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Chapter 1
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Seduce and spy on the vampire king. That was the next day’s mission. Depending on what I found out, seduce and assassinate was on the table. Provided that seduce and win-him-over wasn’t going to happen. I wasn’t really the “seduce and assassinate” type. I was more of the kick your ass and torture the truth out of you kind of girl.  
I was the kind that every mother hopes her son never brings home on the weekend. I was a man-eater. Literally.  
Speaking of eating, I had to feed before I approached the vampire king. I needed to be at full strength. My step-sire, Mercy Brown, insisted I feed the regular way while Corbin was in town. She didn’t want me performing any spells at all. 
Corbin didn’t know about my abilities. He thought I was little more than a young and impressionable orphan vampire. According to Mercy, I was his “type,” whatever that meant. The more he believed he could play me, the better chance I had to turn the tables and manipulate him. 
Not with my vampirism. I was only seven years a vampire. Corbin had as many centuries under the vampiric curse as I had years. He was over three times Mercy’s age. As a vampire, there was nothing I could do to him. As a witch, there was nothing he could do to stop me. 
“What’s wrong with that boy?” Mercy elbowed me in the ribs while we sat side-by-side in a small booth at one of the bars in the French Quarter.
I snorted. “He’s too hairy.” 
Mercy stared at me dumbly. “Who cares, Hailey? Hair doesn’t grow in blood.” 
“But it grows on necks. I hate biting men with beards. If I wanted to floss, I’d get some damn floss.”  
Mercy sighed and shook her head. “All you have to do is bite behind the beard-line. This is basic shit, Hailey.”  
“But look at him! Yeah, his beard doesn’t wrap around his entire neck, but he’s got it on the front and the back. If I bite him, no matter if I take him from behind or head-on, I’ll have hair in my nose and eyes. Then, I’ll sneeze. Have you ever had to sneeze with a full mouth?”
Mercy laughed. “Yeah, that sucks.”  
I sighed. “I wish shaving came back in style. It seems like nine out of ten dudes all have facial hair these days.”  
“Then feed on a woman.” 
“I don’t like the taste of women, Mercy. The flavor is too gamey.”
“No, it isn’t. Women are delicious.”  
I sighed. “I know you’re a witch, too, but you’re not a blood witch, Mercy. I can taste everything in the blood. This is something I have explained before. Testosterone stimulates more red blood cell production. Women also lose blood more regularly than men. Men and women taste different. I prefer the male flavor. If you want to go both ways, that’s your thing. I won’t judge. But I’m entitled to eat whoever the hell I want to eat!”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “Entitled? You really are a millennial vampire.”
I shrugged. “Not technically. Millennials are supposed to be those who were coming of age at the turn of the millennium. I was just a baby. Not to mention, I didn’t even become a vampire until more than a decade after that. No matter how you look at it, I’m not a millennial.” 
Mercy rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Hailey. The point is you aren’t entitled to feed on anyone. It’s a privilege. When you find a good opportunity, someone young and virile who won’t be harmed by the process, and they’re sufficiently intoxicated so as not to recall what happened the next day, you need to take it.”
I bit my lip. “My way is easier.”
“No magic, Hailey. Corbin has bloodsuckers all over the city. You’d better believe he’s watching us, too. He can’t know what you can do. Until he leaves, or we kill his ancient, pompous ass, you’ll feed like the rest of us.”
I grunted and folded my arms in front of my chest. “Fine. But I’m not feeding on him.” 
Mercy shrugged. “If you won’t, I will.”  
Mercy stood up from the table. Her black gown flowed around her toned body. She was a knockout. She looked like she came from another era. Probably because she did. There was something about her “look” and her vampiric allure that most people—men and women alike—found irresistible. She approached sasquatch-neck and traced her finger around his jaw-line. He bought her a drink. Mercy got off on the entire process of the hunt. She enjoyed watching her potential meals squirm as they sunk deeper into her thrall. Mercy liked to play with her food. 
I didn’t hunt like Mercy. I didn’t hunt like any other vampire I knew. Before I became a vampire, I was a witch. I had ways to lure in my meals, take what I needed, and make them forget. It simplified my hunts. A lot of vampires dined in. They found their meals out in public and found a dark corner to feed. Others preferred carry-out. They located a target, used their allure to bring them home, and fed in relative comfort. I called in my meals on delivery. All I needed was a little DNA, and I could cast a spell that would draw my victim in.  
It wasn’t always that way. It took me a while after I was turned to tap into the mystical quality of human blood. Once I did, though, feedings were much more convenient. I had my regulars, the people whose DNA I’d stored in miniature jars on a shelf in my room at Casa do Diabo. That was Mercy’s house, by the way. It means “The Devil’s House.” The place was passed along to Mercy after Nico (the first-ever vampire and Mercy’s sire) and the house’s original vampiric inhabitant, Ramon De Leonne, moved on to a “better place.” There was plenty of room. I had a spacious bedroom to myself. 
Most of the prospective meals I’d collected samples for came from someone’s hair. It wasn’t as potent as pure blood, but it was easier to collect and didn’t spoil. Barber shops have to do something with all those clippings that fall on their floors. All I needed it for was to attune my spell to the target’s actual DNA. The blood in his veins drew him to me, provided he was within a reasonable distance. 
Most vampires enjoyed feeding on tourists in the French Quarter. I fed almost exclusively on the locals. Tourists were more likely to be inebriated, which made them ideal targets for most vampires. I needed meals who lived within a ten-mile radius, give or take, of Casa do Diabo. It wasn’t a problem. There were plenty of men to choose from and more than a few barber shops I could raid for clippings.
In human-years I was twenty-three. I became a vampire at sixteen. That meant I looked sixteen. Thankfully, I still had identification to prove my age. Yeah, my driver’s license expired, but when entering a club or ordering a drink, most bartenders and bouncers didn’t care about expiration dates as much as birthdays. Eventually, too much time would pass. I’d have to get a fake ID. For now, though, my original license sufficed. 
My plaid skirt, black flats, tall socks, red sweater and loose tie did little to confirm that I was old enough to be in a bar. It was the same uniform I used to wear in school. It attracted a lot of attention. Not just from younger boys, who I hoped to feed on, but from an unhealthy share of older men. 
The way I saw it, it was a win-win. If some grown-ass man made advances on a schoolgirl, he’d get what was coming to him. I’d still get to feed. I’d make sure his was a terrifying experience. The human body secreted hormones in a state of terror that gave the blood a pleasing, savory flavor. If I attracted younger men, men who weren’t so far removed from my actual age, then I’d enjoy the feed. We both would. I’d make him forget about it, of course. Still, it would be a pleasurable experience for the both of us. Their blood would be sweet and satisfying.   
I stood up from the booth and approached the bar, catching stares along the way. I always knew when boys were eyeing me. Even before I was a vampire, or studied witchcraft, I had a sixth sense about that kind of thing. You know, the psychic ability to recognize when men are craning their necks to stalk you with their eyes. When they’d look at you with a little smirk and nod, as if they were trying to make themselves look cooler than they really were. Men were easy to read. When they looked at me, they weren’t wondering if I had career aspirations, or if I was smart and worthy of long conversations. They had one desire in mind. I had different plans. That didn’t mean I couldn’t use their lusts to my advantage. 
Apart from the man Mercy had in her thrall—the guy looked like a damned lawyer—I had my pick of the litter. I found a couple of baby-faced guys shooting pool. If they hadn’t used fake IDs to get their drinks, they were barely twenty-one. They were cute. One had shaggy blond hair and blue eyes. He was thin, but lean. The other was broader shouldered with short, dark hair. Neither boy had a beard. 
I like to eat. I also regularly floss. I’d rather not do both at the same time. Clean shaven, younger men. That was my preference and these two fit the profile. 
Which one would I select? I chuckled. Why choose? My family took a cruise when I was about twelve. On the cruise, if you wanted more than one entrée, you could order two or more. It was all covered and paid for in advance. Can’t choose between the steak dinner and the lobster tail? Order both. Eat as much of each as you could. That was my plan for the night. The darker-haired meatier one was my steak. The blond boy was my lobster tail. 
“Hey boys,” I leaned over the edge of their pool table. The blond boy was already aiming at his cue ball. My bosom caught his eyes, and he missed the ball completely. 
The dark-haired boy chuckled. “Excuse Rory, he gets nervous around beautiful women.”
“I do not!” Rory objected. “She just took me off guard. I didn’t expect…”
I chuckled. These boys were going to be easy enough to manage. All I had to do was string them along until my allure arrested their wills. Then, they’d do anything I wanted. I could make them rub my feet, clean my room, or do whatever else I desired before I fed on them. They’d thank me for it. I wouldn’t be a bitch about it. Not like I’d make the two boys make out with each other or anything. Though, I had to admit, I’d find that amusing. Still, by the time I was done with them, they wouldn’t be competing with each other. They’d feel honored to share. So long as they had a few drinks in their systems, when I bit them, my bite would filter the alcohol out of the blood. I’d get pure blood to drink. Their blood alcohol level would increase. They’d black out. When they woke up, I’d be nothing to them but a wet dream or a nightmare. Most likely, the former rather than the latter.  




Chapter 2
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Nine Years Ago

I was probably the only fourteen-year-old on the planet to spend every spare waking moment digging through dusty family heirlooms. It all started a few weeks ago with a school project. We were supposed to create our own family tree. How far back could we go? What would we find? Share with the class whatever you’ve learned. 
Some students found old civil war letters their ancestors had sent or received. Trinkets from great-grandfathers who’d served during the Second World War. One boy even showed a bullet that he claimed some ancestor of his had been shot by at the hands of Wild Bill Hickok.
I found a grimoire. A witch’s spell book, passed down in our family for generations. I couldn’t take the book to school. I attended St. Charles Parish Christian Academy. Don’t be confused by the “saint” part. In Louisiana they called counties “parishes.” French Catholics settled the place back in the day. They named a lot of shit for saints. 
Our school was pan-denominational. My parents didn’t want me to be corrupted by those “darn liberals” who taught at the public schools. They thought public schools brainwashed their students. So, obviously, a religious school was the only option. No one ever tried to brainwash kids with religion, you know.  
Neither my parents nor the school principal would react well if I showed up with one of my ancestor’s spell books. They’d think I was fraternizing with the devil! They liked to blame the devil for a lot of things they didn’t understand. I suppose he made a great scapegoat. 
Don’t bother trying to understand or study it. Just say it’s “of the devil” and forbid it. I had to wonder, if God really was so powerful and loved us so much, why would some dusty old book pose such a threat? Let God burn the book himself if he doesn’t want us to read it. My parents said God gave us the opportunity to sin out of free will. That made little sense to me. If a little kid is playing with a scorpion, any good parent would pull the kid away from it and toss the thing outside. What kind of mom or dad would let their kid mess with a snake, or a scorpion, or play in a vat of arsenic, all in the name of free will? 
How dangerous could this book really be? Convincing my parents, and even less the school principal, otherwise was out of the question. I mean, my school banned the Harry Potter books from our library. If those books were dangerous, a proper witch’s spell book that probably included hexes more complex than tickling magic, or recipes more intriguing than booger-flavored jelly beans, wouldn’t have a place.   
My parents knew nothing about the grimoire. They’d barely looked through these old chests at all. They’d belonged to my grandmother. My mom told us her mother had forbidden her from ever looking inside these chests when she was a girl. The first time my mom looked through them was about two years ago when my grandmother died and we inherited all her crap.
Most of the grimoire was written by hand. After the first hundred pages or so, the handwriting changed. In the book’s front, the penmanship was ornate. The script was pretty. An art unto itself. Whoever started the book agonized over every letter. The back-half of the book was also written in a cursive that suggested a bygone era, but it wasn’t as carefully done. Some sections looked as if someone had scribbled them down in a hurry. The spacing between lines was inconsistent. I couldn’t read most of it. It wasn’t only because some pages were in Latin or various forms of archaic English. I think some of it was in French, maybe German. 
I might have been more bookish than most of my peers, but I was no linguist. Come on. I was barely in High School. This stuff was way over my head. 
Still, Google Translate helped me sort out some of it. Unfortunately, the Internet tool wasn’t sophisticated enough to deal with the strange ways people used to spell words. Believe it or not, there was no such thing as a misspelling in the sixteenth century. People followed local conventions. Reading the book was slow going. I could translate just enough to figure out that it was, in fact, a grimoire, and many of the pages featured spells, complicated diagrams, weird symbols, and pretty little pictures of various winged creatures.   
A creak in the floorboards startled my attention. My parents didn’t care if I looked through all this stuff. They weren’t so superstitious as my grandmother was. Still, whenever I looked through the old grimoire, I had a strange sense that someone was watching me.
There was a raised section, about a half-sheet’s size, just behind the paper on the inside of the front cover. I traced the outline with my finger.
I scurried over to another corner of the attic. It was where we stored our rarely used craft supplies. We had a razor-blade utility knife in there somewhere. I suppose I should have taken some pause before slicing into a priceless family heirloom. I’d spent nearly a week’s worth of evenings poring over this book. If there was something hidden in the cover, perhaps it would help me make sense of it all.
I didn’t know Latin. Olde English was hard to figure out. While I had a general idea of what a few spells might do, and even knew the ingredients needed, I didn’t know how to combine them. I didn’t know how to cast the magic the spells described. I needed something else to fill in the gaps.
I carefully traced the outline of the raised portion of the inside cover with my knife. I peeled away the protective paper. I pulled out a folded sheet of yellowed parchment and unfolded it. The paper crackled and popped like a bowl of Rice Krispies as I spread it open on the dry wood attic floor. Finally, something I could read that made sense. 
Dearest child,
If you’re reading this letter, you are undoubtedly the one for whom this book is intended. The Horned God told me that one day someone of my lineage would find it. She’d be strong. More powerful than any witch born in three centuries. These words, too, were enchanted by my blood. If you are reading them, then you are her.
Do you doubt me? Show this letter to anyone. If they confirm it is nothing but a blank page, then you’ll know my words are true. Do not be afraid. When I was your age, not yet fifteen, and I first discovered my abilities, I was terrified. I had many spells, collected over the centuries by my ancestors. I’ve assembled them together in this grimoire. You need not concern yourself with the other spells in this book. I will guide you in the path. You must only perform a single spell and it will make all plain.
You must secure a cauldron. Any pot will do, provided it is large enough to accommodate the volume of a human body. Set it over an open flame. Add to it a fresh corpse of any mammal. Fill it to the brim with living water. Tend the flame for three days. Bring the cauldron to a simmer, but it must not boil over. After three days’ time, add to the cauldron a drop of your blood.
Take heart, my child. The knowledge you seek will soon be yours. 
The Grandmother of your Grandmother,
Moll Dyer
I closed the chest and took the grimoire along with the letter back to my room. My parents were asleep. I had school in the morning. Ugh. At least, there, I could show the letter to a few friends and see if what I read was true. If no one else could truly read the words Moll wrote, it would prove that this was more than just an old book filled with my ancestors’ superstitions. If that worked out, I knew what I had to find: an enormous cauldron, a dead mammal, and a good excuse to disappear for three days to tend the flame.




Chapter 3
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Present Day

Corbin, the self-proclaimed vampire king, was from Romania. He came to New Orleans to negotiate a truce with Mercy, who was also the new prime chancellor of the Vampire Council. 
He’d only been in New Orleans for a few days. Mercy put him up in an old mansion in the Garden District. The Vampire Council had properties all over the city. When Nico ran the council, he wisely invested in real estate. Given the susceptibility of vampires to daylight, vampires couldn’t afford to go homeless. The more houses a vampire owned, the more power and influence he had over other vampires. That was the theory, at least. It only went so far. 
Corbin was wealthy enough he could have found his own luxurious quarters for the visit. He could have bought a house, had it renovated on the fly, and ready for his arrival. This trip had been in the works for months. Instead, he accepted Mercy’s offer. 
She wasn’t spying on him directly. There were no hidden cameras. Corbin’s senses were too acute. The slightest change in focus on even the smallest camera was enough for him to notice. Still, if your enemy is coming to town, Mercy believed it better to play the gracious host while secretly remaining his enemy than it was to act as an enemy when you hoped to be friends. 
I suspected Corbin was playing the same game. He accepted Mercy’s invitation and accommodations if for no other reason than to gain an inch of trust that he might later exploit it into a mile. 
I was dressed to kill. I incorporated some of my usual school-girl get up but added some womanly flare to it that Mercy insisted would catch Corbin’s eye. I still wore the plaid skirt. I had the low-cut white blouse and loose tie. I added six-inch red heels to my ensemble. I applied a little more makeup than I was used to, though my cheeks were already rouged from my previous night’s feeding.
Those boys were delicious. I wouldn’t need to feed again for several days. I could if I wanted to. If Corbin insisted on it, I most certainly would. I almost forgot the extra flavor that’s added to the thrill of the hunt when I put in the time to win over my meals with my allure. I’ll say this much. I took them both home. I had them all worked up, their hormones marinading their blood with sensations that eclipsed anything they’d ever experienced. I knew they were ready when they begged me to sink my teeth into their necks. It was fun. They were satisfied. I was, too. It was too bad, for them, that they wouldn’t remember much if any of the encounter. 
I was what you’d call a hedge witch. I’d had my opportunities to join covens. Every chance I had, I turned it down. Covens are necessary for most witches. Few are equipped to dabble in so many crafts and blend them together without screwing something up. They told us in science class back when I attended a human school, you should never mix acids and bases. Most witches believed the same principle applied to the Craft. Witches weren’t pompous, or exclusive, about their beliefs like a lot of religious people might be. They respected every form of mystic arts. A coven gave lesser witches the accountability they required to stay on their path and the guidance to progress.
I learned my skill with a single mentor and the help of a grimoire that had been in my family for centuries. During the two years that I was growing in power before I became a vampire, several covens hoped I’d join them. Those requests stopped coming after my change. No skin off my back. I preferred to work in the hedge. The only rules I had to follow were the ones I created for myself.
All this political crap between the vampires only confirmed my desire to fly solo as a witch. In the human world, politics was never a bloodless sport. It was even truer with vampires—for obvious reasons.  
Mercy and Corbin had very different visions for the future of our kind.
The way Mercy explained it, Corbin was committed to the old ways. Humans are prey. Vampires are predators. We hunt from the shadows and preserve this arrangement by limiting our numbers and operating in complete secrecy. Mercy believed that vampires did better to remember that they were once humans, too. In the age of the Internet, we could no longer operate in the shadows. Inevitably, humans would discover the truth sooner rather than later. While she’d lived most of her existence according to the old ways, her now-deceased sire and the father of all vampires foresaw a day when those methods would no longer remain viable. We still had to hunt and feed, but we needed to exercise caution. Feed only as much as required and never kill our meals.
Corbin wasn’t ignorant. He knew we couldn’t keep our kind a secret forever. When that time came, though, he believed that war with humankind was necessary. We’d have to rise up, defy human institutions, and rule through fear. Mercy favored co-existence as a more desirable vision for our future.
We didn’t know when that time might come. Still, how we lived and behaved now would set the stage for how vampire-kind would react when it did.
Mercy didn’t believe Corbin was here in good faith. She knew him better than I did. Hell, I’d only been a vampire for less than a decade. I was a baby by comparison. Mercy was nearly two hundred years old. Corbin was somewhere around seven hundred.
There was also the whole sibling rivalry thing. Both Corbin and Mercy shared a sire. Mercy inherited the Vampire Council when Niccolo died because she was his favored progeny. Corbin was his oldest.
I took one last look in the mirror before I left. I took a deep breath. I trusted that Mercy knew what she was doing. 




