we wait until the necromancer leaves? Then we can talk to Willie-T. Ya know? Minimize the need for violence.”
“If you insist,” Natalie grumbled, tucking her pistol back into her waistband.
Footsteps and laughter prompted a frantic search for a place to hide. Being a righty, I reached for a door handle with my right hand. Natalie swatted my hand away.
“Stick with your left until you get a grip on your Doorman magic.” She opened the door and snatched me in behind her. 
Our hiding spot was a cleaning closet, cramped with disinfectants, dust mops, and wet mops. It wasn’t all that bad, considering we could have wound up in a room of raw fish guts. Natalie felt the need to cover my mouth until the footsteps and voices grew distant.
I yanked away and shrugged her off. “You almost broke my hand.”
“Quit being a baby,” Natalie said. “I didn’t won’t you going all key happy and whisking us off to a library or some shit.”
 “Why the hell would we end up in a library?” 
Natalie shoulder nudge me. “You don’t strike me as the strip club type.”
Maybe it was just me, but Natalie’s tone was too aggressive. “What’s your problem?” I asked.
“Fuck off.” Natalie body-checked me into a shelf. 
My fists clenched, and I braced up against her. “I will knock yo ass out.”
“Whatever, newbie.” Natalie was rough around the edges, but never had she been down right bitchy, at least not in the short time I’d known her. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She was breathing harder than a mule pulling a wagon of manure up a hill in the middle of August. If Natalie didn’t settle down, she was going to pass out.
“When did it start?” I asked.
“What?” Natalie snapped.
I cocked my head and rested my elbow on a shelf of bleach containers. “You’re being a bitch because you’re scared.”
“Can you just stop talking?” Natalie closed her eyes and began taking deep breaths. 
I didn’t want to press the issue of her claustrophobia. As a show of support, I reached over and held her hand. She accepted the subtle embrace with a sweaty, vice-like grip. 
Adeline’s pale face appeared through the door. “Y’all can come out now.” 
In remembrance of Natalie’s concern, I opened the door with my left hand to avoid any mishaps. Adeline gave Natalie a once over. A subtle shake of my head warned her off from giving Natalie any grief.“Must you two make everything awkward?” Natalie muttered. “I may or may not have a smidgen of claustrophobia. Sorry for being an asshole about it.” 
I smiled and gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Happens to the best of us.” 
“Not the strongest apology, but it’s the thought that counts,” Adeline teased. “If we hurry, we can catch that yuck in the parking lot.”
The laughter and footsteps we heard from the closet were the last of the crew leaving for the day. Willie-T had stuck around to close shop. Not that he had a last-man-out kind of attitude. He was just too selfish of a SOB to trust anyone else to do it. Adeline’s plan didn’t account for Willie-T heading out to the pier to enjoy a cigar.
Khaki pants sat under a bulbous belly, held up by overworked suspenders. Willie-T was the stereotypical pudgy asshole from every movie—ever. He even sported a bald head with a peppered walrus-stache. The tycoon turned, unperturbed by the hollow thuds of our footsteps on the plank boards of the pier.
 “Taya Freeman, what is it that has given me the honor of yo presence?” Willie-T gave me a big bullshit grin. It was exaggerated and forced. Overly toothy. Everyone knew it meant he didn’t give two shits about whoever he was presenting it to.
“Just wanted to ask you some questions about the fishery, is all,” I said innocently.
“Ya’ll can call Margery during business hours and make an appointment.”
I looked around at the quiet pier. “Looks like you have some free time now.”
“Ain’t know such thing as free time, ‘specially mine.’”
“Screw this.” Natalie gut checked Willie-T with her strong hand. Willie-T tried protesting but could only grunt like an angry hog while working through the pain.
“Was that necessary?” I asked.
“The man did say time ain’t free,” Adeline said.
“Ya goddamned swamp skank—”
Natalie jammed the barrel of her pistol against his head. “Flattery will get you nowhere, but an honest conversation will keep what little brains you have off this pretty pier.”
“Why are you buying up everything?” I asked.
“For the all mighty dolla, why else?” Willie-T said, maintaining his cocky attitude.
Natalie gave me an unblinking look of judgment. “Forgive my friend. She’s still in training.”
Catching the hint, I started again. “Who do you work for?”
“I’m self-made, cher. Don’t nobody own Willie-T. Willie-T does the owning.”
Natalie laughed. “You are one arrogant motherfucker. Pistol to your head and not only are you being cocky, but you’re doing it by talking about yourself in third person.” She pulled the pistol’s hammer back.
“Is this because I won’t let you work my books?” Willie-T had a solid poker face, exuding manly confidence. A trickle of sweat skied down his face, betraying his demeanor. 
I rested a fist on my hip. “First off, you didn’t not let me do anything. You tried to bribe me into cooking the books for you and I refused your offer.”
Willie-T gave me a condescending sneer. “You coulda been rich.”
“Then she would be the one with the gun to her head,” Natalie said. She shrugged off my look of disbelief. “If we knew who his accountant was, we would be there instead of here. Number pushers are easier targets.”
“Even ya friend thinks ya soft.” Willie-T snickered.
I took a calm step forward and looked down at the arrogant fuck. The kick in the balls I delivered was so unexpected he puked all over the pier. I skittered clear of the splash range.
“Nice reflexes.” Natalie chuckled.
I crouched to his eye level. “Again, who do you work—”
“Wrong question,” Natalie interjected.
An unruly silence ensued. Well, except for Willie-T, who had run dry and was now dry heaving. Adeline made it a full minute before nerves got to her. She began humming the Popeye’s Chicken theme song. 
I snapped at her. “Knock it off. I’m thinking.”
Adeline stomped her foot and whined, “Ya know, I can’t help it. All of this dick-tracying has me on edge.”
“Crazy bitch. I think ya busted my balls.” Willie-T cried.
“Shush,” I said with a finger pressed to my lips. The hamster in my head had hit an eight-ball and was sprinting non-stop on its wheel. Then, the little bastard came to an abrupt halt and shouted, “ta-da!”
 “Who’s your investor?” I asked.
“Ding-ding-ding!” Natalie grinned before kicking Willie-T in the ass with the inside of her foot. “Spill it, dickless.”
“Pil...grim,” Willie-T wheezed, rocking on his knees and cradling his jewels.
“His first name?” Natalie asked.
Willie-T let out a pitiful grunt. “Just Pilgrim. He has a funny accent.”
“Mid-Western?” I asked.
“The fuck should I know?” 
Natalie didn’t like his response and jammed the barrel into his head again.
Willie-T sniveled, “He just left, right before closing.”
“Necromancer,” I said, answering Natalie’s questioning look.
“Where did this pilgrim’s Mayflower land?” Natalie asked.
“That was just bad,” Adeline said, as we both shook our heads in shame.
“I thought it was pretty good,” Natalie said.
“Ya’ll is some wild hairs on a hog’s ass,” Willie-T said.
Natalie squinted. “I don’t even know what that means.”
“Is he ever gonna let go of his lil’ frank-and-beans?” Adeline asked.
“Where can we find Pilgrim?” I asked.
Willie-T shook his head and began to sob. Each tear was a hopeless idea evacuating his head to make room for the next. It was sad, seeing such a proud man be reduced to a groveling mess by his piss poor decisions. The fool had gotten into bed with magical cobras, lulled to sleep by the dollar signs in their eyes. All the while, he was being swallowed and was none the wiser. Even now, he didn’t know how truly screwed he was.
His sniveling came to a stop. He looked up at me with weeping eyes. They held a view of despair and regret. Strands of snot trailed from his nose. The mucus traveled over his mouth to dangle from his chin. He took a deep breath to gather himself.
Then the back of his head exploded.
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The instant Willie-T’s top got popped, Natalie rushed me. She tackled while firing at our attackers. I couldn’t say who was shooting at us or testify to their numbers. Then the worst thing happened. We hit the water and plunged beneath its surface.
I closed my eyes and instinctually held my breath. The garbled woosh of bullets diving past us still filled my ears. Natalie tugged me about like a rag doll. I was a necromancer and a Doorman, but in water, I was just a scared little girl trapped on a roof during a storm.
White streaks of bubbles trailed bullets through the murky waters. Cold, uncaring drones that sought to pierce their targets—us. The last embers of the day illuminated the surface. Rays of light showed crimson through the chum that had once been Willie-T’s brain. Thanks to Natalie’s instinctual reaction, my brain was still intact. Although it wasn’t functioning on a rational level.
I bucked and squirmed for everything I was worth. Natalie fought to hold on to me as she dove deeper. Her heroics simultaneously saved my life and forced me to live out of trauma. She finally reached a satisfactory depth, then veered away from the underwater comets. 
Natalie used her hand to muzzle me the second we resurfaced. We were beneath a pier thirty-yards away from our entry point. Five men were scanning the water where we went in.
Tattoos covered their arms and faces. Dreadlocks, in various stages of growth, sprouted from their heads. Each of them carried choppas, AK-47’s, with extended clips. I only knew this because of my early exposure to guns as a little girl. One of them used his foot to shove Willie-T’s body off the pier. The crooked businessman’s body hit the Mississippi with a splash. 
Natalie whispered through clenched teeth. “Pull your shit together. Are you hit?” She waited until I shook my head before releasing me.
I took in a handful of deep breaths. Fear cracked my voice like hot water on icy glass. “What are we going to do?” 
“Five gangbangers against a cambion and a necromancer-slash-doorman.” Natalie’s eyes grew feral. “Four of them are dead and don’t even know it.”
“And the fifth?” I asked.
“Oh, he wants to die. He just hasn’t realized it yet.” Natalie noticed my labored breathing. “What’s wrong with you?”
Adeline’s head appeared through the pier above us. “Ya can’t go tossing her in water like that.”
“Would you’ve preferred I let them shoot her?” Natalie grabbed my face and jerked it to face her. “I’m the poster girl for childhood trauma, so keep your shit in check. You can cry on my shoulder later.”
Taking a jab at Natalie’s claustrophobia would have been too easy. This wasn’t the time to take shots at each other. I let her slide and focused on my mantra. “I’m a diamond. I’m a diamond.”
“Not what I was expecting, but whatever works,” Natalie muttered.
“How can I help?” Adeline asked.
The sight of my guardian helped settle me. “We need a distraction.”
“On it,” Adeline said, then vanished.
Silence magnified the men’s footsteps. One man let out a surprised shriek. A plunging splash drowned his cries. His friends laughed, thinking their cohort had fallen off the pier. One was less of a douche and ran over to help. That charitable journey ended with Adeline jamming her foot into his stride. He flopped on the deck, firing off several accidental rounds.
Adeline’s distraction bought me and Natalie enough time to fish ourselves out of the river. We took cover behind a stack of empty crates. The goons were so busy laughing at their pal, they had forgotten us. Except for one with bright red dreads. 
 “Get ya fucking heads in the game,” He snarled. Based on everyone’s response, this guy was in charge. His thick red dreads were in sharp contrast to his dark skin. I’m talking about Ronald McDonald red. They flung about as he looked around.
“They dead, bruh,” said the man who had just finished climbing out of the water.
“Did yo ass see ’em floating while ya was taking a dip?” The leader pointed his rifle at the soggy gangster, who shook his head with downcast eyes. “Didn’t think so, muthafucka.”
“We need Sideshow Bob alive,” Natalie whispered. “Use your discretion with the others.”
I liked Natalie’s comparison more, but I still wasn’t certain about our odds. “They have guns.”
“And you have magic.”
“Which I’m still learning to use,” I argued.
“Sink or swim.” Natalie ended the conversation with a crack of gunfire. The shot tore through one man’s face. 
Automatic guns chattered off. Natalie bobbed in and out of cover. The men cursed in frustration, struggling to hit what I knew to be a capable killer. That aside, Natalie’s odds of taking out four more gunmen, without injury, were slim.
I bolted from my hiding place and let my magic rip. It sent the closest gunman smashing through crates. His smoldering carcass came to rest amongst debris twenty feet away. What have I done? Guilt gnawed at me, bogging down my response time.
“Watch out!” Adeline screamed.
Sideshow Bob trained the sights of his rifle on me. Adeline gathered strength, chilling the air. She shoved my would-be killer. He still fired off a wild volley of shots. I closed my eyes and held my hands up to shield myself. The piercing heat of bullet wounds never came. 
Each round became ensnared in my shield of magic. Pale purple light rippled across the shield with each strike. The bullets were like powerful drops of rain striking my pool of magic. Focus brought more strength to the shield, solidifying it. The bullets now flattened against it, versus becoming trapped. 
Confident I had a grip on the shield, I dashed forward. His clip emptied. He resorted to trying to hammer me with the rifle’s stock. The recoil of the blow knocked him off balance. I upended him with ease. He went down hard. 
The rifle shattered beneath the heel of my shoe. My second stomp struck his arm. Bone snapped. Muscle pulverized. I was loading up another stomp when a hand grabbed my shoulder. I spun and threw a hook-kick combo. Natalie defended, her eyes wide with shock
“We need...him alive,” Natalie said.
I looked down at the gangbanger, then back at Natalie. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. You did good, and I love the aggressiveness. You’ll be handling stuff like this on your own in no time.”
The lone survivor of the hitters grunted out an idle threat. “Imma kill you bi—” 
Natalie stepped on his arm, shredding his threat into strips of painful cries. “Do all men jump straight to the B-word to insult women?”
The energy of the recently killed shooters resonated on the pier. I became a magical octopus. My unseen tentacles latched on to food sources. To feast, or not to feast? I wondered what horrible atrocities their memories would subject me to. The need for answers overrode my concern. Worst case, I would get stronger and have an idea of what questions to ask. So, I feasted.
“Are you going to participate?” Natalie asked.
Sex, drugs, and violence, these were the common themes across all four men. None of them had any modicum of decency—predators and scavengers. They victimized anyone who was too weak to stand against them. None of them had ever contributed to society, an error corrected by their deaths. 
My eyes fluttered as the fuzz in my head cleared. Natalie and Adeline stared at me as if waiting for something. “What?”
“Care to join in, or are you going to continue zoning out?” Natalie asked.
I nodded, not knowing what either of them had said before now. “Where’s Zeke?”
Sideshow Bob grunted out, “I ain’t no snitch.” 
“Moe,” I said, retrieving his name from his pal’s memories. “Is it really snitching if we’re not the police?”
“Right-handed or left-handed?” Natalie asked. The man and I both gave her a blank-faced look. “Was his trigger hand the right or left?”
“Right,” I said.
“That sucks.” Natalie whipped out a knife. She dropped to a knee and buried the knife in Moe’s right shoulder. A quick twist of the blade led to a fleshy pop, earning another agonized scream. “The joint will never be the same. Keep bull-shitting, and you’re going to have to use your left hand to jerkoff.”
“Couldn’t you have done the left since it was already broken?” I asked.
Natalie gave me a pursed lip smirk. “You should’ve broken his dominant arm. So, technically, his current state is your fault.”
“Ya such a sassy ass,” Adeline said.
I squatted down next to Moe. “Tell me where Zeke is, and I promise the mean lady will pull the pointy thing out of your shoulder.”
Moe’s scowl drifted between us. “Man, y’all don’t want it with Zeke the God.”
I remembered Zeke’s piss poor pick up attempt. “If his weak ass game is any indication, I think we’ll be fine.”
“I knew something was off with him,” Adeline said. “Any man that good looking who uses those weak lines has to be up to no good.”
Natalie applied pressure to the knife until Moe blurted, “The Hookah!”
Natalie looked at me. “Familiar with it?”
“It’s a nightclub that caters to hard-heads.”
Natalie snatched her knife from his shoulder. She wiped the blade clean with one of his dreads. Simon must have really been a tech-wizard. One call from Natalie, and he wiped the security footage, then reported a break-in. The call ended with their usual insults.
“You two should work that out,” Adeline said.
Natalie scoffed. “There’s nothing to work out.”
“I’m with Addie,” I said. “You guys need to bone and get it over with.”
“So, about this nightclub,” Natalie said, changing the subject.
“Looks like we have a new spot for Girl’s Night.” I sighed.
“Sounds fun,” Adeline said, “but you two look like wet swamp cats.”
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Natalie wanted me to use a door to travel directly into The Hookah. I dissuaded her by argument of attention. We didn’t want to draw any. Two women showing up in the club without entering through an exterior entrance would have put all eyes on us. An undesired thing when those eyes belonged to violent criminals with firearms. She saw the reasoning in my argument and agreed to take the route of hapless lambs, wandering into a wolf’s den.
My intention was to enter a diner a block away via a bathroom stall. We ended up walking out of the burger joint’s freezer. I was still sorting out the whole portal accuracy thing. My lack thereof led to an unceremonious entrance.
Natalie had busted her butt after slipping on slivers of ice outside the freezer door. That was still better than having a cap bust in her ass. She snagged a double cheeseburger off the food line as reparation for her bruised bottom. The cook was too busy trying to get her number to care about the burger heist. 
Adeline giggled, skipping along behind us. “That bugger was eyeballing ya rear all the way out the door.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t grab me a burger,” I fussed.
“If we stuck around any longer, that guy would have offered me a hot dog,” Natalie said with a mouth full of cheeseburger.
“His hotdog might be preferable to what these knuckleheads might offer you,” Adeline said.
Natalie waved her hand around as she said, ”Siccatum.” 
Dry heat engulfed us and offset the coolness of Adeline’s presence. A brief, but massive, gust brought nose-hair scorching heat. Steam wafted from us. In seconds, we were more than dry. There were definitely upsides to using magic. If not for my hair, you would have never known I was wet.
“Can you do something with my hair?” I asked.
Natalie pulled her hair into a ponytail, giggling as she did so. “Puffy hair looks good on you.”
“Maybe, if we rub it down some,” Adeline said, rubbing her icy hands over my hair. She huffed and placed her fists on her hips. “Nope, ya gonna have to flaunt it.”
Either I underestimated my hair-do or standards around here weren’t high. I was betting on the latter. A block-long gauntlet of catcalling led us to the nightclub. The club itself was an obvious front for something more nefarious. Several gold-toothed, tattoo-covered individuals bypassed the line to walk right in. The bulges at their waistbands weren’t the kind to make a girl happy, either—unless she was an NRA enthusiast. 
Law enforcement neglected this area. This was the neighborhood where they only showed up after the smoke cleared. Here, the lawless ruled.
Natalie shook her head at Adeline’s attempts to step out of people’s way. “Do you always do that?” 
“I don’t like it when people walk through me,” Adeline said.
“Addie feels it’s rude,” I said.
Adeline vanished from our side and reappeared facing us with a hand on her hip. “I don’t see folks walking into ya’ll.”
Natalie smirked. “I’d kick their ass if they did.”
Adeline threw her hands up. “Exactly.”
“They’re frisking people,” I said, nervous about Natalie’s arsenal.
“I got this,” Natalie said. She took me by the hand and strutted up to the bouncer. “Aren’t you a mouthful?”
The bouncer put on his best debonair smile, licking his lips like an 80s rapper. “You ladies packing?”
Natalie winked at him and groped her breasts. “Always.”
“Shid, you my type.” The bouncer grinned. He stepped aside while leering at us hungrily.
Natalie ran her hand across his crotch as we walked by. He repaid the act by palming her ass. This horny exchange kept his mind off searching us. Natalie’s distraction was unexpected. However, I was thankful for it. I had no desire for more violence but would have chosen that over being groped.   
The Hookah was what I expected, rowdy and full of smoke. A handful of hookah booths littered the lounge area. The bulk of the club’s smoke was not tobacco and came from the bar and dancefloor. I was catching a contact high just from breathing. Speakers thumped to the DJ’s chopped and mixed track. The liquor and recreational drug infused crowd fed off the music. Bartenders raced back and forth, hustling out drink orders.
An exclusive carpeted area sat at the club’s rear. Scantily dressed women popped and twerked their assets to entertain the hardheads congregating there. There was a dais centered in the area. A sleazy swamp rat—wrapped in the guise of yummy manliness—sat perched on a wine-colored suede loveseat. 
Zeke’s arms sprawled across the top of his pimpish throne. Two women, who looked like they live by the motto Hot Girl Summer, snuggled under his sculpted arms. Zeke whispered bullshit into their ears, flashing a smile of polished alabaster. He was one of the prettiest thugs I’d ever seen.
“I’m guessing he’s Zeke?” Natalie said, having followed my eyes. 
I gave her a subtle nod.
“I really hope I don’t have to mess his pretty face up,” Natalie said. Something about the look in her eyes told me that statement wasn’t sincere.
We worked across the dance floor. Adeline bitched the entire time about people passing through her. Natalie enjoyed every step. She even aimed for the most congested areas just to piss Adeline off. 
A man with dark shades and a face plastered in prison quality tattoos stepped in front of us. He held up a thick hand in the universal halt pose. “Whoa, lil’ mama.”
I put on my best floozy smile. “We’re here to party with Zeke.” I smiled. “I met him the other night, and he told me to come by for some royal treatment.” 
The man looked us up and down while biting his lower lip. His gold teeth did nothing to add to his sex appeal. He glanced over his shoulder, wondering if he should bother his boss or not.
“Ya know what?” I said. “Fuck it, if it’s gone be all of this. Tell ya boy Imma cuss his ass out when I see him.”
“Hold on, shawty. Ain’t no reason to do all of dat. I was just clownin’ witcha.” The sad excuse of a guard dog let us through, fearing the repercussions of turning away two lovely ladies invited by his boss.
“Didn’t think you had it in you,” Natalie whispered.
I shot her a mischievous grin. “I wasn’t always an accountant.”
Zeke noticed us the second we walked up. He whispered something to the girls sitting with him. They stood and gave us the stink eye before sashaying off. Zeke’s pearly whites made their appearance, partnered with those damned dimples of his.
“I gotta admit, the bastard is good looking,” Adeline said.
“You rocking that natural puff look,” Zeke said. Bastard was acting like he hadn’t set me up to be robbed.
“Not by choice.” I feigned a smile.
“I see you brought a friend.” Zeke licked his lips while sizing up Natalie. “Don’t see many Beckies around here.”
“My name is Natalie, and you’re going to find that there’s nothing Beckyish about me.”
 “I guess we’ll see.” Zeke showed no shame in manspreading us. “What brings you to my humble establishment?”
“You own this place?” I asked.
“Is that so hard to believe?”
“Not as hard as it is to believe you’re some type of gangster,” Natalie said.
“Cher, everyone around here thinks thuggin’ is the way to the top. Times have changed. The marines taught me that finesse and strategy work better than brute force. I came home and paved my own way. Me and my crew didn’t need some lame ass gang name to be respected and feared.” Zeke snapped his fingers and waited for a girl to bring him a drink before continuing. “I can walk into any office in this city and talk business without anyone suspecting a thing. All because I’m educated enough to play the game.”
“You haven’t the slightest clue about what you’ve gotten tangled up in.” I said. Zeke was going to get him and his crew killed. The jury was still out on whether that was a win or not.
 Zeke shot us a cocksure smile. “All I make are money-moves.” 
I folded my arms and scowled. “What was the move on my office for?”
 “Don’t know and don’t care.”
“I can make you care.” Natalie smiled, swaying side to side like a little girl.
 “Yeah, for a couple of Gs.” Zeke leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees.
“We didn’t come here to pay for information,” I said.
“Then you came just to leave, unless you want to pay with something else.” Zeke’s suggestive remark was the spark needed to ignite the firecracker next to me.
“Or we came to kill you,” Natalie said, pulling her gun and pointing it at Zeke faster than any of his men could react.
I scanned the room, counting over two dozen guns trained on us. There was also an alarming lack of partygoers. Come to think of it, the music had stopped. Even the bartenders were gone. The bouncer handed cash to the two women who had been sitting with Zeke. He locked the door behind them. Fucking dimples. Zeke had stalled long enough to clear the place and surround us.
Zeke stood and brushed the wrinkles out of his shirt. “How about you put that down before we ruin your heavenly bodies?”
Natalie didn’t give an inch. “Nothing heavenly about me.”
“Bitch, this the bottom of the map,” Zeke said, nonplussed. “We don’t play no games down here.”
“My bloodline runs a lot farther South than any of you posers have ever been. But don’t worry, you’ll end up there sooner than you think.”
“She’s gonna get ya’ll killed,” Adeline said.
“Okay,” I said, pushing Natalie’s gun down. “No one is going to kill anyone.”
“That remains to be seen,” Zeke said.
“Try me, fuck boy,” Natalie snarled.
“Will the two of you stop antagonizing each other?” I said, my gaze darting between them. Natalie held a hand up in surrender while tucking her gun away.
Zeke erupted into laughter and sat back down. “You were right, ain’t nothing Beckyish about you.”
“How about I tell you what we already know?” I said. “Word on the street is all the local fishermen and mom-and-pop seafood places are being bought or shut down by a guy named Pilgrim.”
Zeke nodded thoughtfully before meeting my eyes. “A few months ago, I saw an ad in the local paper from a guy looking for investors for a business venture. The lack of information had me interested, so I called and set up a meeting. It was some white dude, from up North, named Pilgrim. He talked about changing the city and the world. Said he needed a partner to help mold things to that end. We chopped it up, and he made me an offer.”
“Which was?” I asked.
“Ten-K a month, plus five percent of all monthly earnings. All I had to do was make sure fishermen and restaurant owners played along. If they didn’t, it was my job to encourage them to do so.”
“So, he paid you to boost Willie-T’s business?” I asked.
“Willie-T’s fat ass is just a means to an end.”
“And what about the people who get hurt by all of this?” 
“People get hurt every day.”
“I hope you know you and everyone in this room is already dead,” Natalie growled. “You all died the minute you signed up for this.”
“Thought we were past the dick measuring.” Zeke grinned.
Natalie frowned. “Not what I was talking about, but I would win, hands down.”
“You’re in bed with some dangerous people who have resources you’ve never even dreamt of,” I said.
“Do we look like puppies?” Zeke waved his hand about, motioning to the room of gun totting thugs. “We can handle anything that comes at us.”
“You’re five short,” Natalie said.
“They’re gonna kill us,” Adeline said, as if she wasn’t already dead.
“How’s that?” Zeke asked.
“Moe told us where to find you,” Natalie said. “His loyalty wavered when the pain started. I hope that fat fuck, Willie-T, wasn’t an integral piece to your plan, because his brains are fish chum.”
“The fuck are you talking about?” Zeke was back on his feet again. His suave demeanor hardened to that of a baby faced gangsta.
“Don’t get mad at me,” Natalie said. “Moe and the rest of your boys killed him, then tried to kill us. Come to think of it, we may have been their original targets. They were shitty shots, so who knows? In our defense, we were only protecting ourselves when we killed them.”
“You’re full of shit,” Zeke hissed. “Ain’t no way you two took out five of my men.”
Natalie kept poking the bear. “I took out three, and she damn near obliterated one before kicking Moe’s ass. But for the record, I don’t think you should punish Moe for snitching on you. We aren’t the law and have no interest in your arrest. Also, his arms will never work the same, and he has to live with the shame of two women being the reason for that disability.”
“Before you decide to kill us, just know we didn’t want any of this,” I interjected. “Your boys brought the smoke to us, even tried shooting us in the back with no questions asked.”
“If they let you two take them out, then they deserved it. However, I can’t let Moe’s bitch ass get off without a punishment. He was only supposed to make sure no one bothered Willie-T, not kill him. And his loose lips are unforgivable.”
“If you insist.” Natalie shrugged. “What Taya told you is true. Pilgrim works with someone I have a history with. Someone who has a history of using resources to get what she wants and eliminating deadweight once she gets it. Like it or not, you’re the dead weight.”
Zeke’s confidence was unwavering. “I think we’ll be fine.”
“Do you remember the bombings that were happening in the North East a few months back?” Natalie asked.
Zeke rubbed at his chin pensively. “Some terrorist type shit. News said it was a bunch of crazy ass feminist, but all of them are dead or locked up.” 
“They were expendable, and you’re in bed with the mind that expended them,” Natalie said.
I took a cautious step forward. “She’s telling you the truth. Think of your business and your crew. We’re trying to stop them before the cleanup process starts. Anything you can tell us could help.”
Zeke scanned the room full of eager listeners, awaiting his command. He motioned for everyone to lower their weapons. “They were looking for a key at your office. I offered to handle it, but Pilgrim said he just needed me to run interference. So, I scoped out your routine, let him know when you left, and followed you to the club. Dude never said where he was staying, though.” 
“I guess you’re more than a pretty face,” I said, resisting the urge to smile.
“And you’re more than a cute number cruncher.” Zeke laughed.
I half-grinned and nodded to myself. “So, I’m finding, Zeke. So, I’m finding.”
Zeke moved closer to me in a manner that made my skin flush. “You should probably give me your phone number. You know? Since we’re partners now.”
“No.” I handed him my cell. “But I’ll take yours, just in case.”
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Yesterday’s evening of fighting and negotiation was more than enough action for one day. Natalie wanted to press forward. With no real leads, I felt compelled to discourage her. My cause was further strengthened by the river water stench our clothes carried. Her dryer spell may have gotten rid of the water but did nothing in terms of freshness. It was nice to wake up at home and have some small semblance of normalcy before getting the day started.
Natalie let out a euphoric groan. “God, I missed the South.” 
“We’re gonna need more grits and eggs if you keep eating like that,” Memaw said.
Natalie finished the two spoonfuls she’d shoveled into her mouth. “Grits aren’t a big staple up North. Plus, life hasn’t afforded me a lot of time for breakfast.”
Memaw chuckled as she continued washing dishes. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. That’s why it’s the heaviest.”
“Not everyone should start the day off stuffed.” I giggled.
Memaw turned off the sink and came into the dining room with the dish cloth draped over her shoulder. “Nonsense, ya can’t go through the day, running on that fancy coffee y’all young folks like to drink.”
“A variety in caffeine delivery prevents boredom,” I said in a reminiscent tone.
“Do you have any more cheese?” Natalie asked, fixing another heaping plate of grits, eggs, bacon, and two of Memaw’s homemade biscuits.
I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re not from the South?”
“Where the hell does she put it all?” Adeline asked. She’d been standing at my side, gawking at Natalie.
Memaw used the dish cloth to wave us off. “Oh, ya’ll leave that child alone. Tay, get her some cheese while I go help ya Papaw in the store.” 
Having to interrupt my meal to play servant girl didn’t make me happy. 
Memaw didn’t appreciate my lack of enthusiasm. “Roll ya eyes again, and Imma knock ’em out.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I deflated beneath her stern gaze and hauled myself from the table. 
The peachy complexion of Natalie’s face reddened from the fight to control her giggles. She lost this battle when I gave her the stink eye. It took everything in me to keep from throwing the bag of shredded cheese at her.
“Thank ya, ma’am,” Natalie said in a perfect Southern accent.
“Ya really are one of them fancy lizards, huh?” Adeline asked.
Natalie put her fork down as bewilderment settled on her face. “What?”
“A chameleon,” I said. “She doesn’t like to say the word.”
“Ya know it gets all tangled up in my mouth,” Adeline explained. 
Natalie and I burst into laughter. 
It took her a few seconds for it to click with Natalie. “Ya’ll nasty swamp humps.”
Natalie stifled her laughter and asked, “What’s on today’s agenda?”
“Not sure, but sleeping till ten didn’t help,” Adeline said.
“If Taya didn’t feel two hour-long showers were necessary...” Natalie gave me a wry grin.
“I needed to make sure my hair was clean. Besides, the real holdup was Memaw’s impromptu breakfast. She only fixed it because you’re here.”
“Memaw don’t believe in no late breakfasts,” Adeline said.
Natalie slouched in her chair and began rubbing her belly. “I’m eternally grateful for her hospitality.”
“Let’s see how grateful you are after spending the rest of the day being sluggish,” I said.
“I feel like taking a nap already, but there’s no rest for the weary.” Natalie clapped her hands and sighed. “We should grab the rest of my stuff from the motel, then see what feathers we can ruffle.”
“I guess a change of clothes wouldn’t hurt you,” Adeline said.
“Ouch.” Natalie giggled. “I’m more interested in my guns.”
“How many guns do you have?” I asked.
“Two Scar-H’s, an M4, and another Glock .40.”
“Ya only got two hands, girl,” Adeline said.
Natalie went to put her dishes in the kitchen. I was mulling over our next move when the TV caught my attention. The noon news was covering a story about an early morning fire. I went into the living room to put eyes on what I was hearing.
“Natalie, come here.” 
“What is it?” She asked.
“Scratch picking your stuff up off the list,” I said.
“Son of a bitch!” Natalie cursed, seeing the motel she was in had burned to the ground. “R.I.P. Harold.”
“Who the hell is Harold?” I asked.
Natalie dropped herself on the couch. “The roach in the nightstand. Biggest roach I’ve ever seen, but he kept to himself.”
“Ya kill folks without batting an eye, but ya grieving a roach?” Adeline asked.
“It’s not like I’m a mass shooter...anymore,” Natalie said. “The people I kill now are basically asking me to do it.”
“I highly doubt that,” I said. “How did they know where you were staying?”
“Blood can always find blood.” Natalie grabbed her jacket. “We should probably add some extra warding here just to be safe.”
“Extra?” I frowned.
Natalie lifted her chin toward the wall behind the TV. “Your grandparents have some Voodoo stuff around. I’m not familiar enough with the symbols to know what they do. But I’m sure there for protection. They did a good job of concealing them in the wall paint and molding.”
I not so discreetly scanned the apartment. Nothing jumped out of me or struck me as odd. It was yet another thing I would have to learn about the world of magic. Natalie would help shorten the learning curve for me. She was rough around the edges and far too open to violence. But on my own, it would have taken months to learn what Natalie had taught me in days.
We headed downstairs to the shop. Memaw was checking a woman out. Papaw was helping a gentleman in the back. The man had a few amulets in his hand and looked to be interested in buying some totems. I waited for the lady to finish thanking Memaw and go about her way before bringing up Natalie’s observation.
“Memaw, you guys never told me this place had magical wards.”
“Ya think a Voodoo priest and priestess would live somewhere without protection? We have to keep evil spirits out and make sure nobody can put any bad gris-gris on us. Back in the day, there were plenty of other practitioners who would have jumped at the chance to take us out.”
I slouched and shook my head while sighing. “I feel like such an idiot.”
Memaw reached up and pinched my cheeks with gentle, tired hands. “Baby, don’t beat yaself up. Ya papaw and me are fools for not teaching ya. We didn’t want to force it on ya, when it was clear ya wasn’t interested in it. I can see that was an error on our part, not yours. ”
Memaw’s efforts didn’t dampen my hypercritical self-judgment. “You think with me seeing ghosts, I would have wanted to learn.”
Memaw smiled. “Seeing ghosts just made ya wanna be normal. We couldn’t take that away from ya, knowing life would do it soon enough.”
The chime of the entry bell drew our attention. It was the woman from earlier. Her dark hair swayed in dramatic fashion. Her hips swayed as though she were approaching a hungry lover after a romantic night. My heart rate jacked up, confusing me. I had no interest in being with another woman. Why was I entertaining thoughts of being with her?
“Hi, I forgot to ask if you had any rare items of power?” The woman asked.
“Sorry, baby, we don’t deal in antiquities,” Memaw said.
“Is everything all right?” The woman asked, looking at the intense look Natalie was giving her.
“Natalie, knock it off,” I said.
Natalie remained silent and unblinking. Her attention snapped to the back of the store. Papaw and the man were laughing and looked to be wrapping things up. What the hell was up with her?
“Ya gonna speak ya mind or just be all weird and stuff?” Adeline asked.
The woman’s smile took on an awkwardness, becoming more of a nervous response than a friendly display. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Now, child, that’s enough of that ogling,” Memaw said. “Ya making my customer antsy, and I won’t stand for that.”
“Voodoo magic has always been fascinating to me,” said the man as he and Papaw headed toward the front. “People always talk about magic fueled by the popular gods, like the Norse, the Greek, and the Egyptian pantheons. But the Loa are on a whole other level. They’re not inherently good or evil.”
“They only demand respect,” Papaw said. “Give them that and they’re likely to help ya with any task ya ask of them.”
Natalie’s eyes narrowed at the woman. “Where are you from?”
A condescending frown formed on the woman’s face. “I don’t see how that’s any business of yours.” 
Natalie pulled out her knife. Her white-knuckled grip made it clear she wasn’t making an idle threat. A snarl threatened to form on her face.
“Have ya gone bonkers?” Adeline asked.
To the woman’s credit, she didn’t back down. “You don’t scare me.”
“Natalie, I’m being seri—” My insides fluttered. I flinched at the sound of movement behind some shelves near the far wall.
“What’s going on up here?” Papaw asked.
Natalie slashed her hand open and rubbed her bloody palm up the woman’s face—all in one motion. The blood burned across the woman’s face, embers trailing it. Her dark hair burned away to dirty blonde, her face to that of a younger woman.
“You all have a lot of trinkets in here,” said a man with a familiar accent.
Papaw grabbed his walking stick in a two-handed grip and pointed it at the man like it was a sword. “Who are you?”
The man dipped an imaginary hat. “Everyone calls me Pilgrim.”
“Natty Patty, that wasn’t very nice,” said the woman.
Shimmering, blonde coils of hair draped over her shoulders. They framed a face similar to one I’d become accustomed to. She wore an all-black outfit with a plunging v-neck. The sheer shawl wrapped over her shoulders did little to hide her endearing qualities. Her cleavage was so impressive, I had to shake off a moment of self-consciousness about my own.
“I should have cut that face off of you,” Natalie growled.
The woman fought to keep from doubling over with laughter. “You were always one to let opportunities pass you by. It’s like you prefer doing things the hard way.”
“Fuck you, Mother,” Natalie snarled.
“Still lacking respect.” The woman chuckled.
“Respect this.” Natalie drew her gun and squeezed the trigger. 
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A fraction of a second. That’s all the time Natalie needed to draw her gun and fire. All the time Mara needed to raise her hand. The bullet hung in the space between them. Its rotation slowly came to a halt. 
Mara smiled at the bullet that was only an inch from her face. She was far more stunning than the facade she hid behind earlier. A natural sultriness made her the lover everyone wanted to have. I shook the thought from my head. The desire to be near her came back instantly. Why was I so attracted to her?
“Is this any way to treat your mother?” Mara asked.
“You’re right,” Natalie said. “I should have gone with ‘Fuck you and die.’”
“Adeline, go upstairs,” I said.
Adeline protested. “I can’t leave ya’ll on ya own.”
“And I can’t protect you. Now, go!” My eyes never left our guest.
“Don’t send her away,” Pilgrim said. “Her screams are musical.”
“Now, now, Pilgrim,” Mara said. “There’s no need to be ugly about this. Diplomacy has its uses.”
Papaw kept Pilgrim in his line of sight. “Ya’ll best leave before I make ya.”
“Don’t be so sure of yourself, old man,” said the man Papaw had been helping. His curious tourist look was now dark and dispassionate.
Pilgrim said, running the fingers of one hand along a shelf of candles as he approached the counter. “Art, if Natalie shoots again, kill one of them.”
“Can it be the old man?” Art asked.
Pilgrim gave him a wolfish grin. “If you think you can take him.”
“Papa Bastien isn’t the man he used to be, but I doubt Art would stand a chance,” Mara said. “Mama Bree may be an easier task.”
“Threaten them again, and I’ll kill you all,” I growled.
“Damn right,” Adeline said.
“Addie, I told you to go!” My magic surged. 
Adeline flinched, recoiling from me. My offense couldn’t have been greater if I had struck her. I had to sideline my guilt. Things being as they were, Adeline’s safety was my concern, not her feelings.
“Might I share a proposal before we get into the messy stuff?” Mara asked. “All we want is the key and my daughter. Give us those and we will be on our way.”
Papaw burst into laughter. “Ya just as dumb as ya are pretty.” 
Memaw followed suit. Wiping tears, she doubled over on the counter with laughter. A nervous chuckle broke from me. 
Bewilderment molded creases into Mara’s brow. “What the hell is so funny?”
“You,” I answered. “We’re not going to just hand Natalie over to some horrible death.”
Mara’s nose scrunched in genuine disgust. “I would never kill my daughter. Nor would I stand by while she gets tortured. Pilgrim will do it, but he will be quick about it.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Natalie smiled sarcastically.
Mara acknowledged with a slight bow. “I suppose we could catch her another time. My offer still stands, if you give us the key.”
“Is this the key you’re talking about?” I asked, holding my arm out on display.
Mara’s eyes locked on my tattoo. Her lips pursed while tapping her chin pensively. “That complicates things. I suppose it could still work if we took your arm. Or we could even take the skin.”
I smirked. “You’re welcome to try.”
Mara allowed the bullet to clatter to the floor. “You could join us, but I suppose that’s a no-go.”
Not sure why, but I licked my lips and smiled. “I mean, we can go upstairs and sort things out, if you’d like.”
Natalie slapped the ever-living shit out of me—with her strong hand. “Knock that shit off, Mara,” Natalie snapped.
“Whose side are you on?” I asked, rubbing my jaw.
“Why were you hitting on my mom?” Natalie asked in a rhetorical tone.
“I wasn’t.” My eyes drifted back to Mara’s smiling face. “I was just suggesting we settle this in a more pri—” 
Natalie slapped me again.
“What the shit, Natalie?” I snapped.
“Mara, I’m warning you,” Natalie growled, shoving the gun into Mara’s face.
Mara held her hands both hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t move.” 
Natalie flinched when her mother raised her hands. Despite having a gun aimed at Mara, she was still wary of her. A testament to how dangerous Natalie felt her mother was. That said a lot. 
Natalie spoke without lowering her gun. “You don’t have to move to spin people.”
“What are you talking about?” I slurred. The ache in my jaw was finally fading.
“Spinning is the witchy version of enthralling,” Natalie answered. “My mother specializes in spinning up orgies.”
Mara made her eyebrows jump, gave me a naughty smile, then winked. Pilgrim and Art thought this was hilarious. Mara’s attention drifted beyond me. Papaw was like a Loa when it came to respect. And the look in Mara’s eyes paid him his due.
The thrums of power in the room intensified. Natalie must have sensed it as well. She swung her aim at Art and fired. He bucked and screamed as a bullet tore through his shoulder. Papaw yelled something in Creole. My hair whipped into my face as an unseen force zipped by. It took Mara off her feet and sent her skidding across the floor.
I rolled over the counter and grabbed Memaw. My intent was to get her out of the war zone. Art blocked our path. His right shoulder hung limp, bleeding all over the floor. He flung a blast of magic at us. I shielded us and reeled. The impact knocked me off balance, forcing Memaw to steady me. Natalie tackled Art from our path. Blood trailed them, because she was stabbing him...repeatedly.
Memaw and I made it to the stairs where a hard-headed Adeline appeared. I handed Memaw off to her. “Get her upstairs and keep her safe.”
I spun to assess the situation. Papaw braced himself with his walking stick. A translucent pulse of power surrounded him. Pilgrim’s assault pounded against it. Natalie came crawling from under a pile of broken shelves and jars. Mara was clamoring back to her feet. This made Papaw my top priority, which made the necromancer my primary target. 
Pilgrim deflected my first blast of magic with ease. He didn’t let up on Papaw, showing me zero respect. Guess he didn’t feel I was worth the worry. I aimed to change that. My second blast packed a wallop Pilgrim wasn’t expecting. This time, his shield shattered into flares of multi-colored light. He flew through shelves of figurines and blessed oils. 
Pilgrim emerged with his power reverberating through the air. He snarled like a madman. Veins revealed themselves around his eyes. Based on personal experience, he must have been absorbing souls for decades. Instinct and sensibility told me I was nowhere near his power level. My thoughts shot to Art. I couldn’t speak to what kind of magic-wielder he was. But his soul would give me a much-needed boost.
I probed the room with tendrils of magic, searching for Art’s soul. They slithered around his essence with ease, then it vanished. Not because I absorbed it, but because something tore it from my grasp. An unfamiliar sensation filled the room. I could still tell it was Art’s soul, but it was wrong. Like it was his but not his.
Pilgrim snickered. “Have to be quicker than that.” 
Papaw went to slam his cane down. Art, bloodied and undead, struck Papaw in the back of the head. I was there a blink later. Unleashing a can of whoop ass on what was essentially a zombie wasn’t what I imagined. Art traded blow for blow with me. If not for magic, the fighting corpse would have overwhelmed me. 
My fist connected under Art’s jaw with bone crushing force. His head snapped back, unleashing a spray of congealing blood and teeth. I ended my combo with a power jab to his chest. Art’s soul flew out of his back. His body dropped like a sack of rotting potatoes. Even stranger, he accepted his fate. Going peacefully with his eyes closed, arms open, and a smile on his face.
Eager for the boost, I pulled Art’s soul in. A bomb went off in my head. Tears filled my eyes. Blood leaked from my nose. The time between me standing and hitting the floor failed to exist. My eyes rolled back. Uncontrolled spasms made my body rigid. I would have taken Marlowe’s tortured soul a hundred times over to end this brain skewering agony. A small world-shattering eternity expired. My vision cleared and the deafening garble in my ears gained clarity.
Natalie called out to me over her shoulder. “Taya, can you hear me?”
While I was down from a lesson, I couldn’t seem to grasp, Natalie had closed the distance to Pilgrim. She was much better at this than I was. Pilgrim’s arms had the cuts to prove it.
“I’m...good.” My legs carried me to Papaw before dropping me at his side. “Papaw.” 
Papaw groaned out an incoherent response. He clung to consciousness by a gossamer. Blood wept from a cut on the back of his head. A concussion was likely the internal result of his blow. A belief strengthened by his eyes going in and out of focus.
Natalie’s body squeaked on the floor as she slid by. Pilgrim was in hot pursuit. I pounced and horse collared him. Momentum made it easy to fling him toward the counter. I caught him with a crackling orb of lavender light. Pilgrim’s back met the edge of the counter, and the orb met his chest. It sent him flipping over the counter. 
Mara’s curvaceous figure came into view. “Enough!” Her voice was a booming echo, tearing through the shop. Every trinket in the store rattled. Power came off her in waves, completely obliterating the counter. The concussive launched me back amongst a debris field of wood and money.
 The onslaught of Mara’s power continued. It pawed at me, refusing to leave me be. Fatigue made my muscles burn and quake from trying to stand. Getting to all fours was a task. To get to my feet would be an odyssey. And I didn’t have anywhere near the time Odysseus had. Art’s booby-trapped soul and fatigue shoved the ramifications of failure into my mind. Then my favorite Voodoo priest showed up.
“Ya ass shoulda left when ya had the chance,” Papaw said, his staff poised in front of him. Power rippled from him like August heat off asphalt. 
“Time has passed you by, old man.” Mara let out an amused giggle.
Papaw wavered, using his staff to balance himself. The staff was also the focal point of his magic. Mara’s taunt rang true. Exertion soaked Papaw’s shirt with sweat. A subtle tremble quaked through his legs, rekindling my fight to stand. My knee buckled the instant I put pressure on it.
Pilgrim found my frail state amusing. “The mighty legacy of Papa Bastien.”
Natalie flew in out of nowhere and leveled Pilgrim with an elbow. A beat later, she had a knife to her mother’s throat. Mara halted her attack, allowing Papaw to release his defense. The Great Mother smiled at her neglected daughter. And the neglected daughter smiled back.
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Mara’s eyes filled with reverence. She held her chin high to keep Natalie’s blade from slicing into her delicate neck. “You treacherous little minx. That’s my girl.”
“I was never your girl,” Natalie hissed. “You’ve done nothing but use me. To you, I was nothing more than a weapon to be used at your discretion.”
Mara sighed. “Lies of a broken heart. Who was it that fed you milk from her breast? Who rocked you to sleep, singing sweet lullabies? Mended your wounds when you fell? Baked cookies with you every Saturday? Taught you to always hold your head high?”
Natalie applied pressure with the knife. Mara pressed her back against Natalie. It was the only way for her tender neck to resist the bite of the blade.
Fire raged in Natalie’s eyes. “Those were deceptions used to prime me for the years of torturous training. You took a little girl who loved butterflies and twisted her. Made her a monster who pulled the wings off butterflies. A fiend who took pleasure in watching them writhe around, dying.” Natalie sniffled at the remembrance of a childhood destroyed. “Why? How could you do that to me?”
“I made you strong!” Emotion flared in Mara’s eyes, but compassion and remorse didn’t make the cut. “You live and breathe because of me. Without my efforts, you would have been dead a thousand times over.”
“A thousand deaths don’t even scratch the surface of how many times I’ve died. You made me torture and kill myself to prove my love and devotion.” Natalie’s voice cracked.
I knew what Natalie didn’t. A realization that broke my heart. The daughter lacked the resolve to kill the mother.
“And you did it because of the strength I instilled in you,” Mara said. 
The familial argument continued. I used the heart-breaking moment to check on Papaw. His grip on his walking stick was shaky. I wrapped an arm around his waist and braced his body against mine. Now that I was next to him, I could hear he was mumbling a prayer. Power still emanated from his staff. Physically, he was faltering. This was reinforced by the amount of help he needed to stand. A result of him continuing to amass power in his staff. 
“Stop with all of your whining and do what you came to do.” Mara grabbed Natalie’s wrist and pressed. 
A scarlet rivulet welled over the knife’s edge. Natalie brought an abrupt end to her mother’s attempted suicide. She snatched the blade from Mara’s throat and shoved her away. Natalie had talked about finding her mother and ending her. Instead, her mother found her and was willing to give her what she wanted. But Natalie was incapable of accepting it. 
Natalie dragged an arm across her face to dry her tears. She shook her head and backed away from Mara. I imagine shock and disbelief plagued her. Feelings triggered by her inability to fulfill what she had set out to do.
“Such a waste.” Mara grimaced in disgust. She raised a hand and released a blast of rippling magic. It jettisoned Natalie from her feet. Her limp body clipped me as she flew by. The impact tore me away from Papaw. 
A massive crash reverberated through the floor. I glanced over my shoulder at the trail of destruction. It led to a small crater in the wall, bordered by a web of cracks. Natalie lay in a heap on the floor beneath it. She didn’t move, and I wondered if she was alive. My attention shot back to Papaw.
The ghost of his younger self stood, superimposed over the old man who had raised me. Even from behind, I could tell it was the version of him I’d seen in the dreamscape. The purple robe shadowing the sweaty shirt of his current self. 
Mara’s hair flowed in an imperceptible breeze. “Give us the girl, or her arm, and we’ll leave this dreadful place standing.” 
“Ya not gone touch another hair on my grandbaby’s head.” 
Pilgrim shot to his feet and prepared an attack. A blast of purple and white magic shot from Papaw’s staff. It slammed into Pilgrim, hurling him to the front of the store.
Mara let out an indignant scoff. “Was that supposed to be intimidating?”
Papaw rushed her, catching us all off guard. He covered the distance like someone had sprayed his joints with WD-40. The ghost of his younger self had renewed his vigor. Papaw’s walking staff was now a weapon being used in violent twirls. 
Mara was stronger than she looked. She deflected Papaw’s strikes with her arms. Papaw gained the upper hand with a cross strike to Mara’s head. The blow left her sprawled out on the floor. Papaw twisted, raising his walking stick like a golf club. I imagined him yelling, “Fore!” He even pivoted his hips to follow through with his swing. The stick collided with Mara’s side. An explosion of magic sent the witch airborne across the store. She thudded to the floor a good twenty feet away and lay motionless. 
Papaw limped toward Mara, chastising her the whole way. “Folks like ya ain’t never satisfied. Enough is never enough. Ya just spread misery and sop the world dry.” His younger ghost began to fade. His strength dwindled back to a man nearing seventy. “Never took pleasure in snuffing ya kind out. Guess that’s why the lawd blessed us with Josephine.” Papaw raised his staff and brought it down.
Mara broke from her possum act and rolled clear. The floor and foundation shattered beneath Papaw’s staff. Mara retaliated with a blast of crackling magic. Papaw flew upward, then arched down. He hit the floor with an awkward thud and rolled to a rest. His spectral younger self dissipated like smoke.
“Jean-Pete, or are you still calling yourself Papa Bastien?” Mara waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Your daughter shared the same weakness as you. The unwillingness to do what it takes.” She got to her feet and sighed. “So intent to do good in a shit world that you crippled your ability to protect it. Sure, you make friends and allies, but you never had the individual strength to hold the line. Even when Josephine married Marcus, they still weren’t enough. He was a superb hunter, to say he was self-made. They may have been able to stop me, if not for their unwillingness to sacrifice what they loved most.”
A roar ripped from me. Rage unlike any I’d felt before roiled within me. Part of me wanted her dead for implying I was the reason my parents died. The other half of my anger turned inward. Had I gotten my parents killed? Were they dead because they tried to save me? 
I lashed out in an emotional driven craze. Mara avoided my strikes with ease. She slapped away my punches. Nimble feet carried her out of my kicks’ paths. I over-extended trying to land a punch. What she was doing never registered. Mara swept one of my wild punches across my body. She hit me with a power shot to the stomach. My insides gave. Coppery saltiness filled my mouth. I dropped to my knees coughing up blood.
“You have your mother’s fighting spirit.” Mara kicked me in the face hard enough to knock me on my back. “If it’s of any consolation, your parents’ death and the devastation of this shithole city were never my aim. They were just inconsequential consequences of being in my way. I burned an immense amount of magic to whip up that storm and still didn’t find what I needed.”
I tried to raise a hand. Mara held her palm above me, using my magic to pin me. She flicked her free hand, forcing my right arm out to the side. 
Mara’s cool demeanor returned. “None of this would have happened if they’d let you drown. In a way, I did you a favor. What kind of parents leave their child alone during a Cat5 hurricane?” A sword of flickering flames sprung from the grasp of her free handle. “Hold still and it’ll be a clean cut. I’d prefer not to cauterize it. But when in a pinch, we use what we have.”
Despite my defiant stare, I was a frail tree shaken by storm winds. My leaves had taken flight in the wind, leaving me bare. I could already feel the heat of her blade searing through muscle, bone, and sinew. Memories of me working out with one arm filled my head. The gracelessness of wiping myself with my left hand.
Mara raised the sword above her head, ready to make my fears a reality. I squinted, but not from fear of what was about to happen. Brilliant shimmers of light rippled above us. Light cascaded across the ceiling and walls. 
Mara’s sword vanished. She snarled in outrage. Panic filled her eyes. “I suppose I’ll have to take the long road.” Mara smiled.
 The faint crackle of magic split the air. Mara and Pilgrim vanished.
I hurried to Papaw’s side. His eyes didn’t open to meet my tear-slicked face. Memaw rushed down the stairs as fast as her tired legs could carry her. She had a bloody dishrag bandaging her hand. Adeline vanished from behind Memaw and appeared at my side. 
“Thank Legba. The protection spell worked,” Memaw said, her voice cracking.
“Papaw,” I cried. 
“Papa Loko, please put ya healing hands on Jean-Pete,” Memaw sobbed.
Papaw remained unresponsive, his breathing shallow. He had never looked so weak, so fragile, before. Guilt would devour me if he didn’t make it. This was all my fault. I wasn’t strong enough to protect myself or him. All of this, at the hands of the woman responsible for the death of my parents and countless others.
Natalie stirred, slowly returning to consciousness. Remnants of broken bottles and vials fell from her. Dust from the fractured wall sprinkled her. Natalie pushed to her knees, then toppled into a sitting position. She stared at Papaw’s still form. Tears ran down her grime covered face. 
Natalie’s eyes met mine, and she found words to speak. “I’m so sorry...”
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An ambulance arrived at the shop within ten minutes of me calling. An unusually quick response for this part of town. The driver was an older man who said Memaw’s work helped his marriage survive. He and the other EMT stabilized Papaw before transporting him to the hospital. 
It was a long, emotional night for everyone. Natalie kept to herself and avoided my gaze. A fierce fighter and confident ass-kicker turned into a lost puppy, hoping to be petted. 
It took twenty-two stitches to close Memaw’s palm. The result of a self-inflicted cut to draw blood for an offering to the Loa, Papa Legba. Her offering earned a blessing of protection for the store. The shimmer I saw cascading the interior of the shop. It protected the building from outside threats and trapped any threats within it. Mara broke her attack off for fear of spending eternity trapped in my grandparents’ store.
“This is all my fault.” I sobbed, caressing Papaw’s hand. It broke me to see him laying there with wires hooked up to him. Age never diminished Papaw’s ability to exhume strength. He looked so frail now.
“Don’t do that.” Memaw gave my shoulder a few comforting squeezes. “Ya Papaw knew what he was doing.”
Her words only made me cry harder. “He could have died.”
Memaw wrapped an arm around me. “And he would do it again, if it meant giving you time.”
I twisted to face her. “Time for what?”
“For ya to embrace yo responsibility.” Memaw used her thumb to wipe a tear from one of my puffy eyes. “Possessing magic goes beyond protecting ya own. Ya mother knew this, but she grew up with magic and both feet in the religion. You never knew about one and had no interest in the other.”
“What...what if I’m not strong enough?” This was one of many doubts I had about myself.
“You’sa Freeman, there’s fire in ya blood. Yo bloodline has survived slavery and the Klan. Freeman’s have been a pillar in the community through every trial and tribulation this country could throw at it. Strength is something ya got plenty of.”
“Mama and Daddy couldn’t beat her. How can I?”
“Josephine and Marcus chose you above all else.” Memaw pulled me in for a hug. “Their little inspiration for every breath they took. They chose ya over the fight. Chose ya over the city and its people. Right or wrong, it was the choice any loving parent would make.”
My parents’ love for me was their undoing. The defenders of New Orleans failed her when she needed them most. All because they chose their frightened child over the countless lives the city held. They chose their love for me, and that love got them killed. 
I needed to punch something. To make something feel the anger I felt towards myself. Everyone fell down this rabbit hole at least once in their life. Emotion overruled rational thought, and I did what hurt people do.
“Addie, I need you to see if Natalie is still in the waiting room and bring her ass here,” I said. Adeline shimmered away without questioning the motive behind my demand.
Memaw shook a finger at me. “Taya Freeman, don’t go kickin’ a dog that’s already.”
I stood and began pacing the floor. “She knew. She had to know.”
Memaw stood, favoring her bandaged hand. She used her good hand to lean on Papaw’s bed. “Don’t matter if she did or didn’t. Ain’t nothing ya can do to hurt that child more than she already is.”
“We’ll see about that,” I muttered.
“Imagine what it’s like for her, trying to bring peace to a world she has brought so much pain to. To be held captive by her past. To realize she can’t be free until buries her past. To walk away from the life she built to rid herself of that burden, then falter when it’s time. You think it’s easy for her to watch others pay the price for that? Ever wondered what it’s like for her? She came all this way to realize how much she loves the thang that binds her to all that misery. Every decent child loves they mama and ain’t nothing can change that.”
“I don’t care about...” Adeline materialized through the door with Natalie opening it a moment later. 
The beat of my heart pounded in my ears. Sweat dampened my palms. Every breath I took came in heaves. Our eyes met, sending waves of heat from my skin. The audacity of her to meet my gaze after cowering from it for hours. 
Natalie’s red nose and puffy eyes matched my own. It was like we were having a contest of self-loathing. I didn’t give a damn about how many tears she had shed or her feelings. I was madder than a gator with a toothache.
“I guess we should get some things squared away,” Natalie said, while hugging herself.
“Ya fucking right, we do.” I grabbed her by the hand and dragged her to the closet.
Memaw tried to scold me. “Taya, ya bet not—”
Memaw’s words fell on deaf ears. The key lit up the second I touched the closet’s door handle. I jerked it open and shoved Natalie through. She face-planted in the dirt. Her recovery was downtrodden, slow, and pitiful.
“Addie, stay here with them,” I said, then stepped through, closing the door behind me.
Natalie got to her feet and squinted at our surroundings. “Where are we?”
I hit her with a right hook, knocking her back on her ass. “Jazzland.”
Six Flags New Orleans, or Jazzland, was my favorite place to go as a child—pre-Katrina. Popcorn, funnel cakes, foot-long corn dogs, the smells of fun. They were all washed out by the storm and its flood waters. Today, it was just another musky breeding ground for mold and rodents. 
The gift shop we entered through was a desiccated husk of what it once was. A place of fond memories with my parents was barely even a shadow of its former self. It was probably for the best. Because I was about to turn it into a punishment ring.
Natalie licked her busted lip. “Smart choice. Acres and acres of abandoned land to work with. No witnesses around, or at least none with any credibility.”
“Tell me you didn’t know about my parents,” I snarled. “Lie to my fucking face so I can knock ya goddamn teeth out.”
“It’s weird how your accent comes through when you’re being emotional,” Natalie teased.
“Tell me!”
“I can’t!” Natalie yelled, throwing her hands up and letting drop limp at her sides. “I wasn’t sure if she had a direct hand in their deaths, but it didn’t matter. The storm was all her doing, so she was still responsible.”
Natalie told the truth, despite the consequences. She created a shield to protect herself. My blast of magic slammed into the cambion a half-breath later. Natalie’s shield took the brunt of the blow, then shattered. She stumbled back until she caught her balance.
“Why did you keep that from me?” I asked, more hurt than I was angry.
“Do you remember your grandfather holding a big ass knife to my throat and threatening to lob my head off?”
“You’ve had ample time to tell me since then.”
I darted across the distance between us. Natalie ate another uncontested hook. I followed through with a body shot that buckled her knees. Natalie caught herself with one hand, coughing and gagging. She took a knee to try and gather herself.
I stood over her. A vat of emotions bubbled within me. “Are you really helping me?”
Natalie stood and spit out a glob of crimson mucus. “I’ve saved your ass twice over.”
I showed her my tattoo. “Maybe you were trying to get close enough to get the key.”
Natalie cradled her stomach and got up. “I’ve had plenty of opportunities to cut your arm off.”
“Did you set my Papaw up?” I snarled, tossing an errant blast of magic past her.
Natalie backpedaled from my advance. “Why would I help you learn to use your magic if I wanted to betray you?”
“You are what the situation requires you to be.” I flung another blast at her feet. She skittered back to avoid having her toes blown off.
“I got my ass kicked too,” Natalie pleaded.