Chapter 4
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Nine Years Ago

I showed the letter to a few friends at school. They thought I was nuts. What’s so interesting about a blank piece of old paper? I wasn’t sure if I was more excited or terrified by the prospect that I was the one, the supposedly powerful witch Moll wrote about. I mean, seriously? Me? A witch? I was a normal girl. I played softball. I liked boys—especially Connor McPherson. He had dimples, blue eyes, and a nice butt. His personality was tolerable, which, for the more brutish sex, was about all I could ask for. 
I wasn’t sure if he liked me. He noticed me. That was obvious. He was a leg guy. I often teased him in class, wearing my plaid uniform skirt, crossing my legs and dangling my flats from the tip of my red-painted toes. He sat two rows back. I caught him staring more than once. Of course, he’d always look away. He’d scratch the side of his face, or brush one of his stray brown curls out of his eyes. 
Boys suck at subtlety.
Not that I wanted to encourage that attitude. I wanted him to corner me in the hall, pin me against the locker, and do whatever he could to get us both suspended. Not likely to happen. He was a preacher’s kid. He had to keep all his naughtiness behind closed doors.
If my parents thought I was going to have a date with the preacher’s boy, though? Oh, they’d be proud. Thrilled even. I could hear my mom already telling my dad, “I told you, our little Hailey’s gonna be a preacher’s wife!”
Fat chance of that. Connor would not be a preacher, either. He wasn’t the type. He had expectations to live up to. Translation: Connor kept all his misbehaviors under wraps when in public, but let loose more recklessly than anyone when the adults weren’t watching. He had a reputation. Especially among the girls. I’m pretty sure he’d been with at least two girls that I knew about. 
Why was he so damn nervous around me?
Because he liked me. If all he wanted was to make out, he’d be collected and cool. That’s how he was with most girls. He felt differently about me. He liked me and he found me, little old me, intimidating.
I wasn’t the typical cheerleader type he was into. I tried cheerleading once. I found it dull and trite. I was more of the bookish sort. I’d read just about anything girls my age weren’t supposed to like. No sappy vampire romances for me. Give me an Anne Rice novel and I’d devour it over a weekend. I liked books that made me think. If it had a dark edge to it, all the better. 
Maybe that’s why the few times Connor tried to talk to me, he could barely get two sensible words out of his mouth. He had a lot of pretty girls wrapped around his pinky finger. I had him wrapped around my pinky toe.
As much as I liked him, until he mustered up the courage to talk to me, I couldn’t give him the time of day. I had my boy-crushes like most girls. I knew better than to obsess over boys who couldn’t get over their nerves enough to have a simple conversation. Boys like that weren’t worth it, no matter how cute they were.
As a preacher’s kid with a closeted devious side, though, he was exactly what I needed. Not for a boyfriend. I needed to get away for a while to work this spell left in my ancestors’ grimoire. If anyone knew how to come up with a good excuse to get out from under your parents’ thumbs for a few days, it was Connor.
Class was over. It was the last period of the day. I found Connor at his locker. I leaned into the locker next to his. “Hey Connor.”
“Um. Hi, Hailey.”
“I don’t bite, you know.”
Conner chuckled nervously. “Yeah, I know that.”
“You can talk to me. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”
“It’s just that...”
“I’m pretty?”
“Well no. I mean, yes. You are. It’s that you’re so smart.”
I laughed so hard I snorted. “You won’t talk to me because I’m smarter than you?”
“I didn’t say that! I’m smart too, you know.”
I grinned. “I didn’t say you weren’t. But how would I know if you don’t talk to me, Connor?”
Connor’s lip twitched. “It’s just that...”
“That you like me?”
Conner nodded. “I know it’s dumb. If I like you, why can’t I talk to you? If I can’t talk to you, how can I ever expect you to like me back?”
I smiled widely. “Exactly! And look at you. You’re talking to me now.”
Connor chuckled. “I guess I am.”
“We have a three-day weekend coming up. Teacher work day.”
“Yeah, I know.”
I shrugged. “Sounds like a good time to get away and get to know each other better.”
Connor scratched his head. “What are you thinking?”
“Come on, Connor. You might have the grown-ups fooled. I know you have something planned already. What is it, a party?”
Connor’s eyes darted back and forth. “Sort of. Some of us are going camping, but I was going to take Ginny Larson.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Ginny Larson? Do you like her?”
Connor snorted. “She’s hot.”
“But do you like her?”
Connor shrugged. “Not really.”
“Then take me instead! Or take both of us. I don’t care. I can handle a little competition.”
“Fine, but you can’t tell anyone.”
“What are you telling your parents?”
Connor shrugged. “Mission trip. They think we’re going to the Choctaw reservation.”
I snorted. “Seriously?”
“Yeah. We have fake permission slips and everything. I can get you one.”
I smiled and kissed Connor on the cheek. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Connor blushed. “Me too!”
“One more thing. Who is driving?”
Connor shrugged. “A couple of juniors and a senior.”
“Any of them drive trucks?”
“Sure, why?”
“I have a big pot. Great for making stew. Or mixing punch.”
Connor smirked. “Punch. Right. I like how you’re thinking. Do we really need a pot that big?”
I nodded. “Trust me. I have a special recipe. It’ll be a weekend you’ll never forget.”
[image: image-placeholder]Tracking down a cauldron large enough was harder than I expected. I checked eBay. There were cauldrons, stock pots, and kettles. None of them near large enough to accommodate the volume of a human body. Even if I found one, I’d have to use my dad’s credit card. How would I explain the need for a cauldron? Making stew for the homeless? I didn’t even know how to make stew. 
If I tried, I’d probably screw it up and make a soup. Not like I knew the difference between stew and soup—but that was sort of the point. The only soup I knew how to make had letters in it. If I added meat chunks, would that make it a stew? It didn’t matter. My parents would never buy the lie. If they got so much as a hint that I was dabbling in witchcraft, they’d have a regular parent-grade conniption fit. They’d purge me of my devilish interests by taking away my phone and Internet for a month.  
I’d probably die from withdrawal. 
One problem at a time. I had to find a cauldron before I could even think about how I’d go about taking one on Connor’s “mission trip” and casting a three-day spell.
Surely I wasn’t the only witch—or potential witch—in the New Orleans area. I did a few Internet searches for witches in New Orleans. There were articles about Voodoo. A few pages about Marie Laveau. There were a lot of ghost tours around the city. I tried a dozen queries. I checked the first five or six pages of results for each one. Eventually, I found a Meetup group for the Southern Louisiana Witches and Pagans.
It wasn’t far. I had enough in savings for the cab fare to get there. They were meeting in an hour. I called a cab and had them meet me a couple of blocks away. I tossed the grimoire in my backpack.
“See you later, Mom!”
“Where are you going, Hailey?”
I bit my lip. “Cheerleader try-outs.”
“I thought you hated cheerleading.”
I shrugged. “Well, you know. I figured I’d give it another go.”
“Let me guess, there’s a boy and you’re trying to get his attention.”
I rolled my eyes. “Please, mom! I wouldn’t do something I don’t want for a silly boy. If a boy likes me, he’s the one who is going to have to go the extra mile to get my attention!”
My mom laughed. “You’re more like your mother than you know. It’s good to hear, dear. Cheerleading is a fine activity. Besides, it’s good to get your nose out of those books now and then and make some friends.”
I chuckled. “My thoughts exactly!”
“Don’t you need a ride to the school?”
“I have a ride. Gotta run. Bye!”
I only had to wait a couple of minutes before the taxi arrived. The driver took me to a house that looked like a common house with white vinyl siding. I knew it would be a small group. The Meetup only showed four confirmed attendees before I signed up. Hopefully, one of them would have a cauldron I could borrow or know where I could get one.
I paid the cabbie, stepped out of the car, and followed a narrow walkway leading to the door. Planters surrounded the house, all of them growing a variety of exotic herbs. It made sense. These were witches, right? They probably used these things for their spells. I imagined they probably had an aquarium inside full of newts and toads. Hopefully, they’d have a mammal I could use, too. Any mammal would do. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to killing anything. Still, trapping a mouse couldn’t be too hard. I’d much rather kill a mouse than a cat. Besides, witches love cats. Black cats. Don’t they?
Maybe that was a myth. Hopefully, the broom obsession was, too. I hated cleaning. Flying on one, though? How cool would that be? Maybe modern witches flew on vacuum cleaners. Much more efficient.
Why didn’t they have a doorbell? Everyone had doorbells. When I knocked on the door, I didn’t know what to expect. I knocked on it anyway. I’ve done a lot of trick-or-treating in my time and every house I visited had one. This one didn’t. Very weird.
The door swung open. A woman stood there. She was slight of build, but probably six inches taller than me. She had a pretty face with tanned and unblemished skin. Her hair was black but pulled into a bun on top of her head.
“Can I help you?”
I nodded. “I’m here for the Meetup.”
The woman tilted her head. “I didn’t see you on the list.”
I shrugged. “When did you check it last? I signed up about an hour ago.”
The woman grinned. “You realize this is for a gathering of witches and pagans, I presume?”
I nodded. “Damn! I thought it was a bible study! I was totally looking forward to going deep into the book of Numbers tonight.”
The woman tilted her head. “Now I know you’re not telling the truth. No one your age has the attention span at all to deal with the book of Numbers.”
I laughed. “You caught me. I was joking. I know you are witches. Why would I sign up otherwise? The description was pretty clear. “
“Are you a witch?” the woman asked.
“I think so. Well, I mean, I will be. My great, great, great, I don’t know how many greats grandmother believed I would be, anyway. She left me a spell and I need a cauldron. I figured, you know, who better to find a cauldron big enough to fit a person than a coven of witches?”
“Well, you came to the right place, sweetie! I’m Selene. What’s your name?”
“Hailey! Hailey Bradbury.”
“And this great grandmother of yours? Did she have a name?”
I nodded. “Moll Dyer. That’s what her note said, anyway.”
Selene narrowed her eyes. “Why don’t you come inside? We don’t just hand over cauldrons to strangers, you know.”
“Of course. I didn’t expect that. I’m just not sure where to get one. Walmart was fresh out on witches’ cauldrons. They’d sold their last crystal ball before I got there and their wands were on back-order.”
Selene grinned. “But they do have broomsticks!”
I snorted. “Witches actually use broomsticks?”
“Of course we do!” Selene led me through the foyer into her kitchen. She grabbed a broom from her closet along with a dustpan. She bent over and swept up a few crumbs from the floor. Selene looked up at me, smirking. “For cleaning. Most people do.”
“Damn! The whole flying on broomsticks thing sounded pretty cool.”
“That’s not something we usually do. Also, none of us wear pointy hats or have crooked noses. Eudora has a wart or two, but it has nothing to do with the craft.”
“Those aren’t warts!” a woman shouted from another room. From the sound of her voice, she was an older lady. “They’re just skin tags. Wait until you’re my age and you’ll have to deal with them, too.”
Selene chuckled. “This way, Hailey.”
Selene gestured to another hallway that extended off the back of her kitchen. It led to a small dining area. Three women sat around an oval-shaped table.
“Everyone meet Hailey,” Selene said. “Hailey, this is Eudora, Janice, and Alexandra.”
“Nice to meet you all!”
“Hailey needs a cauldron,” Selene said. “One large enough to fit a person.”
Eudora cocked her head. “A person, you say?”
Selene pulled out a chair for me. I sat down. Selene sat beside me. “Hailey is a descendent of Moll Dyer.”
The other three witches looked at each other with wide eyes. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Alexandra said. She was the youngest of the group, though still a good five or six years older than me. She had pale skin, freckles, and red hair that fell to her shoulders.
I narrowed my eyes. “So you know about Moll Dyer?”
“You don’t?” Janice asked, pressing her finger to the bridge on her glasses to put them back into place. She was probably forty, heavyset, but had a kind face.
“Of course I do! I know she’s my ancestor. I have her grimoire.”
“Do you have it with you?” Alexandra asked.
I unzipped my backpack and pulled it out. I set it on the table. “Sure do!”
I was about to push it across the table so the other witches could look at it when Selene put her hand over mine. “This was intended for your eyes alone, Hailey. It would not be proper for us to examine it were we not of the same coven.”
I shrugged. “What’s a coven? Is it a club of some kind?”
“More like a sisterhood. Spells like these, if you truly are Moll Dyer’s descendent, should not be attempted by a witch who is not of the requisite bloodline.”
“Hogwash!” Eudora blurted out. “You don’t know that, Selene!”
Selene narrowed her eyes. “You know as well as I do, Eudora, that Moll Dyer incanted many of her spells in her blood.”
“So the story goes,” Eudora said. “Taking a peek certainly couldn’t hurt anyone.”
I pulled Moll’s grimoire back and held it to my chest. “I’m sorry. If there’s any chance this could hurt any of you, I can’t allow you to see it. I’d never be able to live with myself.”
Janice tilted her head. “If you require a cauldron, we have plenty to spare. It is yours. However, you must promise that once you’ve used it, you’ll consider joining us.”
“Join you?” I asked.
Selene placed her hand on mine. “It is not a requirement, dear. I will not make you swear it. However, there is much we could learn from you.”
“Learn from me? I just figured out a second ago that witches don’t really fly on brooms. I don’t know how much I could teach any of you.”
The four witches laughed. “All you need to know is already in your blood,” Alexandra said. “When you complete the spell you intend to cast, all will become plain.”
I tilted my head. “How do you know what spell I’m going to cast? No one can even read the spell besides me. The ink won’t even show on the page to anyone else.”
“If that is true,” Eudora said, “then the spell you intend to cast is exactly what we expect it to be.”
“When do you need the cauldron, dear?” Selene asked.
“That’s the thing. I took a cab here. I think I have a chance to get away to try this in a few weeks. I’ll have a truck.”
“How old are you, dear?” Selene asked.
I shrugged. “I’m fourteen.”
“And you have a truck?”
“A friend of mine knows someone with a truck.”
Selene took my hand in hers again. “Be very careful, child. Friends or not, you cannot allow anyone else to know what you’re doing. The spell will take some time to cast, will it not?”
I nodded. “It has to brew for three days.”
Selene nodded. “That sounds right. During that time, no one else can touch the brew. Do not even allow them to breathe in its fumes.”
“What would happen if they did?” I asked.
Eudora cleared her throat. “It would be best if you never find out.”
“Would it kill them?” I asked.
Alexandra widened her eyes. “As Eudora said, it would be best not to find out.”
“The truth is,” Janice said. “We don’t know what would happen. All we know is that if someone touches the potion, or worse, consumes even a drop of it, it will change them.”
“Change them how?” I asked.
Selene sighed. “That we cannot say. There are legends involving Moll Dyer, dear. I’m sure you figured that much out already. What of them is true, and what is not, we cannot say. Some of it is surely hogwash, as false as the notions that you had before regarding witches and broomsticks. Other components of the tales we’ve heard, those passed along to us by our own ancestors, are likely true.”
“And none of these stories reveal exactly what might happen if someone comes into contact with the potion?”
Alexandra sighed. “That the legends are silent on the specifics, but contain certain warnings of the same, suggest that there is a reason the results of such an event are unmentionable.”
“So it would kill someone?”
“Again, we cannot say. However, Moll worked with a kind of magic that few of our kind ever dare to wield. Our potions are not nearly so potent or dangerous, though mistakes can happen.”
“What kind of magic are you talking about?” I asked.
Janice opened her mouth to speak. Selene raised her hand to stop her. “We should not speak of it. If your spell succeeds, Hailey, you’ll find out soon enough.”
“Three weeks then?” I asked.
Selene nodded. “I’ll leave the cauldron you require beneath a tarp out back. You may need help to move it. It would take two or three people to lift it into the back of a truck.”
“Understood. Thank you, ladies. I really appreciate the help. What else do you guys do at these meetings?”
Something dinged in the kitchen. “We share baked goods, child. Would you like a piece of banana bread?”
I smiled. “Do you have any butter to spread across it?”
“Of course!” Salene exclaimed.
“I’d love a piece! Presuming it’s just normal banana bread. It’s not hexed or anything, is it?”
The witches all laughed. “It’s just banana bread. Though if you eat too much of it, you might experience a profound change.”
“Oh, stop it, Alexandra!” Selene waved her hand through the air.
“What is she talking about?” I asked.
Selene shook her head. I looked back at Alexandra. “What were you talking about?”
“It will give you a bigger butt, that’s what!”
The other witches all laughed. I rolled my eyes as I laughed along with them. “Just one piece, then.”
[image: image-placeholder]The cauldron was nearly ready. The first day of my camping excursion with Connor and his friends was fun enough. I caught a field mouse and set the cauldron over a fire. I filled the cauldron with water from a nearby creek. It was a simple spell. It was simmering water with a mouse inside. I knew little about making a stew; I was pretty sure this wasn’t it. I didn’t know why it had to simmer this way for three days. My blood was the catalyst for whatever the spell was supposed to do.
Was there really so much power in my blood to turn simmering mouse water into something magical? I’d find out soon enough.
Connor had been drinking since we arrived. It loosened him up, but he didn’t take it too far the first couple of days. We had long conversations. It was nice. I checked on the cauldron every hour to tend to the flame and make sure it was proceeding according to the instructions in Moll’s letter.
I held Connor’s attention at first. The more we talked, the more confident he was. We sat by his campfire and he held my hand. He didn’t know what I was brewing. He’d asked more than once. All I could tell him was that it was a surprise. In the end, he’d be disappointed. He assumed it was some kind of moonshine. I didn’t think they made moonshine this way, but he didn’t know any better.
The second night, he tried to kiss me. I turned my face away. I liked him, but I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. Until that moment, Connor ignored Ginny Larson. Yeah, she came along. He’d already invited her. He was too chicken to rescind the invitation.
Ginny was drinking heavily, hanging out with some of the older boys. The third day, Connor started drinking before breakfast. When I went to check the cauldron and returned, I found him flirting with Ginny. They weren’t kissing. He had his arm around her. They were laughing. He looked at me for a moment after I saw him, then turned away. Was he trying to make me jealous? It wouldn’t work. If Connor was going to get drunk and throw himself at Ginny Larson, that was his choice.
I had other priorities. We left when school got out on Friday. Now it was Monday. I just needed a couple more hours to ensure the cauldron had simmered a full three days. We weren’t due to arrive home until later that night. Given Connor’s state of intoxication, though, there was no way his parents would believe we were on a mission trip. Whatever. That wasn’t my concern. Connor made his bed. He’d have to lie in it.
Something howled in the distance. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it. The two nights previously they’d made their presence known. I knew we had a sparse population of wolves in Louisiana. So far, though, they hadn’t ventured close to my camp or the clearing where I was tending to my cauldron. This time, though, the howls came from somewhere in the woods, a lot closer than the previous nights.
There was a razor blade wrapped in cardboard in my pocket. I retrieved it, discarded the cardboard, and pressed it to my palm. I winced before it even touched my skin in anticipation of the pain. I clenched my teeth as I sliced the blade across my skin.  I squeezed my hand into a fist over the cauldron as a thin stream of blood poured from my wound and into the simmering water.
A pillar of steam formed over the cauldron.
“Hailey, what the hell! Is this shit ever going to be ready?”
I turned, and Connor was there, clinging to a tree as if it were an oversized crutch.
“Connor, you need to get back to camp!”
“Not until you tell me what the hell you’re cooking out here...”
I glanced back at the cauldron. The steam grew. A red energy coursed through it. The steam turned into something like a tornado that churned over the cauldron. The scalding water blasted around us.
I dropped into a huddle on the ground, covering my face. “Connor! Get down!”
Connor screamed as some of the hot water struck him.
Something growled and snarled. The wolf jumped out of the tree line and made a beeline toward Connor.
Ginny and several of the older boys who’d come with us ran into the clearing. They screamed as my potion churned through the air, assaulting them all with scalding water.
“Get out of here!” I shouted.
A blast of red magic struck the wolf just as it was about to bite Connor. The wolf’s body exploded, showering everyone with blood. Everyone but me.
I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned. An old woman stood there smiling down at me.
“You did well, child.”
“Moll?”
The witch nodded. “Your blood is even stronger than I expected. You have great promise.”
“What did you do? My friends, they’re...”
“They will be fine, dear. Take my hand.”
I reached out and grabbed Moll’s hand. Another tornado of red magic churned around us. The next thing I knew, we stood in another clearing. Connor wasn’t there. None of them were.
I stood up and looked at Moll with a curious gaze. “Where are we?”
“I moved us elsewhere. I’m proud of you, child. Tell me, what century is it?”
I cocked my head. “It’s the twenty-first century...”
Moll chuckled and shook her head. “It’s been a long time. Do you have my grimoire?”
“I did. It was in my backpack back at the camp.”
Moll nodded. She raised her hand over her head. A small funnel of red magic appeared in her palm. When the magic faded, my backpack was hanging from her grip.
I stared at Moll with wide eyes. “How did you do that?”
Moll laughed. “This was nothing, dear. When I’ve taught you all I know, you’ll be able to do these things and so much more.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Seriously?”
Moll grinned at me, a hundred wrinkles on her face enhanced by her smile. “First, dear, we must make you a wand.”
I tilted my head. “You don’t have one.”
“I’ve had many years of practice, dear. A good wand will help you focus your magic.”
I shook my head. “What magic? I don’t feel a thing.”
“You will, child. Soon, you will.”