Magic pulsed around my fist, giving off a soft lavender glow. “You had a knife to her fucking throat. All you had to do was kill her. It’s not like killing isn’t easy for you.”
“I couldn’t!” Natalie dropped to her knees, sobbing like a child. “You think I didn’t want to? I fucking hate her. I hate her! All I want is for her to die, to be free of her. But she’s my mother.”
Natalie’s last statement resonated with me. My anger diminished. Seeing how damaged and conflicted Natalie was gave me perspective. Against Mara, she wasn’t some kick-ass-take-names-later fighter. She was a daughter, facing an abusive mother who—despite it all—she still loved.
“You should have trusted me enough to tell me. The same way I’ve trusted you not to get me killed.” Natalie nodded while cleaning her face with the sleeve of her jacket. “We need to figure out our next move.”
Natalie shook her head and said, “Not yet.”
“Why not?”
Natalie sprung up and took a swipe at me with her knife. I stepped back to avoid the blade and lunged away to avoid her second knife. A gossamer of fire sat on the tip of my nose. Upon examination, my finger returned with a thin coat of red on it. My eyes fell to the knives she held and drifted up to the grin on her face.
This bitch had tossed gas on an open flame.
Natalie’s knives became metallic flickers as they zipped back and forth. I bobbed and weaved, countering whenever an opening presented itself. None of my counters deterred her. Natalie was relentless. Her lethal speed and aggressiveness denied me the chance to use magic. The pain of the cut on my nose revisited me on my shoulders and arms. 
I wished I had Papaw’s compact machete to use. Two of them would have been even better. Natalie gave ground when I swung at her again. It was necessary to avoid the luminous lilac-colored blade in my hand. I marveled at the two blades I held in my hands. Physical manifestations of my magic. My thoughts brought to life. A grin split my face. And I went on the attack.
“Yield!” Natalie dropped her knives and closed her eyes. 
My blade stopped centimeters from her neck. I leaned in close and spoke into her ear. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t take your head, then kick it all over this place.”
“Because I’m an outstanding teacher. And kicking it around would be morbid, even for me.” She had the nerve to laugh. Her looney toon’s attack was another sink-or-swim lesson that almost got her killed.
I frowned. “You are seriously messed up.”
Natalie shrugged. “You’ve met my mother, and I’ve told you about my father.”
“I could have killed you.”
“Glad to hear you say that. Easy or not, killing comes with the territory. Not every fight will allow time or space to fling magic. Now, you know how to create melee weapons. Combine both techniques and you’ll be more effective in any situation.”
I released my magic, allowing the blades to vanish. Natalie retrieved her knives. A smile grew on my face. She had given me further insight into my powers and did so despite my accusations and assault. Natalie may have had her issues, but I couldn’t deny it. She was on my side and doing what she could to help me and my interest.
 “I’m sorry about your grandfather. Sorry for letting you down.” Natalie hung her head and sighed. “Is it sad I still don’t think I could kill her?”
“I’ll take care of that for you,” I said while throwing an arm around her. “Because what are friends for?”
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Natalie took my vent session like a champ. No matter what her mother thought of her, the edgy brunette was one tough cookie. We hugged it out, then I brought us to my grandparents’ apartment. Life taught me the easiest way to find the top is to follow the money.
I sighed in frustration and clicked to the next page in the ledger. “Whoever handled Willie-T’s books did a good job of making it all look legit.”
“These are all the digital financials Simon found,” Natalie said. She scooted closer and to see the screen. “All I see are dollar signs and numbers.”
“There aren’t any inconsistencies in the numbers.” I scrolled through a few more invoices. “Everything is so neat and meticulous. I haven’t seen anything this pristine since studying examples from the Big 3 accounting firms.”
Natalie slumped back on the couch. “Is that normal?” 
I shrugged. “I suppose it’s not abnormal. What I find odd is this was all handled in-house. I haven’t come across any documentation showing that a third-party firm has done anything with them.”
“Don’t third parties handle audits?” Natalie asked, showing she knew a little something.
“They do, when you make this kind of money. It keeps you honest and eliminates discrepancies that could lead to a tax nightmare.”
“The books have been cleaned?”
“You do a good job of playing stupid,” I said, cutting her a playful look.
“I’m a quick study and have picked up a little about a lot over the years.” 
Natalie smirked. “Pick up anything that can help us over the hump? Because right now, we’re at a dead end.”
Natalie rested her elbows on her lap. “Can we check Willie-T’s paper trail?”
“I’m gonna say no since his brains are currently being picked off the pier by the gulls.” I sighed. “Cops probably have the place locked down and have confiscated the computers and paperwork from the fishery and from Willie-T’s house.”
“Makes sense.” Natalie nodded.
The vibration of my cellphone echoed through the table. I mentally cursed when I saw the hospital’s name on the caller ID. My little tantrum and sleuthing had caused me to lose track of time. 
What if Papaw...I discarded that thought and answered the phone. “Is everything okay?”
“Ya Papaw had an episode,” Memaw said. “He’s fine now. Doctors said it was a mild stroke. But don’t fret, Jean-Pete is a stubborn ole mule.”
I fought to keep from crying, but my voice cracked. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
“What’s wrong?” Natalie asked.
“Child, take care of what ya doin’,” Memaw said. “Addie can hold the fort down till y’all get back. Besides, ain’t nothin’ y’all can do here but sit and worry. I’ll let ya know if Papaw wakes up.”
Natalie scooted to the edge of her seat. “Is Papa Bastien...”
“No, but he had a mild stroke,” I said. “He’s stable but hasn’t woken up.”
Memaw continued talking me out of going. After accomplishing that, she had to stop me from crying. Natalie was supportive and rubbed my back. Memaw poured on the encouragement only a grandmother could give. I was an emotional wreck and pissed about it. Memaw needed a rock. Instead, she had to console me.
I dried my eyes and finished the last of my sniffles. “Sorry for not being stronger.”
“Stop that nonsense,” Memaw said. “Ya got the strength of N’awlins in ya. Now, go handle ya business. Ya Papaw is gone be just fine.”
“Yes ma’am.” We said our goodbyes before tears returned to my eyes.
Natalie placed her hand on mine. “Taya, I’m—”
“Don’t.” I pulled in a breath and blew it out. “I was wrong for blaming you, wrong for being mad about Mara. I wouldn’t have been able to kill my mama, either. Truth be told, I’m the guilty one. If I had focused more on Voodoo and embraced my magic, instead of pouting about it, I could have done more to protect them, to protect us.”
“The past is the past,” Natalie said. “Beat yourself up about it later. Right now, we need to focus on beating those responsible.”
“Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I know whose ass we’re going to kick this time.” I drug my finger across the laptop’s track to highlight a name. “M. LaRue was the fisheries accountant. His name is on all the financial docs.”
Natalie’s shoulders slouched. “Kicking the shit out of a bookworm isn’t much fun. They cry a lot and make piss poor opponents.”
I rolled my eyes and grinned. “Not everything has to be life threatening.”
“What is life if it doesn’t get your blood flowing?” Natalie giggled. 
I ignored her and focused on the TV.
“Are you giving me the silent treatment now?” Natalie asked.
A story about an organization was on. The Dream of Mystics’ donations had helped restore one of the city’s eyesores. They turned the site into The Historical Museum of Mysticism. A dedication to fabled magic of the world and city.
“You have got to be fucking me.” Natalie breathed.
“You left out ′kidding,’” I said, still staring at the TV.
“What?” Natalie asked. She did this absentmindedly as she stood and walked over to stand in front of the TV.
“Never mind.” I shook my head. “I guess we have another piece to the puzzle now.”
Mara stepped up to the mic on the podium. “Thank you.” She smiled and put on her best bullshit pageantry wave for the cheering crowd. “It is our honor and pleasure to present the world with a place where they can experience the rich history of New Orleans’ myth and magic.”
“This is unbelievable,” I muttered.
“She’s mastered the art of in-plain-sight,” Natalie grumbled.
“She’s been here all this time.”
Natalie frowned. “What do you mean by ‘all this time?’”
“The Dream of Mystics is a Mardis Gras krewe that’s been around since I was a kid. They’ve done tons of charity work over the years. Plus, their floats are unbelievable.”
“Only nomags find magic unbelievable,” Natalie said with a wry grin. “This is all a strategic move.”
I wasn’t following her logic. “She’s giving a speech at a grand opening made possible by one of the most prestigious organizations in the city. How is that strategic?”
“It’s the perfect shield,” Natalie explained.
“Sorry, but I’m not following.”
Natalie took a deep breath. “You say this group is popular, yet not once have you seen my mother. She didn’t want to be seen. There was no advantage to it. She could have gotten anyone to do this press conference. This move grants her the protection of the city. There’s no way we can go after her head-on. The worst villains are the ones who use the ignorance of good people as protection.”
“She just became a public figure, and public figures are hard to touch,” I said.
“Exactly. The only bright side is that we don’t have to worry about any more personal visits.” Natalie flopped onto the couch, frowning and shaking her head.
I folded my arms, shifting my weight to one foot. “Something tells me that bright side isn’t so bright.”
“It means she’ll send others after us,” Natalie said.
“Pilgrim is strong and more knowledgeable with necromancy, but I can take him.”
Natalie’s lips thinned. “He’s knowledgeable, but not stronger. Your level of magic exceeds his. My best guess is that the key amplifies it. I felt it during the fight. I’m sure he did too. It’s why he dipped into his well of magic to bring Art back, then booby trapped his soul in case you absorbed it.”
I rubbed the back of my neck in remembrance of the painful event. “Shit was like a cerebral explosion that threatened to burst out of my skull.”
Natalie had that weight-of-the-world look again. “Sloppy teaching on my part. I’ve never seen it done, nor do I know how it’s done. However, I knew it was possible and should have warned you about it.” 
I shrugged her off. “Life lessons are the best lessons.”
“True, but that lesson could have killed you or turned you into a vegetable. I just need you to keep the same energy you had when you decided to take your frustrations out on me. When shit goes bad, in this world, it goes really bad, and the frequency of cluster bombs has been escalating for the past year.”
Resignation set in and I agreed. “You’re right.”
 I drifted into thought, contemplating her words. I was in a different type of jungle. Relentless and unforgiving reached all new heights. My own experiences reinforced the lessons Natalie had been trying to drill into me. I just needed to figure out a way to survive without becoming the monster I sought to stop.
“Pilgrim is the key to reaching my mother,” Natalie said.
“No.” I stood and turned the TV off. “We stick with the plan and follow the money. The money will lead us to everything else.” I frowned at the cheesy grin on Natalie’s face. “What is it now?”
“Just glad to see you taking charge.”
I bit back a grin. “I need you to call your Simon. Have him find Mr. LaRue’s address and any up-to-date photos of the house and interior layout.”
Natalie straightened and gave me a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”
Natalie did as I asked. Her werewolf friend was heading to a business meeting. He needed an hour before he could provide us with the requested information. I packed some clothes and personal items for Memaw while we waited. 
“Ask the hound to do one thing, and suddenly he’s busy,” Natalie fussed.
I tossed the strap of the duffle bag across my shoulder. “The two of you should really work that out.”
“Nothing to work out.”
“Okay,” I chortled, then used the front door to take us to the hospital.
Papaw’s status hadn’t changed. If not for the hospital and medical equipment, I would have thought he was sleeping. Adeline wasn’t happy about being relegated to guard duty again. I kissed my grandparents goodbye, then used the closet to get back to the apartment.
Natalie was on the couch looking at my laptop. “Simon sent over the information we needed.”
I sat next to her to see what had her attention. “He got all of this in an hour?”
“Just what he could pull from laptops and security cams. The old dog is clutch when needed.” There was something to Natalie’s smile. A girly innocence to it. There was definitely something there, whether or not she knew it.
“And these are photos from inside the house now?” 
Natalie gave me a playful nudge with her shoulder. “I told you he was good.”
Not only did Simon get us photos of the house’s interior, he also provided us with video feeds. The angles only provided a partial view of the space. It was still enough to give me a feel for the house.
I continued scanning the video feeds. “I don’t know what’s more terrifying, him being a werewolf, or his ability to hack.”
“The combination of the two makes him terrifying,” Natalie muttered.
“A cyber savvy werewolf.” It was hard to say that without laughing. “Now, let’s go visit a fellow number cruncher.”
I activated my magic. The key ignited on my arm with the soft lavender glow. We entered LaRue’s home via a hall closet. Red lights flashed. An alarm wailed. Then the gunfire started.
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A full-blown security team burst into the room with guns blazing. Hot lead zipped by, forcing us into cover. The element of surprise favored them. Silenced gunfire reigned as the alarm stopped wailing. How they knew we were here didn’t matter. What did matter was they had us pinned down. 
“Follow the money...na-na-na,” Natalie teased.
“How was I supposed to know he’d have armed security?” I asked. “Let’s talk about your boyfriend missing the damned alarm system.”
Natalie punched me in the shoulder. “He’s not my boyfriend, and the security system had to be triggered by magic. It’s the only way to explain how fast they were on us.”
The house was a beautiful two-story home, straight out of Better Home & Garden. Its security team didn’t care two shits about its elegance. Killing us was their top priority. Bullets were tearing the place to shreds. We had taken cover behind a partition wall. The decorative structure was taking a pounding. 
Natalie had a wild look of excitement in her eyes. “They are really fucking this place up.”
I flinched as a bullet punched through above us. “You’re insane.”
“It’s the crowd I hang with.” Natalie giggled. 
I could only assume she was talking about Chase Ambrose and Simon. Things really had changed if this was the stuff Chase was into. “How many?”
Natalie risked a glance. “Six and they’re getting closer.”
The whispered staccato of gunfire continued. Bullets struck the wall with more force. They chiseled away at the top of the wall. Then I remembered Natalie was packing. “Are you going to shoot back?”
“I lost my gun when some hoodlum jumped me in an amusement park.” The crazy bird was still giggling as she said this. Natalie pulled out one of her knives.
A bullet punched through just above my head. I winced as dust and bits of sheetrock showered me. “Knife to a gunfight?”
Natalie looked me up and down and said, “It’s more than you brought.” 
I rolled my eyes. “I’ve got an idea, but we’ll have to be quick.”
“Let’s get the party started.” Natalie unsheathed her other knife.
“Close your eyes.” I turned and pressed my palms against the wall. Magic crackled around my hands. My blast of magic acted as a claymore. The partition wall exploded outward. A shower of sheetrock debris and splintered wood gave us cover. Surprised screams replaced the gunfire.
Natalie vanished into the debris cloud like a ninja. I did the same, bashing the first silhouette I saw with a shield of magic. A second hit rendered him motionless. I released the shield to conceal my position and darted away.
Muzzle fire illuminated my next target. Firing blindly made it easy to swipe the guard’s rifle up. I landed a punch to his armpit and another to the other side. A dislocated shoulder and shattered ribs left her groaning on the floor. One lone shot rang out. What felt like a massive bee sting set my arm on fire.
I spun and flung a knife of magic. Soft purple light trailed behind it. A pained grunt and reflexive shots rang out as the blade struck its mark. It fizzled out before the guard hit the floor. The hollow clicks of an empty chamber made me whirl. I flung a basketball-sized orb of magic. Two more guards wailed on impact.
I spun at the sound of footsteps. The tip of a knife’s blade sliced through the space between my arm and torso. The guard went limp when I drove a blade of magic into his forehead. He responded with incoherent gibberish. His rifle clattered to the floor. The piercing sound startled me out of a battle crazed trance.
A quiet applause coincided with the guard falling. His skull slid off my blade as he hit the floor. The dust settled. Natalie sat on the one guard she took care of. Her fist pumped in the air, and she feigned a roar of triumph. I marveled at the destruction and body count. I had taken out five people in a matter of seconds.
“What have I done?” I said.
“Relax, you only killed one of them.” Natalie stood and dusted off her. “Fancy sword.”
I held the blade up on display. It was an ornate, translucent sword of magic. The spectral sword had a curved, three-foot-long blade. Despite being pulled from a man’s skull, it didn’t have a drop of blood on it. 
“This looks different from my machete,” I said. “How’s it still clean?”
“Looks like that saber is one of your spirit weapons,” Natalie said. “It wounds the soul, so there won’t be any blood.”
My grip on the sword eased. It shimmered away, the same as Adeline would. “What’s my other weapon?” I asked.
“Don’t know. You’ll figure it out. Do your thing and let’s move.” Natalie grabbed a pistol from the body of a dead guard and headed for the stairs.
The flesh wound on my arm had already healed. “Way ahead of you.”
I absorbed the soul of the two deceased guards. Riding the jumble of memories was easier this time. Medicinal use was the only purpose they served. There was no useful information—just hired guns doing a job.
“How can you do this?” I whispered.
“Kill people who are trying to kill me?” Natalie asked.
“They were just doing a job.”
“Necessary evil.” Natalie kept the gun trained up the stairs as we climbed them.
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was coming up behind us. “They had families.”
“So did Gacy and Dahmer.”
“Touché,” I said, nodding in agreement.
A set of double doors were across the foyer on the second floor. White marble cat sculptures flanked both sides of the door. Each stood four feet with their sleek, muscled frames. They were the perfect pillars to border the entryway of a private study.
I erred on the side of caution and pressed the lever handle down with care. When Natalie gave me a nod, I pushed the door open. She moved in, gun on the ready, checking the corners and behind the door to make sure there were no surprises. 
To our disbelief, the surprise was sitting behind the desk, drinking a glass of brandy. The woman looked to be in her early-thirties. Her left eye was a pale blue. The right was a soft brown. They held the same thing I saw in Natalie’s eyes when we first met—the promise of violence. The pit of my stomach fluttered. Our exotic hostess was capable of more than crunching numbers.
“Michaela?” Natalie growled. She unleashed a volley of bullets.
Each round came to a halt in front of the desk. Michaela finished her drink. A genuine smile grew as she sat the glass down. As the glass met the desk, the levitating projectiles clattered to the floor.
“Still have your kill first mentality,” Michaela said. “I’m surprised you came here instead of going after your mother. I made a bet that you would go for her after seeing the press conference. Pilgrim is going to give me so much crap about this.”
“Old acquaintance of yours?” I asked.
“Just someone I hadn’t gotten around to killing.” Natalie took the clip out of the gun and ejected the round in the chamber.
“We just wanted to talk to you, but your security team came in with guns blazing,” I said.
“Insurance will take care of the repairs, and I can replace the guards.” Michaela drummed her fingers on the desk for a few pensive seconds, then clucked her tongue. “Let’s get on with it.”
I gave my interrogation skills another shot. “What’s the end ga—”
The desk catapulted toward us. I threw myself to the floor to avoid being crushed. The flying office furniture shattered against the door frame. Splintered oak wood became shrapnel. I rolled clear before being impaled by it.
Natalie expected the attack. She recovered and was launching an offensive attack. Michaela brandished a knife. Natalie unsheathed hers and went to work. Sparks flew. Their blades sang with each blocked knife swipe. Each swipe came with the intent of inflicting maximum damage. Then the truth presented itself. Michaela’s skill level was a notch above Natalie’s. A notch was all it took to best someone in a fight.
An elbow strike drew blood across Natalie’s temple. Michaela unleashed a flurry of punches. Natalie staggered and stumbled before finally falling. Michaela raised a foot above Natalie’s head and drove it down.
I tackled her, saving Natalie from a crushing experience. Michaela sprawled to avoid being taken down. Gravity disregarded me. Leverage abandoned me in my time of need. Michaela shrugged from my grasp. She hurled me across the study with a flick of her hand. 
The built-in bookshelf was kind enough to catch me. I hit the floor with books pummeling me. A vase whizzed over my head and shattered against the shelf. A streak of purple magic shot from my hand. Purple magic streaked from my hand. Michaela used her telekinesis to redirect my magic. I now knew why Natalie had ditched the gun. 
Natalie crept up behind the witch. Michaela fought like she had eyes in the back of her head. Michaela dodged Natalie’s knife without looking back. She used her magic to send Natalie hurling through the wall.
Natalie’s misfortune gave me an opening. I caught Michaela with a textbook roundhouse to her ribs. Michaela recoiled, then jabbed at me with her knife. I lunged back and called up my machetes of necromantic magic. We matched each other blade for blade. I caught Michaela with an elbow, giving me a surge of confidence.
Hubris repaid me with a piercing pinch. A shock of pain tore through my side. I lost the hold on my machetes. Michaela wrenched the knife. I cried out as lightning tore through me. My knees wanted to buckle. Nerve-searing pain shuddered through me. I resisted the urge to black out and grabbed Michaela’s wrist.
Michaela shot me a toothy grin. “Nat has taught you a lot in such a short time.”
Unable to speak, I reared back and drove my head into her face. Michaela’s head snapped back, but she held her knife in place. She pulled me close and pushed the blade a fraction deeper. Leg-numbing pain choked out my agonized cry.
“You’re tougher than I thought you were.” Michaela smiled. Blood trickled from her nose, staining her teeth red. She spun like we were dancing lovers. The agony forced another flurry of tears from my eyes.
Natalie crawled to my aid. Michaela waved her free hand without looking. One of the cat sculptures blindsided Natalie, taking her out of sight. 
“You two were almost—bitch!” Michaela let go of the knife and retreated, hands clutching her stomach. She stumbled to her knees, gasping for air. “What did you do?” She snarled.
My face contorted into a rictus of pain. I choked down a scream and pulled the knife from my side. Michaela doubled over and fell to her knees. She cradled her stomach, writhing in pain. If her tortured grunts were any sign, Michaela’s fight was over.
I took a few ragged breaths and looked down. A spectral dagger sat nestled in my grip. My second spirit weapon. It had a twelve-inch leaf-shaped blade with an ornate handle. Despite its simple beauty, I had no doubts about its functionality. The time it took for me to admire the dagger was time enough for its kiss to take its toll on Michaela. 
The witchy accountant lay face down on the floor. Her body trembled, then her last breaths fled. This was a lesson in lethality. What should have been a survivable wound had killed her. And done so without drawing blood. Spirit weapons were not to be trifled with.
I released my hold on the dagger. “Note to self: Only use spirit weapons when aiming to kill.”
“I knew you’d figure it out.” Natalie grunted.
“Her soul...” I wheezed. The warmth of blood soaked my side. My eyes lulled. Vertigo set in and my legs wobbled. I needed Michaela’s soul to mend the damage she had done.
“Do not.” Natalie dipped under my arm to support me. “You don’t want that in you, even if it isn’t booby trapped. Which I can promise you, it is.”
The abyss crept closer to embrace me. “Laptop...documents...need them.” 
“Stay with me,” Natalie pleaded.
It was a plea I ignored. The world spun. Then darkness slipped over me.
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Cold tranquility. An abyss of loneliness. Death was nothing like what I imagined. There was no bright light. No infernal tunnel of tormented wails. No familiar face to welcome me into what’s next. Only darkness and an ear-piercing silence.
The babble of flowing water split the stillness. Curiosity pushed me to follow the sound. A glowing fog drifted into existence. It grew thicker and thicker, became more luminous. The image of a viridescent landscape reflected in the fog. This reflection skulked into focus. The deeper I walked into the fog, the more tangible the countryside became. It wasn’t long before the chirping of birds joined the babbling water. The scent of wildflowers wafted on the warm breeze. A pale blue sky hung above, pillowed with fluffy clouds.
“Beautiful, ain’t it?”
Papaw’s voice made my breath hitch. He walked by me, from behind, and waved for me to follow. The sun shined brightly. We walked through the tall grass of the pastoral field and came to a stop at a clearing on the riverbank. Papaw took a seat on a log and patted the spot next to him.
“Is this Heaven?” I asked, fearful of what being here meant for us both.
Papaw patted my leg and chuckled to himself. “No worries, Tay, ya got a long road to hoe. Death is an orchestra. Its crescendos and ebbs flow through the sea of life. It’s gone take time, but ya gone learn to be its composer and conductor. And what beautiful and exciting music ya gone make.”
My thoughts drifted to the moment this all started. The night of the break-in was the tipping point in my life. Who was I to think I could single-handedly stop a robbery? My carrying on like a street-level superhero had brought me, and those I love, nothing but misery. Papaw and I were dead, leaving Memaw and Adeline alone.
Guilt weighed down my shoulders. “I should have called the police when I got the alarm notification.”
Papaw picked up a rock and skipped it across the river’s surface. “It wouldn’t have mattered. This journey has always been yours. If it didn’t start now, it woulda started later. An unavoidable consequence of ya birthright. Just remember, the key to all can be a gift and a curse.”
“I can’t do this without you,” I said, fighting back emotion.
“Ya been walking on ya own legs for years. Truth is, I’m just an old fool who was in ya way. So much time and energy wasted trying to shield ya from the inevitable.”
“My heart would’ve starved without the love you and Memaw gave me.” 
Weightlessness took hold of me. But this wasn’t telekinesis. This was more like a helium balloon drifting away. I grabbed Papaw’s hand to anchor myself, to no avail. My feet drifted up until I was head-over-heels. The weightlessness ended and became a pull.
Papaw pulled me down to him and kissed my forehead. “Time for ya to go, cher.”
Panic cracked my voice. “No, I don’t want to. I need you.”
“I’ll always be with ya. Ya gone find me when ya ready.” Papaw let go, and the reverse gravitational pull did the rest.
Papaw’s hand slipped from my grasp. I flailed, trying to fight against the ascension. His smiling face grew smaller by the second. A sea of storm clouds rolled across the land from all directions. Angry flashes of lightning flickered in them. I was powerless, left to watch the clouds swarm the man who raised me.
“Papaw!” I sprung up, struggling to catch my breath. 
Natalie burst into the room and rushed to my side. She grabbed a glass of water from the nightstand. “Here, drink this.”
I accepted, moaning at the cool wetness flowing down my parched throat. “What happened?”
“You passed out,” Natalie said. “Then someone had to find a bag to load a laptop and files into. She then had to lug you and said bag two blocks. Thankfully, a taxi drove by and this someone was able to flag the driver down. A forty-dollar ride cost me an extra two hundred for confidentiality.”
I finished the glass of water. “Thank you.”
Natalie shrugged. “It was the least I could do after sliding you down Michaela’s stairs.”
“You did what?”
“Nothing. How do you feel?” Natalie checked the bandage on my side.
I stretched to the left. “Ribs are a little tight, but I’m good.”
“Good.” Natalie ripped the bandage off.
“Geez. Did you leave any skin?” 
Natalie ran her fingers over the scarring. “This should be gone within a day or two.”
“Why am I in lacey underwear?”
“I had to clean you up, and it looks good on you,” Natalie said. “Frankly, I’m surprised you own lingerie.”
I fanned Natalie off so I could swing my legs over the bed. “I’m not a prude.”
Natalie tossed the bandage in the trash by the door while laughing. “Your prolific assortment of thongs proves that.”
I squirmed, wanting the current topic to change. “Can we please stop discussing my underwear?”
“Relax, thongs are my go-to. You can’t get a wedgie if you start with one. They’re the perfect functional undergarment.”
I giggled at the accuracy of her reasoning. “How long have I been out?”
“Most of the day.” Natalie tossed me a pair of jeans and a shirt. “I called the hospital and checked on your grandparents. Mama Bree says your grandfather’s status hasn’t changed. Adeline flipped her spectral wig when I told them you got stabbed, but—”
“Why would you tell them that?”
“A brief isn’t a brief unless it’s accurate. Mama Bree talked Adeline down and reminded her how pissed you’d be if she didn’t stay put like you told her.”
“You make it sound like Memaw was cool with me being stabbed.”
“When I told her I patched you up and put you to bed, she said, ‘Okay, my baby. Ya’ll take care and call me if ya need anything.’”
“Thanks, Memaw,” I grumbled. 
“I haven’t known them for long, but it seems like your grandparents are confident in your ability to look after yourself.” 
“Can’t argue with you about that.” My focus drifted into nothingness. The day’s memories replayed in my head. “How do you live with it?”
“They’re comfortable for me and guys lose their shit when they see a woman’s buttcheeks.” 
 “Not thongs.” I threw a pillow at her. “The killing.”
Natalie sighed. “I don’t dwell on it. Most of the time, it’s a you-or-them situation.”
I shook my head at the thought of those who would feel the effects of my actions. “One guard had children. Twin boys. The other had just gotten married.”
“Everyone has someone who will miss them. If you hadn’t killed them, then your grandparents and Adeline would be the ones grieving.” Natalie patted my shoulder. “If it makes you feel any better, you made it quick, so they didn’t suffer. Except for Michaela, whose death was fitting.”
I had no intention of ever reaching the level of comfort Natalie had about taking life. We went into the living room. Natalie had a mess of papers strewn about the coffee table and floor. The laptop was also scattered about.
“Was trashing the laptop the best idea?”
“No, the best idea was having Simon hack it. Trashing it came after the damn thing killed itself during the hack.”
“And the reason papers are everywhere?”
“Research.” Natalie gathered a stack of invoices and gave them to me.
“NOPD squad cars?” I asked.
Scanning the invoices at random revealed more of the same. Venues for the annual NOPD Policemen’s Ball. Campaign funding for Mayor Latiolais’ last two runs. Entertainment for Sarah Jagneaux’s wedding. She was Governor Jagneaux’s daughter. 
“You’re better at this than I thought,” I said.
Natalie folded her arms and puffed out her chest. “Had to prove I can do more than kick ass.”
I blew out a breath. “This complicates things. It’s one thing to monopolize the local seafood trade. Rubbing elbows with the political elite introduces a new layer of issues.”
Natalie handed me another stack of paper. “From what I’ve gathered, it’s how they got zoning and construction permits pushed through so quickly.”
“None of this makes any sense. None of the construction in the city require this much hardware and paperwork. And these locations are ridiculous.”
Natalie nodded her agreement. “I don’t understand her interest in the two Saint Louis Cemeteries. No one has tampered with the tombs of the Laveaus’.”
“Congo Square. Jackson Square. There’s no way the city would clear construction in these areas.” I added.
Natalie took the papers and tossed them on the table. “Maybe we’re thinking too big. Have there been any statues or monuments placed at any of these locations?”
“They’re historical landmarks. Nothing is to be built or torn down at any of them.” 
“They didn’t get building permits to not build,” Natalie said, with a hint of snark in her tone.
“Well, they sure as hell didn’t get this kind of approval and contracts to build a damn statue. Tell me more about those bombings that happened up state a few months ago.”
“Mara and the female iteration of my father duped a coven of witches into becoming suicide bombers, minus the suicide. They used an explosion spell, coupled with crystals they used as soul catchers. The youngest of the witches powered the spell with their life force. As long as it was in their possession, they would only lose their youth, and not their life.” 
 “Recap: Young witches blew shit up. Captured the souls of victims. Said witches turned themselves into old ladies.”
“It sounds simpler when you say it that way.”
“Unh-huh.” I nodded. “Where’s this coven now?”
“Dead, or in jail, like I told you before. All thanks to moi.” Natalie held her hand up and pointed down at herself. Her exuberant pride in what she had done was on par for her personality.
 I scanned the documents again. My gears tried to grind out what we were missing. Mara struck me as a planner. Based on what I knew of her, she only made calculated, purposeful moves. Wasted motion wasn’t her thing. 