Chapter 5
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Present Day

I was the youngest member of the Vampire Council. By all rights, I didn’t belong. I was far too young. Mercy, however, believed that younger vampires needed a voice on the council. Not just because of equal representation, but because very few older vampires understood new technologies, social media, or much of anything digital. If the Vampire Council was going to make decisions about how to navigate the future world, they needed at least one member who was in touch with things. 
Officially, I was meeting Corbin to discuss the council’s position on innovation and technology. Unofficially? Seduction, espionage, and, depending on how things went, assassination.
It was five in the morning when I arrived. On account of that pesky allergy we vampires have for sunlight, no matter how things went, I was stuck at Corbin’s for the day.
Corbin had quite the entourage that joined him in the States. All of them looked a lot like me. Female, young, and blond. No wonder Mercy thought I was Corbin’s “type.” Since vampires appear as the age they were when turned, I couldn’t say how old these vampires really were. They could have been several centuries or just a few days old. I’d get a better sense of that when I talked to them.
One of Corbin’s harem nodded at me. “This way, Miss Bradbury.”
She had a thick Eastern European accent. I bit my tongue to prevent myself from giggling. This girl, whatever her name was, sounded exactly like a vampire was supposed to talk. She was like a female version of The Count on Sesame Street. One! Ha. Ha. Ha. Two! Ha. ha. ha. She was hotter than the puppet. But if she greeted her meals by saying, “I vant to suck your blood!” I’d lose it. 
“What’s your name, anyway?” I asked.
“Bianca.”
“I like that! Bianca!”
Bianca nodded. I was repeating her name back to her just so I’d remember it. I’m pretty bad at recalling names. Saying someone’s name back to them when I met them helped. Then again, I might get her mixed up with one of the other girls. We all looked so much alike! 
If I came up with another feature, something unique to her, that I could associate with her name I’d remember it even better. She had penciled in eyebrows. Bianca Brows worked. It was a handy little trick. I even used it with some of my regular meals. There was Prettymouth Paul, Freddy Fatface, Nicholas Needledick, and Brandon Butt Stuff. Just to name a few of my regulars.
I followed Bianca down a narrow hallway. The whole place radiated serious Imperial vibes. A painting featuring nothing but grapes. They built false columns into the doorframes. We entered what I assumed was supposed to be the living room, now throne room. Corbin was reclining across his golden throne, his legs crossed over one armrest. One of his many blondes was feeding him grapes. Three remarkably tame wolves sat around him.
Cliché Corbin, it was. It was just a matter of time, I suspected, before a few more scantily clad blond vampires showed up to fan him with palm leaves.
The wolves were common red wolves but with red irises that matched those of vampires. I’d never seen wolves like these. Older vampires have several abilities, powers extracted from the many human souls they’d tasted through the years. Was this some kind of thrall, a compulsion he used to tame and command the wolves? I didn’t know. Maybe so. I’d find out soon enough.
When I’d asked Mercy to describe Corbin, she told me his appearance was “tolerable.” She must’ve been looking at him through shit colored glasses. Corbin’s chiseled, shirtless torso, his deep-set mysterious red eyes, broad jaw, and his long dark hair gave him a distinct romance novel cover-model vibe. He was what most women would call a specimen of a man. Some doctors use the same term, but usually their specimens are gross. Have fertility problems? Well, fella, the doc is going to need your “specimen” to check it out.
Corbin’s lips parted a quarter of an inch when he saw me. He tucked his long curls behind his ears, uncrossed his legs and placed his feet to the floor. His hands on his thighs, he stood up.
“Hailey Bradbury. What an honor that the youngest member of the girls’ club would come to visit.”
I raised an eyebrow. “It’s the Vampire Council, Corbin.
Corbin stepped down from the make-shift elevated platform where he’d set his throne. Having an entire platform added to a room just to make sure your chair is a little higher than everyone else? That’s next-level pretentious. 
Don’t get me wrong. Corbin was hot. That was even clearer as he stepped toward me, his eyes fixed on mine. If I drooled on the guy, it might turn to steam on contact. 
The Vampire King was also an asshole. Maybe even a prick. I wasn’t sure which. He was certainly no pussy. His reputation made that clear. What’s the difference between an asshole and a prick, you ask? One of them shits all over everyone they know. The other might piss on them, but he’ll also screw them. Sometimes, depending on his mood, a prick will even screw an asshole. If you’re a pussy, it’s a guarantee the prick will try to screw you, eventually. The way to get the better of a prick was to pretend to be a pussy. Let him think you’re vulnerable, then at the last minute, surprise him and let him know you’re a prick, too! He’d probably be a real asshole about it when he learned the truth. In that case, the advantage goes to me.
Not only will that make his day one he’ll never forget, chances are he’ll be too embarrassed to even tell his friends about it.
I nodded my head slightly and prepared myself for the gag reflex that was likely to accompany my words. “Your Highness.”
Corbin grinned ear-to-ear. “You don’t have to pretend, Hailey. You come representing Mercy and her interests. She’d never call me that. Such salutations are meaningless if not accompanied by the reverence deserved.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Reverence?”
“Get on your knees if you wish to acknowledge my Lordship.”
I raised both my eyebrows. “We just met. Sorry, buddy. You need to take me to dinner first before you expect anything like that. Besides, you realize I am a vampire too, right?”
“No guy likes it when teeth are involved,” Corbin said.
One wolf huffed as if to laugh along with his master. I turned and looked at the wolf. He stared back at me with wide eyes.
“Look, Corbin. There’s no sense pretending, here. I’m not kneeling in reverence, or to entertain any other proclivity you might hope to indulge in. Mercy sent me here for a reason.”
Corbin raised an eyebrow. “Does my sister truly believe I’m so shallow as to be taken by a youngling purely on account of her appearance?”
I shrugged. “Yeah. Pretty much.”
“Your beauty appeals to me.” Corbin reached out his hand and tucked a stray strand of my blond hair behind my ear.
I snorted. “Yeah. Well, considering your entourage, I’m not surprised about that.”
Corbin grinned. “For a youngling, you have a remarkable confidence. There’s something different about you, isn’t there?”
I shrugged. “My momma always said I was unique. We’re all a little different, aren’t we?”
“What is it that you think I’ve discerned?” Corbin raised an eyebrow.
“How could you possibly know that I have six toes on my left foot? I didn’t even take off my shoes when I entered the house!”
Corbin chuckled. “You don’t have six toes on your left foot.”
I grinned. “Right, I don’t. Would it intrigue you if I did? You never know. Some dudes are into freaky.”
Corbin narrowed his eyes. “You have potential. I’ll grant you that. I find your boldness oddly attractive.”
I bit my lip. “You must suck at poker. You’re basically telling me what I need to know to have my way with you.”
Corbin raised one eyebrow. “At poker, there’s no need to bluff when you hold a Royal Flush.”
I huffed. “You thought I was the one who was overconfident?”
“I’ve walked the earth for over seven centuries. Few vampires survive their first year. Of those who do, well, most find themselves on the sharp end of a stake before they’ve even eclipsed the age of an average human life. The hunger gets the best of them. They tip their hand to the slayers. I’ll simply say this much, Hailey. I might appear arrogant. There is a difference between arrogance and confidence. Arrogance is displeasing. It’s everything confidence might be except that it is misplaced and inflated. True confidence, however, the kind warranted by power, is undeniably alluring. It’s why you desire me, even now.”
I cocked my head. “Look, buddy. I’m trying to play hard to get here! Don’t mess with my game!”
Corbin laughed. “You differ from most younglings, I’ll give you that. I’m still not sure why. I have to admit, I’m intrigued.”
“Intrigued? Well, that’s something!”
“Tell me, Hailey. Do you not feel the same attraction?”
I rubbed my brow. “I’m not sure yet. The oiled chest and Abs routine looks good. Your accent is sexy. I don’t really know, though.”
“Surely, after only a few years, you haven’t yet lost the allure of carnal pleasures that escapes vampires in middle age.”
I bit my lip. “In middle age?”
“When you are young, much of your humanity remains. You are not immune to your former desires. You still might experience lust and passion. After a time, as your original humanity wanes, so do such desires. However, when you’ve lived as long as I have, when you’ve consumed so many souls, each one leaving something behind within you, certain vestiges of humanity return.”
I bit my lip. “Making vampires horny, again. You really should run for president!”
“I’m a king. I don’t require votes, only acclaim.”
Corbin placed his hands around my waist. “There is a reason the most ancient of us sometimes surround ourselves with much younger vampires.”
I shrugged. “It’s not because you’re just creepy old men?”
Corbin laughed. “It’s because we share similar desires. Your sensuality has yet to fade. Mine has returned with vigor.”
I smiled widely. “With vigor, eh?”
“I’d be happy to demonstrate, if you’d like.”
I scratched my head. “You know, I might be young, but I’m a traditional girl. You can’t just take me to bed. I need a little romance.”
Corbin nodded. “If you expected any less, I’d lose interest.”
“Would you, really?”
“What thrill would there be if you just threw yourself at me? Most young vampires do. I can’t say I blame them. It’s fun. But it isn’t thrilling. I suspected from the start that if you intended to win me over, as your sire wishes, I’d at least have to share a meal with you first.”
“First, Mercy is more like an adopted sire. They staked my actual sire before I ever knew him.”
Corbin smiled. “Pardon me for my lack of clarity in speech. I am aware. I know all about you, Hailey Bradbury.”
Corbin snapped his fingers in the air. The three wolves and Bianca gathered around us. “Is dinner prepared?”
“Yes, my Lord,” Bianca bowed her head as she spoke.
“You’ll find, Hailey, that I always know what I’m getting into before I bite. No pun intended, of course. I’ve been told you have certain preferences for your meals. I like to ensure my guests are well pleased.”
Bianca led a young, handsome boy in by a leash. Two of the three wolves flanked the boy on either side, and one followed behind.
“I’ve been told you like your meals medium-rare. Young, but coming of age. Does this please you?”
I salivated. “It does, Corbin. I’m afraid I ate before I came, however.”
Corbin grinned. “There’s nothing wrong with a little dessert.”




Chapter 6
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Seven Years Ago

“Can you explain to me again what this spell is supposed to do?” I asked. 
Moll stirred the cauldron with her ladle. It was a complicated spell. It involved a lot of blood. Blood from a virgin. Blood from an adulterer. Blood from a virtuous man of means. Blood from a thief. A half-pint of each. I wasn’t sure how Moll got the blood. She insisted she harmed no one, that all donors consented to whatever lie she told them about what purpose their blood would serve. Presumably, it wasn’t so much a lie as a half-truth. She wouldn’t say outright she needed their blood for magical experiments. She might say that it would go to research purposes, or for someone in need. Then again, I was half-convinced the whole consent nonsense was a lie she told me just to pacify my modern-day moral sensibilities. She lived at least two hundred years before and, from the way she talked, I suspected this wasn’t the first time she’d escaped the grave or extended her life. No matter how many times I asked her how old she really was, she never gave me a straight answer.
“What is age, dear, but an illusion?” That was one of her favorites.
“One loses track after so long, child.”
Or, “It’s not polite to ask an aging woman her age, dear.”
Still better, “Well, child, that depends how you reckon the number? Are you speaking in human years or witches years?”
“What’s the difference?” I asked.
“Humanity figures their days beginning to end, along a straight line. Birth to death. Witches, dear, draw their power from a union with nature and the spirits of the earth. For us, time has no beginning or end. Like the seasons, our winter gives only the appearance of death, but it is the season that prepares us for life anew.”
“Like reincarnation?”
Moll raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly, dear. As you can see, I returned to you not as baby but as an old woman. No matter how many times I’ve revived this body, the fountain of youth escapes me. Still, what you call reincarnation may be possible once I’ve taken from this body all it can give. That is why I have another path in mind for you, dear.”
“Another path? I’m not sure I get what you’re saying.”
“I was once quite beautiful. I know it’s hard to believe looking at me now.”
I chuckled. “Not at all. I can see a certain beauty in your eyes.”
“I appreciate you saying so, dear, but these are tired eyes. If I knew all the wonders I know now, I might have pursued a different path when I was your age. I’m speaking of the closest thing yet discovered to the fountain of youth. Only if you embrace this manner of existence, you must remain forever the age you are when you accept the gift. No one wants to live forever as an old hag. It is too late for me. The gift remains open to you.”
“I assume this has something to do with the blood magic you’ve been teaching me?”
Moll placed her hands on my cheeks. I looked around at the forest that surrounded us. A sweet odor rose from the pot she was brewing ahead of us. It didn’t smell like blood at all. It vaguely reminded me of lilies, the kind they always crowded the church with on Easter morning.
“There is more to the path I’d choose for you than the preservation of your beauty, dearest Hailey. The power you wield is more than your body can endure. To realize your full potential, you must grow, evolve, and change.”
I cocked my head. “What are you talking about?”
“Are you fully committed to this path, child?”
“Of course I am! Why would you doubt it?”
“Enough so that if it were necessary to leave behind all you knew, your family, your friends, your school, you could do so?”
I pinched my chin. “Why would I have to do that?”
“It is a simple question, dear. Only the confines of your humanity limit your power. It is your humanity that must grow and expand to suit your power. To realize your truth, to become the one the gods foretold when I wrote you that letter, now demands you make a choice.”
“You’re telling me that if I stay with my family and live my life, I’ll never become the witch I’m supposed to be?”
“Precisely, dear.”
I shook my head. “They don’t even know about us, Moll. For two years, I’ve come up with excuses to meet at night. My friends have covered for me more times than I can count. If they knew the truth, my parents would think I was working with the devil or something.”
Moll grinned widely. “Do I look like the devil to you, dear?”
“Of course not!”
“Do you trust me, child?”
I took a deep breath. “I do. You realize you’re asking a sixteen-year-old girl to walk away from the only life she’s ever known. That’s a lot.”
“Still more, dear. When this is done, I will have to leave you for a season.”
My jaw dropped. “Moll! You can’t go! I need your help. I still have a lot to learn, and if I have to leave my family, I’ll be alone!”
“There will be others who will take you in. Powerful people in their own right. You must learn from them what I cannot teach. In the meantime, if I am to return to you at all, I must commune with the old gods. I must regain my full strength. Sometime soon after your change, when you’ve completed the instructions I’ve set before you, one will approach you with an offer, a bargain. You must accept his terms.”
“What sort of terms?”
“Whatever they shall be, trust me when I tell you they will be acceptable. It will give me the strength to return to you, only this time with more power than before.”
I tilted my head. “You’re pretty strong already.”
Molly grinned widely. “Not nearly so powerful as you, dear. Imagine a world where magic was free, where we could embrace our power and be revered for it rather than feared. What if I were to tell you that when I return, we will together set forth a chain of events that will both save humanity from itself and will give witches like us a place of honor?”
“Save humanity from itself? What are you talking about?”
Moll shook her head. “The destruction of mankind is an inevitability. Will it be their technology that destroys them? Their violence and war? Perhaps their destruction of the planet will mark their doom. I may be able to tell the future in some respects. I foresaw your birth! But I cannot see the end. What I know is that if humanity has any hope at all, what you might become could be their salvation.”
I stared back at Moll a second, pondering the implications of her words. “I’m still unsure what this means. What are you telling me I’ll become?”
“You will still appear as you do. Even more beautiful, perhaps. I will not say that your new nature will not come without new limitations. You will adjust to those in time. I believe, if all goes as hoped, there will be those who can help you with that.”
I titled my head. “I’ll be limited?”
“Everyone is limited, dear. Some of us in ways different from others. Limitations are a gift, child. Without boundaries, how can we know where we’re supposed to be? Without limits, we cannot know our true purpose. Only by knowing what we cannot be, who we cannot become, might we come to see the greater truth of a real potential. Limitations prevent us from living our lives in pursuit of lesser fantasies. When we embrace what we are not, we shall find who we are.”
I nodded. “Alright. I’ll do it. Can I at least have a moment to see my family for the last time?”
“I fear the spell is ready, child. You will see your family again. At first, you must not. Give it some time. And you should never permit them to see you. There was another promising witch, many years ago, who followed this path that I’m setting you upon. She made the crucial error of returning to her family too soon. Her father, like your parents, was a zealous man. He feared her. Her indiscretion led not only to the death of her brother, but it left her running from those who’d discovered her ever since. Even today, I suspect, there are those hunting her all on account of her mistake in seeking her family after she changed.”
I tilted my head. “This other witch you’re talking about is still alive?”
“Of course, dear. You will meet her soon. You mustn’t speak my name to her. Promise me as much. Not until I’ve returned and can show myself to the two of you.”
“You’re saying I won’t be alone? I won’t be the only witch like this?”
Moll shook her head. “You will not. Do not allow the one who is called Mercy to fool you, however. Remember, she made a grave mistake early on and it has diverted her from her purpose. Perhaps you will be the one to set her path straight. Together, you might free her of her pursuers and join with me again soon that we may resume our work.”
I glanced at the cauldron; it was at a rolling boil. “What is it we’re brewing here, exactly? I suppose it’s about ready for an incantation?”
“We are not going to incant your wand with this potion, dear. It’s less a potion and more of a stew.”
“Blood stew? Gross!”
Moll laughed. “I’ve selected the donors carefully. They will give you more control and power than others who’ve pursued this path. I must send some with you.”
“You’re packing me a lunch?”
“Something like that,” Moll chuckled. She retrieved a small vial from her cloak. She took a dropper, extracted some of the potion from the cauldron, and set three drops into the vial. “Consume this the moment you awaken and you feel your first hunger. It will tame your desires and sharpen your mind. Still more, it will finally open you up to the full power that coheres in blood. In your new shape, you will know unimaginable power. Tread carefully, dear, for those who have great power...”
“Must also exercise great responsibility. I know. I’ve seen Spiderman.”
Moll chuckled. “Not unwise sentiments, Hailey. What I was going to say is that for those who have great power, it is essential that none of it goes to waste.”
“Speaking of waste, that’s an enormous cauldron, if you’re only giving me three drops.”
Moll grinned widely, flashing her crooked and yellowed teeth. “The rest will but put to use, dear. Never mind that. Remember what I told you before. I will not see you again for some time. I will return to you when all is ready.”
I nodded. “And don’t tell anyone I know you. Especially not the one you called Grace.”
“Mercy, dear. Her name is Mercy.”
I extended my index finger. “Right. Mercy. Got it. Now, what do I do?”
“You must go to the French Market. When you do, what happens is what must. Much of this conversation you may forget for a time. Your mind will be as a fog. This potion will help clear it.”
“So I might not even remember who Mercy is when I meet her?”
“Not at first,” Moll said. “You may desire to return to your human life. As I said, once you consume this vial, your memory will return.”
“If I don’t have any memory, how will I know I’m supposed to drink it? It looks nasty. Drinking this shit is probably the last thing I’d consider.”
“When you’re changed, dear, it will be the only thing you can imagine doing once you see it. Now, take the vial and keep it close to your body. A pocket will not do. We cannot risk someone else discovering it.”
I nodded, took the vial, and stuffed it into my bra. “This will have to do.”
[image: image-placeholder]The French Market was, as you might have guessed, in the French Quarter of New Orleans. It spanned six blocks. From what I understood, it was older than the city itself. Originally, some kind of Native American trading post where early French immigrants exchanged goods and wares with the Choctaw. At some point later, though, the French folk redecorated the joint. There was very little about the place that retained the cultural flavor of the market’s original founders. I wasn’t sure if you could even purchase Choctaw spices there anywhere. You could certainly get yourself a bubble tea which, come to think of it, wasn’t Native American or French. No matter. It was delicious. At least until you clogged your straw with too many pearls and blew a brain vessel trying to suck it through.
Moll didn’t tell me much. I was supposed to go to the French Market. Whoever was supposed to find me, I was assured, would. At least we were in a public place. And I had my bubble tea to keep me company.
It was a minor comfort. Was this really the right choice? I was only sixteen, and I was leaving my friends and family behind. What would they think happened to me? What was going to happen to me? Moll had an annoying habit of holding her cards close to the chest, only telling me the least I needed to know to do whatever she was planning. 
Not that strange. At my age, I was used to the whole “it’s for your own good” routine that grown-ups used to excuse crap that made little sense. You’d think, though, seeing as though I literally resurrected Moll from the dead, she’d be a little more straightforward with me. Not that I wasn’t grateful for all she’d taught me. I couldn’t believe how powerful I was. 
She was right. In just two years, I’d learned dozens of spells. I’d barely scratched the surface of what the grimoire contained. To use those spells, Moll insisted, I needed more fortitude. A body capable of harnessing the magic that I already possessed. That’s why I was at the French Market. I didn’t see any bodies for sale. So, that must not’ve been the plan. Something was bound to happen, eventually.
It was a chilly December day. At least I had a good jacket. The sun was setting. The French Market was only open for another hour. I’d wasted at least three wandering around the place. When the French Market closed, the rest of the French Quarter sprung to life. I’d never been there so late. My parents always saw to it we left before sunset. Now, though, they thought I was at some school debate tournament. Those things ran late. At least the one I actually bothered to attend did. The rest, well, the team had tournaments almost every weekend. All I had to do was snag a permission slip from my teacher’s desk each time, have my parents sign it, and they assumed that’s what I was doing.
It was all so trite. The whole keeping secrets from my parents’ routine. I was so afraid they’d punish me, ground me, or worse—take away my iPhone! If they knew what I was really doing, you’d better believe they’d do that and more. They wouldn’t just take away my iPhone, they’d replace it with a flip-phone! If I had one of those, it would reduce me to pariah status on the school’s social hierarchy.
Now, none of that mattered any more than a nipple on a man. Still, while I had my issues with my parents (most girls do at sixteen) they were my family. It wasn’t just leaving home that had me on edge. That was a part of it. Moreso, though, it was what this would do to them. My parents, for all their over-protectiveness and their occasional closed-mindedness about things that didn’t line up with their narrow worldview, were good people. They loved me. I loved them. Was I making a mistake?
No sooner did I question it and I heard a scream. I turned to see people flying to either side of the path I was following in the middle of the French Market. Something was charging through the people like a bull. I took a few steps back.
Then, a figure emerged right in front of me. People all around us screamed. He was wearing jeans and a black hoodie. The hood obscured most of his face. All I saw was from the tip of his nose down.
“Where is it?” the boy hissed, exposing a set of fangs that glistened in the light.
I gasped. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“The blood! I can smell it!”
The boy started tearing at my shirt. I kneed him in the groin but it didn’t so much as slow him down. I reached into my pocket and grabbed my wand. The first defensive spell that came to mind was the one I jammed into the boy’s gut.
The boy gasped. He lowered his hood and stared at me with wide eyes. He wasn’t natural. His eyes were more than bloodshot. His irises were red. He either had some freaky contact lenses or he was something freaky himself. He had fangs. He was looking for a vial of blood. 
Surely not. Vampires aren’t real. Then again, was this what Moll had planned all along? Did she know the vial would attract one? Is that how she intended to extend my life and strengthen my body so I could handle my... blood magic? No sooner did the thoughts in my mind come together and the boy had his fangs in my neck.
I gasped for air. My knees weakened as the world around me went black.
The last thing I remember was a scream. It wasn’t mine. It came from the vampire boy.
Those were my old memories. It wasn’t until I consumed the vial Moll gave me I put all that together. The first thing I saw after the vampire bit me was a green glow.
It was warm. It touched every part of my body. When I opened my eyes, a pretty brunette stared back at me. Her eyes were as green as the glow that had consumed my mind before.
“My name is Annabelle. You’re safe now.”
Annabelle took me to visit someone else. Someone she said could help. She explained I was, in fact, a vampire.
It didn’t strike me as odd at the time. I had almost no memory at all when I first awoke. The horror of what I was settled in as a few memories of my human life returned. Still, I didn’t know how I got there or how I ended up getting bitten. At least not yet.
Annabelle wore colorful clothes. The green glow in her eyes, and her occasional odd remark, was somehow on account of some other spirit she spoke to from within her own mind. Weird, right? Who was I to judge given I could barely remember my name at the moment?
Annabelle took me to meet another vampire, someone she insisted could help. Mercy Brown was stunning. She wore a long black dress that suggested she was either into cosplay or came from another era.
Mercy barely paid me any attention at all. She was too busy arguing with Annabelle about why she didn’t let me die when the vampire bit me. Annabelle insisted I was too young. She couldn’t let me die. Mercy thought it would be for the best. A new vampire without a sire was a recipe for disaster.
Mercy pulled me aside. She thought she could convince me that ending my life was the way to go. Fat chance of that. She told me I couldn’t see my family again. I was just beginning to remember them again. She was especially insistent on that point. She said that I’d have cravings I couldn’t control. I might kill a few people before I tamed my urges.
I told her I didn’t want to die. I’d do whatever it took to live. She and Annabelle resumed arguing. They decided I was Annabelle’s responsibility. Mercy would help later, but she had too much on her plate. I imagined her plate probably consisted of a few human organs, though I couldn’t be sure. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a salad.
While they argued, something drew my attention. Something close to my body. I reached into my shirt and found a small glass vial. Was that blood inside? I wanted it. I had to have it. I wasn’t about to share, either. I turned away from Annabelle and Mercy, uncorked the top of the vial and downed it.
No sooner did the blood touch my lips, and I remembered everything. I was a blood witch. Now, I was a vampire. This was the “gift” Moll gave me. Everything came together in my mind. I needed a body resilient enough to accommodate my power. 
As a vampire, well, now I could consume blood myself. It was like I’d become a cauldron of my own, able to extract many powers from the human souls that cohere in human blood. Yes, I remembered who I was. The only challenge now was to continue to play the fool, to act the part of a blood-thirsty newbie vamp. If that meant tasting blood, extracting more power from it, then so be it. 
Moll said she’d return, eventually. Until then, Annabelle was an accomplished witch herself. She didn’t practice the form of the craft that Moll taught me. She was a young mambo, and her power exceeded that of most. I could sense it. Perhaps, if I played this right, she’d share a few of her secrets. 
Witchcraft, plus voodoo, plus vampirism? Call it bloodwitchery if you’d like. I wasn’t the first witch to dabble with the power latent in blood. How much power was Mercy, herself, able to extract? I was a stronger witch than she ever was. Maybe she’d be a friend. Perhaps she’d become a rival. Whatever the case, I had to be careful. For now, Mercy wanted nothing to do with me. I might have been a greater witch than she was, but I could sense the power she wielded as a vampire. It would serve me well to get on her good side. Presuming she had a good side.




Chapter 7
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Present Day

Corbin and I each took one of the young man’s wrists. He didn’t resist. He was in a daze, enthralled by the allure of whichever of Corbin’s progeny had hunted him and brought him to us. 
“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are with blood on your lips?”
I rolled my eyes. “I suppose you use that line on all the girls?”
Corbin grinned and shrugged. “Is it working?” 
“Maybe,” I smirked, adding a wink for good measure.
“Do with him as you wish.” Corbin threw his cloak over his shoulders. “I have a few matters I simply must attend to. When I’m done, you will have my full attention.”
From what I knew about Corbin, he was as likely to kill our meal as he was to set him free. The poor guy wasn’t intoxicated. I’d have noticed when we fed if he was. That meant he wasn’t likely to forget the incident. How traumatic would that be? How many years of therapy would he require to even begin to process what happened? He couldn’t tell anyone the truth without sounding crazy. If he didn’t tell someone about it, the truth would drive him crazy. I had to do something. 
I could have turned him, too, of course. Aside from robbing the man of his human life, and the fact that turning humans without their consent was against the Vampire Council’s precepts, there were pragmatic, immediate problems with that idea.
Corbin’s three wolves were still in the room. They were watching me. This whole thing was a test. If I killed the man, I’d be violating the Vampire Council’s laws. 
The council forbade killing humans for various reasons. Morality wasn’t as high on that list of reasons as you’d suspect. That missing persons draw a lot of attention to the vampire community was at the top of the list. I knew about that. I was once one such “missing person.” After I was turned, my parents looked for me for over two years with the cooperation of the authorities before the police finally insisted that no further resources could be dedicated to the investigation. 
Since I was a vampire, and my body temperature ran a good twenty or thirty degrees less than most humans, the irony of being a “cold case” wasn’t lost on me. After that, my parents hired a private investigator. The guy was good. He’d nearly found me a couple of times since. More than once I’d used a well-timed hex to confuse him, alter his memory, and send him down a dead-end evidence trail. Truth was, it was better my parents thought I was dead. They’d sleep better off thinking I’d died and gone to heaven than to learn I’d been a witch and a vampire. At least if I was dead, in their minds, I wouldn’t be damned.
Killing the meal Corbin left me wasn’t an option. The only way I could make him forget was to cast a spell to do the job. If I did, these wolves would surely tell Corbin what happened. If he knew I was a witch, I’d lose the only advantage I had against him. 
Then, of course, I could turn the guy. That was risky for the same reasons. If I drained him, which I needed to do if I was going to make a vampire out of him, he’d die. The only way to avoid that was to heal him. Again, I’d have to use magic. Some older vampires naturally possessed the ability to do it. Annabelle Mulledy had access to a different magic she used when she healed me, completing my transition. Mercy used magic like mine—spells she’d learned from Moll long before I was born—on the rare occasion she hoped to complete a vampire’s metamorphosis.
There was one other option. I could call Corbin’s bluff. I could let the guy go, his memories intact. If the guy told anyone what happened, any information the guy had would lead to Corbin and his coven of blond vampire nymphets.
The safest thing to do for the sake of my mission was to kill the guy. Drain him and leave him. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d killed someone since becoming a vampire. It would be the first time I’d done it on purpose.
The guy passed out from blood loss. I had to make a choice. I sat there and crossed my legs. I made eye contact with each of the wolves. Two of them diverted their gazes. The one who sat in the middle, the smallest of the three, looked at me with wide eyes and a tilted head.
“You guys are watching me, huh? Waiting to see what I’ll do so you can tell your master.”
The wolf looking at me huffed.
I smiled. “Where are you guys from, anyway? How long have you served Corbin? A hundred years? Longer than that? Maybe you’re just local mercenaries. He hired you after he came to the United States. I imagine traveling overseas with a wolf pack isn’t easy to do.”
I pulled out my phone from my purse. I hammered out a quick text. One wolf growled.
“Tell your master his old tricks won’t work in the twenty-first century. Whatever dilemma he hoped to force me to face is now resolved by modern technology.”
I hoped Mercy would receive the text. Half the time she had her ringer off, accidentally deleted the message, or just forgot to check. Now, though, she was expecting to hear from me soon.
The three wolves all stared at me now with curious gazes.
I tossed my former meal’s arm over my shoulder. “Tell your master I’m setting him free. He doesn’t have to worry about the word getting out. He knows Mercy is a witch. She’ll make him forget everything that happened.”
The small wolf, the one who was watching me the closest, huffed. I took it as an acknowledgment of what I’d said. I was beaming with pride as I helped the man out of the house. He would regain his strength soon enough. Mercy would be there soon, provided she got my message, to pick him up and deal with the situation. 
I’d avoided Corbin’s test. All I’d shown him was what he already knew—I was loyal to Mercy.
Corbin and I were engaged in a chess battle. We both pretended to seduce the other. We both knew it, but we continued to keep up the ruse. Still, we were only a couple of moves into the game. We had a long way to go before either of us prevailed over the other. That’s the thing about games. What good are they if you don’t have a little fun playing? Corbin was as vile a vampire as I’d ever met. He was probably the worst. That didn’t mean I couldn’t extract a little pleasure from him before I moved from the “seduce and spy” phase of my plan to “seduce and assassinate.” After all, no matter the phase, seduction remained a part of it.  