A thought widened my eyes. I hurdled the couch and rushed over to the table by the door. Rummaging through the drawer, I found what I needed. I hopped back over the couch. My bottom bounced on the cushion, and I slammed my finding on the table.
Natalie picked it up with one eyebrow raised. “Magical Places of New Orleans? I don’t see how a tourist pamphlet is going to help.”
I snatched the pamphlet from her and showed her the map inside. “Look, St. Louis Cemetery 1 and 2 are here, with Congo Square here, and Jackson Square here. Connecting them with lines makes a diamond.”
Natalie frowned and scratched her head. “Nothing occult about asymmetrical shapes.”
“Not the shape. The shape’s midpoint. It’s somewhere around Basin Street and North Rampart. Guess where The Historical Museum of Mysticism is located.”
“So...we blow it up?” Natalie asked, unsure of herself.
“What?” I frowned. “No, it’s in the middle of the city. We don’t want any collateral damage.”
“Bust the door down and let them lay where they fall?”
“Or we could find a more tactful way that doesn’t involve killing everyone.” I grabbed the zoning permits. “This guy signed off on all the permits.”
Natalie rolled her eyes. “Great, let’s visit another pencil pusher because last time was smooth sailing.”
“He’s a city official.” I shrugged. “What could go wrong?”
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The area around the French Quarter wasn’t the easiest place to gateway to. Pedestrian traffic made it beyond difficult to avoid being seen. The last thing we needed was for someone to call the cops because we came out of somewhere we shouldn’t have been. 
There was no way to explain walking out of or into a shop without being seen. Don’t even get me started on the astronomical odds of bumping into shoppers. What would happen if the door on the other end was already open? I didn’t need some drunkard to stumble into my grandparents’ apartment.
Natalie was less than thrilled about the walk there. She was even more pissed about my refusal to take a cab. Thus far, violent resolutions had been the trend. The fewer paper trails we made, the better. We made it to our destination, and the bitching wound down.
“The humidity here sucks,” Natalie whined.
I crouched behind the bushes. “Try being here during the hotter months. Now shush.” 
We were outside the home of Jeffrey Devereaux, the guy whose John Hancock was all over the documents. The home was unusually large, but it’s yellow and emerald color scheme captured all the personality of a creole cottage. I hoped the historical home would survive our visit.
“Knocking or kicking?” Natalie asked.
“Tact,” I hissed.
“Whatever.” Natalie stormed off like a rebellious teenage girl. She stomped up onto the porch and knocked on the door. No one answered on account of the jazz music blaring inside. 
“Let’s look around.” I waved for Natalie to follow me.
We headed around the side of the house and worked our way to the back. Our recon ended after we worked our way to the other side of the house. Lights were on in most of the rooms, but no one was visible from the windows. 
“Should’ve kicked the door in,” Natalie complained.
“Not happening.” I finished checking out the bathroom, then looked at the storage shed in the backyard. “Follow me.”
I opened the shed door with my key bearing hand. We walked into the bathroom of the house. Looking back, I could see the backyard and rear of the house. There still wasn’t any movement in the windows, which meant no one knew we were here. I closed the door and reopened it to step into the hallway of the house. A faint thudding was little more than a whisper beneath the music.
“Upstairs,” Natalie whispered, pointing up.
Light from the chandelier glinted off Natalie’s knives as we moved into the living room. Devereaux did an impeccable job of sprucing this place up. The stairs were sturdy, not giving an inch to creaking. Not that it would matter if they did creak.  Billie Holiday’s Fine and Mellow filled the place with her heavenly vocals.
We stopped just short of the top and peaked through the iron rod balusters. My mouth fell open in shock and my eyes popped in disbelief. Natalie was silent but kept nudging me with her elbow.
Mr. Devereaux was a middle-aged white guy. Short in stature with thick-framed glasses, he had more hair on his chest than his head. Years of New Orleans cuisine and beer had taken their toll on his physical conditioning. Contrary to his appearance, Mr. Devereaux was currently banging the bagee-bees out of a redhead.
The pale woman was in the kapotasana yoga pose. Her firm sweat slicked breast jiggled with each thrust. Toned legs quivered with pleasure. A slim, yet curvy, blonde had her face buried where only dogs and cats found it appropriate to say hello. Sweat poured off Deveraux like he had just run a marathon in a sauna.  
I gagged. “She’s drinking his butt juice.”
“It’s like God subtracted a foot from his height and put the foot where it mattered,” Natalie said absentmindedly.
“Please don’t,” I begged.
Natalie licked her lips. “You figure you’ll screw him for money. Instead, you end up with your insides rearranged. Man, I need to get laid.”
The redhead let out a euphoric moan. Heat rushed to my cheeks. She was still suffering from post-orgasmic shudders when Devereaux turned and went to work on the blonde. It was clear the blonde had never choked on anything a day in her life.
Natalie swallowed hard and took a breath. “I need to punch something or touch myself. You choose.” 
“Punch something. Definitely, punch something.”
Natalie shoved past me and stormed up to interrupt the hardcore ménage à trois. “Impressive hangtime, Devs.” 
Startled, Devereaux lost his balance and toppled backward. The yoga practitioner broke his fall, ruining her enjoyment of the aftershocks. The forceful awkwardness of Devereaux’s fall still didn’t trigger Blondie’s gag reflex—impressive.
I stepped up behind Natalie and waved nervously. “We just want to ask a few questions, and then you all can get back to business.”
“Who are you?” Devereaux stammered, covering himself with a sheet. His two playmates, however, weren’t bashful about their nudity. I don’t know if that meant they were hookers, problems, or both.
“Who we are isn’t pertinent to the conversation,” Natalie said.
“The Great Mother’s daughter needs no introduction.” The limber redhead stood and helped Blondie to her feet.
Natalie smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Mom running a brothel?”
“Some want money. Others desire things of a more...carnal nature.” Blondie said.
“You are?” I asked.
“Illiana and this is Jacqueline.” Illiana walked over to the dresser and pulled her flaxen hair back into a ponytail using a hair tie.
“A little late for that, sister.” I chortled.
Illiana gave me a sultry grin. “You are no sister of ours, necromancer.”
I held my hands up in placation. “Fair enough. We just wanted to ask a few questions. There’s no need for things to get any more awkward than they already are.”
Natalie chimed in. “Yeah, she’s really against me killing any of you. I would like to honor her wishes, so please cooperate.”
Illiana and Jacqueline shared a look. Devereaux’s confidence was as limp as his upside. He looked at the two women with genuine fear, then looked back at me and Natalie.
“Talk to me about what?” Devereaux asked.
“Your signature is all over zoning documents for the Dream of Mystics,” I said.
Devereaux fidgeted with the sheet. “It’s my job to sign them.”
Natalie flashed one of her knives. “We know that, smart-ass. Tell us what the zoning permits were for, or I’m going to shorten your endearing quality.”
Illiana interrupted Devereaux’s response with a quick backhand. She was just shy of hitting him. Devereaux looked at her, his eyes wide and lip trembling. A gossamer of arterial blood welted across his throat. Pressure burst the cut open with a carmine spray. Devereaux fell back on the bed, gurgling and pawing at his opened throat. 
Illiana held her hand up. She held a razor between her fingers. “Dead men don’t speak.” She flicked the razor at me. Magic turned it into a lethal projectile.
It took a hair of a second for me to duck. Illiana closed the gap between us before I could straighten. She went airborne. I froze at the shock of seeing witch-muff on a collision course with my face. Illiana wrapped her legs around my head. She used the combination of momentum and gravity to fling me over her as she flipped.
I rolled to a knee. The unwanted love potion on my face left me gagging. I hoped the fluid was just her and not a mix of her and Devereaux. My life had hit an all-time low.
 Illiana aimed her palm at me and said something in an indiscernible language. It was like hissing foreign words. A ball of flames rocketed from her hand. It crashed against my shield in a colorful explosion of purple and orange. 
Natalie was experiencing her own woes. Jacqueline cast a spell, using the strange language Illiana had. A glint, little more than a sparkle, flashed across her naked form. Sparks flew when Natalie’s blade met Jacqueline’s skin. Jacqueline’s petrification spell put Natalie at a distinct disadvantage.
Illiana was no pushover. Homegirl was a fighter with formal training, Muay Thai from the looks of it. I dodged and parried fists, elbows, knees, and feet. I got sloppy in ducking and took an elbow across my brow. A warm trickle ran down my face. I had to shake stars from my vision. Illiana drove a knee into my ribs. My starry vision blazed with bright blotches. I retaliated with a punch. Illiana’s slender nose crunched. Her head rocked, but the blow did little else to deter her.
“Ignis.” This time, Illiana drew out the last syllable. 
A stream of fire shot from her hands. I defended with a crackling sphere of my magic. The fall out knocked Illiana on her ass. She cringed on impact. Someone’s cheeks were going to be black and blue in the morning. I spun, unleashing a kick at Jacqueline. My foot slammed into the side of her face. A series of pops rattled off in my foot.
Jacqueline’s spell had hardened not only her skin but also her bones. The kick threw her off balance and left me with a hobble. My vision winked out for what felt like a second. When it returned, I was on the floor with a throbbing temple. A foot with perfectly manicured toes cracked me in the face.
The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. Every attempt to sit up ended with my head wobbling and dropping back to the floor. Blurred vision prevented me from making heads or tails of anything. The blaring music congested my thoughts even further. 
Sounds of a struggle clashed with the melody. I felt flashes of heat, presumably from Illiana’s Fire Magic. A mashup of voices echoed in the distance. The thud of something heavy reverberated through the floor. Laughter was the last thing I recognized. Then I sank into darkness.
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Consciousness hit me like a nitro-fueled freight train. I jolted awake. Ropes held me in check. Struggling only tightened them. My fingertips and hands throbbed, spurring me to stop. I rolled my tongue in my mouth, then spit out the foulness of blood. My head pounded like Southern University’s percussion section was doing a solo inside my skull.
Natalie lulled in the chair next to me. Her restraints matched mine. Ropes secured her torso to the back of the chair. More roped held her hands tied behind her. Another set secured her ankles to the front chair legs.
“Natalie,” I whispered. 
“You’ve been quite the thorn in our side,” Jacqueline said.
“Surprisingly resourceful, despite your juvenile experience.” Illiana took a long drink from a bottle of water. The muscles of her slender neck moved with graceful elegance as she swallowed.
Both women were still sweat slicked with a red tint to their milky skin. Devereaux lay on the bed, uncovered and bloody—and he had a boner. My gaze shot to the two witches. I opened my mouth to say something but lacked the words to speak.
Jacqueline read the shock in my expression and giggled. “Just because he couldn’t enjoy it doesn’t mean we couldn’t.”
Illiana shrugged. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”
“The fuck is wrong with ya’ll?” I blurted.
“Why are they still naked?” Natalie slurred. An exaggerated blink later, her eyes landed on Devereaux’s body. “Oh. Yeah...”
Illiana sashayed to Natalie and tapped her on the nose with a finger. “Your ability to track us down has impressed your mother.” 
“But disappointed by your inability to follow through,” Jacqueline said.
Natalie spoke through clenched teeth. “Cut me loose and I’ll show you a follow through.”
“Be nice.” Jacqueline squatted in front of Natalie. She her hands up the top of Natalie’s thighs, then raked her nails back down them. 
Midway down, Jacqueline plunged the nails of her forefingers into Natalie’s flesh. She took her time repeating this with each finger. Jacqueline’s nails cut into Natalie’s thighs like knives into a roast. Natalie bucked and snarled. Tears poured from her eyes. Sweat beaded on her face and forehead. Veins rose beneath the skin of her neck. No matter how deep Jacqueline dug, Natalie refused to scream.
Jacqueline nodded respectfully and pulled the upper third of her fingers from Natalie’s trembling legs. “Impressive.”
Natalie panted. “You’re dead.” 
A sarcastic grin grew on Jacqueline’s face. “Someday, but not by your hands.”
Wheels of an oval floor mirror ground across the wooden floor. Illiana pulled the mirror in front of us and stopped. Its decorative wooden frame gave it a weight that betrayed its elegance. Jacqueline used the blood on her fingers as ink. She drew a series of occult symbols on the mirror glass. 
The witches flanked the mirror, then faced each other. Jacqueline nodded to Illiana. They knelt to rest their naked rears on their heels. Their voices filled the room with the hiss of the strange language.
“What language is that?” I whispered.
“Mother Tongue.” Natalie had a knowing scowl on her face.
Our battered reflections twisted and stretched. The crimson symbols did the same. Our reflections and symbols spiraled, as if washing down a drain. This whirlpool effect continued until there was only a pool of blood. The blood came to rest in the mirror’s frame.
Jacqueline and Illiana spoke in unison. “We have an offering for you, Great Mother.”
A ripple danced across the carmine pool. The surface undulated. I recognized the beginnings of a face. The grotesque medium didn’t detract from Mara’s elegant features.
“Tsk, tsk. How can a child with so much promise continuously fall short?” Mara asked.
Natalie met the eyes of her mother’s visage. “I keep finding you. So, it isn’t a total loss.”
Mara laughed. “Stupid little girl. You’re like a fly in a Dionaea Muscipula. Ignorant about being devoured. Illiana and Jacqueline subdued you while still in the thralls of passion.”
Natalie snickered childishly. “In my defense, Jacqueline seemed a lot more supple during her romp with Devereaux. She doesn’t have any sigils on her. I’ll admit, her petrification spell took me by surprise.”
Jacqueline lifted her leg up and to the side. She held it there, showing off her strength and flexibility. I reeled, not wanting to see her lady flower. Then something else caught my attention. Nestled in the crook of her crotch was her sigil. No one would ever see it, unless their face was in the place. She lowered her leg in a sensual, controlled manner.
Natalie smiled and nodded. “I have to admit, your flexibility is impressive.”
“Not as impressive as the perfection of her petrification spell,” Mara said.
Jacqueline bowed her head. “Thank you, Great Mother.”
Illiana lowered her eyes and fumbled with her hands. A smile stretched across the morbid 3-D representation of Mara’s face. “Fret not, Illiana. Your physical prowess is a blessing and your love for the flame has its place.”
Illiana straightened herself to perform a proper bow. “All to serve you, Great Mother.” 
“Another cult,” Natalie muttered, shaking her head.
“A devoted following,” Mara corrected. “Like-minded individuals dedicated to a singular cause.”
Natalie’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds mighty cultish.”
“You’re going to pay for Papaw and for my parents,” I snarled, breaking up the dysfunctional mother-daughter moment.
“Have you not taken payment enough?” Mara asked. “Michaela was dear to my heart. The daughter I wanted versus the one I deserve. A contortion of pain was still on her precious face when I found her. There wasn’t a single scar on her body. A feat only possible with the use of a necromancer’s spirit weapon.”
Michaela’s final agonizing moments strolled through my mind. “She left me no choice. Her death is just as much your fault as it is mine. You use like-minded people as shields to be subjected to the consequences of your actions. You’re a coward.”
“Coward?” Mara laughed. The sound reverberated through the pool. Crimson droplets fell to the floor for the first time since the grotesque video call started. “An eagle doesn’t quarrel with quails. And, if memory serves correctly, our last meeting didn’t end in your favor.”
I bucked against my restraints. “I was in denial then. An ailment that no longer cripples me.”
“Your eyes lack the conviction of your threat.” The bloody representation of eyes drifted to Natalie. “Daughter, once again, you have chosen a friend with the same weakness as you. Unwilling to give every ounce of themselves to their cause, no matter the cost.”
“I’d take a thousand of them before taking one of the brainwashed idiots that follow you,” Natalie said. 
One of Mara’s sanguine eyebrows arched higher. “A disappointment till the end. Time to cut my losses and put the last seven decades of disenchantment behind me.”
I tucked Natalie’s apparent age away and glared at the two sadistic nudists. “Taking my arm won’t be easy.”
“Such savagery is no longer necessary.” The carmine face didn’t reveal subtle facial gestures, but Mara’s tone carried the weight of a taunt. “You see, I’ve been busy. My efforts have yielded a far better return than yours.”
“How should we proceed?” Illiana asked.
“Incriminate and incinerate.” Mara’s answer was terse but clear. 
We were about to be framed for Devereaux’s death, then disposed of. 
“Be quick about it, so you can help finish with the preparations,” Mara said.
“Yes, Great Mother.” The women’s collective response ended the conference. Mara’s blood sculpted face splashed back into the crimson pool of the mirror. Its reflective surface materialized a second later.
“Let’s set the scene.” Jacqueline stood and Illiana joined her as they draped themselves in black robes. 
Jacqueline took a pillowcase from one of the many pillows strewn about and picked up Natalie’s dagger. She walked over to Devereaux’s body and stared at his naked corpse. Her knuckles whitened as her grip tightened on the hilt. I assumed she was reminiscing about their sweaty romps—I was wrong. 
Jacqueline sighed and slouched. Then she jumped on Devereaux’s body and began sawing the poor bastard’s head off. The psycho redhead took to decapitation with the ease of a butcher in a slaughterhouse. My stomach churned at the sickening squelch of the blade through flesh. An influx of saltiness filled my mouth as the blade hacked through bone. 
Illiana grabbed two bottles of brandy. She wasted no time and doused everything in it. She hummed a soothing melody like any homicidal pyromaniac would. 
“Jeff was tougher than expected,” Jacqueline said, admiring her handy work. She tossed the dagger onto the bed. “Are you all set?”
“Ready to heat things up, if you are,” Illiana said while examining herself. “We shouldn’t go out like this.”
Jacqueline checked herself out. “I suppose you’re right.” 
They chanted in Mother Tongue. A steady, even cadence gave their words life. The thrum of power coming from them increased. Their skin took a gradual shift from scarlet stained to its original cream complexion, absorbing the blood that covered them.
“Fucking Blood Magic whores,” Natalie muttered.
Illiana feigned a disappointed pout. “I hoped you voyeurs enjoyed our show. But all things end.” 
“Even poor Jeffrey, who we will truly miss.” Jacqueline hung her head in mock grief.
Natalie had a genuine smile, like she knew something I didn’t. “We’ll see you bitches soon.” 
“In Hell, but not anytime soon,” Illiana teased. She aimed her palm towards the bed and invoked the spell that turned her into a flamethrower. 
Fire consumed Devereaux’s corpse. Flames raced across the liquor on the bed. Embers leaped from the mattress and sped across the brandy on the floor. They climbed the walls and nipped at the ceiling. Fiery embers continued blazing their trails, reproducing as they did so.
Jacqueline headed downstairs. Illiana smacked me across the head, then followed. I heard her at the bottom of the stairs, invoking her fire spell. Between spicy food and nine-month long Summers, heat was a part of Louisiana’s culture, but this was just damn ridiculous.
My eyes darted to Natalie. “What’s the plan?”
“Fuck if I know.” Natalie’s wide eyes told me she wasn’t joking.
“Then what the hell was all of that we’ll-see-you-soon stuff?”
“Never let your enemy see you sweat.” Natalie chuckled nervously.
“Are you fucking serious?”
Natalie grunted, straining to break free. “They used a binding spell on the ropes.” 
Life or death situations force you to consider the list of ways you don’t want to die. Heated air in my lungs helped me realize burning to death was at the top of that list. I concluded; I had no intentions of checking it off. This wasn’t the end of my story. In the mirror, I saw a wardrobe behind us.
I sighed in resignation. “This is going to suck.”
Natalie frowned. “What?” 
I released a blast of magic from my hands. Pain plumed through my spine. It felt like an ornery mule had kicked me square in the ass. The force rocketed me up. I bounced off the ceiling and crashed to the floor in a heap of regret and splintered wood. 
“Don’t even—Fuck!” Natalie didn’t hit the ceiling, but her landing was just as unceremonious. She tried to break her fall and ended up knocking her forehead on the floor.
“You good?” I asked. 
“Painal.” Natalie grunted with watery eyes, rocking and hold her butt.
A section of floor caved, erasing my concerns for Natalie’s tailbone. I grabbed her hand and made a break for the wardrobe. My Doorman Magic ignited as I opened it and pushed her through. I closed the door behind me, then frowned. The door sat in a cliff face of charred rock. The heat here was offensive even to a Louisiana girl. I turned, bumped into Natalie, and gawked at where we were.
“Where in the hell are we?” I asked.
Natalie sighed. “Exactly.”
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If my introduction to the supernatural taught me anything thing, it was that cardio was key. It was the magical equivalent of the wild, except there was no civilization or sanctuary. My life had descended into a predator and prey documentary on Animal Planet. Be it fighting or running, physical and magical fitness were an absolute must. This was especially true in my newest predicament.
“The fuck is in there?” I backed away from the heavy wooden door we entered through. Something threw itself against the other side of it. A thick iron ring served as a door handle. It rattled in violent repetition against its metal plate.
“As long as the door holds, who gives a shit?” Natalie grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me to face her. “Why would you bring us here?”
I shrugged her off and looked around in a panic. “I don’t even know where here is.”
“The last place anyone wants to end up, but most do.” Natalie looked over her shoulder at the door. “Do your thing and get us out of here.”
My eyes drifted beyond Natalie, down the rocky hill we stood on. I scanned an unfamiliar world. A barren land of dark, cragged clay. Ashen trees sparsely covered the land. They smoldered from within. An orange glow emanated from the cracks in the tree bark. Buttes of ebony rock shaped this world into a maze of blind spots and corners. A symphony of howls and tormented screams rode the wind. The scene sat beneath a sky of roiling flames.
I activated the key and rushed to the door. Whatever lie on the other side rammed it again. The ring catapulted from the door. I twisted to keep it from belting me in the face.
“We’ve got a problem.” I backed away from the door, staring at it as the wood bulged with each blow. 
“Run!” Natalie didn’t bother to repeat herself and sprinted down the hill. 
I didn’t question her. Where I’m from, you run when someone else runs. Ask questions when the running stops.
We made it to the base of the hill and didn’t miss a beat. My legs moved with an ease of pace I’d never felt. Magic played its part, but adrenaline was carrying the load right now. I matched Natalie stride for stride.
I noticed four things with blazing recognition. Those howls and screams were closer than I thought. The trees weren’t anywhere near as sparse as they looked from above. Each butte was strategically placed to create corridors. My fourth observation was the most important. Most of the corridors weren’t empty.
Shadowy figures lingered in them. Some were hulking giants. Others were broad stumps or gangly towers. None of their proportions were right, seeming too big or too thin. The only thing I knew for certain was that their eyes were an assortment of colors and they glowed. Snarls joined in with the tormented wails filling the air. 
I veered around another tree. “The fuck is this place?” 
“Hell,” Natalie answered between labored breaths. 
We used the cover of smoldering trees to cut down an empty corridor, then hid behind a boulder. A rush of footsteps, snarls, and growls grew distant. The deep, ominous groan of a horn thundered across the land. It echoed through the corridors of dark rock. The next to us receded into a gaping alcove with a heavy door.
Natalie grabbed my hand and pulled me to the other side of the boulder. The door burst open. Pebbles fell as the wall caught it. A hulking figure darted into the corridor. 
Muscled arms, thicker than my thighs, writhed beneath ocher skin. Boney barbs protruded from the demon’s elbows. A tattered hooded cloak draped its broad shoulders with jagged bones jutting through it. The demon’s shoulder rose and fell with each rage-filled breath. A visceral roar bellowed from beneath the hood. Its massive four-toed feet thudded off to join the hunt.
My mind resisted the urge to fracture. “This is really Hell?”
Natalie shook her head. “You’re too smart to be this slow. Mind telling me why you brought us here?”
“I-I didn’t...I wasn’t trying...The fire...” I stammered.
Natalie scanned for threats while fussing, “I’ve been in plenty of fires and not once did they make me want to go to Hell.”
“It’s not like I tried to. The fire had it stuck in my...” I trailed off, remembering when the idea of Hell came to me. “Illiana...she slapped me in the head on her way out.”
“Inception Magic.” Natalie glanced over the boulder to make sure nothing was coming. 
“Where are the rivers of fire?” I asked. The Bible always described this place as teaming with bodies of liquid fire. 
“I’m not a goddamned tour guide, and this isn’t a vacation.,” Natalie hissed. She led me into the alcove, like a frustrated mother dragging her child, and motioned to the door. “Let’s go Doorman.”
“Doorwoman,” I said. We stepped inside and closed the door. I activated the key and pushed it open, or at least I tried.
“Come on, already,” Natalie snapped.
“I’m trying. It’s like I can’t grasp a location for a gateway.” I concentrated on focusing my magic.
“An abandoned porta potty on the ass end of Bourbon Street would be better than this,” Natalie complained.
“You say that until you’ve had the displeasure of being in one of those.” I tried a moment longer before stopping. “I need a breather.”
“You’re gonna need more than that if that demon comes back.”
We were in a twelve-by-twelve room with equally high ceilings. Large-stoned walls framed the space. Another door was on the opposite side of the room. A burnt, metallic stench wafted in the room. Gore covered shelves, racks, and tables lined the walls. Every cutting, stabbing, and bludgeoning tool imaginable were on them.
Hammers ranged from toe cracking to body crushing. Spikes, some needle thin and others thick as my leg went from nail-length to seven-feet. Whips of leather and razor wire, swords, knives, and sawing blades—a demon’s playroom.
“How long do you think we have?” I asked, tucking my nose and mouth inside the collar of my shirt.
“I’d say until the torture master gets bored looking for us and comes back to play.” Natalie’s response oozed with sarcasm.
“Is someone there?” A man sniveled. “Pl-please, you have to help me.”
I crossed the room to see who it was.
“We don’t have time for this,” Natalie hissed.
I had to tip-toe to see through the barred viewing slot in the door. Firelight from the massive hearth reflected off the man’s sweaty body. Droplets of sweat speckled his chest hair like morning dew on grass. The demon had him sprawled and tied on a round table. He squirmed, causing it to creep clockwise turn. It wasn’t until I saw his manspread that I recognized him.
I smiled over my shoulder at Natalie. “Who says you can’t get lucky in Hell?”
“Anyone who’s a resident here,” Natalie said. She peaked through the window of the door. “I’ll be damned. It’s Daddy Long Leg.”
“Perv.” I scoffed. We received a cluster bomb of relief, worry, and confusion.
“You?” Devereaux’s lips trembled, and his eyes filled with trepidation. “What do you want? Why are you here?” His eyes darted between us. “You know what? I don’t care. Please get me out of here.”
“First, tell us what your fuck buddies and their pals are up to,” Natalie said.
“Some construction project,” Devereaux blurted.
“No, shit,” I said. “A construction project for what?”
“You better not hold out on us,” Natalie threatened.
“Hold out?” Deveraux broke into manic laughter. “I’ll give you my fucking social security number and banking information, if you want.”
“Information on their project will suffice,” I said.
Devereaux gave us a frantic nod. “Something about relocating utility lines. I got a call from the mayor to push it through. Then Illiana and Jacqueline paid me a visit at the office. They offered me things no man would turn down.”
“No man who wanted to end up here,” Natalie said.
“Utility lines?” I asked. “There hasn’t been any large-scale utility work done in the city.”
“Beats me, I just signed the documents,” Devereaux said. 
“Anything else?” I asked.
Devereaux’s face contorted into a snarl. “Promise me you’ll kill those bitches. I’m sure they’ve moved on, but I’ll pay you to track them down.”
My head cocked in confusion. “Moved on?”
“With everything done, there’s no need for them to stick around,” Devereaux said.
“I don’t understand,” I said, folding my arms and frowning.
Natalie rested a hand on my shoulder. “Devereaux, how long have you been here?”
“It’s been years.” Devereaux barely got the answer out before breaking into tears.
“But you just—”
“Time slippage,” Natalie said, cutting me off.
The hinges of the main door shrieked. Heavy footsteps entered. I held a finger to my lips, signaling for Devereaux to stay quiet. Natalie and I hid behind a torture rack on the far side of the room. It was the best option. The iron maiden was too far from the door, and the spiked chair couldn’t hide us both. 
“Hunters hunt and players play,” the demon said. His, or her, voice was diminutive to its size. It held a barbed club in its meaty hand. “I’ve decided we’ll play Break and Quake. You break and I quake with laughter.” 
The fire in the hearth flared. I steeled myself for an attack. Natalie grabbed my wrist and held fast. She stared into my eyes and shook her head.  Remorse filled her eyes. They thrust acceptance into my being but failed to remove guilt from my heart. Devereaux’s fate would be sealed in his demise for all eternity.
“Oh God, please help!” Devereaux pleaded.
“You won’t find him here,” the demon growled. He grabbed a prong on the table and launched it into a nauseating spin. 
Devereaux screamed and cried. This only spurred the demon to spin the wheel faster and faster. Projectile vomit drowned Devereaux’s screams. Some of the upchuck splashed onto the demon’s cloak. 
He, or she, didn’t like that.
The hulking hellion hefted the club overhead, waited, then brought it down with a crack. Devereaux’s shriek startled tears from me. I watched in horror as the torture master worked. The demon hit him, over and over again. Every blow shattered bone, pulverized muscles, and hemorrhaged organs. Deveraux’s screams of pain descended into inhuman wails of agony.  He cried for a death that would never come.
The visual and acoustic horridness of the scene made me long for the safety of home. My magic ignited the key with the usual soft purple light. The demon stopped, mid-swing, and lowered the club in confusion, having sensed my magic. It bellowed with rage. 
Natalie and I bolted for the door. I flung it open and ran through. Natalie dived in behind me. The barbed club flew in an inch above her. Yellow eyes, set in a grotesque face, barreled toward me. I slammed the door shut and fell backward onto the floor beside Natalie, in the safety of my grandparents’ apartment.
Natalie giggled hysterically while pointing. “Your grandparents are going to shit a possum when they see that club lodged in their wall.”
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Rest was in order. I’d gotten my rear kicked by a flame throwing witch, survived a house fire, and made it out of literal Hell. If those things didn’t earn me a few hours’ rest, nothing would. Adeline didn’t share that sentiment. My little guardian shade had shown up no less than twenty minutes after our return.
“Taya Freeman, ya scared the ever-living hell out of me.” Adeline shimmered with anger. 
I waved a finger at her. “Never mention the H-word to me again.”
“I’m serious.” Adeline swatted my hand aside. “I couldn’t feel ya. I thought ya was dead in a gully somewhere. Then ya just popped into existence again.” Adeline turned her attention to Natalie, and the temperature dopped ten degrees. “You...you were supposed to be looking after her.”
“She’s the one who took us to Hell,” Natalie argued.
“Why were ya’ll in the lower ninth, and why couldn’t I sense her there?”
“No,” Natalie said. “Your girl here took us to actual Hell.”
“Like with Satan and stuff?” 
Natalie smirked. “Yep.”
Adeline approached me and whispered. “Do we need to talk about something?”
I picked up on her insinuation and rested a hand on my hip. “I didn’t go to Hell on purpose. Illiana planted the thought in my head.”
Adeline flinched and frowned. “Who the heck is that?”
“A witch who can swallow a bus,” Natalie muttered.
Natalie gasped. “Ya ass been out messing with witches?”
Fatigue and frustration overwhelmed me. “I get it. You were worried. But I’m not a little girl anymore!”