Chapter 8
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Six Years Ago

My first year as a vampire went about as horribly as one could expect. I made some major blunders. Moll told me someone was going to approach me with a “bargain.” I expected a  Godfather type. The self-assured, overly confident guy-in-charge who was involved in a lot of dark shit under a pretense of sophistication. 
I wasn’t wrong. He approached me with an offer that I couldn’t refuse. Of course, he wasn’t a man. He was a demigod, a nasty Loa named Kalfu, who hoped to use me to take over the crossroads, a gateway that governed the flow of supernatural entities between earth and the otherworld.  
I should have seen through it all. He promised me power, an ability to use my gifts for something world-changing. I was naïve. I trusted Moll, and she told me to accept the deal. If it hadn’t been for Annabelle, the new Voodoo Queen of New Orleans, I’d have unwittingly helped the nasty bugger unleash a horde of bloodthirsty demigods on the earth.
Mercy came around soon enough. She slowly embraced me. We became friends, and she took up the slack that Annabelle couldn’t. Certain things about being a vampire can’t be taught by anyone other than a vampire. In that respect, Mercy was a solid mentor. 
I was a fairly easy study, too. Most younglings had issues with craving, but I didn’t. I think it had to do with the vial I consumed early, and that on account of my bloodwitchery I could extract a little more juice out the souls I consumed through blood than your average vampire.
Annabelle always played more of the step-mother role. Mercy was more like an older sister. She guided me in the ways of vampirism but led me into a fair share of trouble at the same time. She never left me high and dry. We faced it together.
Then there was Julie Brown. We first encountered her as a spirit, guarding an infernal flambeau in Manchac Swamp. Julie was Mercy’s half-sister, the product of a forbidden union between Mercy’s father and a freed slave. Yes, Mercy’s dad was a religious zealot. He was also a hypocrite.
A demon plague was spreading throughout the vampire community. Typically, if demons possess anyone, it’s the weak. Humans who are desperate, who invite possession to assuage the pangs of life. This plague was different. These demons possessed vampires.
Some combinations work well, enhancing the pair. Think Ben Stiller and Owen Wilson. Kobe and Shaq. Maccaroni and cheese. All great on their own, together they become a force. Then, there are things that should never go together. They might be good on their own, but when combined, become something horrible. Acids and bases. Hulk Hogan and movies. Chocolate cake and grapefruit juice.
When demons started possessing vampires, it was like the worst of both worlds. Both were already evil enough on their own. At best, vampires could be morally ambiguous. At our core, though, we’ve always known we have unsavory desires and the power to realize most of them. The only thing that holds most vampires back is whatever remains within them of their humanity or, in the case of older vampires, whatever humanity they’ve recovered over time. Demons crave the kinds of horror that would make most vampires blush. They have no humanity within them to hold them back. They only lack the ability to carry out their plans most of the time. Unless they possess someone. When they figured out how to possess vampires, well, it was one hell of a situation for all involved—no pun intended.
That was when Moll returned. I had mixed emotions about it. She’d told me to agree to Kalfu’s bargain. Following her directive nearly brought demons of a sort to earth before. Could it really be the fact that she returned just as demons started possessing vampires?
Moll helped us defeat Asmodeus, who was possessing Ramon, Mercy’s frequently staked boyfriend. Ramon didn’t survive the incident, but Moll’s plan helped us exorcise the demon from his body. If she was on the demons’ side, why would she help us do that?
We managed to defeat the demon only after Mercy absorbed infernal power from Julie’s flambeau. It prevented Mercy from doing any spells that weren’t infernally charged. It also soured her nature. She became more violent, more bloodthirsty, than before. I was still an impressionable youngling.
Mercy, Julie, and I referred to ourselves as the “Weird Sisters.” If you’ve read Stoker’s Dracula, or even Shakespeare’s Macbeth, you might be familiar with the “Weird Sisters.” During those few weeks, I fed more than I have in all my other years as a vampire combined.
We weren’t hunting out of necessity. We were hunting out of pleasure. The more we did, the stronger Mercy’s infernal power became.
We thought that was a good thing. We justified our behavior on account of the fact that our villainy made us stronger. It gave us a chance to stop the other demons—especially Legion, who could replicate himself and possess a seemingly unlimited number of vampires at once.
That’s when Moll turned on us. She attacked. She extracted the infernal power incubated in Mercy and used it to summon Lucifer.
It took everything we had to stop Moll and Lucifer. We turned to the old gods, the Morrigan specifically, and in an epic battle between the gods of our ancestors and the devil, we and our gods prevailed. Barely.
To this day I don’t know if Moll had planned all of that from the start or if after I became a vampire something changed in her. Perhaps she’d already grown well acquainted with Lucifer during all the decades she was dead and in hell. Maybe they’d brewed up this plan together while sitting over fires of burning human limbs, roasting eyeballs and testicles on skewers and listening to eighties music. At least that’s what my personal hell would be. If someone ever staked me, I’d get a chance to see what it was like. I hoped to avoid that. From what Mercy said, any time spent in hell can warp someone’s mind. Very few vampires come back the same if they’re staked for any amount of time. Ramon, she said, was remarkable in that respect. As many times as he was staked, he never changed. In the end, the Morrigan saved him and made him human again.
Mercy tried her hand at love a couple of times after that. She dated a suave vampire named Frederick for a while. It didn’t work out. They went their separate ways. Until all that happened, though, she thought it was impossible for vampires to love. Now she knew that love was within reach, even for our kind. That meant it was possible that I might find love, too.
I wasn’t in a hurry. I had all the time in the world, literally, to fall in love. In the meantime, well, I might as well enjoy myself. Unless real love found me and interrupted my fun.
I didn’t know when Moll turned to the dark side. Regardless, she taught me a lot. I still think she loved me at some level, even if she was using me to get the devil in the sack. Or maybe they were trying to destroy the world. In Moll’s case, the two goals were probably the same. They’d screw the entire world out of existence. Then, they’d have a good brimstone smoke afterwards while reminiscing about the good ‘ole days of humanity’s existence.
Good thing we kicked Moll’s ass and exorcised the devil back down to Georgia. Or maybe it was hell. Six of one, half a dozen of the other.
Little known fact. During that time, Annabelle offered me a sponsorship at the Voodoo Academy. I had my choice. College Samedi, which everyone recommended since I was a vampire and Baron Samedi was the Loa who’d created the first vampire, Niccolo the Damned. Or, College Erzulie. She was the Loa of Love. Sounds sappy, right? It could be. Manipulating people’s affections, though, can be pretty dark when you think about it.
I declined the invitation. I was a witch. I was a vampire. That was enough for me. I appreciated voodoo, but I didn’t need some other Loa’s power rattling around in my head. I had access to more magic as it was than any vampire should. Unlike Moll, I wasn’t really a power junkie. It wasn’t the amount of power I could wield that interested me. I was more fascinated by the various ways I could manipulate even the slightest spell to accomplish a variety of seemingly magnificent tasks.
That didn’t mean I didn’t learn a little voodoo here and there. Annabelle taught me how to make voodoo dolls. I learned several tricks from the practice of enchanting candles and oils that were helpful when I started crafting my own spells out of my cauldron.
Speaking of my cauldron. I paid the coven that gave it to me a visit. There weren’t many people from my old life I could see. I’d changed my hair. Annabelle helped me dye it blond. We kept it up religiously until I learned a transmutation spell that made me a permanent Goldilocks.
It was an uninspiring visit. I cast a few low-grade spells to show them what I could do, they freaked out, warned me about the magic I was dabbling with, yadda, yadda. Many who belonged to covens looked down upon hedge witchery. They believed it was dangerous. When one witch accumulates power without accountability to a coven, without the wisdom of the group to pull one back when she crosses a line, she puts everyone at risk. She could upset the spirits of the earth, the source of all witches’ power.
When I dabbled in earth magic—stuff that was pretty much level-one when Moll taught me—I didn’t play around much. Cosmic orders matter. Best not to screw with them. With blood magic, though, I was diving into mostly uncharted territory. Even if there were covens of blood witches out there, they weren’t vampires. The things they could do would seem like child’s play. I wasn’t opposed to taking a stray hedge blood witch under my wing from time to time, but I wouldn’t submit to a coven. I knew better than any coven what I could do, when I might cross a line, whether crossing the line was worth it, and how to fix any of my own fuck ups.
The little I dabbled with voodoo was different. I knew enough from my experience with Kalfu that it was a different kind of art. It wasn’t about incanting a wand or brewing spells. It was about channeling the influence of demigods, or Loa. Evoking such power wasn’t about brewing ingredients in a cauldron, but required the requisite offerings and sacrifices. If I screwed up a spell, it could be devastating. There was a young witch who’d dabbled in blood witchery at the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged who’d learned that the hard way and ended up in a catatonic state. Even as bad as it was, it was a single spell that had a single effect. Mess with voodoo, evoke the wrong Loa, or the right one the wrong way, you’d have bigger problems than a spell misfiring. You brought forth a presence that may or may not be displeased with you, who could unleash a series of assaults that could make your life a living hell.
As a vampire, I was, in some sense, the fruit of all that. The very first vampire, Niccolo the Damned, wasn’t born centuries ago. He was once a classmate of Annabelle’s at the voodoo academy. In their first fight with Kalfu, the same Loa who’d deceived me, they summoned Baron Samedi, Nico ended up getting stuck with him in the otherworld and escaped only after striking a bargain with the Loa. He’d become a hybrid of the Baron’s essence, a vampire, and in exchange, the Baron sent him home. Nico didn’t think to specify that he be sent home to the twenty-first century. Instead, the Baron returned Nico to earth several thousand years earlier. Thus, vampirism was born. According to Mercy, the Baron could see through the eyes of every vampire. We were his eyes and ears in the material world.
If I truly wanted to understand the full extent of my power as both a vampire and a witch, I needed to learn more about voodoo. I wanted to absorb as much information as I could short of becoming a mambo and working with the Loa directly.
My concern had less to do with maximizing my power as both a blood witch and a vampire than it was to understand my limits. If my vampirism was still connected to Baron Samedi, and my bloodwitchery put me in touch with a part of my vampiric essence that no other vampire before had accessed, there was a danger that I might awaken something of the Baron that could have unforeseen and unimaginable consequences.
“Baron Samedi is a Ghede Loa,” Annabelle explained. “While you might wield the power of life latent in blood, the Ghede are lords of death.”
I kicked my feet across the top of Annabelle’s desk. Since she became Voodoo Queen, she’d taken up residence in the old headmaster’s office at the Voodoo Academy. “So, you’re saying that the powers I tap into as a blood witch, combined with my vampiric nature, is like yin and yang?”
Annabelle shrugged. “That’s not a poor analogy. Vodouisants value balance.”
I nodded. “So do witches.”
“Among the vodouisants, there are different theories about how balance is best maintained. The bokors and caplatas believe that one can only achieve true balance and embrace the fullness of what voodoo offers by practicing with both hands.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Both hands?”
“It is a metaphor. Of course, we all use both our literal hands. The bokors, however, believe that one must embrace the darker side of our art as much as the light in order to achieve balance.”
“Let me guess. You disagree.”
Annabelle nodded. “Light and dark are never balanced. Light overwhelms darkness. Darkness, however, thrives in the absence of light. To put it more plainly, in the effort to achieve balance by embracing darkness, the bokors must give the darkness a greater hold than light. What they achieve is not balance, but a gross imbalance that favors darkness.”
I twirled my wand between my fingers. “Vampires are creatures of darkness. They consume blood, which contains human souls, the power of life, but in a way that conceals that power under the veil of their darker nature.”
Annabelle steepled her fingers. “Even Baron Samedi, though he is a Loa of death, has dual natures. Those who seek him out in fear evoke his darker, red nature. Those who pursue him in hope, without a shred of darkness in their core, evoke the Baron’s life-giving or green aspect.”
I rubbed my brow with my right hand. “So if I tap into my vampirism with my bloodwitchery, I’m at risk of unleashing the Baron’s darker power if I don’t do it with the right frame of mind?”
Annabelle nodded. “That’s my theory. We’re in uncharted territory here, Hailey. That’s why we must test your abilities in a controlled environment. If you’re going to access your power, we need to know that you’re not inadvertently giving the red baron control over a power he was never meant to touch.”
“The power of life, the power latent in human souls.”
“We know that some vampires who’ve fed for centuries become more humanlike than before. It’s why Nico eventually wanted to die. Human life is not meant to endure forever. In his wisdom, Nico knew he could not remain balanced unless he gave up his life.”
I pressed my lips together. “The only way to preserve his life, his humanity, was to embrace death. Isn’t that ironic?”
“It most certainly is. Unfortunately, so far as I can tell, Nico only knew this intuitively. He did not tell Mercy or anyone else what he might become if he’d chosen instead to live. He might not have known it himself.”
“He was the oldest vampire. No other vampire had reached that point before. There’s no way he could know.”
“I’m working with a theory here. When Baron Samedi sent Nico back to earth thousands of years before the present day, I don’t think it was purely random.”
“You think that Baron Samedi knew roughly how long it would take before Nico reached that point?”
Annabelle nodded. “I believe Baron Samedi hoped to use Nico as a vessel. Nico once offered his body to the Baron, in fact, for that very purpose.”
“Such a vampire wouldn’t merely serve as the Baron’s eyes in the world. The Baron could take over the vampire.”
Annabelle nodded. “It would be as though Baron Samedi assumed human form permanently, but not in the way he might if he took a human host. Through vampires, over time, I believe the Baron believed he could multiply his essence. He could use the vampires to tip the balance of power in the universe in his favor.”
“According to Mercy, there aren’t any vampires left who are even close to Nico’s age when he died.”
“This is true. What if, however, there was one who could engage the power of blood more thoroughly than any vampire before? What if a blood witch became a vampire?”
My eyes widened. “You think this was a part of Moll’s plan? She arranged for me to become a vampire so that I could become what Nico was supposed to be before he ended his life?”
“That’s my fear,” Annabelle said. “Then again, we mustn’t approach this matter in fear. We must engage the Baron within you in hope.”
I shook my head. “I might be a vampire, but I have all the emotions any human might. How can I possibly live my entire existence with pure hope, without giving into fear even once?”
“You can’t,” Annabelle said. “That’s why we must devise a way to bind Baron Samedi’s influence within you.”
“What if we can’t do that?” I asked.
Annabelle sighed. “Then you will face the same choice Nico made. You must decide if you’re willing to unleash the Baron through you, or if you’d rather die.”
“That’s like telling me I have a menu and my only two choices are shit burgers or shit tacos. I think I’d rather starve.”
“There’s another option. Don’t feed. Then again, you know what happens to vampires who don’t feed.”
I shook my head. “Mercy said if I ever went too long without feeding, I’d lose all control. My cravings would take over. Eventually, I’d lose my mind entirely. I might never recover. I’d become a monster driven to feed with concern for nothing at all.”
Annabelle nodded. “You’d become feral.”
I sighed. “Well, you just added shit spaghetti to the menu. The flavor is a little different. In the end, it’s still not a choice.”
“I hope that it will not come to that. There is a way that we might limit the ability of the Baron to manifest within you.”
“Something on the menu without shit in it. I think I’ll order that.”
“There is a catch, Hailey. Not only will this be excruciatingly painful. I must carve Baron Samedi’s veve into your flesh with my soul blade.”
“A tattoo?”
“Of a sort. The veve will be limited in scope. I cannot use the full power of my soul blade without killing you. If you tap into too much power at once, if you harness too powerful of a spell drawn from the blood you acquire as a vampire, the veve will not hold. You may give Baron Samedi a foothold.”
“How big of a spell are we talking about here? You know, so I know how close to the fire I can play without getting burned.”
“There’s no way to know for sure. To be safe, I’d recommend you use none of the power you gain as a vampire as a source of your magic.”
“You’re saying don’t use bloodwitchery at all?”
“That’s not what I’m saying. Rather, you must limit your use of bloodwitchery to the power you can draw into your wand from other sources.”
I nodded. “I can do that. Before Moll arranged for me to become a vampire, I was still one of the most powerful witches to wield such power in centuries. Moll used to say, herself, that limitation shows us our true path. When she said that, she was alluding to the fact that as a vampire I couldn’t walk in sunlight.”
“The wisdom she spoke is true, even if her intention at the time was misguided.”
“I say let’s do it. I can still use my bloodwitchery. I can still use my vampiric abilities. I just can’t combine those powers.”
Annabelle stood up. She gestured to a room behind her desk. I followed her there. She had a set of chains and shackles mounted on the wall.
I raised an eyebrow. “You have a sex dungeon in your office?”
Annabelle laughed. “That’s not what this is. One of the former headmasters at the Voodoo Academy had a darker side that he had to restrain from time to time.”
“That’s creepy.”
Annabelle chuckled. “It’s a long story. As I said, this is going to be painful. We’ll need to restrain you to complete the veve.”
“Alright. I’ll do it. But if you tickle me while I’m chained up, I will kick your ass.”
Annabelle grinned. She extended her hand and spoke the name of her soul blade, Beli. Green magic glowed from the Voodoo Queen’s eyes. “No tickling, got it.”
Annabelle locked my wrists and ankles into the shackles. She pulled up my shirt and started to carve. I clenched my teeth. She wasn’t joking. It hurt like hell. I also clenched my fists. Sweat gathered on my brow as Annabelle’s blade burned against my skin. When she was done, I looked down. A large sigil glowed in green magic on my chest. Then it faded.
I took several deep breaths as the pain subsided. Annabelle released my shackles. My knees weakened, but I didn’t fall.
“It’s done,” Annabelle said. “Now all we have is hope.”
“Could we ever ask for anything more than hope?”
Annabelle smiled and touched my face. “Let’s pray that hope is enough.”   
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Corbin stepped back into the room. “Apologies. When you’re king of an entire species, duty sometimes calls.” 
I bit my lip and tried my best not to betray my lack of respect for his Highness’s supposed vampire royalty. I knew why he’d left. He didn’t have shit to do. Nothing important. He wanted to see how I’d deal with the body he’d left behind after we fed. The smirk on Corbin’s face communicated volumes. He’d set up a clever predicament, one that had it been thirty or forty years earlier I’d have had difficulty navigating. I resolved the problem with a simple text message. Only a vampire as old as Corbin would overlook such an obvious solution.
They say you can’t teach old dogs new tricks. In my experience, the older the vampire, the more stubborn he was likely to be.
There’s a joke among vampires. How many ancient vampires does it take to change a lightbulb? Punchline: Change?
I took the opportunity to gloat. “Thanks for the meal. Mercy graciously agreed to deal with him.”
Corbin chuckled and nodded. “I appreciate the gesture.”
“So, what’s the story with the wolves?” I asked.
Corbin raised his hand in the air and snapped his fingers. Two of the wolves got the message and left the room. The third one, the smaller one who’d been eyeing me more than the others, stayed put and growled.
Corbin turned to the wolf and narrowed his eyes. “Leave.”
The wolf huffed, turned, and glanced at me over his shoulder as he walked out of the room. “Apologies. They’re loyal beasts, insofar as I continue to pay them handsomely.”
I snorted. “You pay wolves? What do you give them, fish and kibble?”
Corbin laughed. “No, I pay them in gold. Surely your mistress has a few wolves of her own, does she not?”
I shook my head. “She doesn’t. I assumed you had an ability of some sort that allowed you to tame and control animals.”
Corbin grinned. “I have several abilities, Hailey. Forgive me if I don’t catalogue all of them for you. Speaking to animals, however, is not one of them.”
“I don’t understand. These wolves understand you.”
“They aren’t common wolves,” Corbin said. “They’re shifters.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Wolf shifters? Where’d you find them?”
“There’s a pack here in New Orleans. You’ve never engaged them before?”
I shook my head. “Not once.”
“Vampires have a long history of enslaving shifters such as these.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I never met Nico. From what I understand from Mercy, however, he had little taste for slavery of any sort.”
Corbin laughed. “Yes, my sire had his own ways. He chastised me more than once for the practice. Niccolo was an idealogue, a dreamer. Still, over the course of the last few centuries, his focus was on the vampire community he established in the Americas. Travel between the continents was difficult, especially for our kind. Even today, it is simpler for us to travel by ship than by plane.”
“Hard to find trans-continental flights that don’t expose us to sunlight, I suppose.”
Corbin nodded. “Precisely. Because of Niccolo’s interests here, and his clear preference for Mercy and his younger American vampires, we developed our own ways and traditions. On the rare occasion Niccolo came to visit and impose his authority on the rest of us, there was little he could do to change our ways. He might have been stronger than any of us individually, but he was still a single vampire. His influence on our ways was minimal.”
I sighed. “Now that Mercy’s in charge of the Vampire Council, I suppose you and the other European vamps are even less inclined to bend to her dictates.”
Corbin grinned widely and shrugged his shoulders. “Why should we?”
I scratched my head. “If you’re not worried about the Vampire Council, why are you here? Why not continue to defy the council and do your own thing?”
Corbin narrowed his eyes and sat down on the edge of the bed, crossing his legs and folding his hands in his lap. “Niccolo was right about one thing. Our existence cannot remain secret forever. In a sense, the world is just as large as it ever was. Even if Mercy wanted to, short of starting a war between our factions, she could never impose her will on us. At the same time, the world is smaller than ever before. Hiding ourselves from the world is more challenging than in centuries past.”
“Mercy agrees,” I said. “That’s why we believe that it’s important we not present ourselves to the world as monsters. When people discover our existence, it would be far better if the world did not see us as a threat.”
“We drink human blood, Hailey. It does not matter if we only feed on the willing, or we feed sparingly. Humans will fear us and seek to destroy us no matter what we do to soften our image.”
I cocked my head. “What would you propose?”
“We must embrace our nature! We must be the monsters humanity fears. Tell me, why do you suppose no nation has dared to assault the American mainland in so many centuries, but wars regularly break out between the lesser nations of the world?”
I shrugged. “Maybe it’s because the Americans have a powerful army. We have Nukes.”
Corbin grinned widely. “Precisely. No matter how many nations despise the United States, no one attacks you directly with a military assault because they fear your military might.”
I furrowed my brow. “You want humans to be so afraid of us?”
“More than ever before, we must embrace our identity as monsters. Let mankind fear us too much to dare move against us. Only then will we be truly free to stalk our prey at will. I do not seek to undermine Mercy’s authority here in the Americas. Let a democratic council govern our kind here however she wishes. I am under no delusions. No more than the Vampire Council can impose its will on us, can I impose my authority on vampires here. Unity in philosophy, however, remains necessary.”
I bit my lip. “You’re proposing that we recognize each other’s autonomy?”
“Of course,” Corbin nodded. “But we must embrace a common vision. I am here to convince Mercy and the rest of you that a policy focused on assuaging humanity’s fears of our kind is dangerous. We must set aside our difference in governance and embrace a common path forward. Rather than convincing the world that we are no threat at all, we must do the opposite.”
I shook my head. “Our ideas are ideologically opposed to one another. Still more, you’re hoping to convince Mercy to acknowledge your authority in Europe and embrace your views at the same time?”
Corbin nodded. “That’s my intention.”
I snorted. “You realize, in a negotiation, you have to give something if you want to get something, right?”
Corbin extended his index finger. “To concede her authority over the Vampire Council is no small thing. You forget, I am the oldest of Niccolo’s surviving progeny. Do you think, for a moment, that if I were to challenge Mercy for the authority of the council that there are not vampires even here in North America who would support my cause? I’m offering them the chance to feed freely without concern for the council’s chastisement. I am presenting a message that vampires should not fear humans, but the opposite. Tell me, Hailey, can you be certain that if the question of lordship of the council were to come to a vote that Mercy would prevail?”
I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know. Vampires here respect Mercy.”
“Respect can only take someone so far, Hailey. No matter, I’ve said it before. I have no desire to take over the council. If my position is rejected, if we cannot come to an agreement on the future of vampirism, I’m afraid I will have no other choice. It is necessary we be united under a singular vision.”
I shook my head. “I still don’t know how you’ll be able to convince her.”
“Perhaps I don’t have to. Maybe all I need to do is win you over.”
I laughed. “I’m the youngest vampire on the council. I don’t think I have that much influence.”
Corbin took my right hand in his. Then, he brushed my cheek with the back of his left hand’s fingers. “You shouldn’t sell yourself short, Hailey. There is something different about you. I’ve yet to put my finger on it. If you can affect her half as much as you do me, it might surprise you how much influence you have.”
I grinned. “I doubt Mercy is as taken with young blonds as you are.”
Corbin laughed. “You appeal to me, Hailey. Still, there’s something more about you than that. Something irresistible.”
If I wasn’t a vampire, I might’ve blushed. I was the one who was supposed to be seducing the Vampire King. I shouldn’t have found his advances so alluring. When he placed his lips on mine, I didn’t push him away. I kissed him back. I bit his lip and tasted his vampiric blood. He grabbed me by the back of my hair and bit my neck.
We couldn’t feed on each other. Our blood wouldn’t satiate our hunger. Still, there was something about biting each other that brought out desires I’d yet to experience as a vampire. I ripped his shirt from his body and pushed him onto the bed.
Seduce him and... what was the other part? I’d get around to it. Yeah, I might have to assassinate the bastard later. That didn’t mean I couldn’t have my fun with him first.
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Some point mid-tryst I blacked out. The world started spinning around me. Then, I started to see double which, when I removed Corbin’s pants, was startling for obvious reasons. 
Vampiric intimacy was different than human intimacy. In truth, though, I didn’t have much to compare it to. I was only sixteen, and a virgin, when I became a vampire. In those days, it took all the courage I could muster to work up the nerve to hold a boy’s hand in a movie theater.
Before Corbin, as a vampire, I’d had a few one-night stands with the occasional vampire. Biting one another and consuming one another’s blood was exceedingly intimate. When humans engage in intercourse, there’s a long tradition of describing it as a union, becoming one in flesh. When vampires exchange the blood of a recent feed, we become one in blood.
I woke up alone in my bed. The three wolves were back, the smallest of the three curled up beside me while the other two stood guard at the door.
When I’d engaged in similar trysts with other vampires, exchanging blood gave me a rush, a thrill, a momentary surge of pleasure. After we climaxed, the sensation subsided, leaving little more than a slight tingle in my fingertips and toes. This was different. Maybe it was because I’d never been with a vampire so old.
I did what I was supposed to do. It was the mission. Seduce, first. Assassinate next. If necessary, of course.
The sound of footsteps echoed from the hallway outside. I pushed myself into a seated position.
Bianca appeared at the doorway. She gestured to the two guard-wolves at the door and they left.
Bianca hurried over to the bed and took my hand. “Can you walk?”
I wiggled my toes. “I think so.”
“Good. You’re strong. You have to leave.”
“I can’t until sunset.”
“It’s ten o’clock at night. You’ve been out for hours.”
I tilted my head. “Hours?”
“It usually takes longer. You’re different, aren’t you?”
I bit my lip. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Bianca took a deep breath. “Trust me, Hailey. You need to get as far away from Corbin as possible.”
I snorted. “Why?”
Bianca sighed. “Corbin is resting. He’s cycling the power he’s absorbed from your spirit.”
“Cycling? What does that mean?”
“It’s like a kind of meditation. It’s how he absorbs new power gained from a feed into his spirit. There’s a reason Corbin brought so many vampires here.”
I shrugged. “He’s a king. At least he calls himself that. I figured he needed a posse.”
Bianca cocked her head. “A posse?”
I smirked. “Maybe a harem?”
“It’s not what you think. Corbin isn’t some kind of insatiable fiend. At least not for the reasons you’re assuming. When we commune together as you did with Corbin, the pleasure we experience results from the human soul that lingers in the blood magnified a dozen times over.”
I scratched my head. “Why have I never heard about this before?”
“Corbin only discovered it about a year ago. Since then, he’s been gathering young vampires like us. He’s using us to accelerate his maturation.”
I shook my head. “You realize, when a vampire ages and acquires enough humanity, he becomes a vessel for Baron Samedi. It’s why the Baron turned Niccolo into a vampire to begin with.”
Bianca nodded. “I’m aware. Corbin is as well. That’s exactly what Corbin intends to do.”
“If he does that, the Baron will take over his body completely.”
“That’s why he took such an interest in you, Hailey. He believes you contain a power, an ability, that he can use to entrap the Baron. He hopes to use the Baron’s abilities without giving him control.”
“How does he know that about me? And why are you telling me this?”
Bianca took my hand. “In my many trysts with Corbin, I have also gained a greater portion of human souls than one might acquire through a typical feed. One such soul gave me the ability to read minds.”
“If you gained this ability, wouldn’t Corbin have it, too?”
Bianca shook her head. “He has so many abilities, I suspect this one didn’t get a foothold in his spirit. No matter, I must confess that I’m the one who told him about you. I recognized that there was something within you that prevents the Baron from gaining control over you.”
I snorted. “There’s a problem with that. If you read my mind, you should know as much.”
“It doesn’t work that way. Reading a person’s mind is like examining a volume of encyclopedias. I can’t absorb all you know in an instant. It’s a wonder I discovered this at all.”
“Why did you tell him? If you intended to betray him, why not just keep your yap shut?”
“It wasn’t until I told him this that he formulated his plan. He intends to wield the Baron’s power to wreak devastation on humanity.”
I clenched my fists. “Baron Samedi is a Ghede Loa. He has power over death itself. Corbin’s plan is to give humanity reason to fear us. If he could simply will people to die with a single thought...”
Bianca placed her hand on the wolf, who was on my bed. “Get her out of here. Corbin will awaken soon.”
The wolf grunted and jumped off the bed.
“Follow the wolf. Corbin has most of the exits sealed, but the wolf knows a way out.”
I nodded. “One more thing. Corbin’s plan won’t work. I don’t have an ability that prevents the Baron from seizing control. It’s more like a ward. No matter what he thinks he took from me, it won’t hold the Baron.”
Bianca placed her hand on my shoulder. “I’ll do what I can from here to slow him down. I fear, however, it’s only a matter of time before Corbin completes his maturation and the Baron takes hold.”
“Thank you, Bianca.”
The wolf led me out of the room and up two flights of stairs. He pawed at a door. He couldn’t reach the knob and with his paws, probably couldn’t turn it. I opened the door. There was a window. The wolf whimpered and pointed at the window with his snout.
I opened the window. It was a long drop to the ground below. I didn’t have my wand with me but I wouldn’t need it. Levitation spells were child’s play.
I climbed through the window. I released a small amount of magic and lowered myself to the ground. I turned and looked up in time to see the wolf dive out the window himself.
I cast the same spell on him to cushion his landing.
“You’re coming with me?”
The wolf huffed and pointed his nose to a tree line straight ahead. I took off running into the trees. As a vampire, I could move fast, but I would not leave my canine friend behind. Thankfully, wolves can run pretty damn fast, too. We made our way through the trees into a marsh. I found a small patch of dry ground and sat down to rest.
The wolf nuzzled against my hand. Then he expanded his body. His fur fell away. A naked man stood in front of me. He had dark, shaggy hair. His body was impressive. Not hairy at all. His muscles glistened in the moonlight that penetrated the canopy above us. I recognized his face. I hadn’t seen him in years. How was this possible?
I tilted my head. “Connor McPherson?”
Connor grinned. “Hello, Hailey. I have to say, the blond hair suits you.”
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Connor and I made our way through the marsh. 
“You know, before we get to the city, we’ll have to find you some clothes.”
Connor chuckled. “It’s not a problem. I’ll shift back again.”
I grinned. “Yeah, almost forgot about that.”
“So, now that you’ve seen me naked, any chance...”
I almost choked on my tongue. “Not happening.”
Connor laughed. “You know, at our graduation, they gave you a nice tribute.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Did they?”
“A PowerPoint slide with your picture and your years of life underneath it. They left it on screen for a whole ten seconds.”
I grinned. “That’s more than I expected. Do you mind me asking you, how did you become whatever you are?”
“A wolf shifter?”
I nodded. “Yeah, that.”
“It was your spell that did it, Hailey. When that woman emerged from your cauldron, some of the potion struck me and several of our friends. A wolf nearby was also hit. I don’t know how it happened, but this was the result.”
“I didn’t disappear for nearly two years after that, Connor.”
“You didn’t go missing, Hailey. You became a vampire.”
“Who went missing.”
“Fair enough. Look, Hailey. I didn’t know what was happening to me. We were only fourteen, for Christ’s sake. I would have told you, but I was scared.”
“Of what you became?”
“Of you, Hailey. I was drunk at the time, but you were the one who took that cauldron with us into the woods. You told us you were brewing something special. Instead, an old woman emerged, and I became what I am. I thought you’d explain it to me, but you never did.”
“We barely spoke again after that. I’m sorry, Connor. I didn’t know. I assumed you were too drunk to remember what happened.”
“It was a long time ago. I’m not angry about it. Honestly, this is pretty cool. You wouldn’t believe the crap I could get away with in those days. I put my parents through all kinds of hell.”
I shrugged. “At least you didn’t become a witch, then a vampire, and fake your own death.”
Connor chuckled. “Yeah, there’s that. Honestly, I didn’t know what had happened to you. I assumed you’d gotten in over your head with whatever kind of sorcery you were into. I had no clue you’d become a vampire. Not until you showed up yesterday.”
“What were you doing there, anyway? Corbin’s an old vampire from Romania. He’s dangerous, Connor.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “This from the girl who was screwing him?”
“We didn’t screw! Not exactly. It wasn’t like that. Besides, I was on a mission.”
“A mission?”
“Never mind. You heard what Bianca said. I need to report back to the Vampire Council. We have to stop him.”
Connor nodded. “We did it for the money.”
“For money? Are you serious?”
“Don’t judge me. There aren’t a lot of jobs out there for wolf shifters and when there are, they rarely come from upstanding citizens.”
“I didn’t even know wolf shifters were a thing.”
“There aren’t many of us. Just six of us in total. We’re basically glorified guard dogs, but we can follow directions. Not to mention, people talk freely around us. Since most people around here, even those in the supernatural community, don’t even know our kind exists, much less that there’s a small pack here in New Orleans, once folks realize we’re tame it never occurs to them to watch what they say when we’re around.”
I sighed. “Unfortunately, that skill won’t help me stop Corbin.”
“Bianca is going to tell him you escaped, and I went after you. That’s another thing we can do. We’re skilled trackers. You wouldn’t believe the shit I can smell in wolf form.”
I chuckled. “What kind of shit?”
Connor chuckled. “Well, there’s literal shit. In a swamp like this, it’s everywhere. A lot of animals means a lot of poop. Still, we can sniff out pretty much anything. If I get someone’s scent, I can track them down. If someone’s missing, we can usually find their bodies.”
I bit my lip. “When I went missing, did you look for me?”
Connor shrugged. “We weren’t exactly friends, Hailey. But, yes. I did. If I knew you’d become a vampire, I might have found you.”
“You can sniff out vampires?”
“Sure. I mean, I’ll have to stick my nose up your ass first to get your odor.”
“Seriously?” I scrunched my brow.
“No. I’m joking. Contrary to popular belief, I don’t sniff butts or hump legs. I won’t scoot my ass on your carpet, either.”
I tucked a few strands of my blond hair behind my ears. “Can you tell the difference between different vampires? By scent, I mean.”
“Yes, and no. There are a lot of vampires in New Orleans. Usually if I’m in the city, there’s a stench of vampire that covers everything. It’s hard to tell where it’s coming from since it’s all around. The exception, of course, is an older vampire like Corbin. It’s sort of like discerning the difference between grape juice and a fine aged Merlot.”
I chuckled. “So I’m the grape juice in this scenario?”
Connor chuckled. “You’re a little older than that. You’re like a cheap Mogen David.”
I grinned. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”
“I’m not much of a wine drinker. I certainly don’t get into the pricier varieties. If I was going to take a sip of wine, you’d be right in my budget.”
I laughed. “I’m still not sure if that’s a good thing. You’re saying I’m cheap?”
Conner shook his head. “I’m saying you’re sweet and intoxicating.”
I smiled ear-to-ear. “You’re not so bad yourself. I wouldn’t mind a taste if you’re ever up for it.”
Connor’s eyes went wide. “You’d feed from me?”
I laughed. “I’d never bite you without your consent. Still, I’d be lying not to admit I’m curious as to your flavor.”
“We taste like chicken. That’s what people say.”
I rolled my eyes. “People say that?”
“Not very many people,” Connor chuckled. “You caught me. No one says that, mostly because no one has ever eaten me before.”
“And no vampire has ever bitten you?”
Connor shook his head. “Not yet. I’ve avoided that to this point. Don’t worry, though. If I was ever going to experience a vampire bite, I’d hope it was you.”
I giggled. “I’m flattered!”
Connor shook his head. “I used to have the biggest crush on you.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Used to?”
Connor grinned. “We were young. You know how awkward things were back then.”
“I liked you, too.”
Connor nodded. “I know. It’s funny. We both knew we liked each other, but the closest we ever got to making anything of it I ruined by getting wasted.”
“I also ditched you for a spell and then infected you with some kind of shifting curse.”
Connor snickered. “Yeah, there was that. Worst first-date ever.”
I shook my head. “Not the worst. You’ve never tried dating a vampire before.”
Connor shrugged. “I’m not opposed to it.”
I laughed. “We’re walking through a swamp. You’re naked. Are you suggesting you’d like a do-over for our date when we were fourteen?”
Conner winked at me. “I didn’t say that. But, maybe. My Tinder profile says I’m looking for a confident bloodsucking woman who enjoys long naked walks through the swamp.”
I snorted. “No, it doesn’t. You’re making that up!”
“You’re right. It doesn’t say that. To be completely honest, I don’t have a Tinder account.”
“You don’t say,” I chuckled. “Could have fooled me!”
Connor laughed. “A lot of women are afraid that the men they meet on those sites will end up being dogs in person.”
I smiled. “There’s a difference between being a wolf and a dog. Trust me, you’re no dog.”
“Now, who is the one using lame metaphors to sneak in a compliment?”
“Guilty,” I said. “I’ll tell you what, Connor. I know it’s unconventional. But if you can help me and my friends track down and stop Corbin, maybe I’ll take you up on that do-over for our date.”
Connor smiled and blushed a little. “I’d like that.”
I nodded. “You have a nice ass. In this form, anyway. Not so much in your other form.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “Thanks, I think.”
I glanced down. “Besides, I already know what you’re working with.”
“Now I’m not sure if that’s an insult or a compliment!”
I grinned. “It’s a compliment. But don’t worry. If I’m interested in you, it will be entirely on account of your sparkling personality.”
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I sent Mercy a text. She wasn’t home. I didn’t expect she would be. It was after dark. When you’re a species confined in-doors all day, every day, you make the most of your chances to get out. 
Mercy had a new youngling. A vampire named Mel. Mel was a cute little red-head who Mercy had turned out of compassion. The poor girl was bound to a wheelchair before she met Mercy. She’d suffered from fibromyalgia. She wasn’t paralyzed, but it was too painful for her to walk. Literally, overnight, Mel went from a quiet bookish girl—a lot like I used to be—to quite the socialite. While the youngling had most of her cravings under control, Mercy spent a lot of nights chaperoning her French Quarter exploits. Mel still required regular feeds. She wasn’t reckless about it so much as she was a little sloppy covering her tracks.
Mel had one advantage I didn’t. She wasn’t from New Orleans. She was from somewhere in England. I suppose I was your typical American-born vampire. I knew the Beatles came from Liverpool. The royal family lived in London. I knew Sussex was a place. Show me a map of England, though, and I couldn’t tell you where any of those cities were. Mel was from some place in the north, about half an hour from Scotland. When she talked, her accent made me giggle.
Mercy said she’d meet me at the Tropical Isle’s Bayou Club on Bourbon Street. The place was a tourist magnet and a ripe feeding ground for vampires.
Connor was coming along. He had the intel that Mercy needed to hear. The problem? You can’t bring pets into the club, and Connor wasn’t a certified service wolf. He had a small apartment close to the French Quarter and we made a stop there first.
“Why does your apartment smell like pizza?” I asked as we stepped inside.
Connor shrugged. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting any visitors.”
I scanned Connor’s apartment as he scurried his naked self into his bedroom to get dressed. The place screamed bachelor pad.
There was a half-eaten pizza in a box on his table. A few flies buzzed around it. Take that away, along with the dirty socks on the floor, the couch with stuffing coming out of the cushions, and the neon Budweiser sign that hung crooked on Connor’s wall, and the place was quite charming.
Connor emerged from his room with a tight-fitting t-shirt, form-fitting jeans, and Converse sneakers.
I grinned. “I’d say you look even better in clothes, but that would be a lie.”
Connor chuckled. “I’m so embarrassed. I swear, I usually keep the place a lot cleaner. The gig with Corbin came suddenly, and I had little time to straighten up before I left.”
I shook my head, chuckling. “You’re a single dude. You don’t have to give me excuses for being a slob.”
“I’m not a slob! I swear!”
I smirked. “Sure you aren’t.”
Connor grabbed the pizza box and stuffed it into an already overflowing trash can that sat beneath his countertop. At least his sink was empty. Judging from the stack of paper plates sitting on the counter next to his refrigerator, I ascertained that his strategy for avoiding the need to do dishes was to not use any. “Next time I have you over, I promise I’ll clean up.”
I bit my lip. “If there is a next time.”
Connor stared at me blankly. “Hailey, I promise you...”
“Yeah, yeah, you aren’t a slob. What do your parents think about all of this?”
Connor shrugged. “My dad’s still preaching. My little brother went to Bible college. I guess I’m the black sheep.”
I giggled. “A wolf in black sheep’s clothing?”
Connor laughed. “I know, right?”
“This place really needs a woman’s touch.”
“Hailey, we just met again. I think it’s too soon to talk about moving in with me.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re dreaming, buddy. Besides, I have to spend a lot of time at home. Comes with the territory. I need a bigger place. There is one thing I have to say, though.”
“What’s that?”
“Where are all the empty beer cans?”
Connor grinned. “I drank enough before I turned twenty-one that I lost the taste for it by the time I could drink legally.”
I smiled. “That’s nice. You don’t drink at all anymore?”
Connor shook his head. “Haven’t had more than a drink here or there for almost three years now.”
I hooked my arm in Connor’s. “Let’s get out of here. Mercy is waiting for us.”
Connor bit his lip. “I’m going to meet Mercy Brown?”
I shrugged. “Of course.”
Connor laughed nervously. “She has quite the reputation, you know.”
I smirked. “Don’t worry. She won’t bite. At least I don’t think she will. You never know for sure when vampires are involved.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “You included?”
I nodded. “Damn straight. Don’t worry, though. I already told you I won’t bite you unless you want me to.”
“What if I want you to?”
“In that case, you’ll have to earn it. What kind of girl do you think I am? I don’t just bite every cute guy I run into.”
“Tell that to the Vampire King.”
“Hey, now. That was different. I was on a mission.”
“A mission to screw?”
“We didn’t screw! We fed! There’s a difference.”
“Is there, really?” Connor smirked.
I nodded. “There really is. At least for me. It depends on the vampire, you know.”
Connor snorted. “How so?”
“For some vampires, feeding is always intimate. They can’t feed without making something sensual out of it. They often make love to their victims while they feed. For others, feeding is about indulging their inner monster. It’s an inherently violent activity. Still for others, who like to combine pain and pleasure, it’s both. And, of course, there are those who get nothing out of feeding except nourishment. It’s enjoyable no more than eating a hamburger might be for a human. It’s good. It’s nice. But feeding is nothing more than a necessary function of their existence.”
“Which kind of vampire are you?”
I shrugged. “That depends.”
“Depends on what?”
“Several factors. My connection to the human I’m feeding upon, my general mood, the time of the month that it is…”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Oh!”
I giggled. “Not that. Vampires don’t experience the same reproductive functions that humans do. I meant that something so subtle as the weather, or the gravitational pull of the moon, can make a difference in my mood.”
Connor raised one eyebrow incredulously. “The moon can impact your mood?”
“I’m a moody bitch. What can I say?”
“You don’t strike me as the violent feeding type.”
I smirked. “Do you really want to test my mood to find out?”
Connor gulped.
I patted him on the shoulder. “Relax, Wolfie. So far, seeing you has put me in a fantastic mood. Which, given what I just learned about Corbin, is really saying something.”
Connor grinned a little. “Into one of your sensual feeding moods, by chance?”
I snorted. “I’m not hungry. Mind if I give you a little advice, though?”
“Sure. What is it?”
“If you’re interested in me that way, Connor, you need to convince me to desire you as something more than a meal before we talk about how I may or may not choose to feed from you.”
Connor cleared his throat. “Right. Sorry. I meant nothing by it. I was just, well, you know.”
“Flirting?”
Connor shrugged. “I guess. How am I doing?”
“Do you really want me to answer that question?”
“Yes. Please.”
“Don’t play the meal. If you were hitting on a human girl, would you compare yourself to a steak?”
Connor snickered. “That depends on how much she wants my beef.”
“Point of advice number two. If you’re trying to impress a girl, don’t refer to any part of your anatomy as beef.”
“I wasn’t. I cook a great steak. I was talking about cooking for a girl.”
I chuckled. “Right. Sure you were.”