Adeline shimmered to the other side of the coffee table faster than I could blink. She gawked at me in silence. Her bottom lip trembled. Sorrow and trepidation filled her spectral gaze. The look of a disappointed mother. The look of fear.
“You’re glowing,” Natalie whispered.
Naturally, I looked at the tattoo on my arm, but it wasn’t active. Yet, the soft glow of my magic was there. My eyes widened. Lavender tendrils of magic slithered around my hands. 
“Damn it.” I pulled in a deep breath through my nose, then slowly released it. My magic calmed, and the tendrils faded from sight.
Adeline’s voice cracked. “I know ya not a little girl anymore. Even when ya were, ya weren’t mine. That don’t mean I worry about ya any less. I have always loved and protected ya like my own. And I always will, till the day I can’t.”
I walked over to Adeline, unable to meet her eyes. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. I didn’t mean it like that. There’s just so much happening. I feel like a frog in a gator pound.”
Adeline’s icy embrace comforted me. “There...there. Not every girl can say she went to Hell and back.”
“True dat.” I sniffled, pulling away to meet her eyes. “How’s Papaw?”
“Still lost in his dreams, with Mama Bree at his side. She was fussing about the pull-out bed in the room.”
“Hospital beds are shit,” Natalie said.
“We slept in chairs during my time,” Adeline said. “I been checking in on them in-between hunting for ya.”
“Cheer up.” Natalie gave me a gentle nudge. “Mama Bird isn’t mad anymore.”
“Tay?” Adeline’s icy hand squeezed mine.
“I think Papaw is trapped, not lost,” I said. Everyone followed me to the couch and gathered around me. “I saw him when I blacked out after Michaela stabbed me. Our trip to hell has me wondering if it wasn’t a dream at all. Maybe he was reaching out to me. He said I would find him when I was ready.”
“I suppose it’s possible,” Natalie said. “The afterlife is a vast expanse of uncharted territory. From what I’ve heard, there are places neither god nor demon will venture.”
“Papa Bastien is a crafty man, and if he said ya would find him, then ya will,” Adeline said. “Till then, just handle ya business, minus the trips to Hell.”
Natalie headed to the kitchen. “Any sandwich stuff here?”
“Ham and cheese in the fridge. The bread is in the pantry.” I answered.
“Ya should eat something, too,” Adeline said. “I need to get back to the hospital. I’m late for my afternoon check-in and don’t want Mama Bree to get even more worked up.”
My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by ′afternoon check-in?’”
“I’m supposed to be checking in with her at lunch every day,” Adeline said.
“We’ve only been gone a few hours,” I said, narrowing my eyes.
Adeline placed her fists on her hips. “Try two days.”
Natalie shouted from the kitchen with what sounded like a mouthful of sandwich. “Time slippage.” 
“We weren’t there long,” I shouted.
Natalie returned with two massive ham sandwiches. “I know, right? Try being a soul trapped there.”
I shivered at the thought of Devereaux’s demise. An eternity with tall, dark, and grumpy torturing you in every way imaginable—and unimaginable. He couldn’t have been dead for more than an hour. Yet, from his perspective, he had been in Hell for years. After getting a bargain brand tour, I would need to be more selective about who I tell to go to Hell.
“What’s time slippage?” Adeline asked.
“Nothing to worry about,” I assured her. “Head back to the hospital and let Memaw know we’re okay. We’ll stop by later.”
“Can we drive or walk?” Natalie asked. “The Hell mishap makes me feel like you need to rest that aspect of your magic.”
“That’ll be hard to do with the parade going on,” Adeline said.
“What parade?” I cocked my head and frowned. Mardi Gras season had ended over a month ago.
“Some fancy-schmancy group is throwing a parade to celebrate the opening of that new museum. I only picked up bits and pieces about it.”
Lemonade sprayed from Natalie’s mouth as she choked out, “That demon-tugging bitch.”
Adeline jumped, her mouth open and a hand to her chest. “I would never.”
“Not you,” I said. “Go back to the hospital and tell Memaw we’ll be there as soon as we can.” I waited for Adeline to leave before talking shop with Natalie. “What are you thinking?”
“My mother is rubbing her twat in our face,” Natalie grumbled, looking slightly deranged.
I cringed at that visualization. “That is so inappropriate.”
Natalie slammed her glass of lemonade on the table, shattering it. “She is! She’s fucking taunting us on a public stage, where she knows we can’t touch her.”
“Calm down,” I said. “We don’t even know if taking her out would stop anything. Devereaux said the permits were for moving utility lines.”
“So?” Natalie handed me a sandwich.
“No utility lines have been moved.” I took a bite of what my hunger deemed the world’s best ham sandwich. “We need to find out what they’re up to.”
“Which means we need another lackey to beat on,” Natalie said, flopping down on the couch and turning on the TV.
“You’re always trying to beat someone up.” I went to the kitchen to fix myself a glass of Memaw’s lemonade since my server didn’t bother to fix me one.
“The last two people you wanted us to talk to nearly killed us.”
 “I admit those conversations could have gone better, but the information we got has kept us going. We just need someone to give us an info dump.”
“Do parade routes usually surround hospitals?” Natalie asked.
I blew her off while lost in thought. “Don’t be silly. Think of the health hazard that would create.”
“That’s what I thought,” Natalie paused and turned up the TV, “but this parade cuts off every route to the hospital.”
“You’re looking at it wro—” I walked into the living room and froze. My eyes glued to the TV and the news coverage of the parade. The route created a two-block radius of drunken partiers around the hospital. The lunacy of the entire thing was beyond reason. “How in the hell did they get this route approved?”
“In case you haven’t noticed, Mara is a by-any-means-necessary kind of woman.” Natalie sighed.
I still couldn’t figure out Mara’s angle. “What would be the point of picking this off beat route?”
“Other than flaunting her power to do whatever the hell she wants?” Natalie huffed and folded her arms. “Nothing.”
I drifted into thought. Approaching this from a logical, monotonous angle wasn’t working. Every active choice I had made was nothing more than an average detective would do. There was nothing average about my situation or my opponent. 
I was dealing with a woman who had her claws in the political structure at the municipal and state level. Mara had the public image of a saint and enforcers to remove obstacles from the board discreetly. She was a magical crime boss.
My heart skipped a beat, then kicked into overdrive. “She wouldn’t...” 
Natalie’s head snapped to look at me with wide-eyed concern. “She would.”
The coverage of the parade zoomed in on a float. An ominous fog hovered on its floor. A throne sat atop it, cradling Mara’s evil ass. She looked directly into the camera and smiled. Her eyes pierced the veil of telecommunications and clawed at something in me.
My lip quiver into a snarl. “We need to go. Now!”




[image: image-placeholder]

I brought us to the hospital through the closet door in Papaw’s room. Adeline stood rigid with both of her hands on the room door. The door bucked and rattled. A faint nimbus danced across her form. The physical manifestation of her efforts.
Papaw still lay in bed, unconscious. His mind was oblivious to the worries of this world. Memaw sat at Papaw’s side, clutching his hand and rocking herself. She never pulled her eyes from Adeline’s struggle. 
“They’ve come for us, child,” Memaw said.
To come for me was one thing. To come for my grandparents—my only living family—was asking for the mother of all beatings. I found the very act to be of the highest offenses. My past failure to protect them would not happen again—ever. 
“Addie, move!” 
Adeline vanished and reappeared at Memaw’s side. I unleashed a blast of magic just as the door flew open. The eager beaver who couldn’t wait to get in never saw it coming. A surprised yelp preceded a loud crash.
I stormed into the hall. “Addie, stay here with them.”
Memaw’s objections went ignored. My focus was solely on the fight to come. A male nurse lay in a heap in the room across the hall. Splintered wood from the door he went through littered the room. Natalie entered the hall with her hands up, ready for an attack.
“Anything?” I asked, wondering why the hall was empty. 
“Nothing,” Natalie said. “It feels like we’re surrounded. Where the hell are they?”
“You’re the expert.” 
I could sense magic all around us. A light hum in the air with an indiscernible focal point. The level wasn’t as strong as Mara or Pilgrim. Not knowing its source made it just as threatening. I pulled the door to Papaw’s room shut. 
I stepped a few paces down the hall. “Where did everyone go?”
“I’m more concerned with why they’re gone,” Natalie said.
No doctors. No nurses. No patients. It was like everyone had bailed, leaving a psycho nurse with my grandparents. The nurses’ station showed no signs of a struggle. Not a single sheet of paper was out of place. An indication of an organized exodus.
I moved past the nurses’ station, scanning it for any cause of the floor’s abandonment. Patient charts and medical orders were neatly in their place. A coffee mug that read Nurses & Purses sat in front of one computer. I placed a finger against it. The porcelain was still warm from the tea in it. Whatever drove everyone out had happened recently.
A hollow roll caused me to whirl. My eyes locked on an ink pen a tick before it fell off the counter. I looked up and saw Natalie moving down the hall in the opposite direction. I saw a shift in the air in my peripheral vision. It reminded me of waves of heat on pavement. I turned, eyes widening as a silhouette took shape. A fist came into view. I lunged out of its range and readied myself. 
An olive-skinned woman materialized. She threw punch after punch. My defense was swift and decisive. My left-hook stunned her. I landed a palm strike to her chest with my right. Magic exploded from my hand. The woman tumbled over the nurse’s station and hit the wall.  Footfalls echoed in the hall before her body hit the floor. Then silence reclaimed the space.
I frowned. Where did Natalie go? I put my back to the wall and looked down the halls. Emptiness greeted me, or at least the illusion of it. There was no sign of Natalie, alive or dead. Nor were there any downed assailant to show she had dealt with an attacker.
Self-doubt gnawed at me. I risked a second glance. A knife’s blade came out of nowhere. I ducked and possibly lost a few curls. That was better that the alternative. The blade gouged into the wall. I rolled clear, hoping to create space. The maneuver left me open to a kick. 
My chest tightened on impact. The edge of the desk caught me, cracking my back. Dark eyes cut through the wild, sandy hair of my newest opponent. A cocksure grin split his face. This prick was clueless. I was going to knock his teeth down his throat. 
An unseen tendril of magic wrapped around my neck. The man darted forward to stab me. I clawed at what was obviously a slender arm around my neck and kicked. He banged his head on the wall as he lost his footing 
The arm around my neck snatched me over the counter of the nurses’ station. Locks of raven hair brushed my face. A woman’s snarling face came into view. I cracked her in the head with a knee. We both crashed to the floor. 
Mr. Cocksure dove knife-first over the counter. I unleashed a baseball’s worth of crackling lavender magic. It barreled into his stomach and bashed him against the ceiling. I rolled clear of the falling warlock and ceiling tiles. 
I stood just to have something slam into me. Arms of thick, brutish muscle latched around my waist. A man old enough to be my grandfather hoisted me up, then drove me to the floor. Cringeworthy pain reverberated through me. The impact, plus the weight of a defensive lineman, equaled a deflated Taya.
I fought through the pain and maneuvered him into an armbar. Gramps’ snarled, making his grey mustache flare. He stood, then straightened, lifting me over his head. What the hell? This guy wasn’t Papaw’s age, but he was definitely a 60s’ baby.
Gramps pounded the floor with me—his human gauntlet. I held fast despite the impact. He lifted me again and bashed me against the wall. Cracks webbed across it. Dust shook free from the ceiling. The familiar taste of blood lit up my pallet. A second hit brought a familiar ache to my ribs. My grip on his arm weakened.
Gramps seized the moment and launched me over the nurses’ station, into the hall. I crawled to the wall and got to my feet. The red head tossed a vial at me. It shattered at my feet, sparking an explosion. I cartwheeled down the hall and hit a crash cart twenty feet away.
Where the fuck was Natalie?
Gramps tore through the nurses’ station in full-blown Hulk mode. He flexed his rippling muscles and scowled. A sigil on his shoulder reminded me of Natalie’s ghost-sight sigil. Except, his glowed like a branding iron fresh out of a flame. The raven-haired woman stood five paces behind him. Mr. Cocksure groaned while staggering to his feet. And I was sitting on my ass waiting for help. 
“Time to be a diamond,” I grumbled.
Gramps grinned and cracked his knuckles. “Diamond dust.”
“You watch too much TV, Gramps.”
I kicked the crash cart with everything I had. The old powerhouse was nimble for his size. Gramps lunged clear, without so much as a shout of warning. The woman’s eyes saucered. Between her clipped squeal and the awkward way she folded over the cart, I knew she was dead.
Gramps hugged the wall, staring at his cohort’s body. Mr. Cocksure was frozen as well. Their shock gave ample time for labored breaths to see me to my feet. I called up my machetes as deterrents. Mr. Cocksure locked eyes with me. Confidence faded and he took a step back. Gramps, however, didn’t give two shits.
The muscle-bound geriatric held unfiltered rage in his eyes. He bellowed out a pained roar. I didn’t know who the woman was to him, but he was not happy about her passing. That worked to my advantage. Now, he was just as mindless as the Hulk. All smash and no brain.
I released one machete and shrunk the other to a knife. Gramps unloaded a wild punch. I ducked and pivoted away from him. His fist crunched into the wall. I spun and hit Mr. Cocksure with a blast of magic, just in case he was feeling froggy. My knife bit into the back of Gramps’ leg, completing my 360-degree spin. I took a drop step and threw a textbook leg kick to the back of the same leg. 
Gramps dropped to a knee. He made the mistake of swatting at me. I caught his wrist—sending a shock of pain up my arm. A blade of crackling magic formed in my other hand, and I buried it in the sigil on his shoulder. The marking flickered out and its magic died. Things became really one-sided after that. The tension in his muscles vanished. Slabs of muscle withered. Weary eyes looked back at me, pleading for mercy.
My heart softened for the pitiful old bastard. I released my hold on his wrist and the blade. His arm fell limp at his side. I was a fighter. A protector. To paraphrase the late great Tupac, I’m only a killer when pushed. No matter what this life brought me, I refused to lose who I was. Killing wasn’t always a necessity.
Weary grunts treaded on the heels of a sluggish groan. Mr. Cocksure clawed up what remained of the nurse’s station. Apprehension ruled him, for now.
Pain burrowed into my thigh. Gramps, the deceptive old bastard, held on to the hilt of the knife he had stabbed me with. Destroying his sigil may have taken his strength, but the fire of ill-intent still burned in him. I backhanded with everything I had. His head banked off the wall.
I did say not to push me...
I buried my soul dagger in Gramps’ head. An unsettling gagging sound escaped him. He twitched spastically, then went limp. It was swifter and cleaner than any death he would have granted me or my grandparents. I pulled the knife from his head and turned to Mr. Cocksure. He stood rigid, like I wouldn’t notice him if he didn’t move.
“Do you want this?” I asked.
Mr. Cocksure shook his head nervously. 
“Then don’t push me.”
A deep breath helped me ride the surge of absorbing the nurse’s and redhead’s souls. Gramps was free from this. I had no interest in a damaged soul. Relief poured over me as magic mended my wounds. 
Eyeballing Mr. Cocksure while doing this made the whole thing awkward. He swallowed hard and licked his lips. I realized my breathing and expression of relief could come off as seductive. He looked me up and down, confirming what I had unintentionally put on his mind.
“Hey!” I stormed over and shoved my dagger at him. “The only thing getting stuck around here will be you if you don’t stop eye-humping me.”
“S-s-sorry,” he stuttered.
“Come here.” I grabbed him by the nape of his shirt and went to find Natalie. The faint hum of power in the air vanished, causing me to pause. 
I turned, jerking Mr. Cocksure in front of me as a shield. A middle-aged woman stood at the end of the hall. Her expression was cold and vacant. She still had that motherly look about her. The look of a woman who enjoyed baking cookies. Approaching footsteps made me spin again.
I gasped. “Natalie!”
A man and woman flanked Natalie. Each had a firm grip on her corresponding arm. Archaic shackles, with markings etched on them, decorated her wrist. Crimson stained slashes ruined the clothes I had given her. Battered, bruised, and favoring a stab wound on her side, Natalie had given all she had.
I held my spirit dagger to the warlock’s throat. “Let her go or this fucker dies.” 
In a shocking move, Mr. Cocksure removed himself from the equation. He slid his throat against my blade. I stepped back, speechless, as his body hit the floor. I stared down at him, dumbfounded.
“Damn.” Natalie grunted. “Why are you guys pissed at me for killing five of you, when this guy just offed himself?” The man punched her in the side, making her double over.
“Stop it!” I wanted to sound brave, but concern broke my voice. 
Two more women entered the hall behind them. I glanced over my shoulder. The cookie maker had moved closer. An older man stood at her side. They were still a respectable distance away and didn’t warrant any immediate action.
The woman helping secure Natalie jerked her straight, then spoke. “The Great Mother sends her regards.”
“Nat—”
“You’ll be fine,” Natalie said. “It’s your city. Don’t let these fuckers forget that.” 
The man holding her pursed his lips while shaking his head. The magical minions said something in Mother Tongue. They vanished with a static pop, taking their fallen accomplices with them.
Adeline fell through the door into the hall. She righted herself and brushed her dress to flatten. “I’ve been trying to get through that damn thing since all the commotion started.”
I went into Papaw’s room without acknowledging her. My mind wandered the shores of despair. It took everything I had not to cry.
Adeline’s icy grasp latched onto my hand. “Taya, what happened? Where’s Natalie?”
“They took her.” Saying it out loud broke me, and the waterworks started.
Memaw cradled my face in her hands. “Then you go get her back.”
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The authorities are notorious for showing up after the fact. Fire & Rescue arrived on the heels of the witches’ and warlocks’ departure. A gas leak was the lie told to clear the floor. Of course, they didn’t find any such link. No danger found, they green lit everyone to re-enter. This created confusion about the structural damage in the hall. None of the staffers could explain where my grandparents’ nurse went, nor could they explain why he hadn’t evacuated them.
Memaw’s straightforward encouragement helped me build some modicum of courage. But was that enough? Natalie’s life swung on the pendulum of my ability to act. I felt alone on the roof of trauma, watching the floodwaters of the supernatural wash through my city. 
Natalie was my rough around the edges mentor. My guide through uncharted territory. A trainer who pushed me to learn what I was capable of. The coach who taught me how to apply my natural talent. Now, the pupil had to put together a plan to save the teacher.
Natalie’s words echoed in my mind. “This is your city.” Her parting words gave me a sense of direction. I was nowhere near ready or capable of tackling an entire organization, so I made a phone call. Once done, Memaw suggested I get some rest. There was merit in her logic. This was going to be a long night. I kissed my grandparents goodbye and headed home for a nap. 
[image: image-placeholder]I stood in a dimly lit construction site. The place was over a decade into retirement. It was the supposed location of Zeke’s transactions. Asking him for help left him dumbfounded. It was a testament to my desperation. Zeke was suspicious when he saw me step out of a moldy office trailer.
“Checking the place out?” Zeke asked.
“Killing time, waiting for you,” I said. He wouldn’t have believed I had just walked out of my apartment.
“You’re looking a little worn, cher?” Zeke’s devilish smile tugged at my primal need to release tension. 
God, I wish he wasn’t trouble. 
“It’s been a rough week.” My response was dry, with no trace of my inner conflict about him. 
Zeke tucked his hands in his pockets and licked his lips. “Your call surprised me. Wish it would have been for other reasons, but progress is progress.”
I frowned and scoffed. “Confident much?”
“Confidence maketh the man.” Zeke smiled. Those goddamned dimples. His designer sports shirt hugged well defined shoulders. Rolled-up sleeves showed off his sculpted arms. Zeke had to be what God had in mind when he made Adam. Life made him a forbidden fruit, and I was Eve, jonesing for a bite.
 I blushed inwardly. Zeke the God was growing on me. But I refused to show it. “And overconfidence breaketh him.”
“You sure you want this smoke?” Zeke teased.
“Smoke?” I laughed. “I’m a swamp fire in the middle of a drought.”
“Daaamn...” Zeke held a fist to his mouth to bite back laughter. “Somebody found their gangsta.”
“Life.” I shrugged while kicking at a rock. “Are you sure he’s going to show up?” 
“He’ll be here,” Zeke said. He reached behind him and lifted his shirttail to retrieve a chrome-plated 9mm pistol. Zeke let out an ear-piercing whistle. A dozen of his boys stepped from behind rusted equipment and iron carts. They brandished everything from revolvers to assault rifles. I found myself surrounded, but not surprised. 
An ominous clap echoed from the shadows. The familiar jitter filled the pit of my stomach. A figure strolled out of the darkness into the dim light.
I gave Zeke a scathing scowl. “You mother—”
“Is that anyway for a lady to talk?” Pilgrim asked. “You can’t blame the man for his enterprising aspirations. Can you?”
Zeke circled behind me and added, “Dollars and cents, baby.”
“We’re gonna square up when I finish with him,” I said, keeping my eyes on Pilgrim.
“That’ll be hard to do as my soul puppet.” Pilgrim rolled his neck. Power flexed beneath his cool façade. 
I couldn’t deny his strength, but it wouldn’t stop me. This moment had plagued me all night, robbing me of any meaningful rest. An internal debate that ended with a decisive conclusion. Pilgrim needed to be removed from the board—permanently.
Zeke and his gang were too ignorant to create space for our fight. I took it as a piss poor intimidation tactic. It was time for them to learn who was the big fish in this pond.
Odds stacked against me, I attacked first. A purple haze trailed after my sphere of magic. It exploded against Pilgrim’s translucent shield of magic. The blast kept him from seeing me close the distance. My timing was like Memaw’s cooking, pure perfection. Pilgrim had zero time to react. I threw a punch as the smoke cleared. A heartbeat later, his nose cracked beneath my knuckles.
Pilgrim stumbled back, shaking his head and blinking tears from his eyes. I caught him in the ribs with a kick. He caught my leg and pinned it to his side. His free hand shimmered. The ensuing blast sent me on a 30-yard trip. I crashed into a bulldozer. Cold steel throttled my senses as it caved. The abandoned machinery slid another ten feet. Dust kicked up in protest. I crumpled to my knees, gasping for air.
I pressed myself to stand. Pilgrim punted me in the ribs, launching me into the forklift again. “How did you think this would play out?”
I swept Pilgrim’s legs from under him, then straddled him. A couple of haymakers hit their mark before he bucked me off. He flung a spike of his putrid blue magic. I flung myself clear, rolled to my feet, and retaliated with a torrent of magic. Pilgrim sidestepped it and lashed out. A tendril of his magic caught my wrist. Pilgrim pulled and spun.
The necromancer swung me 180-degrees, then released the whip. I plowed through three of Zeke’s men. Their grunts clamored for dominance. The unwilling buffers softened my landing. Pale blue light illuminated the night.
I held my arms up to shield myself from Pilgrim’s wrath. It all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to consider Zeke or his men. When it was over, all three of their mangled corpses lay two car lengths away. I fared far better. The back of my forearms throbbed, but I was otherwise unscathed.
Pilgrim mocked me with laughter. “You’ve gotten stronger. I told Mara we should have rigged the witches’ souls before sending them to the hospital.”
One of Zeke’s men roared in rebellion. “Ya killed them. You, punk bitch!”
“Polo, don’t,” Zeke barked.
Polo’s tear-stained face contorted into a snarl. And he fired. 
A hell storm of bullets sprayed from his rifle. Each one carried his grief and rage. Pilgrim hurled a tennis-ball’s worth of magic. It plunged into Polo’s chest. A gory spray exploded from his back.
Polo’s death triggered more gunfire. Bullets sent ripples across Pilgrim’s shield. The necromancer dropped to a knee. He strained, using both hands to push magic into his shield. The goons grew confident. They pushed forward. Wolves descending on weakening prey.
“Wait!” The continuous chatter of gunfire buried my cry.
Zeke’s goons were blind to what was about to happen. Bands of sickly blue light waved across the shield’s surface. They grew angrier with every bullet strike.
“Come on.” Zeke snatched me up like a child and ran behind a shipping container. He pressed his frame against me. “Stay down.”
A synthesized boom warbled through the yard. It sent a hollow gong through the shipping container. A dust-filled gust whooshed by its steel housing. Then there was silence. No one barked orders. No victorious taunts or screams of horror. Only unsettling quietude.
“You need to do some recruiting, Zeke,” Pilgrim taunted. “But you’re smart, so you’ll be just fine.”
“I gotta give him what he wants.” Zeke snatched me by the nape of my shirt collar. He jammed the barrel of his pistol against my head. The son of a bitch walked me out into the open and forced me to my knees.
“My man, Zeke,” Pilgrim hooted. “I always did like you. You’re a businessman with the survival instincts of a predator. I’ll be sure to get you a special place in what’s left of this godforsaken city.”
“Tear it all down and rebuild,” Zeke said.
“Like a phoenix from the ashes,” Pilgrim said, grinning.
“Shid...” Zeke drawled. “I guess you better go ahead and handle this situation.”
“Gladly. Miss Freeman, this has been a pleas—”
 I blasted Pilgrim in the face, then exploded forward. My shoulder collided with Pilgrim’s midsection. Wind rushed from his lungs as I took him down. In the arena of magic, Pilgrim outmatched me. But Physical confrontation was an entirely different matter. I scrambled up his body, straddled his torso, and blew off some steam.
One, two. One, two. The sequence ran on a continuous loop in my mind. It helped me maintain my relentless rhythm of punches. All one hundred and thirty-five pounds of me backed every punch. I wanted to knock all thirty-two of his teeth down his throat. To punch until my fists met the ground beneath his face. 
Pilgrim grabbed my wrist to gain some sense of control. I called up a machete in my free hand and impaled his shoulder to the ground. He cried out and stopped resisting. I left the lavender blade, maintaining my grip on the magic that formed it.
“You’re done,” I said, my chest heaving.
Pilgrim’s swollen, bloodshot eyes focused on me. Blood spewed from his mouth as he gurgled out a laugh. “You going to take my soul?”
I shook my head in disgust. “Oh, God no. My body is a temple, so no shit allowed.”
“Can’t kill me, even with me down.” Pilgrim’s chuckle sounded more like a death rattle.
“Oh, I could.” I smiled and stood.
A metallic click-clack made me look over my shoulder. Zeke held one of his men’s assault rifles. I held my hands up as he trained it on me. We circled so that Pilgrim’s pummeled form laid between us.
“My man.” Pilgrim wheezed with a bloody smile.
Zeke looked at Pilgrim, smiled, then leveled the rifle at his face. Pilgrim drew in a breath.
“Nawlin’s over everything,” Zeke said, then he let the rifle sing.
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Zeke followed me through the trailer door and paused. The frantic darting of his eyes was the first sign of confusion. Then came the frown of denial. Wonder set in and his mouth fell open. His entry was more of an absentminded move than it was purposeful intent. You would have thought my place was Disney World, and he was a six-year-old boy. 
“What the...how?”
“Magic, in case you’ve forgotten what just happened.” I grabbed two beers from the fridge, then slid one across the dining room table. “I’m more interested in why you aren’t hysterical. Most people would freak out after seeing a magical grudge match.”
Zeke took a seat. His beer hissed as he cracked its seal. “I was a marine.”
I took a long swig of the chilled brew. “Fighting insurgents and watching two necromancers battle it out are two different things.”
“Necromancer?” Zeke sounded like he was sampling the word. “Doesn’t that mean you can see dead people and shit?”
“Answer my question before you learn firsthand what it means.” I couldn’t let him use misdirection and those damn dimples to sidetrack me.
“War is war.”
“Not good enough.” I took another sip and allowed my magic to surface. Lavender tendrils of magic snaked around my fingers.
“Take it easy, ma.” Zeke grinned, holding a hand up in mock surrender. “Tal Afar in ’09. My squad was sent to flush out insurgents. Fuckers were waiting for us. The shit started flying as soon as we touched down. A kid comes running out of a building with a grenade. Heads straight for two of my buddies. Greer dropped him, but not soon enough.” Zeke’s eyes grew distant, reliving the moment.
Guilt punched me in the mouth, and I found it hard to look at him. “I didn’t mean to bring up—”
“He was all burned and torn up, lifeless eyes staring up into the nothingness of the sky. Mullens was a few feet away, lying face down. Shrapnel had torn through her vest. Cut her up pretty bad. Sometimes, when I close my eyes, I can still hear her screaming.
“I got her up and tried to fall back to the humvees. That’s when a dude walks into the middle of the street like bullets ain’t flying everywhere. Fire burned in his eyes. He used flames to whip hot sand around at his whim. This motherfucker killed anyone who wasn’t him. Heated sand burned and scraped away the flesh of any bastard unlucky enough to be in the way.
“I dropped Mullens behind cover, then raced to the other end of the alley and came up behind him. The gunfire had tapered off to sporadic pops. Everyone was either dead or retreating. I strapped a grenade to a pack of C4, pulled the pin, and let it fly. Dissection by explosive force.”
“Supernaturals in war?” I wondered how many wars had supernaturals played a part in.
Zeke nodded in response to my question. “Two years later, I’m back stateside. Mullens pays me a visit. Some dude named Jacob was with her. Said she’d told him about our experience, and he wanted to recruit me. He and his brother had put together a group to deal with that type of threat. Mullens was a rookie cop in Albany, NY and said she led a normal life until called upon. Ain’t nothing they could’ve said to make me join someone else’s army to fight for hidden agendas.”
“So, instead of protecting the world, you came home and be a crime boss?” I asked, folding my arms.
“Beats getting killed by monsters, don’t it?”
I did my best not to take offense to the word ′monster’. If I were in his shoes, I probably would have said the same thing. “Natalie told me about the CeC. She made it sound more like supernatural law enforcement.”
“CeC? Never heard of them. Kate said she worked for Jacob and Wilhelm. I did some digging but didn’t find anything on them. The only shady organization I care to work for is my own.”
I couldn’t argue with his logic. If you’re going to be doing underhanded stuff, it’s better to do what’s beneficial to you, not someone else. The name’s Jacob and Wilhelm filled me with an adventurous, child-like excitement. What I couldn’t figure out was why?
Hey, Addie. I mentally called.
Adeline shimmered into existence at the head of the table. “What’s this split tongued devil doing here?”
“I need help to get Natalie back,” I said.
Adeline rested her fists on her hips. “Well, where is she then?”
“Still working on it, but we took care of Pilgrim.”
“And now ya having drinks at home with this Casanova?”
“It’s not what it looks like.” I sighed.
“Who are you talking to?” Zeke asked.
“Give me just a minute,” I smiled at him, then turned my attention back to Addie. “How are Memaw and Papaw?”
“No one else has tried to kill’em, if that’s what ya asking,” Adeline said. Her scowl never left Zeke’s baffled expression.
“Tell Memaw I took care of the necromancer, and I’m going after Mara next.”
“You better not be slapping skin with him,” Adeline chided.
I rolled my neck while talking. “I’m a grown woman, and I’ll do it with him if I want.”
“Do what?” Zeke asked with a wolfish grin on his face.
“Wipe that stupid grin off ya face,” I snapped, then looked back at Adeline. “Can you get out of protective mode and do as I ask?”
Adeline sauntered over to Zeke and watched him with thin eyes.
“Addie,” I warned.