Chapter 13
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I didn’t have a car of my own. Annabelle let me drive her Camaro when I needed to. If it wasn’t available, I took Mercy’s hearse. Yeah, Mercy drove a hearse. Hilarious, right? It was more than ironic. She kept a coffin in the back. If we were out and about and couldn’t get home before sunrise, we embraced the vampire stereotype and took a nap in the coffin. It was cozy, but not altogether pleasant. Coffins aren’t usually built with comfort in mind. Those who have need of a coffin aren’t that concerned about waking up with a sore back. 
We could either walk to the club, which was certainly doable, or take Connor’s car. If his car was anything comparable to his apartment in terms of cleanliness, I wasn’t interested. Connor, however, insisted. We’d done enough walking for one night.
He took me to a brand new Cadillac Escalade. He pressed his key fob and unlocked the doors.
“This is your car?”
Connor laughed. “Sure enough. I’ll just say I put a little more TLC into my ride than my crib.”
I opened the passenger door. The vehicle was immaculate. No burger wrappers on the floor. There wasn’t even any dust on the dashboard. “This is certainly a surprise, Connor.”
Connor shrugged. “We wolves might be mercenaries, but we only work for the highest bidder.”
“Like the Vampire King?”
“His money is good. We didn’t have any clue what he was planning.”
I bit my lip. “I know the most powerful vampires in New Orleans. I’m also very close to the Voodoo Queen. None of them have ever mentioned wolf shifters in the city. Corbin has only been in town a few days. Who else do you guys work for?”
“We’ve worked with a local coven a few times. We’ve also done some tracking for some hunters.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Vampire hunters?”
Connor sighed. “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t know you were a vampire, Hailey. I didn’t even know you were still alive. You might want to click in.”
“Seat belts? I’m a vampire, Connor. I’m not really at much risk from an accident.”
Connor winced. “Yeah, but if you don’t buckle up, the car will sound an annoying alarm the whole time we’re driving.”
I put on my seat belt. “Alright. There. Again, you were saying you worked with hunters?”
Connor nodded. “Not recently. But, yes. Don’t worry. They aren’t around anymore.”
I snorted. “They aren’t?”
Connor started driving toward the club. “We always take payment in advance. The last group of hunters we were working for were tracking Mercy Brown.”
I laughed. “Well, that was a mistake.”
“She eliminated all of them. She didn’t tell you about it?”
I shook my head. “It wouldn’t be the first time over-zealous hunters came after her. It happens frequently enough that she probably didn’t even think to mention it.”
Connor glanced at me briefly before returning his eyes to the road. “You’re telling me that a group of hunters is so minimal a threat that Mercy wouldn’t even mention the incident?”
I nodded. “You’d be surprised. When you said they hadn’t been here recently, how long ago was that exactly?”
“Maybe a month, give or take. Why?”
“When did you buy this car?”
Connor smirked. “Shortly after the hunters paid us.”
I shook my head. “Most hunters are rogues. They hunt vampires for sport. Few have the means to pay you so well. Most of them don’t have a clue who Mercy is. They’re just looking for any vampire to stake.”
“What are you saying? These hunters were something more than that?”
I nodded. “There’s an organization that’s been hunting Mercy her entire vampiric life. A year or so ago Mercy eliminated their seminal chapter in Rhode Island. Another chapter in Missouri fell recently as well. Until now, we’d assumed that if there were any other chapters, they lacked the leadership and organization to pose a genuine threat. At least for a while.”
“You think these hunters were connected to this organization?”
“Tell me, Connor. How did the hunters know about you in the first place? Why did they come to you for help?”
Connor shook his head. “I don’t have a clue.”
I sighed. “The organization is called the Order of the Morning Dawn. They’re dedicated to the elimination of all vampires and witches. It’s a pseudo-religious organization. Their operatives are highly connected through several churches and denominations across the country. Are you certain, Connor, that your father doesn’t know about what you are?”
Connor scratched his head. “I don’t know. Think about it, Hailey. I started shifting when I was barely a teenager. For the next four years, I lived at home. I tried to hide this from my parents, but if I’m being honest, this isn’t the sort of thing you can keep from people you live with forever.”
“We all attended a religious school. Several of you saw the spell that night in the woods. You knew witchcraft was involved.”
“Of course. But we swore each other to secrecy, Hailey.”
I shook my head. “We were just kids, Connor. You were scared. All of you were. What do kids do when they’re frightened about something that they’ve seen or if they think they’re in danger.”
Connor sighed. “They tell their parents.”
“All it would take is one of you to break your secrecy oath. It wasn’t like they were telling the world about what happened. Someone must’ve told their parents. Your parents probably knew about this the whole time.”
“Then why wouldn’t they say something to me about it? If my parents knew, surely they’d question me.”
I shook my head. “They thought you were under a spell. If your father turned to the church for help, for some way to reverse the spell they thought was cast on you, someone within your dad’s denomination could have been connected to the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
Connor pulled up next to a car on the side of the road. Hit a button and his oversized Cadillac started parallel parking itself. “I don’t know, Hailey. That sounds like some next-level conspiracy theory bullshit.”
“Maybe. But think about it, Connor. If a vampire as well-connected to the supernatural community, and the Voodoo Queen who keeps tabs on the entire supernatural community in New Orleans didn’t know about you, why do you suppose that is?”
Connor shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t really say. Dumb luck, I guess? I just don’t understand why my dad or this organization that he may have unwittingly alerted to our existence would also put us to work for vampires and witches if they wanted to kill vampires and witches.”
I bit my lip. “Espionage. As wolves, you have a heightened sense of smell. I’m guessing the same applies to your hearing.”
Connor nodded. “It does.”
“You’d make fantastic spies. You’ve worked for covens in the past. Do you know what’s happened to the witches you worked with before?”
“I don’t know. We’ve taken contracts from covens before. Several jobs in a row. Then, the clients stopped contacting us. We figured they’d moved on, broke up, or whatever.”
“Perhaps the intelligence someone within your pack provided the Order of the Morning Dawn was used to eliminate the witches you worked for later.”
Connor turned off his vehicle and pocketed his keys. He sat there a moment, gripping his steering wheel. “If this organization hates witches and vampires, how would they ever convince the covens to hire us?”
“I don’t know how far their influence goes in the witchcraft community. When it comes to vampires, though, the Order of the Morning Dawn has an army of vampires they call nightwalkers.”
Connor raised one eyebrow. “They hate vampires, but also work with them?”
I nodded. “I’m not saying they aren’t hypocrites. In fact, there are several nightwalkers who’ve turned against the Order in the past. That doesn’t mean they don’t have others still loyal to their cause. Most of the nightwalkers hate what they are. They believe that the only way to save their souls as vampires is to work with the Order to eliminate other vampires and witches. They’ve been sold a bullshit path of redemption, and the Order exploits their desperation.”
“You think that this job with Corbin was set up by this anti-vampire, anti-witch hate group?”
I nodded. “It makes sense. Why would Corbin know about you and your pack if even Mercy, who has lived in New Orleans for the better part of the last two centuries, doesn’t?”
Connor shook his head. “It makes little sense, Hailey. If the Order of the Morning Dawn really has vampires working for them, why not use them to spy on Corbin?”
I snorted. “I can think of at least two reasons. First, Corbin already expects that the Vampire Council might send spies. He wouldn’t have allowed me in if he didn’t think he could get more out of me than he was risking by letting me in. The only reason we thought he was willing to welcome me to begin with was because I was closely connected to Mercy and, as a younger vampire, he figured I was susceptible to persuasion.”
“There’s a second reason he probably welcomed you.”
“What is that?” I asked.
“You’re a hot blond. Duh.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, there’s that.”
“Still, if your theory is right, someone must’ve told Corbin about us.”
“A nightwalker who is keeping his or her identity a secret could blend in to the vampire community. Corbin wouldn’t think twice if a vampire or two who don’t buy into the Vampire Council’s philosophy reached out to him. He’d relish in it. Even so, Corbin wouldn’t trust a vampire merely because he says the right things. For the Order to get someone on the inside, they’d have to go outside the box. And more than that, if the Order knows that Corbin has Bianca, who can read minds, sending in an agent of the Order would be risky.”
Connor grunted. “Sending us in, even if a wolf in my pack is reporting to the Order of the Morning Dawn, would be just as risky.”
I shook my head. “There were only three of you at Corbin’s, right?”
Connor nodded. “That’s what he paid for.”
“You still communicate with the whole pack, though, don’t you?”
“Of course. We report in just in case anything goes south.”
“Of the three wolves who were not with you at Corbin’s, did any of them seem especially interested in more details than usual?”
Connor scratched the back of his neck. “Not more than usual. Ginny is always asking a million questions, though. That’s just her.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Ginny Larson?”
Conner nodded. “She was there when your spell in the forest went kablooey, remember?”
I winced. The last thing I wanted to remember about that trip into the woods was Ginny Larson. “Maybe she’s the one who is feeding intel to the Order.”
Connor chuckled. “I’m not sure she’s smart enough to pull off the double-agent routine.”
I shook my head. “Or she’s smarter than you think. A good double-agent would want you to think that, wouldn’t she?”
Connor sighed. “I don’t know.”
“All of you saw what happened with the cauldron in the woods. You spent the first day on that camping trip paying all your attention to me and ignoring Ginny completely. Then, after I didn’t kiss you...”
“I’m sorry. I was trying to make you jealous.”
“No shit. I’ve had a harder time seeing through a few windows than I did your little charade.”
Connor chuckled. “We were fourteen. It was immature, I understand that.”
“Ginny was fourteen, too. If anyone had reason to tell anyone that I was doing witchcraft in the woods, it was Ginny.”
Conner sighed. “You think she told your parents?”
I shook my head. “She didn’t. She told yours. Think about it, Connor. She didn’t want to make an enemy of me outright. She thought I was a witch, you know. I guess she was right. But if she didn’t want you to see me again, well, who better to tell than your parents?”
Connor narrowed his eyes. “I’m still trying to put myself back into the mindset of a fourteen-year-old. I guess that would make sense. She knew my dad was a minister. If he thought for a second that I was dating a witch, he’d freak.”
“But it didn’t come to that. We stopped talking to each other after the incident.”
Connor snorted. “And when Ginny told my dad what happened to us, I imagine he turned to the church for help. Someone connected him to the Order of the Morning Dawn. If this Order hates witches so much, though, why didn’t they go after you straight away?”
I shook my head. “When Moll died years ago, back after Mercy became a vampire, it was the Order of the Morning Dawn that murdered her. She wasn’t about to let them hurt either of us. Maybe the Order tried to come after me and Moll stopped them. When I went missing, I’m guessing the Order never suspected I’d become a vampire. They probably thought I’d offed myself with a foolish spell or something. They wrote me off.”
Connor narrowed his eyes. “They won’t anymore. Hailey, if Ginny really is reporting back to the Order, she knows you’re alive.”
I bit my lip. “We need to talk to Mercy. I have to tell her what’s going on with Corbin. Right now, that’s the bigger threat. I’m sure the Order wants to kill Corbin and me. They don’t care about vampire politics. They just hate vampires. Now, if the Order thinks they have a shot at both a seven hundred-year-old Vampire King, and a vampire who is also a witch, you’d better believe they’ll try something.”
“But you aren’t concerned about that?” Connor asked.
“Right now, it’s just a theory. It makes sense, but until we question Ginny or find some kind of evidence to prove it, that’s all it is. It’s good we know they might be involved. If they try something, at least we won’t be taken by surprise. Still, we know for certain what Corbin is planning and if he pulls it off, it won’t matter if the Order is involved or not. If Corbin harnesses the power of Baron Samedi, he’ll be able to eliminate the Order of the Morning Dawn with little more than a thought.”