“Fine.” Adeline sighed in resignation. She slapped what was left of Zeke’s beer into his lap before shimmering away.
“Shit!” Zeke shot up from the table, wiping his pants off. His eyes scampered around the room in confusion. He grew rigid, ready for an attack. Mortification left me speechless. A full 60 seconds went by before he relaxed and gave me a questioning look. 
I picked up my beer and shrugged. “Dead people and shit.” 
Zeke looked around wearily. “Is Addie still here?” 
“If she were, my beer would be on you too.” I giggled. “Forgive her. She’s still salty about your weak pickup performance at the club the other night.”
“Weak?” Zeke reeled, placing a hand over his heart. “Those were words to melt the heart.”
I gave him a sarcastic smirk. “For a girl, maybe, but I can’t see that lame tactic working on a woman.”
Zeke waved me off. “What else you got in your bag of tricks, besides ghosts and a pretty light show?”
“For your information, Addie is a shayde and my ‘pretty light show’ can kill you where you stand.”
“All right. All right.” Zeke laughed.
I giggled along with him until a weight filled the room. The distant look of regret set in his eyes. I knew why. His guilt grew until it rested on my shoulders.
“I’m sorry about your boys.” I grabbed a dishcloth from the kitchen and walked it over to him. “I didn’t think it would go that way.”
“War never goes as planned.” Zeke sighed and dried himself off. “I’ll pay for their funerals and make sure their families are taken care of. It won’t bring them back, but it’s the least I can do.”
Zeke’s proclamation of charity surprised me. “You’ve got a big heart for a gangsta.”
“I never claimed to be a gangsta.” Zeke’s voice had a warm sultriness to it. Reminded me of warm syrup over a fresh stack of pancakes. And made me just as hungry.
I suddenly noticed how close I had gotten to him. The wistful look I was giving him. Two misleading acts. 
I chuckled, lowering my eyes and scratching my neck as I took several steps back. “Could’ve fooled me.”
“So...magic, huh?” Zeke said, moving past the awkwardness. “Guess Papa Bastien is the truth.”
“I didn’t know how true that was until this week,” I admitted. “Too bad I didn’t pay better attention.”
Zeke put the towel on the table. “I’d say you’re handling yourself well.”
“If I were, Papaw wouldn’t be in the hospital, and Natalie would be here.” I leaned against the back of the couch and crossed my legs. “Pilgrim was just an obstacle, part of the wall protecting the kingdom. Mara sits at the head of the Dream of Mystics. I need her head to kill the snake.”
Zeke shoved his hands into his pockets to hide his fidgeting. “You’ve got some fight in you. But are you sure you can take someone’s head?”
I let a few breaths pass before answering, “A friend once told me, ‘we’re all killers when it counts.’”
“Smart friend.” Zeke posted up next to me and gave me a nudge. “Just remember, the enjoyment of killing is where monsters live. It’s a precipice every soldier comes to. Don’t fall.”
I shot Zeke a tight-eyed smile. “Guess you are more than a pretty face, after all.”
“I prefer the term ‘handsome,’” Zeke said, lifting his chin with pride. “You mentioned the Dream of Mystics.”
“This all ends with them, and they end with Mara.”
Zeke let out an incredulous laugh.
“Something funny about that?”
“Not at all.” He took a moment to regain his composure. “It’s just crazy how I turned down fighting monsters all those years ago, just to wind up doing it, anyway.”
I took a deep breath and sighed. “The things we do for our city.”
“Amen.” Zeke threw an arm around my shoulders. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.”
I shrugged him off. “For?”
Zeke nibbled his lower lip. “It’s only right, you have a date for the ball.”
“I feel like I’m missing something.”
“The Mystics are having a ball tomorrow to celebrate the opening of that museum. Everyone who’s anyone will be there, including the queen of their order. You’re a busy lady, so I can see how something like that slipped past you.”
“Okay, but me letting you tag along doesn’t mean anything,” I said.
“Never said it did.” Zeke headed to the front door, wearing his usual smile. He reached for the handle, paused, then turned back to me. “Mind working your magic on the door? My car is back at the construction site.”
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Zeke’s military promptness was respectable. He was even gracious enough to respect my lack of it. In my defense, he only had to wait half an hour. The guy still greeted me with his smile and even opened the car door for me. We rode in silence, exchanging side-eyed glances from time to time. Thanks to traffic and New Orleans’ maze of one-way streets, it took over twenty minutes to reach the ball.
 The Mystic’s hall was easily one of the largest buildings in the city. Cloaked statues carved of white marble sat across from each other. They supported a solid covering that protected the walkway leading to the front entrance. Beneath it, a red carpet cradled the feet of the city’s elite.
We interlocked our arms as we walked, giving off happy-couple vibes. The crowd ranged from politicians and local celebrities to star-athletes. Influential people with more money than most of this city would ever see. Nothing set off my magic alarms. There was nothing here but over-inflated egos.
“I can feel you looking at my ass,” I muttered.
Zeke spoke through a feigned smile. “I’m walking right next to you.” 
“Exactly, so stop glancing back.”
I wore a fitted burgundy dress with a split that stopped mid-way up my thigh. Open-toed black heels prevented my floor length dress from dragging. The dress was from a banquet I attended two years ago. Undeterred by my workout regimen, my frame had grown since then. This left the vermilion velvet fabric hugging every inch of me until the split relieved the tension. 
Mama had curves even she didn’t know about.
Part of me wanted Zeke to look at me, to hunger for me. It made me feel less thirsty. I had taken in all of him when he picked me up. Took in snippets the entire ride over here. Zeke never noticed. Then again, women were so much better at discretion.
My feet kept pace with Zeke’s guidance. He wore a black tux with a satin lapel. A classic look, he spruced up with a wine-colored handkerchief and vest. They matched my dress so well; it looked like we had made a coordinated effort to match.
A grin highlighted Zeke’s face. Damn it. He’d caught me ogling him. I bit back a grin but and gave his bicep a playful punch. 
“How’d you get tickets to this thing on such short notice?” I asked.
Zeke was hesitant to answer. “I may have had plans with someone else.”
“And to think I was starting to like you,” I said, shaking my head. 
Zeke reached across his body to caress my arm with his free hand. “Why settle for a good time when I can have good company?”
I scowled at him, hoping to hide the heat rising to my cheeks. The man simply refused to let me dislike him. From agreeing to set up Pilgrim, caring about the loss of his men and their families’ welfare, to volunteering for this suicide mission; Zeke was growing on me.
We exchanged our tickets for masks. A masquerade ball served my agenda even further. It was easier to blend in with our faces hidden.
Mine was an elegant mask of silver sequins. Black feathers trimmed the eyes and its crest. Zeke’s was obsidian, with cragged features accentuated by the silver filling the cracks. Small plumes of smokey feathers trimmed the eye openings.
The Mystics’ new playhouse was a sight to behold. Floor length portraits of the universe hung on the foyer walls. They sparkled and swirled with the life of the cosmos. The main gallery was a capacious space filled with wonder. 
A twenty-foot-tall statue of obsidian sand stood in the center. Its shape shifted between magical beings—hooded figures, Marie Laveau, and vampires, to name a few. Different trinkets and totems filled glass cases throughout the room. Smaller galleries contained more centralized themes, such as Voodoo, Black Magic, and folklore from around the world.
Spectators were in awe of it all. Their smiles of wonder were visible beneath their masked eyes. They pointed and chatted about the various exhibits. Would they react the same if they knew some of these exhibits were actual magic, not some technological illusion? Because I could feel magic all around me. 
“This shit is trippy,” Zeke said, his mouth ajar as his eyes perused the scene.
I squeezed his arm and whispered, “Focus.”
We continued on to a curtain clad doorway. Zeke swept the black velvet aside and bowed for me to enter. Music and soft lighting welcomed us into the dining hall. Twelve arching rows of tables bordered the aisle leading to the dance floor. Dark table clothes draped each table. Deep crimson flowers acted as center pieces.
A thin mist hovered over the floor, concealing our feet. Bronze sconces lined the walls and added to the dim lighting of the grand chandelier. A small band made up of a piano, two violins, and a bass played a classical piece in the far corner. It was an elegant scene that shouldn’t have existed. The building’s structural design wasn’t large enough to house all that it did.
Zeke and I took a seat at a table with three other masked couples. Waiters greeted us without delay. They served us a meal of roasted quail and potatoes, steamed vegetables, and our choice of wine. We killed an hour with casual banter, eating, and my subtle observation of the guests. 
“Care to dance?” Zeke asked. The hopeful twinkle in his eyes begged me to accept.
“Certainly.” I smiled. Dancing would give me a better view of the room and get me away from the unwanted company at the table.
Zeke led me to the dance floor. The smile on his face was the first genuine one I’d seen on him. We found a vacant spot and stopped. Zeke gently slipped an arm around my waist. He took hold of my hand and caressed it with his thumb. My hormones ignored me. Our proximity made my heart rate climb. I inhaled his cologne and picked up the scent of sandalwood and cinnamon.
Damn you, Zeke.
We swayed to the music and stared into each other’s eyes. My tongue instinctively prepped my lips for an encounter. He leaned down to meet me—and put me back in the game.
“There are three entry points to the room. Both of our waiters have callused knuckles. No signs of weapons on anyone. Most of these folk are just elitists.”
Thank God I didn’t close my eyes and lean into embarrassment.
Despite my carnal disappointment, Zeke’s observations made him even more attractive. He had single-handedly determined who the present threats were, their threat level, and what routes we could use if we needed to bail.
“There are definitely witches here, but I can’t tell who they are.” I kept up my smile and continued looking around the room for any physical cues of magic. All I found were people laughing and talking with each other, enjoying the party. 
Zeke hugged my waist tighter. “You’ll be ready when the time comes.”
“If not, we’ll have to make moves tomorrow.” I was expecting Zeke to be all for helping me again, but there was reservation in his eyes. I stopped dancing and pulled away slightly. “Is this a one-night-only assist?”
“No, it’s just...I volunteer at Helping Hands between eleven and two every day.”
I flinched and frowned. “What kind of thug volunteers at a soup kitchen?”
Zeke pulled me back in and continued swaying to the music. “If I’m a thug, you’re a magical superhero.”
“I do have magic.” I giggled.
“Listen, I’m not gonna deny that me and my crew get active. I just have a firm stance on putting in more than you take out. Be it hours at the soup kitchen, cleaning up parks, or the twenty kids I choose from the Angel Tree during Christmas.”
“You are quite the conundrum,” I said, smiling and shaking my head. Zeke had layers. The more I peeled away, the more I realized he was a crisp apple pretending to be an onion.
Zeke smiled at me. “Spicy redhead on your six.”
“Huh?”
He casually turned, allowing me to see what was behind me. A woman stood on the outskirts of the dance floor eating a stick of carrot. Her mask was like mine, except black was the primary color, accented by silvery feathers. Straightened red hair framed her slender face. It was her terrifying, yet sensual, eyes that confirmed her identity.
“If she starts something, let me deal with it,” I said.
Zeke bit back a grin. “She shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”
“Trust me. She’s tougher than she looks.”
In an unexpected turn of events, nothing happened. Jacqueline didn’t attack or send security guards to toss us out on our asses. Zeke and I spent two hours with nothing but nervous angst, offset by dancing and pleasant conversation. Time spent learning about each other while making sure no one came for us. We ended up back at our table laughing like this was an actual date.
“You actually sparred with each other?” Zeke asked.
“Yep, punching and kicking till one of us tapped out or got knocked out.” I grinned at the incredulous look on Zeke’s face. The Ambroses’ training tactics violated every child law known to the civilized world. A harsh tactic that engrained every punch and kick into my muscle memory.
“Sounds like some Spartan shit to me.” Zeke chuckled.
“Close, but they were nice enough to let us wear protective gear and gloves.” I took a sip of water and took him in. “Why entertain your lifestyle? You’re volunteering in soup kitchens, making sure children enjoy Christmas, helping clean up parks. Your heart is so uncharacteristic of a criminal.”
Zeke thought through my synopsis of him. After a minute, he nodded to himself. “I’ve seen soldiers forced to kill women and children, to save themselves or someone else. Things done in the name of freedom. Done to protect the civilians who couldn’t protect themselves. War taught me a valuable lesson.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “Sometimes, to do good, you have to do bad. You become a monster, so others don’t have to.”
I stared into his eyes, wanting my words to echo in the depths of his being. “You are many things, but you are no monster, Ezekiel...” I trailed off, not knowing how to finish the sentence. “You never told me your last name.”
Zeke grinned wolfishly. “You never asked.”
“I’m asking now.” I smiled and cocked my head.
“It’s Laveau, and yes.”
My smile faltered. I mouthed like a fish, surprised by his response. Zeke enjoyed the moment, blessing me with his smile. Words caught up with my thoughts, and I asked a question he’s probably answered a thousand times. “Are you saying you’re related to—”
“Ladies and gentleman, on behalf of the Dream of Mystics, I’d like to thank you all for making this a lovely evening.” Mara’s voice carried as if she were using a microphone. I’d been so entangled in conversation; I hadn’t noticed her appearance. “Unfortunately, the hour is late and although we enjoy a good party, morning will be here soon. I wish you all safe travels to your next destination.”
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Zeke and I stopped by the restrooms on the way out. I locked the door behind me to prevent being interrupted. A lucky guess allowed me to use a stall door to create a doorway to the men’s restroom. Zeke passed through and joined me. Then I closed the stall door and opened it again. This time, it led to my apartment. 
We changed into something beat-down appropriate. For Zeke, that meant a black tee-shirt and cargo pants with a ballistic vest. I changed into the first shirt I could find and jeans. 
“You look like you’re about to go clubbing,” Zeke teased.
“I haven’t done laundry.” I opened the hall closet door and brought us back into the museums restroom.
Zeke cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders. “How long do we wait?”
“Are you claustrophobic or something?” I asked.
“As much as I enjoy being alone with you, I didn’t sign up to hide in a bathroom.”
“We went to my place and changed, so it’s not like we’ve been in here the whole time.” I sighed. 
“It’s been an hour.”
My frustration seeped through. “Bruh, I just wanna make sure everyone who’s not a threat has left.”
“There hasn’t been a sound for twenty minutes,” Zeke complained.
“Fine, you big baby.” I cracked the door open and listened for any signs of movement. Not hearing anything, I crept into the hall.
“Stay behind me,” Zeke whispered, moving forward with his AR-15 shouldered and ready.
“Hear that?” I asked.
“Ballroom,” Zeke answered.
We moved like shadows, drifting to the ballroom doors. Curtains still hung over them. Zeke opened it, making the tiniest of slits to see through. Members of the order were still in their ball attire, minus their masks. 
“These wack ass stiffs are going to destroy the city?” Zeke’s disbelief was obvious.
“It would be in your best interest to treat them like Pilgrim,” I whispered.
Zeke gave me a stern nod. “Got it. Shoot first.”
I rolled my eyes. “Only shoot threats. Stopping them without bloodshed would be preferable.”
“Keep that energy when shit hits the fan.” Zeke snickered. He waited until the Mystics were out of sight, then led the way across the ballroom. 
Thoughts of my parents crowded my mind. After years of not knowing the truth, I still followed in their footsteps. I wielded magic like my mother, Zeke wielded weapons of man, like my father, and here we were hunting a supernatural threat to the city. I pulled it together when we reached the door the Mystics had vanished through.
“Things are going to get ugly fast when we open this door.” Zeke’s eyes held a serious resolve in them. It was a look that asked, “Can I count on you?”
My answer was concise and to the point. “Say less.”
Zeke nodded. A sinister grin grew on him and grabbed the door handle. Male pride in the way, he moved in with his finger on the trigger. I grabbed the nape of his vest and pulled him back before he went toppling down a winding staircase. Torch fire lit the stone stairwell. Shadows danced wildly on the walls, then vanished into the darkness of each turn. 
“Take the rear, Rambo.” I squeezed past Zeke and began the descent.  
The passageway drilled far deeper than I thought possible. New Orleans was between one and two feet below sea level. We should have hit brackish water after the first handful of twists into the darkness. The pressure alone should have buckled the walls. I attributed the stairwell’s stability to the strange markings etched into the walls.
Several dozen yards later, we emerged into a small cavern. It acted as a foyer to what I assumed was a larger cave. Incoherent chatter echoed through the subterranean hideout. Beacons of power fluttered in my gut like butterflies. The sense became ab-tightening. I took a deep breath to calm the feeling. 
A divider wall sat six feet inside the sizable, cavernous space. It was a curved ten-foot-long slab that reached up to the jagged stone ceiling. The wall was one of several, creating a circular space in their center. Four tunnels led into the cavern. Peering around the wall, we saw over two dozen mystics draped in red robes.
I pulled Zeke back and held him at arms-length. “It’s imperative for you to understand this is not a group of lame, rich people. Each of them is dangerous in their own right. If they move against you, do not toy with them. But only if they move against you.”
“Bet,” Zeke, confidence oozing from him in waves. He turned and peeled around the corner, with me clamoring after him.
“Damn it, wait!” I hissed.
Red hair flashed between us. Jacqueline shoved Zeke to the ground. In the same motion, she grabbed me, spun, and said something in Mother Tongue. A blast of air flung me thirty feet. I rolled to a stop at the feet of expectant eyes. 
Zeke fired off a volley of shots with precision accuracy. Each round hit Jacqueline, center-mass. Her hair flared as her body rocked with each impact. She snarled in pain. Tattered fabric tore from her dress, but the with’s body remained unharmed. 
An older man, balding with frosted hair, grabbed me. I shrugged him off with little effort. Pilgrim’s whip flashed in my mind, and I lashed out. A chain of iridescent magic caught Jacqueline’s wrist before her fist could meet Zeke’s face.
I yanked the petrified harlot toward me. My fist hit her square in the nose. Pain rushed through my fist and wrist. If not for magic, my hand would have shattered.
More Gunfire bellowed. Two thuds followed it, then a metallic clang. Zeke had his rifle trained in my direction. I glanced behind me and saw two witches lying in a pool of blood. A pistol rested in one of their lifeless grips. Zeke winked at me and began waving the aim of his rifle around. The genuine threat of being shot deterred the others.
I commenced to A-town stomping the living shit out of Jacqueline. Every kick felt like I was stomping on a brick. I had every intention of reducing that brick to dust—petrification spell be damned. 
A plume of light grew in my peripheral. I darted out of its path. The fireball truck a man behind me and engulfed him in flames. He screamed and flailed to douse the flames. Zeke showed him mercy. A single shot to the head sent the poor bastard to Hell, and a much darker fate.
The distraction gave Jacqueline a chance to recover. Thanks to Zeke, her ragged evening gown left little to the imagination. The smudge marks from me stomping her didn’t help either. She looked like a back-alley hooker, who was still clinging to the memory of her Prom Queen years. Jacqueline stood at Illiana’s side and Zeke made his way to mine.
I grinned in admiration of the size eight shoe print on the side of Jacqueline’s face. “You’ve got something on your cheek.”
Jacqueline scowled. “I can’t wait to claw your face off.”
“After I fry it,” Illiana said.
“Ladies, let’s try to be civil.” Mara’s silky voice eased her attack dogs’ tension. She emerged from the crowd, a sultry Moses, strutting through the sea of red robes. “There’s no need for unnecessary bloodshed.”
I looked down the makeshift aisle her followers had formed. A crude plinth held a box of some sort. Natalie sat with her back against the plinth. She sported a black eye, a bloodied nose, and a busted lip. Bracelets of bruised and raw skin had formed from her struggling against her shackles. The archaic handcuffs must have held her magic in check.
I pointed at Natalie. “You call that civil?”
“Natty Patty has always needed a stern hand to keep her in check.” Mara let out a seductive breath while giving us a longing look.
I swallowed hard as my heart galloped. My skin grew flush, and my nipples hardened. Mara was one sexy witch. I touched my cheek, associating a slap with this feeling. Remembering why, I slapped myself and shook it off. “Enough of your tricks!”
“Darling, I haven’t begun to show you my tricks,” Mara purred.
Zeke smiled stupidly. “I can’t wait to see them.” His rifle hung at his side by its shoulder strap. The moron was about to walk over to her.
My palm met his face with a fleshy smack. “Get your head in the game,” I hissed.
“He would have, if you hadn’t stopped him,” Mara said, placing a hand on her hip.
Zeke shook his head and gave Mara a scathing look. Time slowed for the next sequence of events. Zeke took a drop step and raise his rifle. The Mystics—cowardly fucks—fell away from Mara in unison. Muzzle flashes illuminated Mara’s form. My eardrums throbbed from the staccato of gunfire. The sharpened skill of a soldier enabled Zeke to do this before my brain could signal me to stop him.
With a subtle upward swoop of her hand, Mara sent the rounds into the earthy ceiling. Hollow thunks echoed as flecks of dirt and dust rained down. She spoke in Mother Tongue, then clenched her hands together. 
Zeke lurched from his rifle. The gun contorted with a series of metallic groans and creaks. Its strap snapped free. The battered metal clattered to the floor. Mara shot her attention to me and thrust her hand forward. 
A half-assed shield was all I had time to muster. Mara’s quake of magic shattered my shield on impact. The fallout sent me hurtling end-over-end. I hit a partition wall, shattering its surface. Pain flared through my body. It was the only thing that kept me conscious. I poured from the indentation in the wall and fell headfirst to the ground. Because I had hit the freaking wall while upside down.
Every nerve-ending in my body shrieked. I choked on the air refilling my lungs. Painful coughs tore from my throat. I clawed at the dirt, fighting through the physical trauma.
The rattle of chains echoed through the chamber. Cold steel embraced my wrist. A familiar feeling washed over me—normality. My will remained intact, but my strength and magic evaporated. I fought to hold my head up, eyes fluttering.
Illiana crouched over me and stroked my hair, a feigned pout on her face. “Those will make you a little less annoying.”
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Zeke’s bravery was unique in the face of inexplicable adversity. Even the most brazen of souls would have backed down under these circumstances. Surrounded by witches, Zeke stood his ground. He watched me with desperateness unbefitting of his confident demeanor.
Illiana grabbed the chain of my shackles. I cringed and grunted as she pulled me to my feet. Zeke’s eyes wailed at my discomfort, betraying the scowl on his face. Did he have genuine feelings for me?
“You motherfuckers.” Zeke roared, grabbing the combat knife sheathed on his hip. “I don’t give a fuck about this hocus-pocus-shit. Imma gut every last one of you?” He took a defensive stance, continuously turning, waiting for an attack. 
Illiana drove her foot into the back of my knee, forcing me down. She yanked my hair to hold my head up and looked down at me with a smile. “I think someone has a crush on you,” she teased.
Zeke’s lip turned up in a snarl. Concern made him forget Mara and the rest of the Mystics. He turned to face me and the two witches squarely. 
“Do you really think a knife is going to help you?” Jacqueline motioned to the flattened bullets from where Zeke had shot her earlier. 
“Why don’t you come over here and find out?” Zeke shot back. Jacqueline shook her head with laughter and helped Illiana hoist me back to my feet.
“There’s no need for that,” Mara said. 
Zeke spun, blade slicing through the air. Mara raised her palm with fingers splayed. Zeke’s body grew rigid. Veins bulged in his neck from the painful tension locking him in place. 
“Do behave yourself, Mr. Laveau. After all, you’re our guest of honor.”
A woman with greying hair worked the knife from Zeke’s grip. Once she was done, several of the other witches latched onto his arms. I bucked in protest, but Illiana and Jacqueline held me in check. The latter rewarded me with a knee to the gut.
Mara moved by the half dozen warlocks restraining Zeke to stand in front of me. She caressed my cheek and smiled. “Poor child, thrust into a world of madness. And to think, all of this could have been avoided if we’d found the key first.”
“You dumb asses were looking in the wrong place,” I murmured. 
“None of that matters, now.” Mara strutted over to Zeke. “Contingencies are a must in any situation.” 
Zeke bucked against his oppressors, to no avail. 
Mara ran her hands over his shoulders and arms. “Mr. Laveau is such a resourceful man—smart, with a hint of ruthlessness. Without him, we wouldn’t have been able to attain the funding needed to establish everything. Pilgrim chooses such resourceful help.”
“His bitch ass won’t be choosing anything else.” Zeke smirked.
“A waste, but not a total loss. His only true task was making sure you worked for us.” Mara’s cherry-red lips pouted. “Imagine our disappointment when we found out you were a nomag. A powerful name without a lick of magic.”
“Happy to disappoint you,” Zeke growled, managing a step forward, despite having three men clinging to each of his arms.
“Oh, no, you beautiful man.” Mara moved to Zeke and tip-toed to run her tongue up his neck. Her eyes stayed on me the entire time. 
Not sure why, but her taunting made me want to claw them out of her head. 
Mara looked up at Zeke. “You didn’t disappoint at all. Your existence and willingness to help was a blessing. Magic or not, there’s power in blood.”
Illiana and Jacqueline pulled me closer before the latter left my side. The mystics forced Zeke to follow Mara back to the box sitting on the plinth. Jacqueline used one of her razor-like fingernails to slice through the shoulder straps of his vest. The sadistic hornball slowly licked her lips and pulled the vest off Zeke. Jacqueline raked her fingers across his chest. Then she stabbed her forefinger in just below his collarbone.
Zeke’s jaw tightened, and he let out a pained snarl. His defiant gaze bore into Jacqueline’s dazzling brown eyes. She twisted her finger with a wicked grin on her face. Zeke’s refusal to scream only excited her more, evident by her pebbling nipples.
“Not too deep, dear,” Mara said. “We don’t want him to expire just yet.” 
The witches and warlocks moved us closer to Mara and the box. Jacqueline had to backpedal to ensure her finger remained rooted in Zeke’s chest. A pleasant floral scent grew stronger as we got closer. This wasn’t just a box; it was a coffin. Inside lay a stunning mulatto woman. She wore a black dress with a crimson sash draped over her shoulders. A matching head wrap held her beautiful black hair in place.
“Mr. Laveau, meet your grandmother, eight-times removed?  Or is it nine?” Mara tapped her chin with a pensive frown. “No matter. Isn’t Marie gorgeous? Even in death, her magic refuses to let her beauty fade.”
Zeke stared at his deceased ancestor with unflinching resolve. Marie Laveau was once the greatest Voodoo priestess in the South. Some might say she was the mother of Louisiana’s Voodoo. I had unknowingly been running around with one of her descendants. And now we were both looking at her corpse, which was in better condition than either of us.
“Grave robbers?” I asked while examining the floor by the plinth.
“I told you, contingencies are a must,” Mara said.
Grooves, a half-inch wide, ran down the four sides of the plinth and continued onto the floor. Crystalline pipes filled each groove. These peculiar pipelines vanished into the darkness of the cave’s four tunnel entrances.
 “I could have forced you to use the key for my purposes,” Mara said. “But I lost my leverage after Jean-Pete’s...accident. I couldn’t threaten to hurt him when I’d already done it.”
“Bitch!” I lurched free from Illiana’s grip. 
Some old guy gut-punched me, thwarting my attack. Bastard was too much of a coward to join the skirmish earlier. Zeke tried to come to my aid. He snarled in response to Jacqueline digging her finger in deeper.
Mara sighed. “As I was saying, with your grandfather injured, and the fruitless endeavor to recover him or your grandmother from the hospital, I went with Plan B. Ezekiel, as handsome and intelligent as you are, you never realized we chose you. All we had to do was throw out a shady offer and wait for you to answer.”
“This,” I said, motioning around the cavern, “didn’t happen in the past week.”
“This is our place of worship. It took a few years of construction to network the city’s places of power to a central location.” Mara pointed to the crystalline pipeline. “These are what we’ve been finishing up, since Pilgrim and the others failed to get the key.”
“Seems like your clubhouse’s network would have been the plan of least resistance,” I said.
“For other things, yes, but to get to the Crossroads, not so much.” Mara ran a hand along the coffin’s edge. “Poor Marie is only good for one use. Opening the door will use all her juice. A waste if you ask me, but what must be done, must be done. Unless you’ve reconsidered helping us out?”
“She’d sooner die than help you,” Zeke growled.
“Didn’t think so.” Mara sighed and looked at Marie’s body. “Uncork the bottle so we can begin.”
The warlocks forced Zeke to the coffin. Jacqueline kept her finger in place and moved with them. They forced Zeke to lean over the head of the coffin. Mara opened Marie’s mouth open. Then Jacqueline removed her finger from Zeke’s chest. Blood of a Laveau poured into the mouth of the woman who had given the surname power. 
Marie’s eyes popped open, glistening like polished onyx. Zeke flinched and tried to retreat. The warlocks held fast. I had done the same as Zeke and met the same results.
Power emanated from Marie and increased exponentially. I could feel it rattling in my teeth. Zeke stopped struggling, and the witches let his limp body fall to the ground. Marie Laveau sprung to her feet in the coffin. The greying woman who took Zeke’s knife struck me in the head with its hilt. Illiana shoved me to the floor next to Zeke.
Natalie was already there, checking Zeke’s pulse. She gave me a nod. “He’s alive.”
The witches chanted in Mother Tongue. Marie’s dress flowed in an imperceptible breeze. Her pearl earrings hovered from her earlobes, defying gravity. The chanting continued, and Marie’s beauty began to fade.
The supple honey complexion of her skin withered and paled. Silky black hair became brittle and grey. The Voodoo Queen’s eyes oozed from their sockets. Liquified brain matter leaked from every orifice of her skull. Within a minute, the once beautiful woman was nothing more than a mummified husk of her former self. 
The dried-out corpse fell into the coffin. A cloud of darkness exploded to life in its place. Power pulsed from it, reverberating through the air. The ominous cloud stabilized. Its hum of energy made my skin pebble. I stared in disbelief as the darkness gathered itself to form a doorway.
Mara clapped her hands excitedly. “Wasn’t that exciting?” She walked to the foot of the coffin to marvel at the door. The Great Mother stared at it with her mouth ajar and eyes filled with wonder. “Come along, girls, and bring the payment.”
Natalie and I scrambled to stop Illiana and Jacqueline from taking Zeke. A rainstorm of kicks kept us at bay. The two witches grabbed Zeke’s unconscious form and joined the head of their coven.
Mara used magic to form stone steps to the doorway. She climbed them and vanished into the dark void. My breaths came in heaves. I shuddered to push myself up. Alas, my body lacked the will that burned within my spirit. Helpless, I watched Illiana and Jacqueline drag Zeke through the doorway. My eyes settled on Natalie, who was lying next to me, half-conscious. I trembled in a breath and thought of the only hope we had left.
“Addie...”
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Natalie coughed out a chuckle. “Gone one day, and you traded me in? At least he’s cute.” Battered, bruised, and in a room full of witches who would gladly kill us, and it still didn’t damper her sense of humor.
“You need counseling,” I muttered.
“Silence, you whores!” A warlock growled. He was a black man with bulldog jowls.
“Bitch is the word you’re looking for,” I retorted. “It’s been a while since I’ve had any bedroom magic.”
“Don’t look at me.” Natalie giggled. “Straight dust bowlin’ it over here.”
Jowls’ scowl was a mix of shock and indignation. Shocked at our candid responses and annoyed by his words’ inability to scathe us.