Chapter 14
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It had been a while since I went to the Tropical Isle’s Bayou Club. They had a lot of neon colored drinks. Many people were walking around with a drink in a special cup with the words “Hand Grenade” printed on it. It was bright yellow, the bottom of the cup looked like a grenade with a sinister face on it. Atop the head rose a long neck. I didn’t have a clue what was in it. Named after a grenade, though, I imagined it either had a lot of kick, or it was just a cheap marketing gimmick to deceive consumers into thinking they were getting a lot of bang for their ten bucks. 
A reggae band was playing up front. They weren’t familiar to me. As a general rule, Mercy taught me it’s best not to frequent the same hunting grounds too often. We took precautions. Our meals never remembered our bites. Still, if people see the same girls in a bar leaving with different men regularly, false reputations develop and people pay us more attention than we’d like—for all the wrong reasons. Mercy turned heads wherever she went. I had my fair share of gawkers as well. Most of the people in the club were tourists. The bouncers, bartenders, and waitresses weren’t. They were the ones whose attentions we were most worried about. Most tourists think the supernatural component of New Orleans comprises intriguing, but made up, myth and legend. The locals weren’t so naïve. Live in the area long enough, you’re bound to see a few things. Maybe not a vampire. It could just as easily be a mambo or hougan conducting a summoning ritual, a rougarou howling at a full moon, or even a wandering spirit. Ghosts need energy to manifest. In most parts of the world, they are limited to common forms of power. They draw on heat, maybe even draining your phone battery, to manifest. Even then, appearing in a way that people might recognize is rare. In New Orleans, though, mystical energies abound. That means that hauntings, oppressive spirits, and other spiritual manifestations were more common than in most places.
The locals knew it. The people who worked the clubs were locals. If they knew about vampires, and I couldn’t guarantee they didn’t, it was best we not tip them off. The best way to avoid that was to visit the same place not more than once every six months or so. It wasn’t a problem for older vampires like Mercy, who could go weeks between feeds. It was a little tougher for younger vampires like me. Still, we didn’t have to limit our hunts to bars and clubs. More, I didn’t hunt in the usual way. I had my regulars that I lured in through my other abilities.
Walking into the club, it didn’t take long to spot Mel. She was grinding on some guy, sipping on a “Hand Grenade” on a dance floor in front of the house band.
I looked around and eventually found Mercy standing along the perimeter of the room. She was in her usual long black dress and army boots. Her red lipstick really popped in contrast to her pale skin. In the thirty seconds it took Connor and me to make our way across the room, I saw two different men approach her. Each of them, she dismissed with a casual back-handed wave of her hand.
Mercy wasn’t on a hunt. She fed the night before. She was there to chaperone Mel. If she wanted to feed, she had her opportunities. When humans throw themselves at you, though, when you’re full, it’s no different than if you put a full dinner plate in front of a human after an enormous meal. While the plate might be delicious, for someone already full, it’s little more than a nuisance and a waste.
New Orleans was known for jazz. There was plenty of that around the French Quarter. This club, though, drew more from the proximity of New Orleans to the gulf and the islands than from the city itself. At least it did on this particular night. The tourists probably didn’t know the difference. Anything “exotic,” including over-priced fruity cocktails, satisfied their expectations.
I leaned against the wall next to Mercy. She glanced at Connor, then looked at me. “Is this the shifter you texted me about?”
I nodded. “That’s him.”
“The name’s Connor.” Connor extended his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you.”
Mercy tilted her head and looked Connor in the eye. Then she looked at me. “You could do better, Hailey.”
Connor’s jaw almost hit the floor. I started laughing. On Twitter, there are trolls. People who post things to trigger others. Mercy was the closest thing—unless trolls really existed—to a troll in the flesh. She thrived on saying things, doing things, or even looking at people in such a way as to make them feel uncomfortable. For most people, saying something like that right in front of a guy would make things awkward. Mercy found other people’s temporary and harmless discomfort amusing.
Mercy nudged me in the ribs. “Let me know what he tastes like. If he’s tasty, leave me a bite or two before you finish him off.”
Connor gulped.
I grinned at him. “She’s screwing with you. Mercy doesn’t kill people regularly.”
Connor snorted. “Well, since you only kill people occasionally, I feel a lot better.”
Mercy smirked. “Why slaughter a milking cow for meat while it’s still producing?”
I smiled. I figured I might as well play along. I had to admit, watching Connor squirm was mildly entertaining.
“You can’t milk me!” Connor protested.
I reached up and pinched Connor’s nipples. He jumped back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Stop it! My nipples are sensitive!”
I shrugged. “He’s right. His man-wolf teats don’t produce.”
Connor grunted. “Look, do you want to know what I can tell you about Corbin or not?”
I bit my lip. “We think the Order of the Morning Dawn is also involved.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “Of course they are. They’re real dicks. Just when you think you’ve finished them off it’s not long before they rise up and screw you all over again.”
I smirked. “Maybe that’s because you haven’t tried castration.”
Mercy grinned. “Any advice on that? I don’t know anyone who has castrated more men than you.”
Connor gulped. I giggled. “She’s messing with you. I haven’t castrated anyone yet this month.”
“This month?” Connor’s eyes widened. “It’s only the fourth day of the month.”
Mercy snickered. “You’d best get started then, Hailey. I’d hate to see you miss your quota.”
Connor took a couple of steps back, squeezing his thighs together. “I really hope you’re still messing with me.”
“What do you think?” I batted my eyes.
“I wish I had a straightforward answer. I’m coming up short.”
Mercy snorted. “You will come up short after tonight, buddy.”
Connor laughed nervously. “Right. About that, I think...”
I grabbed Connor’s arm just as he was about to walk away. “We’re still messing with you, dude. Chill. I mean, never say never. But I don’t intend to cut your dick off any time soon.”
Connor bit his lip. “That’s good to hear.”
I grinned widely and flashed my fangs. “I’m going to bite it off!”
Connor gasped. Now Mercy was the one laughing. Her laughter, this time, gave it away.
“You’re still messing with me, right?”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “Of course we are, honey. That’s what we do. However, I hope you’ll understand. We can’t let you go back to Corbin. Not alone, anyway.”
“I understand that.”
“And probably not to the rest of your pack. Not until this is done and we’re sure who within the pack might be reporting to the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “We really need to get out of here. Mel is taking forever.”
“Hey Mel!” I shouted across the dance floor. She looked at me with wide eyes while she hung onto some poor man’s shoulders. “Hurry it up. This is a club, not a royal banquet. Fast food!”
Mel rolled her eyes and whispered something in her dance partner’s ear. She grabbed his hand and led him past us toward the exit. She waved at me as she walked past with her soon-to-become meal in tow.
“Cheers, love!”
I nudged Mercy. “Make sure she hurries. With what Corbin has planned, we’ll need to act fast.”
Mercy nodded and grabbed Mel by the back collar of her shirt. “Your meal is coming with us.”
“Brilliant. Right. How do we get there?”
Mercy bit her lip. “He can ride in the coffin in the back.”
The man standing next to Mel furrowed his brow. Mel’s allure enthralled him, but his mind wasn’t completely numb.
I chuckled. “Connor has seats to spare.”
Connor nodded. “That’s fine. But no eating in the car. It’s a rule.”
Mel sighed. “Not even a little nibble? Everyone snacks on bag fries on the ride home.”
I rolled my eyes. “You can wait ten minutes, Mel.”
Mel folded her arms in front of her chest. “Fine.”
Mercy smiled at me. “Good luck with that. I’ll meet you back at the house.”