“Leave them be.” The greying woman pulled Jowls away to join the rest of them. She tucked Zeke’s knife into the belt of her robe. “The Great Mother and Grand Master will deal with them when they return.”
“Like the KKK?” Natalie asked.
“That’s the Grand Wizard,” I snapped. “Will you focus on how we can get out of here?”
“Bernadine has the keys,” Natalie said, lifting her chin to the woman with Zeke’s knife. 
I frowned. “You know her?”
“No, but you have to admit, the name suits her.”
Adeline appeared behind the group of robe-clad lackeys. Head whipping around in confusion until her eyes finally fell on us. “Oh, lord!” She rushed over and knelt beside me. Her cool hands wiped sweat from my brow. “Look at what they’ve done to you, darlin’. These sons-a-bitches gotta pay.”
“I’m doing great, thanks,” Natalie snarked with a bloody half-grin.
Adeline grinned. “Ya probably said something to piss ’em off.” Natalie nodded, owning her knack for pissing people off. 
“The lady with the knife has the keys,” I whispered. Adeline looked to see who I was referring to. I waited for her to look at me before continuing, “Remember that time in Mr. Brasseaux’s class?”
Adeline shook her head. “Unh-uh, no way.”
“Come on, it’s...” I stopped when a witch glanced at us. The woman sneered, then turned back around. I finished my plea. “It’s the only way.”
“What are you two carrying on a bout?” Natalie asked.
“This lil’ nutria had me possess her 9th grade math teacher to get out of a test,” Adeline said, placing her hands on her hips and sitting back on her haunches.
“Holy shit.” Natalie giggled with amusement.
“You’re the one that had him throwing papers everywhere and jumping around like a monkey,” I argued.
“It took so much out of me, I never did it again.” Adeline pouted. “I won’t be able to help you after doing this.”
“You won’t need to,” I said. “Just get us out of these cuffs, and we’ll do the rest.”
Adeline sighed in contemplation. “The things we do for love.”
“It would help if you could thin them out some, too,” Natalie added.
Adeline approached the group with caution. She made sure not to phase through anyone. I can’t say if it was to avoid detection or her hang up about people passing through her. Adeline had penetrated their ranks, and the Mystics were none the wiser. 
“Shit,” Natalie cursed. 
That’s around the time I noticed a petite Asian woman. Her minute stature gave her a child-like appearance next to the others. She perused her associates. Her eyes followed the same path as Adeline. Happenstance revealed itself as purposeful intent. The tiny woman slipped through the crowd and headed straight for the presence no one else noticed. Adeline was just within reach of her target when the woman reached her.
The woman grabbed Adeline’s wrist. “Who are you?”
Adeline’s wrist crackled in the woman’s grasp. Her form pulsed with faint light as she struggled to get free. Bernadine whirled and stared at the woman in surprise. The other Mystics backed away to give the tiny woman room to spaz out. Judging from their looks, they still couldn’t see Adeline. Little Miss Spoilsport held fast to Adeline’s wrist and said something in Mother Tongue. A faint nimbus formed around Natalie. The onlookers gasped in surprise. This was the perfect distraction.
I got to my feet, lowered my head, and charged. Momentum and surprise helped me shoulder through a handful of witches and warlocks. A girlish eek rang out as I barreled over the woman locked on Adeline’s wrist. I lost sight of Adeline in the bundle of fumbling bodies. When it was over, my friend was nowhere to be seen. This bitch was going to regret whatever it was she did to Adeline. 
A well-placed kick doubled her over. The others swarmed me before I could kick her again. Punches and kicks blinded me. Natalie went in and out of view. She was receiving the same treatment as me.
Bernadine pulled the combat knife from her belt. I bucked and squirmed, but the spell casting shits had numbers on her side. Fingers slid through my hair, then locked in. A sharp tug exposed my throat. Bernadine stood in front of me. She smiled and toyed with the knife. Satisfied with torturing me with anticipation, Bernadine raised the blade.
“No,” I muttered.
The fear of death clawed its way to the surface. I had brought shame to my mother’s legacy, unable to fill her shoes. Papaw’s and Memaw’s suffering would increase tenfold after my death. Adeline paid the price for my ineptitude. Natalie and Zeke would pay next. 
Unadulterated rage roiled in Bernadine’s eyes. She swung the knife. My heart froze, and my struggling ceased. I closed my eyes, accepting my fate. A unified gasp washed through the room. An uproar of confusion and outrage followed. But I was still alive.
The pull on my hair released. My arms were no longer restrained. I opened one eye, then the other. The Asian woman, who’d exposed Adeline, was standing between us. She had her back turned to me. My would-be killer leaned on her for support. Bernadine had a lazy, lifeless stare. Thick strands of blood hung from her lower lip.
“Darlene...w-what did you do?” A man asked, bewilderment shaking his voice.
Darlene, the petite Asian woman, stood under five feet tall. She stepped aside and allowed Bernadette’s body to thud to the floor. The man approached and reached for her shoulder. Darlene whirled on him and drove the blade into his gut. 
Everyone watched in horror as Darlene twisted the blade and forced it up his torso. The stench of entrails made me gag. There was a sickening splash as they hit the ground.
Darlene turned her gaze on me. I frowned at the hurtful longing in her eyes. Not a soul moved. I imagined we were all one-minded, wondering the same thing. What the fuck?
Darlene pointed the blade at me. I instinctively shrunk away from her. A thick, carmine sheen glistened from the tip of the blade to her wrist. Tears traversed her cheeks as she looked around. “Y’all fuckers are gonna rue the day you touched a hair on her curly head.”
I grinned in recognition of what was happening. Even with the Asian accent, I could still recognize Adeline’s Southern twang. A key dangled from Darlene’s free hand. She tossed it to me, then waved the knife around as a deterrent.
Every person that pawed at me received a cut or stab. In Darlene’s little body, Adeline could zip around like a coked-out squirrel, stabbing and slashing away. Red robes became blood-soaked shrouds. Adeline cursing through Darlene’s voice was downright comical.
I stayed low and crawled through the shuffle of frantic feet. Natalie was lying on the on the outskirts of the skirmish. She’d taken one hell of a beating.
“Your girl is crazy.” Natalie chuckled.
“Pot calling the kettle black.” I unlocked her shackles.
Natalie took a deep breath and rolled on to her back. She stared at the ceiling, ignoring the mayhem. Her back arched in an almost euphoric manner. After unlocking my shackles, I understood why.
Magic rushed back to me like a sixty-foot-tall tsunami wave. It washed over me, drowning out mundanity. My gasp felt like the first breath of my life. A static tingle cascaded across my skin, mending me. I felt naked without my magic. Having it back was like wrapping myself in a warm coat during a winter storm. It was a lip trembling experience I never wanted to have again.
Power restored and strength renewed, I got to my knees, expecting to see an ongoing slasher flick. Darlene was on the ground amongst the rest of Adeline’s handiwork. She was on her side with her back to me, but her lifeless gaze was on me as well. Someone had turned her head a full hundred-and-eighty degrees.
The Mystics had another of their own surrounded. A middle-aged man with a blanket of dark stubble on his jawline. His rigid body hovered vertically above the ground, with arms and legs splayed. Mara’s subjects wove a spell in Mother Tongue. The man’s face contorted into a pleading grimace, but his eyes were defiant.
“Adeline.” I whispered. She must have jumped bodies after Darlene’s neck breaking exit. 
A disembodied scream filled the void. Adeline’s semi-transparent face began to tear away from the man’s. She clenched her eyes shut, straining to hold on.
A purple hue pulsed along the edges of my vision. Shock and outrage spiked to all out fury. I wouldn’t lose any more family behind this bullshit.
I lashed out with both arms and pulled on my magic. Chains of magic seized the throats of a witch and warlock. I flung them into the person next to them. The calamity of wails and grunts brought the chanting to an end.
“Get out of here, Addie,” I barked. For a change, Adeline didn’t argue. I knew she was gone when the man’s eyes rolled back.
A hastily constructed shield protected me from a glass vial. The vial exploded, nearly knocking me off balance. More vials shattered to pieces. Each one birthed a new explosion. I did my best to deflect them. One landed near my feet and knocked me on my ass.
The asshole with bull-doggish jowls rushed me. Natalie sucker punched him. His flappy cheeks rocked with the blow. I shot a blast of magic past her. It struck a witch, who was winding up to throw a vial. It exploded in the woman’s hand. Her arm vanished in a plume of red gore. 
Natalie caught an incoming vial in her designated strong hand. She tightened her grip on the vial and held it away from her body. Natalie flinched when the vial exploded in her grasp. It should have blown her arm off. I accepted it not doing so, on account of her parentage. I still didn’t expect to see what I did.
Flesh burned away from her hand, revealing dark, cragged skin. She held her hand up, observing the monstrous clawed appendage. I could tell our shock was equal in magnitude. 
I hurled a series of blasts to deter the remaining Mystics from closing in on us. One braveheart launched another vial. Without looking up, Natalie raised her left hand—the normal one—and made a fist. The vial exploded in the air, knocking Mystics on their asses. The others scattered.
 Orange light pulsed to life within the cracks of her demonic hand. Her claws receded into pink nails. Peachy flesh grew over the demonic hide—a glove of humanity. 
Natalie glanced at me, her shoulders rising and falling in rhythm with heavy breaths. “Go after Mara. I’ll play with our friends till you get back.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. There were still close to a dozen witches and warlocks left.
Natalie nodded without giving me a second look. “Just make sure only you and your boy-toy come back.”
I scoffed at her accusation and headed to the gateway. Screams, grunts, and a series of booms filled the chamber. Natalie was going to give them hell. With nervous angst, I stepped onto the plinth and stood before the doorway of darkness. 
I’m a diamond. The thought resonated within me, and I stepped into the darkness.
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A brilliant moon illuminated the otherwise dark landscape. The whispered crunch of grass met my feet. Gurgling water made me pause. I frowned, turning to look at the lake. A log sat at its edge. I surveyed the landscape, taking in the dark silhouette of trees sprinkled about. Did I know this place?
“Papaw,” I breathed. 
This was the place I dreamt of. Where Papaw and I sat on the log. He gave me a cryptic pep talk about death and my relationship with it. He also said I would find him when I was ready. Was this what he meant?
In the distance was the silhouette of a hill. Sounds of laughter pranced through the night. The voices were masculine, ruling out Mara and her witches. Curiosity spurred me to see what was so funny. 
A mile and an exhausting ascent later, I reached the top of the hill. Down below, two men were enjoying drinks and cigars. They sat at opposite heads of a wooden table. An ornate candelabra held well over a dozen candles. Dark wax dripped down its golden sides and pooled on the table. 
One man had smooth umber skin. Braided dreadlocks hung freely down his back. White paint covered the top half of his face, giving it a skull-like appearance. He wore a black tailcoat. A necklace of bones and feathers adorned his neck. The man’s boisterous laughter seemed to carry on the air of this place. 
At the other end sat a man whose head was more salt than pepper. He wore a crisp white dress shirt with khaki pants. His laugh was one of no worries. The laugh that had warmed my heart for years. A laugh that made me smile even when the flood of tears sought to drown me. As I moved closer, the aroma of rum and...no way.
Papaw was drinking and smoking weed with what I could only assume to be a Guédé. Mara said the doorway led to the crossroads, so it was a reasonable assumption. Guédé were the Loa of death and the afterlife. I think they specialized in fertility too. Baby making wasn’t on my bucket list, so that part was irrelevant. Death, however, was the common denominator for everything.
But who was this Loa?
“Papaw?” I said in a hesitant child-like tone.
“Hey there, Tay-baby.” Papaw sprung up from his seat and wrapped me in a tight hug. “Been waitin’ on ya since we had our talk.”
“You said I would find you when it was time.” I pulled away from our embrace with teary eyes. “Does this mean you’re dead?”
“Dying.”
I jumped, startled by the Loa who now stood inches from us. He took a sip from a black diamond encrusted chalice, then sat it on the table. The loa rested both hands on his cane. A piece of redwood, meticulously carved into a stack of skulls and snakes. His white eyes held me, dancing with lustful mischief.
Papaw gave the Loa a subtle bow. “Apologies, Baron. Taya, this is Baron La Croix. Baron this is—”
“Taya Free-man.” La Croix’s thick Haitian accent made my last name sound like two words. He grabbed my hand and bowed to kiss it. “Baron La Croix, guardian of the first gate. Kriminel has been cursing your name ever since you summoned him. Says you spoiled his fun.”
“I gave him an offering,” Papaw said.
La Croix laughed. “Sick bastard loves the dreadful squawks of those birds when they’re burning. He was more interested in her friend. The white girl with brimstone perfume.”
“That Natalie is something curious, ain’t she?” Papaw bent over with laughter, slapping his knee, drunk and high as a kite. 
La Croix joined in the laughter, tapping the ground with his cane. Each tap thundered across the land. 
“Why are you laughing?” My outrage at Papaw’s flippant attitude left me surprised but not deterred. I pointed at La Croix. “He just said you’re dying. Dying. The alcohol and weed is just to placate you while it happens.”
“Mind ya tone, young lady,” Papaw snapped. 
La Croix chuckled. “I’ll never understand the living’s fear of death. It’s like you want to eat but never get full. Fuck, but never climax. Death is the result of life. It’s why we, Loa, believe in savoring every moment. Nothing lasts forever.”
I squared my shoulders. “You can’t have him.”
La Croix grinned at Papaw. He took a long pull from the biggest blunt I’d ever seen in. “You were right. She does have fire in her blood.” 
I called up my machetes. “Try to take my Papaw and I’m gonna take ya hands.”
“There it is...” La Croix pointed at me, choking on smoke as he laughed. “Jean-Pete told me your southern accent comes out when you’re upset.”
Power flickered in the air. It was so brief, I almost questioned if I had felt anything at all. The aroma of food hit me before my doubt grew any further. A spread worthy of a king appeared on the table. Roasted pig, grilled goat, potatoes, grapes and fresh pineapple. My stomach grumbled its betrayal, voicing its desire to feast.
La Croix propped his cane against the table and plucked a handful of grapes. He popped them into his mouth, then scooped up a bottle of rum as. It looked like he was going to pour it on the table. Then his crystalline chalice appeared, catching the fall of alcohol. When it was full, La Croix picked up the glass and offered it to me. The Loa laughed at my refusal to even look at the glass in his hand. 
“There’s no need for your pretty toys, girl.” La Croix waved his hand and my machetes vanished. A chair with red velvet cushions appeared from the aether. “I simply wish to drink and have a talk. Please, have a seat.” 
“Hear him out, Tay,” Papaw said, patting me on the shoulder. “He was nice enough to ask.”
Papaw had a point. La Croix was a god and had already knocked the hold on my magic from my grasp. He could have glued me to the chair and forced the entire bottle of rum down my throat. Instead, he chose an act of civility. I sat down and took a sip of the rum. The amber liquor had a hint of sweet beneath a kick of spice. It hit the spot and knocked the edge off.
“Talk about what?” I looked up, expecting to find La Croix standing over me, flaunting his crotch in my face. Instead, he was back in his seat with a loaded plate of food.
“You’re the last Doorman,” La Croix said, whipping a purple cloth napkin out of thin air and laying it across his lap.
“Papaw covered that in the land of the living.” I guzzled the rest of the rum. 
 “Did he tell you how important that is?” La Croix smiled. “You belong to an exclusive club.”
“A club implies more than one,” I said.
was an exclusive club. Rare magic wielders with the ability to travel between realms. Cursed by nature’s cruelty. Born bearing the mark of this gift on their skin. Damnedest thing ever seen. Only the highest of gods could travel anywhere. The thought of lesser beings having that power was preposterous. Such magic made them high-value targets which, in turn, forced them to become skilled fighters.”
“Not skilled eno—” My snide remark cut short when my eyes locked on the candles. Now that I was up close, I saw they were a deep crimson, not black. Melted wax dripped away from the flaming wick and trickled down the candle like blood.
“Oh, they were quite effective in defending themselves.” La Croix said while sticking a piece of pork in his mouth. “But even the greatest of fighters will buckle when hunted by relentless hordes.”
“Hunted?” Papaw asked. The surprise in his voice told me this was news to him.
“When the guard dogs of Christianity rebelled, Doormen became a coveted resource. Through them, the devils’ hordes wreaked havoc across countless realms. This was key to the Devils’ pantheon coming to be.”
“The devil may have hunted them—us to near extinction, but Satan ended up being cast into Hell,” I argued.
“Satan is only one of them. And I never said he hunted Doorman to extinction. I said they buckled after being hunted by hordes.” La Croix patted the corners of his mouth clean before tossing the napkin on his plate. “It was the other pantheons who felt it best to eliminate the opposition’s advantage.”
This info session had my mind racing. According to La Croix, Satan was only one devil. So, how many were there? And if I understood pantheons, he was telling me that gods had committed themselves to the genocide of people like me. If that were true, would they still feel that way now? Papaw broke into a coughing fit, snapping me out of my thoughts.
I rushed to his side. “What is it?”
Papaw waved me off. “I’m fine.”
“Come now, Jean-Pete. The time for painting fantasies has passed.” La Croix turned his attention to me. “Your grandfather is nearing the point of no return, and Mr. Laveau is running low on time as well.”
The mention of Zeke pained me with guilt. Finding Papaw had side tracked me from the goal that brought me to this strange place. I accepted my place in the hierarchy of power and ate a slice of humble pie. “Baron La Croix, can you advise me on how to save them both?”
“Hoping to get some Laveau in you, huh?” La Croix snickered. 
I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. “I only wish to save the life of the man who raised me, and the one I endangered.” 
Internally, I was praying La Croix didn’t notice the rush of heat his accusation brought to my cheeks. Sure, Zeke was handsome and was so much more than a street king, but that didn’t mean I wanted to jump his bones—yet.
La Croix blew me off. “Whatever you say.” He inhaled a deep breath of contemplation, then nodded to himself. “I like you, Taya Free-man, and Jean-Pete is a good man. Because of this, I’ll help you. All you have to do is get to the Crossroads and strike a deal with Samedi.”
“Do I have time to get through all the gates?” I asked, not knowing how much time Papaw and Zeke had or what challenges lie waiting at each gate.
“Possibly, but there’s no way you could survive the sixth gate. Kriminel is its protector, and he’s got a massive hard-on for you.” La Croix burst into laughter at what I imagined was the thought of Kriminel jerking off with my entrails. Loa were twisted that way. Catching his breath, he continued. “But you are a Doorman, so why worry about all the gates when you can go straight to the Crossroads?”
I frowned, absently scanning the dark landscape of grass and trees. “I need a door to use my key.” 
A steady thrum of power came into existence. Then a doorway of darkness framed by bones appeared a few feet behind La Croix.
“Use your magic and it will take you right where you need to be.” La Croix clasped another blunt between his lips and it sparked to life. He took a few puffs, then exhaled. “Hurry along, little Doorman.”
Papaw took my hand and gave me a nod of confidence. I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “We’ll be home soon.” 
I walked over to the gate. My Doorman magic activated instinctually. The gateway pulsed with power, and the soft glow of lavender light filled the cracks between the bones of the frame.
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I emerged from the gateway onto a fog laden dirt road. Dark clouds hung above. Purple streaks of lightning flashed and flickered within them. My nerves were already on edge, and the psychedelic light show didn’t help. The landscape here would have inspired fear on the prettiest of days.
Whereas La Croix’s land was a dark pastoral field of trees, this place was the embodiment of death. A never-ending cemetery. Aged headstones, all cracked or broken, littered the land. Networks of thorny vines held together the fractured walls of crypts, mausoleums, and tombs. Crows perched on the twisted limbs of dead trees scattered about the place. The birds’ beady red eyes watched me in silent observation.
It felt like I had been walking forever. Time was hard to gauge with the sky never changing and the scenery having no distinguishable landmarks. I finally reached a point where the road—and cemetery—rose steeply. 
Fatigue burned through my legs. As I ascended, the incline grew ever steeper. Mid-way up, I came upon stairs of carved earth. Despite their solid design, the stairs didn’t relieve the stress of the climb. A respite from the climb finally came into view. My feelings of relief shifted to trepidation.
At the top of the stairs, two decomposing corpses stood affixed like scarecrows. Morbid sentinels in grimy, tattered clothes. Moist, putrefied skin covered their gangly frames. Maggots danced across their bodies. I fanned away flies and held my breath to avoid their stench. Bones cracked as their heads snapped to me. Their opaque eyes glared at me. My heart tried to burst from my chest, and my pace slowed. 
Beyond creeped out, I blindly rushed past them. Shock and disgust beckoned me to turn and look at them. The fear of them unperching from their crude crucifixion was too great to ignore. I backed away, waiting for an attack. The last thing I needed was to be bitten by a zombie. I didn’t know how that would play out. And I didn’t want to learn.
A husky, Haitian voice caused me to spin. “Welcome, Taya Free-man.”
“The Baron insisted we wait for you before concluding our terms,” Mara said with a mirthless smile. Her two cunt-puppies stood on either side of Zeke. He was on his knees, clutching the puncture wound in his chest.
Baron Samedi, Lord of the Guédé, sat on his throne upon a high dais of bleached bones. Aged skulls formed the Loa’s throne. Rib bones splayed from the sides of its high back. Black serpents slithered through its frame, using the orifices of the skulls as their byways.
Samedi wore a black top hat. It had a purple band around it, decorated with tiny skulls. The macabre head piece kept his dreads in check. He wore a black tailcoat suit with a purple vest, black ascot, with a white shirt. A necklace of inky feathers and finger bones hung from his neck. Dark shades hid his eyes. The cotton in his nostrils saved him from the natural funk of this place. 
The visage of a crude skull marked his face. I say marked, because I couldn’t tell if it was paint or the tone of his flesh. Even his hands resembled skeletal bones outlined by blackness. 
“Miss Free-man entered the gates with intentions linked to yours, Lady Mara,” Samedi said, with a voice smoother than spiced rum. He bore an eerie resemblance to La Croix, albeit more primitive in its refinement. He even used the same enunciation of my last name. There was something familiar about his voice. 
I rolled that thought around in my head before saying anything. “You were my cab driver, the night of the break-in,” I said.
“Couldn’t have you running late for your date with destiny,” Samedi said, grinning.
“You drove me there knowing what I would walk into?” I asked, knuckles cracking as I clenched my fists.
“Calling da law was always a choice, but you chose not to.”
“Or...you could have warned me, or not taken me.”
Samedi brushed me off. “Enough whining about spilled rum. What tribute have you brought?”
“I didn’t come for a favor. I came to stop them.” If my eyes could shoot lasers, my gaze would have cleaved all three witches in half.
“We offer you this,” Mara said. She reached into her robe and pulled out a satchel. From it, she retrieved a crystal the size of my head. On the surface, it glowed a faint fuchsia, but at its core was a continuous swirl of white light. The crystal vanished from her hands. It reappeared, hovering above Samedi’s hand.
 “This is a lot of souls, Madame,” Samedi said as the crystal slowly spun. “Reasonable payment for the one you wish to free.”
Natalie’s story about Mara’s soul-collecting bombing spree invaded my thoughts. This was the endgame to all of that death and destruction. Mara had murdered countless people to use their souls for this barter agreement. Who was worth so much death?
“You know the rules...it takes life to give life,” Samedi said with a mischievous grin.
 “He should be more than sufficient.” Mara looked at Illiana, who in turn held a blade to Zeke’s throat.
“The blood of Mama Laveau,” Samedi purred. Fire danced in the dark lenses of his shades. “It has been a long time since the power of a Laveau has been here. Her bloodline descended into charlatans and misfits. Dumb fucks who debased her glorious name. Remained ignorant of the power in their blood. Only pretending to know so they could take advantage of hapless fools.”
“A waste of blood and body,” Jacqueline said, brushing Zeke’s sweaty face with the back of her hand. She raised her hand to her nose and inhaled deeply, then licked the sweat from it.
Samedi pulled a cigar from his inner coat pocket and placed it in his mouth. A flame flickered to life on his fingertip. He took a few puffs as he lit it. Then the Loa slumped back in his throne, manspreading in an outright invitation. “Why waste your talents on momentary pleasure when you can have something with a more...lengthy gratification?”
“That’s an offer we are all open to accepting.” Mara nibbled her lower lip. “Isn’t that right, girls?”
“You won’t have to shove that offer down my throat...unless you want to,” Illiana said.
Jacqueline grinned. “I suppose I’m flexible enough to accept.”
“No. No. No.” I blurted, diverting my eyes from the bulge down Samedi’s inner pants leg. 
“If you’re not up to the task, just say so,” Mara teased.
“She ain’t interested in our cardinal soiree,” Samedi said, breathing out smoke with every word. The cigar clamped between his fingers.
“Correct,” I nodded. Despite being violently loyal to their spouses, a Loa’s promiscuous acts would put even the raunchiest of porn stars to shame. I had zero interest in running the risk of catching a GVD—godly venereal disease.  
“What is it you propose, Taya?” Samedi asked. 
“A counter-offer?” I said hesitantly. “You keep the three of them and the shit stain that the Great Cunt wants to free. In return, you free the souls in the crystal, see them to their respective places, and I walk out of here with Zeke and my papaw.”
Mara scoffed. “This isn’t some paltry bidding war.”
“Interesting offer.” Samedi mused.
Mara’s attention snapped to our host. “With all do respect, Baron. You can’t ju—”
“Shut your fucking mouth before I gag you.” Samedi smiled, grabbing himself to make sure he got his point across. His power washed over us in waves, carrying the scent of spiced rum, cigar smoke, and fresh coffee. “You may have power in the realm of the living, but you’re nothing but a poke and stroke here.”
“How dare you speak to the Great Mother in such a manner,” Jacqueline hissed.
Samedi shot to his feet. “Fuck you and your Great Mother!”
For the first time, I noticed there were five other sets of corpses crudely crucified about the perimeter of the hill. They were hard to miss now. Samedi’s anger had breathed life into them. Each dreadful sentinel gnashed their teeth and flailed against their restraints. I assumed they bordered the paths to other gates. Six gates, if I counted the way I came in. So where was the seventh? 
The wind picked up, mixing the miasma of rot with the appealing odor of Samedi’s magic. Lightning lit the sky ablaze with an unending succession of second-long flashes. A menagerie of caws drew my eyes to a sky filled with red-eyed crows. They circled above like tiny vultures, ready to pick the flesh from whatever their master left behind.
 “I spit on the devils and demons that fuel your magic, and the flaccid pantheons they oppose.” Samedi snatched the shades from his face. Tiny flames burned within the darkness of his hollow sockets. His voice boomed across the land like a violent crack of thunder. “They are shit on our boots and you are beneath them. You dare come here with your whore mouths and presume to tell me, Baron Samedi, what I can and can’t do in my domain.” His face contorted into a venomous sneer. “You should be on your knees, begging to wipe my ass with your tongues, pleading for your mouths to be receptacles for my seed.”
 Samedi’s tirade was a prime example of the loa’s unpredictable personalities. It also showed everyone here just how little the loa thought of Mara, her witches, and any god, demon, or devil they could serve.
“So, we have a deal?” I asked.
Samedi took a calming breath and placed his shades back on. The howling wind came to an abrupt stop. The cawing of the crows silenced, and they returned to their perches. Joints cracked and popped as the animated corpses fell limp. Samedi sat down and snuggled into his throne, then smiled at me. “Not so fast, child. What you’ve offered is sure to oppose.”
I scowled at the witches. “Give me a second to get my offering ready for you.”
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I had crossed over into the land of the dead. Found favor with two of the ruling Loa, then cut a deal with them both. Even with my novice-level knowledge, I knew it was unwise to renege on a deal with a Loa. They will stand by the deal and its terms. If I failed to deliver, I would lose everything, including my life and soul. Natalie’s words were never truer than they were now.
We’re all killers when it counts.
My surprise attack took Jacqueline by surprise. She landed a yard or two away from Zeke. A satisfactory result, considering Illiana was my intended target. Samedi kicked back on his throne to enjoy his cigar and enjoy the display of magical fist-to-cuffs.
Illiana kicked Zeke to the ground and darted forward. She unleashed a blitz of knife swipes and Fire Magic. My counters were half-hearted, split between keeping her off me and keeping Mara in sight. I caught Illiana’s wrist and knocked the blade from her grasp. In the same move, I spun into her and bashed her in the face with an elbow.
My plan was simple: deal with the minor witches, then their Great Mother. Samedi never mentioned what condition he wanted them in. I figured their souls were important, so using my spirit weapons was out of the question. His sexual interest in them made me second guess any form of dismemberment. 
Damn it. I should have asked for specifics.  
Illiana forced me to give ground with her human torch act. I found myself in the dirt, choking on its dust. My head swam. A vise of pain gripped my right shoulder and side. It felt like a car had hit me. I rolled onto my back just as the car—Jacqueline—raised its foot to stomp on me. I rolled clear and knocked her on her ass with a blast of magic.
A thrum of power grew behind me, and I knew it was Illiana. Neither her, nor Jacqueline were even close to Mara’s level of power. I whirled, manifesting a chain of magic and lashing out. It latched on to Illiana’s wrist just as she ignited her Fire Magic. I sidestepped the torrent of flames and tugged Illiana’s hand in Mara’s direction. 
Mara, the orchestrator of this madness, hit the dirt to keep from being fried. I yanked back with all I had. Illiana stumbled to me uncontrollably. She was a step away when I unloaded a jab. A clipped squeak shot from her as my fist slammed into her throat. The fire tosser dropped to her knees. Blood spilled from her mouth. She pawed at her throat, struggling to breathe. 
Streaks of pain struck across my back. I reeled, resisting my knees’ desire to buckle. My feet threatened to tangle when I spun. The sloppy recovery didn’t stop me from bobbing and weaving to avoid Jacqueline’s razor-like nails. In a panicked move, I unleashed a concussive attack. The sphere of magic crackled with lilac arcs. A deafening boom reverberated in my skull as the blast launched me through the air. 
I landed a few feet away, rolling with the impact to get to a knee. Samedi chuckled, drawing my attention. He was still on his throne, grinning like a hungry wolf. I followed his eyes to Jacqueline. The witch staggered to her feet, shaking her head to gather herself. 
Between Zeke shooting Jacqueline, and me blasting her, the dress she wore was barely a skirt. Outside of dirt and black smudges, her upper half was completely nude. Her full breast defied gravity as she pounced on her toes like a boxer.  
I called up my chains, illuminating the immediate area with their soft glow. They were leaner than usual. The perfect size for the task at hand. I whipped the chains around my fists and upper arms. It was time to see just how much punishment Jacqueline could withstand.
“Come on...Let’s get it done,” I taunted.
Jacqueline danced toward me, then lunged. My chains absorbed the brunt of her blows. Without magic blocking her would have broken my arms, chains or not. I hit her with counter after counter, relishing every pained grunt they inspired. Her petrification skin buckled beneath my chains of magic.
Bruises surfaced on Jacqueline’s peachy skin. Her confidence faltered and she gave ground. I caught her with a hook to the body. Bone cracked as Jacqueline’s side conformed to my fist. She stumbled back, favoring her ribs.
There was blood in the water, and I was a hungry gator.
Jacqueline’s ability to evade and counter abandoned her. Our fight shifted to a sparring match with an inexperienced fighter. I was a lumberjack and my fists were axes, chopping away a half-naked tree. Speedy combos obliterated Jacqueline’s will and body. 
I’m sure the petrified witch thought I would be easy prey. I was happy to prove to her otherwise. Jacqueline cringed with every breath. She limped back a few steps before falling. I’d reduced her enticing physique to a mass of broken beauty. Splotches of black, blue, and purple marred her skin like abstract art. I straddled her and prepared to paint her face the same. My hubris came at a cost.
A blast of magic sent me tumbling forward. I skid to a halt several yards away. Adrenaline crazed, I pounced up, ready to go. Jacqueline grabbed me from behind before I could turn. A second magical attack tore me from her grip.
I crashed onto the stairs of Samedi’s dais. Something within me broke. The subsequent journey down began a painstaking slide. Then it morphed into a horrendous tumble. Every stair was high enough for me to reflect on the pain and to dread the pain of the next. 
Mara approached me, sighing. “Such a waste.”
My vision fought into focus as she sauntered toward me. She moved in her usual provocative strut. Sharp pains and aching aftershocks made me slow to stand. I risked a glance at the figure on the ground between us and my breath caught.
Zeke was face down in the dirt. The back of his vest smoldered. Jacqueline hadn’t grabbed me. Zeke, the brave-hearted fool, had sacrificed himself to shield me. He wasn’t moving. I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing. 
Beacons of power sprung up all around us. Baron’s incarnations stood at the paths of their respective gates. Lack of knowledge kept me from identifying all but two of them. Kriminel gnashed his teeth and jabbed his knife at me. Thank God, this wasn’t his gate.
Emotion trembled through my lower lip and threatened to break me. La Croix stood with Papaw on the path I used to get here. Papaw’s complexion was ashen. Withered skin covered his face. The skin surrounding his sunken eyes and cheeks had darkened. I could hear his ragged breathing despite having twenty yards between us. Papaw was dying and had reached the last gate.
“Your grandfather looks dreadful.” Mara laughed, then toppled me with another blast. “Baron Samedi, please forgive my earlier outburst. But as you can see, the girl has reneged on her offer.”
“So, it would seem.”
I only heard Samedi say this since I was face-down in the dirt.
A frigid breeze swept across the plateau. Power thrummed beneath the ground. The tearing earth cracked and crumbled. I rose, staring in awe at the doorway rising from the ground.
Its frame was a macabre scene of twisted bodies. Their strained moans and wails rose in sections. A grotesque choir conducted by the movements of black serpents. The snakes slithered between their bodies, only to dive into their mouths and eyes. Such a horrid sight that it took a minute before I noticed the aura of purple and white light within it.
“Pay tribute,” Samedi said.
“Of course, Baron.” Mara curtsied and resumed her approach.
I waited until she was within striking distance. Once she was, I lunged for her while creating a machete of necromantic power. Mara flung her hand in front of her. A hasty shield formed. It trapped the tip of my blade. Her other hand loosed an unending torrent of magic. 
The continuous barrage dropped me to a knee. I held onto my machete for dear life. It anchored me through this torture. A snarl of defiance tore from me. 
I had come too far to fail. Gone through too much to lose. Memaw would not lose her husband or her granddaughter, not today. Damn death and any god who threatened to bring it to us.
Shades of lavender sparked on the boundaries of my vision. The color of the world soon pulsed the same color. My machete crackled with power. I unleashed a primal roar. And I fucking pushed.
Mara’s eyes widened in shock. White hot sparks leapt from her shield as my machete stabbed into it. She relinquished her attack, forced to use both hands to strengthen her protective magic. A weighted magic sprung from her shield. The earth beneath me gave, sinking in from the force.
“So much potential, wasted on you,” Mara snarled. She poured more power into her shield. 
Tears streamed down my face. The skin of my forearms burned, smelling like raw meat in a frying pan. I ignored the pain, refusing to give in. 
I promised Natalie I would take care of Mara. Spare her the trauma of killing her own mother. To make Mara pay for the pain she brought to my city. But most of all, to make her pay for what she had done to my family, for what she had taken from me.
“You’re a persistent little roach.” Mara’s words dripped with derision.
Did this bitch just call me a roach?
My eyes raised to meet Mara’s eyes. The pulse of my vision settled, bathing the world in lavender. “To hell with yo witch-ass.” I gave a little and allowed Mara to gain leverage, then grinned. “Imma goddamned diamond.”
I drove forward with all I had left. Mara let out a panicked scream. Her shield exploded a second later. The explosion tossed me like a rag doll. Landing sent pain lancing through my nervous system. I may or may not have blacked out for a breath. When my senses came together, I was lying several yards away.
Mara clutched her stomach, fighting to stand. “I gift you an offering of power and souls.”
Streams of red seeped between her fingers. Pink light glowed from the edges of her grasp. Tiny white orbs fluttered free like angry bees. Mara had achieved her power level by juicing up with souls.
Samedi nodded his acceptance.
 Mara staggered to the gate and passed through. The screams and moans of the frame reached a fevered crescendo. Light cannoned from it and arched into the sky. It penetrated the dark clouds, then vanished.
I forced my sell to stand. “How...could you?”
Samedi shrugged. “A deal is a deal. Doesn’t mean you didn’t hold up your end.” 
My dumbfounded look prompted him to explain.
“I have the three witches you promised. It’s only right that you and yours return home.” He held up the crystal. “And that I see these unfortunate spirits to their designated locations.”
I lifted my chin toward Jacqueline. “What about her?”
Samedi snapped his fingers. Jacqueline’s shriek was short-lived. Accelerated decomposition reduced her to a maggot hive, then to dust.
 “As a gift, I give you these.” Samedi smiled.
A shift in weight tugged at my belt. I looked down and found three chains hanging from each of my hips. Metallic orbs with perforated surfaces bobbled on the end of each chain. Rays of soft light reached from within them.
“To bring you light when you are in darkness,” Samedi said.
“Thank you.” I bowed as best I could. Someone dipped under my arm and braced my body with theirs. 
“I’ve got you,” Zeke said, grimacing with every step.
I gawked at him with lazy eyes. “How are you still alive?”
Papaw laughed. “There’s power in the blood. Don’t take all day getting home.” His form faded, carried away by a warm breeze.
Kriminel vanished, leaving behind his disembodied growl. La Croix called up his gate and gave me a nod. Zeke helped me over to the gate. I stopped when we reached the door.
I met Lacroix’s eyes. “Thank you.”
La Croix dipped his head. “I’ll see you soon, Miss Free Man.” 
Darkness closing in on me, I sidelined his statement and used my key before I blacked out.
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My tension faded with a limb sprawling stretch. My eyes ambled open. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat up. A sliver of light split the curtains, bisecting the room—my room. I was home.
A shadow moved in my peripheral vision. The creaking of wooden furniture jolted me into action. I flung up a hand, aiming at the intruder. Tendrils of magic snaked around my fingers, ready to be released. 
“Take it easy.” Zeke held a hand up in mock surrender. His other arm rested in a sling.
The tendrils of magic faded from my hand. I frowned at my hand and forearm, then held the other up to look at it. Bandages covered them from knuckles to elbow.
“You had some pretty nasty burns,” Zeke said, having a seat in the chair he had pulled up to the bed.
I raised an arm to my nose. “Smells like mint and jasmine.”
“Better than ass.” Zeke laughed. “Mama Bree soaked them in some concoction before bandaging you up. Said it would help your magic heal you faster.”
Adeline phased through the wall behind Zeke. “There’s my girl!” She sat on the bed and wrapped me in a chilled hug. “Did this smooth talker try to take ya honor?”
“I literally shielded her from magic,” Zeke said, his shoulders slouching as he shook his head.
I eased away from Adeline and shot Zeke an inquisitive look. “You can see her?”
“Natalie.” Adeline rolled her eyes while shaking her head.
Zeke rolled up the sleeve of his supported arm to show me the sigil on his shoulder. “She said I’d need it to help you, but honestly, I think she did it just to piss Adeline off.”
A closer look revealed the sigil had scabbed over. “Is there a particular reason she carved it into your shoulder instead of using magic?”
Zeke shrugged and shot me a cocksure grin. “Turns out, I’m magic resistant.”
 “Resistant? As in, magic doesn’t affect you?”
“It can knock me around, but that’s about it.” Zeke grinned as he leaned forward. His breath carried the scent of spearmint and lulled me into leaning closer. “Mama Bree says that witch activated my blood when she blasted me. Shit hurt like a motherfucker. Mama Bree thinks my resistance to magic will increase now that the power of Laveau is active in me. Natalie tried to heal this sigil, but it didn’t take. Your grandmother used a salve she made on it and the hole in my chest. Stuff smelled like a dead possum’s ass but works miracles.” 
“The wounds look good, to say it’s only been a couple of days,” Adeline said. “Don’t mean ya hot shit, though.”
“How long have I been out?” I asked.
“Three days,” Zeke answered. “With all the ass you kicked, I’d say it was a well-deserved rest.”
“And you’ve been here the whole time?” I asked.
Zeke squirmed under my questioning gaze. “I mean, I stepped out to use the bathroom, but...”
“How’s Papaw?” I asked, wondering if Samedi stayed true to his word.
“Doing well enough for Memaw to come patch you up,” Adeline answered. 
A knock at the door was more or less an announcement of entry than it was a request. Natalie came in and invited herself to a seat next to Adeline. She reached across Adeline to give me a high-five. “Heard a biatch leveled up in the afterlife. That’s what I’m talking about.”
“You healed up well.” I smiled. The only remnants from her injuries were the ghost of a black eye and a minor cut on her lip.
“We all can’t absorb souls to heal, but I do pretty good. Besides, the mystics bailed after I punched through a few of them.” Natalie’s smile faltered.
A blanket of melancholy settled over the room. We all knew the unavoidable was coming. Adeline moved so I could scoot closer to Natalie. 
“Was it quick?” Natalie asked.
I answered honestly, but lacked the conviction to meet her eyes. “No, and it seemed painful.”
Everyone sat in silence, allowing Natalie to grieve undisturbed. A few minutes passed. Then she shuddered in a breath and dried her face. “Serves the cock-hopper right,” she said, sniffling through giggles. Natalie squeezed my hand and waited for me to look at her. “Thank you for doing what I couldn’t.”
Words evaded me as we hugged. My embrace tightened in response to Natalie’s sobs. I ignored the pain it caused the tender flesh of my arms. What ailed Natalie was far worse than any physical pain. I took in a deep, calming breath. My eyes popped open. 
“Bacon,” I breathed. An absentminded response to my growling stomach.
Natalie pulled away and held me at arm’s length with a teary-eyed smile. “Breakfast.”
“Yes!” I squealed. “I’m starving.” I stood and reached to the ceiling for once last stretch. The cool breeze of the AC caressed my skin. My attention shot down at myself. 
I wore only a tank top and panties—lace panties. A different pair than the last time Natalie had dressed me. At least they were clean. Arm’s still raised, I glared at Natalie. Despite her puffy eyes, she had a mischievous grin plastered on her face. She gave me two thumbs up and her smile widened.
Damn it. She had planned this.
My eyes drifted to Zeke. He looked to be in a trance with his mouth hanging open. A flush of warmth washed over me. Hyperventilating became a real possibility for me. Why couldn’t invisibility be one of my powers?
Adeline smacked me across the shoulder. “Put ya damn arms down.”
I snapped out of it and covered myself with the bedsheet. Adeline stepped in front of Zeke with her back to me. She took a step forward, forcing him to scoot the chair back. 
 “Divert ya eyes, ya horny leg humper,” Adeline snapped.
“I’ll go help set the table,” Natalie said, smacking me on the ass on her way out.
“Get,” Adeline fussed, shooing Zeke away. 
I got dressed, then joined everyone in the dining room. Memaw sat at her usual end of the table. I pulled up a chair next to Natalie. Zeke sat across from us, doing his best not to meet my eyes. 
The aroma of bacon, eggs, grits, and freshly baked buttermilk biscuits made my mouth water. My stomach cramped with hunger. I stared at the empty seat at the head of the table. Papaw belonged here, not in the hospital.
“Second batch of bacon should be done soon.” Papaw strolled out of the kitchen carrying a jar of strawberry jam. Shock slowed my response. It was the only reason he had time to put the jar down.
I shot from the table and ran into his arms. Papaw laughed and wrapped me in a hug. I cried and laughed, overwhelmed by seeing him up and well. If I could freeze time, this would be the moment I would have done it. 
Papaw gently rocked from side to side, patting my back. “Nah, cher, no need to go snotting on my shirt.” He chuckled. “I knew ya would find me when ya was ready.”
“I was ready before I ever lost you.”
“But ya wasn’t ready for what it would take to find me.” Papaw held me in front of him. “You put on a good show for Samedi.”
Memaw spoke with pride. “Papaw told me how ya showed them witches who’s boss.”
“She was more stunning than starlight,” Papaw said, his eyes holding me with pride. 
My stomach grumbled its disapproval of the delay. 
“Oh, Jean-Pete, let the child eat.” Memaw laughed. Papaw chuckled and extended a hand, offering me my seat. 
For an hour, the problems of the world vanished—just good food and laughter. A tasty breakfast with my family and friends. During that time, I wasn’t a Doorman or a necromancer. I was just Taya Freeman, a small-time accountant. 
Merriment swelled around us. Tales of my exploits amazed my grandparents. I told them of Hell and its lack of fiery lakes. The crossroads and its grave covered landscape. They really enjoyed watching me fumble through explaining my magic. 
“This has been fun and all,” Natalie said, her fork clattering on her emptied plate, “but I need to get back home.”
“You’re not staying?” I asked.
“I would, but I need to make sure Chase isn’t blowing shit up,” Natalie said.
“It’s a strange world indeed, if you’re the one keeping violence in check.” I giggled. “I can come with you and say hello.”
Natalie clicked her tongue. “I think you have more than enough work to keep you busy here.”
“Blabbermouth,” Adeline muttered. Everyone in the room suddenly found something else to fix their eyes on.
“What the hell is wrong now?” I asked.
“Mind ya tongue, young lady,” Memaw chided.
“Sorry,” I said. “Can someone tell me what’s going on?”
Papaw cleaned his mouth, then calmly placed it on the table. He took a long swig of his orange juice. No one spoke as he did. When Papaw finished, he put the glass down and rested in his chair. He studied me for several seconds.
“The warding protecting the city is gone,” Papaw said.
I frowned at the implication I thought of. “That goddamned Mara.”
“No,” Papaw said. “The wards fell yesterday. What did she ask Samedi for?”
“She wanted to free someone but never said who,” I said.
“I suspect that who is the one who broke the wards,” Papaw said. “N’awlins is officially opened to darkness again.”
“Sooo...I’m gonna get going...” Natalie pushed away from the table.
Adeline all but shouted. “Ya really leaving after hearing that?”
“Uh, yeah,” Natalie nodded with both eyebrows raised. “The Doorman and her sidekick are more than enough to handle this.”
Zeke flinched. “Sidekick?”
Adeline folded her arms. “She sure as hell ain’t talking about me.”
“We’ve got this,” I said. “Don’t be a stranger.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Natalie slipped on her jacket and shot me a wink. “Once I get home, I’ll arrange for a little back up to head this way. Until then, keep busting heads.”
“I’m a Freeman.” I smiled. “It’s what we do.”
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Multicolored lights flickered above. Pale shades pulsing to the beat of the music. They illuminated a cloud-filled room of drunk revelry. Night three of the umpteenth exploit in the Chase Ambrose Chronicles landed me at this rave.

When I checked into my hotel in Amsterdam, I’d met two German brothers. The guys were a riot and could drink like fish. They were thoroughly impressed with my ability to keep up. Here we are, partying again, and they still haven’t figured out my trick. At the rate they drank, it wasn’t hard to lag on the drink count.
“Nice, yes?” Kilian yelled; his voice barely audible over the bass of the music.
“Fuck yeah,” Kaspar howled before downing another shot of liquor.
They were identical twins, although it wasn’t hard to distinguish them apart. Kilian sported a buzz cut. Countless hours in the gym inspired him to go shirtless, the first chance he got. Kaspar wore his hair in a mohawk of sorts and was less rushed to strip down.
 A barrel of laughs, the brothers lost my attention when I met Sasha and Anna. The two Russian dolls were more than happy to make me the meat in their curvaceous sandwich. Can’t say that I minded, considering their alluring looks and scantily dressed bodies.
“You are cute, American,” Sasha grinned, taking a shot of liquor. The effervescent redhead was tall, even without the heels she was wearing, which made the exchange seamless. She kissed me, allowing the liquor to run from her mouth to mine, and I worked to block out all thoughts of the post-party theatrics her soft lips may have taken part in.
“We have fun later, yes?” Anna said, pulling me backward so she could whisper this before nibbling on my earlobe. The handsy brunette was a few inches shorter than Sasha but was just as energetic.
The girls’ hand-play and grinding hips made their plans for the night clear. Between their alcohol indulgence and recreational pharmaceuticals, they would be too far gone for any late-night antics. I was all for a good time, but long gone were my days of random hookups.
Kilian and Kaspar wrangled up their late-night snacks and looked more than prepared to feast. Between the techno music, flashing lights, and the hardworking fog machines, none of them noticed I was at least six rounds of alcohol behind them with no intention of catching up.
I would end this night of debauchery alone in my hotel, watching TV until the sandman swept me away into dreamland. My two ménage-à-trois hopefuls would end their night with disappointment. Of course, I would get their numbers so we could link up tomorrow for lunch. If we hit it off, maybe some kinky maneuvers could be added back to the agenda.
As if my hands weren’t already full, I spotted a brunette watching me through the intoxicated crowd of partygoers. My attention shifted when she crossed paths with another brunette. This woman met another and accepted a drink from her before moving on. The drink deliverer then crossed paths with a dark-haired woman and whispered something in her ear. 
My smile faltered because each of these women were identical, but not quadruplets. More like exact copies, like someone had a mold and made her over and over again. Another of the unbelievably identical women appeared, her back turned to me as she joined in on the conversation with the other two. She turned to face me and smiled when our eyes met, then—boom.
Something slammed into my back, knocking the air out of me, along with my senses. My ears rang and everything was muffled and distant, as if I were underwater hearing it all. Screaming was the only discernible sound I could make out. Finally, my head cleared enough to handle visual information.
Sasha knelt next to Anna’s body, pleading for her to get up. Shock, alcohol, and recreational drugs prevented her from grasping what I already knew. A tear fell from one of Anna’s lifeless eyes, a shard of metal buried in the side of her head.
“Chase!” Kilian waved his arms to get my attention. “We have to go.”
I crawled up the counter to my feet. The twins were making their way through the cluster of people, continuing to wave for me to join them. I hesitated for a moment, stunned by the chaotic scene. The flicker of flames had replaced the strobe lights. Its smoke put the club’s artificial machinery to shame. It had disoriented everyone, leaving a rudderless crowd running around in a panic.
I followed the German’s lead, my feet steadying themselves and moving me in their direction. Sasha was still fighting a pointless battle, dooming herself to the same outcome if she didn’t leave. She fought to stay at her friend’s side as I pulled her away.
“Anna! Anna!” Sasha cried over and over.
Snatching her away, I grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her to face me. “She’s gone. We need to run before we join her.”
Sasha’s eyes flickered as if she were seeing the shit show that was happening for the first time. Tears trailed from her blue eyes, catching her mascara as she finally looked at me with understanding. I nudged her toward the twins, who were gracious enough to pause their retreat and wait for us. One last glance at Anna left me regretting I couldn’t have saved her, too.
I was trailing Sasha when another explosion rocked the building. Time slowed, and as it did, I realized I was flying. Flames swallowed the brothers and Sasha, along with everyone and everything around them.
The stench of singed hair wafted in my nose as the blaze inched closer and closer. I had the wind knocked out of me again, but the spike in adrenaline kept me lucid. The blast had flung me into the bar, and I now knew the first blast had produced the same result.
Pain raced through every nerve-ending in my body. It sent an involuntary quiver through me when I forced myself to all-fours. Shards of glass bit into my palms as I once again used the bar to stand. The fire roared like a beast from the bowels of hell. I raised one arm to shield my eyes from the heat of the roaring flames and used the other to cover my mouth to stifle the amount of smoke I was choking on.
Spotting a somewhat free path, I stumbled back toward the direction of the exit—at least where I thought it was. Between being flung through the air and the increase in flames, I had no fucking idea where I was going, but staying here was a sure-fire way to end up cooked.
I cursed, having barely dodged a falling light assembly, then almost pissed myself when a burning beam crashed to the floor—mere inches behind me. Being in a burning building is terrifying but being in a burning building filled with flammable liquids is a whole other level of fucked. It was in my best interest to get the hell out of dodge, but I reached where Sasha had been and froze.
My mind fought to grasp what I was seeing because she was still standing there. A mannequin of charred ash. Fanning the smoke, I saw the twins had suffered the same fate. I foolishly gasped, setting my lungs ablaze after seeing everyone else nearby had died the same way. It reminded me of that part in Terminator 2 where Sarah dreamed of a nuke frying everyone on a playground.
How hot did the fire have to be to pull that off? Why hadn’t it done the same to me? Did the explosion knock me out of the kill zone? Had I pushed Sasha into the kill zone?
I reached out to touch her shoulder, only for her statue of ash to crumble at the touch of my fingertips. All worry for myself ceased as the guilt of nudging her ahead of me set in. If I had led the way, she might still be alive, and it would be my ashes on the floor.
My moment of self-doubt was short-lived. A section of the roof collapsed, the gallery of ash figures vanishing beneath the burning rubble along with the exit.
I fought to keep from succumbing to smoke inhalation, every breath joined by a bark of a cough. Each step I took was now a conscious effort. I just had to keep moving, keep searching for another way out. I figured there had to be an exit at the rear of the building somewhere.
Over the crackling of the flames, I heard a sound that brought me to a pause. No, not a sound, a scream. My eyes burned from the relentless cloud of smoke. It was virtually impossible to find the source of the alarming sound.
 I heard it again. It was closer now, much closer. I spun just in time to see a man covered in flames rushing toward me. Then darkness consumed my vision.
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CHAPTER 1

There was a time when excitement and new challenges were common things in my life. Whipping recruits into form. Organizing and managing security details. Spearheading field missions to keep the streets safe. There was always something to do. It often meant fighting for my life, but policing supernaturals is a risky business. The mundane world’s ignorance to our existent made the job that much more challenging. It wasn’t a reach to say my job was uniquely exciting.
Poor decision making and policy breaking put an end to that excitement. The North American compound of Custos es Clypeus now had a new Chief of Security. The remnants of my old life were now locked in a trunk at the foot of my bed. 
I had gone from the fresh mountain air of Lake Placid to an impoverished neighborhood in Albany, New York. From my double room in the compound’s housing facility to a seven-hundred-and-thirty-two-square-foot apartment. Drab mustard-yellow walls and a grunge-white ceiling were the confines of my new home. My apartment sat at the end of the hall on the top floor of the three-story building. It eliminated the possibility of me having to deal with heavy footsteps thudding above my head. Unfortunately, its positioning meant I had neighbors on either side of my apartment.
“By the gods, please finish,” I groaned, my eyes tightening with each knock against my living room wall. I turned up the TV and sighed before taking another swig of my beer. 
Tim and Jessie were at it again and right in the middle of Cold Murders. I enjoyed watching the show about cold case files. It gave me a chance to come up with a list of supernaturals who could have been responsible. Instead of hearing the show’s closing synopsis, I was being subjected to the sounds of young love.
Thank Olympus, stamina was no longer Tim’s strong suit. I took the liberty of giving Jessie a few pointers from the Kama Sutra. She was a quick learner and cut Tim’s ten-minute performances in half. However, what Tim lacked in stamina, he made up for with tenacity.
A shattered picture of the Parthenon sat on the floor, wedged between the TV stand and wall. I stopped changing the frame and rehanging it after the fifth time their antics had knocked it off. Besides, it was the only picture I owned — my half-hearted attempt at decorating.
Two-day-old pizza sat on the modestly scuffed coffee table I bought from a thrift shop. I sat on a tattered burlap couch that was somewhere between green and brown. It only had a few tears, which was good, considering it came from a yard sale. Even my bedroom set came from the thrift shop. The only thing I actually shelled out for was my mattress set, which was ironic since I usually slept on the couch.
It wasn’t until a knock at the door that I noticed the absence of the other knocking. I ignored it and stood to go grab another beer from the fridge. The knocks took on a jolly beat, giving me pause. 
“For crying out loud,” I muttered before trudging over to the door.
“Hey, Molly,” Jessie squealed.
Molly. The name still made me cringe, or maybe it was just the way Jessie said it. It had been two months since I’d taken up the moniker. I didn’t want to stray too far from my birth name when the CeC gave me the boot and offered to set up a civilian identity for me.
I could have stuck with Molpadia like some eccentric popstar. However, I was just a common girl living in a mundane world, and commoners had last names. Hence me becoming Molly Padia, a do-nothing Greek woman seeking her next venture in life.
Her voice had a natural bubbliness to it that came off as overkill when you first met her. A pair of tights and a blouse hung over one arm, and she held a ridiculously large make-up bag in the other.
“Jess…” I tried to match her energy with a smile of my own. An awkward silence wafted between us, leaving me struggling to maintain the sincerity of my smile.
“Molly, open mic night, remember?” 
“Crap, I completely forgot.” I shook my head apologetically.
Jessie shrugged. “Figures, but don’t worry.” She held up her make-up bag, smiling proudly. “I’ve got you covered, Molly-wally.” 
“Weren’t you busy a minute ago?” I asked, closing the door.
“More like twenty minutes ago.” Jessie giggled. “I just wanted to give him a little inspiration before his performance tonight.” She continued laying out beauty tools, letting me know I wasn’t getting out of this.
I enjoyed a brief, hot shower while Jessie rifled through my limited wardrobe to put together an outfit for me. After I finished, I got my hair together while Jessie cleaned up. Jessie got out of the shower and worked her magic. 
“How’s a hottie like you single?” Jessie asked as I gave myself a once over in the mirror.
“You put this illusion together. You know I’m more of a lounge wear type of girl.” I have to admit, she did a damn good job with my make-up and outfit. 
“Which is insane, because you’ve got legs for days and a physique to die for.” Jessie smacked me on the ass and giggled.
“I have thunder thighs, and most men find my height intimidating.”
“I do a leg work out three times a week, and my narrow ass still can’t get even the resemblance of a quad sweep.” Jessie stepped into view of the mirror and pouted at her narrow frame. “And, for the record, some guys enjoy climbing.”
By no means was Jessie the brightest star in the gods’ sky, but she was a skilled salon worker with a heart of gold. She even put together a flattering outfit for me. It was a white tank top with a plaid cardigan top, dark skinny jeans, and pecan boots with a modest heel. I might just get lucky, after all.
Jessie hip-nudged me. “So, are you ready to get lucky?”
“I don’t think I’ll meet anyone my speed at poetry night.”
“Uh-oh.” Jessie shot me a naughty grin. “Someone’s into bad boys.”
“Why are we talking about this?” I sighed, rolling my eyes.
“All I’m saying is sitting in your apartment in pizza sauce-stained t-shirts, eating days-old pizza, and chugging beer isn’t going to get those cobwebs dusted out.”
“Jess, my life is good as is.” I headed into the living room toward the front door.
“Really?” Jessie stopped and held her hands out, motioning to the room. “Your apartment looks like it was decorated by a forty-year-old man who still calls his mother ‘mommy.’ You only have one picture, and it’s broken on the floor.”
I scowled playfully. “I got tired of picking it up every time you and Tim knocked it down.”
Jessie shrugged. “It makes him feel manly.”
“He feels manly, and you go out and buy a forty-dollar shower head with increased water pressure.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her. Being frustrated and single was preferable to being in a relationship with someone who left me frustrated. 
“You can always shop around for the bike you like,” Jessie said with a chortle.
I shook my head with a pursed-lip frown. “My days of miscellaneous sex are over.”
“Fine, date openly and wait until you find a guy you like. Then jump his bones.”
“I’m not into playing the sexual lottery. The odds of investing and not winning are too high.”
“Okay, you’re right. I’m just saying a girl has needs, and you don’t strike me as a toy kind of girl.”
“The gods gave me hands and an imagination,” I said with a half grin.
“Have wiccans gone progressive? Because you’ve mentioned gods before.”
“My religious upbringing is old school,” I said, hoping she didn’t ask how old school it was. I grabbed my keys and headed out the door.
We stepped into the hall and nearly trampled a smoke-gray cat. It let out a high-pitched yowl before darting between its owner’s legs and back into their apartment. 
Mrs. Bedley’s apartment shared a wall with my kitchen. I met her pale-blue eyes. Crow’s feet struck out from their corners and tightened as her lips pushed her sagging cheeks into a smile.
“Sorry about your cat, Mrs. Bedley,” I said. “I should have paid more attention to where I was going.”
“Nonsense, Molly.” Mrs. Bedley waved me off. “The kitties are always in the way. It’s surprising they haven’t caused me to fall and break a hip.” She let out a tired chuckle. “You gals going out tonight?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Jessie smiled. “Tim’s performing at Renée’s tonight.”
Mrs. Bedley spoke through her smile, “The things one endures for love.” She gave me a once over and her smile regained its genuineness. “Molly, I used to have a shape just like that, in my hay-day.”
“Wish I could say that.” Jessie pouted.
“Not to worry, Jessie.” Mrs. Bedley patted Jessie on the hip while pursing her lips. “You’ll get there with puberty.”
“I’m twenty-four,” Jessie said, her shoulders sagging.
“Don’t fret,” Mrs. Bedley said. “There are plenty of men who prefer straight roads.”
A giggle escaped me before I could stop myself. 
Mrs. Bedley either didn’t know or didn’t care that her words were a double-edged blade — a compliment and a slight. Either way, honesty always came from children, drunks, and the elderly.
“Thanks.” Jessie moaned, trying her best to remain civil after being insulted by the epitome of a cat lady.
“There are lots of starlets with the little-boy-build, and men love them,” Mrs. Bedley added, driving a proverbial stake through her neighbor’s chest. 
Jessie gasped, completely speechless at the woman’s gall.
“Night, Mrs. Bedley,” I said, bringing this hysterically rude moment to a close. 
The old woman bid us farewell, closing her door as Tim opened the door to his and Jessie’s apartment.
“Are you ladies ready for my words to caress your souls?” Tim asked, hugging Jessie from behind and kissing her cheek.
“Take it easy, Romeo,” I said with a forced smile. Hopefully, Tim was a better poet than he was a lover. If he wasn’t, I hoped he’d be just as short.
“You’re going to kill it babe.” Jessie spun to face Tim and hugged him tight enough to redden his face.
“This is going to be awesome.” My tone and smile dripped with sarcasm.
“Damn right it is,” Tim said, offering me a high five, oblivious to my lack of sincerity.
With an inch-high heel on my boots, I stood right at six-feet. I held my hand up high, forcing Tim to tiptoe in order to slap my palm. Jessie squealed with excitement, jumping and clapping her hands.
May the gods help me.
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