Chapter 15
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As soon as I mentioned that Baron Samedi was involved, Mercy insisted we call Annabelle. I was a bit surprised. I thought of them as my two moms. They bickered, though, more than any divorced couple I’d ever known. When Annabelle was just a student at the Voodoo Academy, she played a part in trapping Nico in the otherworld. After he agreed to a miscalculated bargain with Baron Samedi and went to earth as the first ever vampire before a single European had ever set foot on the North American continent, he stewed for centuries about how he might get revenge on Annabelle. As his favored progeny, Mercy naturally took up his mantle of resentment. However, circumstances placed Annabelle and Mercy on the same side against a number of threats that eclipsed their dislike of each other. 
You don’t always get to choose your enemies. They say you get to choose your friends. Sometimes, though, fate makes the case for friendship too convincing to ignore. It might be an overstatement to suggest that Mercy and Annabelle were genuine friends, but they’d developed a mutual respect over the years and worked through their issues well enough to get along.
Annabelle met us at Casa do Diabo. By the time she arrived, Mel had finished feeding. Usually, given his blood loss and intoxication, the guy would need time to recover. I used a simple spell to help him recover while also ensuring his memory loss. It wasn’t the usual way that a vampire like Mel would feed since she wasn’t a witch, but it freed up Mercy so we could plan our next move.
First, we brought Annabelle up to speed. The facts were straightforward. Corbin believed vampires must be feared. The best way to ensure that happened was to launch a preemptive assault on humanity. He found a way to accelerate his maturation so that he could bring Baron Samedi to life in his body. He also believed that he’d discovered something within me he could draw from when we fed together to prevent the Baron from taking full control.
Annabelle pursed her lips. “The one advantage we have right now is that Corbin doesn’t know we’re aware of his plan.”
“I agree,” Mercy added. “He believes you took off, and Connor went after you to track you down.”
I nodded. “That’s right. You can’t seriously be suggesting I go back.”
“I think you have to,” Annabelle said. “Corbin doesn’t know about the veve I placed on you. That’s not an ability he can siphon out of you when you feed together. That means he’s going to try again.”
“When he does, you need to stake him.”
I snorted. “Is that wise? We don’t know how many abilities Corbin has. I tried to get him to tell me and he wouldn’t. He’s too smart to show his hand. He also knows that I’m a part of the council and loyal to Mercy. I don’t think he’s going to leave himself vulnerable to getting staked by a young vampire.”
“I agree,” Mercy said. “You’re more than a young vampire.”
I snorted. “You told me when I went there before not to cast any spells. We didn’t want Corbin to know what I could do.”
“He’s an extremely powerful vampire, Hailey. We expected he’d underestimate you because you’re a young vampire. That could work to our advantage, but only if he doesn’t consider your abilities as a blood witch.”
Annabelle shook her head. “We still don’t know all that Corbin can do. We know he sensed something in Hailey he thought he could use. Maybe it was the veve, and he was mistaken. Maybe it wasn’t. They fed together. They communed in the same blood. Is there any way that he might already know about Hailey’s powers because of that?”
Mercy scratched the back of her head. “It’s possible. If this Bianca can read minds, and she acquired that while communing with Corbin, I don’t believe for a second that he doesn’t have a similar ability.”
“You’re telling me that Bianca lied about that?” I asked.
Mercy shook her head. “I don’t think she lied. I’m just not sure she knows for certain. Like Bianca told you, mind reading isn’t so straightforward as being able to discern everything someone knows in an instant. If Corbin can read minds, like Bianca can, he would also know when she’s probing his thoughts. He might cloud his mind with other thoughts to prevent her from noticing his ability.”
I sighed. “If he can read minds, he very well may know exactly what I’m planning to do before I do it. He probably knows I’m a blood witch. He’ll be prepared.”
Annabelle grinned. “Then we have to give you an additional advantage. Something he doesn’t know about. Something you can use before he figures it out.”
I bit my lip. “What are you thinking?”
“Reading one’s mind is one thing. Manipulating someone’s affections is another.”
Mercy huffed. “You can’t seriously be suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”
I bit my lip. “What are you suggesting, Annabelle?”
“Erzulie. The Loa of Love.”
“You want me to accept the aspect of a Loa?” I asked.
Mercy grunted. “Vampires are already like miniature long-term incubators for Baron Samedi. You want to allow the Loa of Love to gain a foothold in Hailey’s spirit?”
Annabelle shook her head. “The aspect of a Loa is more like a connection to the Loa’s power. It gives the vodouisant the ability to function as an independent arm of the Loa. The one who wields a Loa’s aspect, however, keeps his or her own volition. Erzulie could withdraw her power from Hailey if she disapproved of the way Hailey used it. She wouldn’t possess her, though. Erzulie couldn’t force Hailey to do anything she didn’t want to do.”
“I say we do it. All I need to do is manipulate his affections long enough to draw him close to me, to trust me enough to give me a window of opportunity.”
Mercy nodded. “Get him close. Put a stake in his heart.”
I nodded. “And after that, I work my magic.”
“What are you suggesting?” Annabelle asked.
“If he’s close to accumulating enough souls to give the Baron a foothold, and souls dwell in the blood, I believe I can extract them and remove the souls he’s acquired.”
“Holy crap,” Mercy said. “He’d lose his powers, whatever those powers are. If that happened, it would only be a matter of time before his influence over other vampires waned.”
I nodded. “You still have the ability of compulsion, Mercy. I know you don’t like to use it.”
Mercy shook her head. “I don’t. I never considered attempting it on Corbin. It wouldn’t work on a vampire older than me. If, however, he lost his souls, I think it will. He’ll be no different from a youngling.”
I grinned. “Why kill him when we can use him and his influence to spread a different message? This may be the best chance we have not only to stop Corbin from executing his plan, but to convince the European vampires to follow the Vampire Council’s lead. To do this, though, I’ll have to act fast. To extract the souls out of Corbin I’ll need an in. A soul that I can tap into with a spell. We’ll have to feed again and I’ll have to do the spell before the new soul he gains can fully combine with the rest. I’ll need to bring my wand.”




Chapter 16
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We had little time. Nights really fly by when you’re busy. Annabelle took Connor and me to Vilokan. 
Vilokan was a voodoo underworld. An entire city beneath St. Louis Cathedral in Jackson Square. It extended as far north, east, and west as the rest of the French Quarter. 
Basements aren’t common in New Orleans. In a city below sea level, you can’t have basements. Even the dead were buried in above-ground tombs. The notion of an entire underground city was so unfathomable that it was genius. The voodoo community built the place as a refuge for slaves centuries ago. It was a place where they could practice their religion, receive an education, and enjoy life without interference. It didn’t flood because a magical firmament protected the place. The entire city glowed in a blue hue.
The Voodoo Academy was in Vilokan. So was Erzulie. She’d taken a series of human hosts through the years and taught students who had her aspect. Annabelle said the process to receive a Loa’s aspect was quick and painless. Erzulie would lock her eyes into mine. She’d give me her aspect, and I’d feel nothing other than a sense of abject failure. For losing a staring contest.
Then, Erzulie would have to teach me how to use her aspect in a matter of maybe thirty minutes, what most students who belong to her college perfect over several years.
I recognized the look on Connor’s face as we reached the last of what was somewhere in the neighborhood of a thousand steps down into Vilokan and he saw the city for the first time.
The buildings were practically on top of each other. In an underground city, especially one built before the era of modern transportation, the roads were more like sidewalks. The original designers of Vilokan crammed as many buildings into the city that they could.
The magic, though, that coursed through the firmament was what really drew the eye. From what I understood, it was the magic of the Fomorian merfolk. Holding off the water table was small beans compared to the power they wielded in the depths of the ocean.
Technically, the Voodoo Academy was now Voodoo University. Old habits die hard, though. People still called it by its original name. The change represented the status of the place under Annabelle’s leadership as a place of lifelong learning. You might graduate from your program, but you’d always have a place to grow and learn.
Annabelle had other reasons, too. She explained it to me while I was fiddling with a spell I was trying to master. I was only half-listening. Still, while I never graduated from school, I’d never stopped learning. What’s a certificate on a wall, or more likely, in a faux-leather folder that would sit in storage for years, anyway? As a hedge witch, I never needed the validation of a school or a coven to tell me I’d arrived. I didn’t want to arrive. I didn’t want to graduate. As a blood witch, especially with Moll gone, I was on my own, regardless. I didn’t have a predetermined path to follow, no designated program of study to complete. I was creating my path, my personal program of study, and growing more powerful every day.
Would accepting a Loa’s aspect change that? Given the powers I already wielded, we didn’t know how my abilities might interact with Erzulie’s aspect. Annabelle had powers before she studied Voodoo, too. She wielded the power of life, a power she’d gained on account of her union with Isabelle. What resulted was something infinitely greater than anyone expected. That’s why, despite only studying voodoo for a few years, Marie Laveau appointed Annabelle her successor.
Annabelle didn’t just help me adapt to vampirism. She inspired me to pursue my craft without artificial limits. She gave me hope that despite the dogmas and rules that governed each craft, when combined, new possibilities might emerge. Annabelle could wield the magic produced by the Tree of Life. The magic I tapped into in blood wasn’t that different.
In the school I used to attend, we studied the Bible constantly. Leviticus says that life is in blood. The word for “life,” though, could just as easily be translated as “soul.”
Maybe that’s why we vampires craved blood. It wasn’t the blood itself, but the life within blood, that we required. It’s also why Corbin couldn’t win. Fear and life don’t go hand in hand. What’s the meaning of life without hope? Life isn’t something one can steal without violating life itself. Life can, however, be shared.
Corbin was right about one thing, though. Once the world knew about vampires, people would fear us. The choice was whether we’d confirm those fears or assuage them. It’s also why Corbin was the worst host possible for Baron Samedi to possess. The Red Baron, the darker side of the Loa, fed on fear. Baron Samedi wasn’t evil. The Green Baron thrived when hope prevailed.
Annabelle led me to Erzulie’s quarters. The body Erzulie inhabited wasn’t her own. Mambos and hougans near death offered their bodies as vessels to the Loa who wished to dwell in the flesh. Erzulie’s host was remarkably young and attractive. Her skin was dark and her hair flowed across her shoulders like two rivers of chocolate. I’d seen the girl before in passing. From what I understood, Erzulie had only been in this host for a few weeks. I didn’t know what condition the girl was suffering from, but it was common for younger people with terminal conditions within the voodoo world to choose possession. They could stay in their bodies if they wanted to. Most stayed for a time, then changed their mind and took the invitation to move on later. Some did in just a few days. Others hung on for months or years. Nearly all of them eventually grew weary of always seeing through their body’s eyes, never in control. Grateful for the use of their body, the Loa in charge ensured that the souls who owned their bodies were well taken care of by the Ghede.
The human soul who owned the body Erzulie inhabited hadn’t left yet. Annabelle warned me to expect a few odd behaviors. The human soul inside couldn’t use her body, but she could talk to her possessing Loa. Apparently, the girl who used to hold the body was a student in College Erzulie and was quite the chatterbox.
When Annabelle finished, Erzulie narrowed her eyes. “Your plan may not work as you hope.”
“Why not?” I asked.
Erzulie placed her hand on my chest. “Love is not a force one can simply turn off. Once my magic plants the seeds of affection, the heart remains conditioned.”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “You’re saying that Corbin would love Hailey indefinitely?”
Erzulie nodded. “My power does not direct one’s love in any way. I cannot predict how one might express love for another. Even worse, if he is made to love you, Hailey, and you do not love him in return, he could resort to desperate measures.”
I snorted. “What kind of desperate measures?”
Erzulie shook her head. “Unrequited love is a powerful force that can lead even the noblest of men to act out of character. Given that you do not know this vampire’s full scope of abilities, you cannot possibly anticipate what he will do.”
“Are you saying he might harm me?”
“It is unlikely, though not impossible.”
Annabelle sighed. “If Corbin truly believes his vision is for the betterment of the future of all vampires, if he loves you, he’ll certainly want you to be a part of his plans.”
I shook my head. “He already wants us to join him. How would this be different?”
“Again,” Erzulie added. “It’s impossible to know.”
I shrugged. “Do you have any other ideas?”
Erzulie grunted. “There is an idea, but it is not mine.”
“Your host has something to say?” Annabelle asked.
“She believes I should still grant you my aspect, but you should not use it.”
“Why wouldn’t I use it?”
“As a student in my college, my host knows how difficult it can be to use my abilities as intended. If you unleash my power, it may not impact your intended target alone. Focusing such power is difficult. It might affect others in the same way.”
“So anyone nearby might decide they’re in love with me?” I raised one eyebrow.
“And if others love you, and Corbin knows it, he might find it necessary to eliminate his competition.”
Connor cleared his throat. “If that’s the case, you may have to do this alone.”
Erzulie nodded. “That is a possibility. However, my aspect may have other benefits that could aid you, with fewer potential unintended consequences.”
“Are you suggesting that it would allow Hailey to access the full scope of her abilities without giving Baron Samedi a foothold?” Annabelle asked.
Erzulie scratched the back of her head. “Not exactly. However, if my aspect is present, it would influence the Baron’s emergence. Only the Green Baron could manifest.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Would he take control of me?”
Erzulie shook her head. “That is not his way. However, with his help, you can remove the souls from Corbin that have sped up his maturation.”
My eyes widened. “That’s brilliant. It might just work.”
“I agree,” Annabelle nodded. “I say we do it. However, will the Green Baron leave Hailey when he’s done?”
Erzulie shrugged. “I presume he would. Though, I cannot speak for the Green Baron any more than I would for any Loa other than myself.”
I took a deep breath. “Alright. I’ve never asked another girl to mount me before. I’m not even sure how that would work. But I’m ready.”
Erzulie looked at me and smiled. “It’s done.”
I tilted my head. “It’s done?”
Annabelle chuckled. “I told you, it’s a subtle process.”




Chapter 17
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Connor had to lose his clothes again. I wasn’t complaining, mind you. He wasn’t hard on the eyes. Though, admittedly, I was much more attracted to him in his human form. As a wolf, he was just too hairy for my tastes. Plus, I limit romantic interests to bipedal mammals. Excluding primates, of course. 
We ran back through the swamp as before. Corbin wouldn’t buy the notion that a single wolf shifter could force me back. So, instead, the plan was to play it coy. I wasn’t running away. Why would I? I’d come to Corbin on my own accord to start. I needed a little fresh air. Not many vampires choose to stay in at night. I was no exception. For all I knew, Corbin was sleeping when I left. Technically, he was cycling soul-power, but he didn’t know I knew that.
We arrived at the house Corbin was using. The doorjamb on the front door was broken. Someone had kicked it open. We stepped inside. Splattered blood covered the walls and furniture.
Connor sniffed the air.
“Picking up anything?”
Connor shifted back into human form. “My wolves are here, somewhere.”
“Any vampires?”
Connor nodded. “There might be one. The scent isn’t as pungent as it would be if there were several vampires in the house.”
“Corbin?”
Connor shrugged. “I don’t think so. The scent is consistent with a much younger vampire.”
I shook my head. “Find the wolves. Point me in the right direction. I’ll find the vampire.”
“Unnecessary,” Connor said. “They’re together. There’s a safe room off the master bedroom. I think that’s where they’re hiding.”
I followed Connor to the bedroom. He grabbed what must’ve been one of Corbin’s cloaks from the closet and threw it over his body. It was red velvet with golden tassels. Gaudy, but functional. I wasn’t sure if I was glad or disappointed that Connor covered himself up.
Connor didn’t leave the closet. He stepped to the back of it and pressed on one of the shelves. The shelves and the wall behind them swung open like a door.
Bianca was sitting on the floor, her knees pulled into her chest. Curled up beside her were the other two wolves.
“Hailey? What are you doing here?”
“We have a plan to stop Corbin. What happened?”
Bianca shook her head. “Hunters.”
I looked at Connor. He sighed. “I don’t think they were ordinary hunters.”
“You’re right.” Bianca leaned on the back wall of the safe room and stood up. “They were working with vampires. I assumed the Vampire Council employed them.”
I shook my head. “It wasn’t us. It was the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
Bianca narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. “I did not realize they had so many agents still active. The reports disseminated by the Vampire Council indicated that their two largest cells were destroyed.”
“It’s my fault,” Connor sighed. “Our pack has been fulfilling contracts for months now. We didn’t know that the Order was hiring us, but we think they’ve been using us as mercenaries to gather intelligence.”
The other two wolves shifted back into their human forms. They were two males. I recognized them. I’d seen them before, but that was years ago. They’d grown up. They had facial hair. Each of them slipped past us and grabbed another couple of robes from the closet. One was purple, the other was golden silk.
“Are you sure about this, Connor?” one of the wolf shifters asked.
Connor nodded. “As sure as I can be. Someone in our pack is working with the Order.”
“Who is this order?” the other wolf shifter asked.
“Long story,” Connor said. “Hailey, this is Will and that’s Anthony.”
I nodded. “I forgot your names, but I remember you.”
Anthony snorted and looked away. “Yeah, we remember you, too.”
Will chuckled. “When you showed up, we thought we’d seen a ghost.”
I shrugged. “Not a ghost. Not dead, either. Undead, maybe. But you know. We’ll get reacquainted later. Bianca, what happened to Corbin?”
Bianca rubbed her brow. “They came just as he finished cycling. Corbin was already changing. His eyes glowed. Something was taking him over.”
“Baron Samedi?” I asked.
Bianca nodded. “He couldn’t move. Whatever he was doing, if the Baron was taking him over, it left him paralyzed. Temporarily, most likely.”
I sighed. “He couldn’t fight the attackers off.”
“They staked him along with my sisters. The hunters took them away.”
“If they’re planning to kill Corbin, that might work to our advantage. It would certainly solve the problem.”
Bianca shook her head. “If they were going to burn out Corbin’s heart, they should have done it here.”
I bit my lip. “The Order of the Morning Dawn conducts a ceremony for eliminating vampires. They believe their rite can save vampire souls.”
Bianca nodded. “Such is the practice of the Order’s counterpart in Europe. I fear, however, they won’t complete it in time.”
I narrowed my eyes. “In time for what?”
“I do not know if Corbin gained the means he needed to keep Baron Samedi under his control. Now, though, it doesn’t matter. Corbin’s metamorphosis will continue even under the stake. When Baron Samedi takes full control of Corbin’s body, he’ll leave Corbin’s spirit in vampire hell. Baron Samedi might be the father of all vampires, but he isn’t a vampire. He’s a Loa. A stake in the heart won’t stop him.”
I shook my head. “If that happens, Baron Samedi can see through our eyes. He’ll know we’re coming. He’ll anticipate our every move.”
Bianca nodded. “We have to find him and remove the stake before the Baron gains control.”
I shook my head. “We don’t have any idea where they took him. We didn’t even know the Order was this active, much less where their headquarters is located.”
Connor grunted. “You might not know. Someone in my pack does.”
“Ginny,” Anthony grunted. “It has to be Ginny.”
“I agree,” Will added. “She’s the one who secures our contracts.”
Connor took a deep breath and exhaled. “God, I hope not. If she is, she doesn’t realize what she’s doing. Ginny still might not know where the Order’s base of operations is located. If she’s been feeding them information from our operations, she must have a contact in the Order who can tell us where they took Corbin and the other vampires.”
“Then we must go,” Bianca said. “We may already be too late.”
I nodded. “Do you know where we can find Ginny? Even if she’s working with the Order of the Morning Dawn, and her contact isn’t inclined to work with vampires or witches, if they know what danger they’re truly facing, they’ll have to tell us where to find Corbin. At the very least, maybe they’ll burn out his heart before Baron Samedi gains control.”
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You can only get so much done in one night. We had maybe an hour until sunrise. That was a problem. We didn’t have time to wait until nightfall to go after Corbin. We also didn’t have a clue where he was. 
I was the only one who could stop Corbin, or Baron Samedi, depending on who was in the driver’s seat of his body by the time we found him. Even if we got the location where the Order of the Morning Dawn took Corbin, the chances of us getting there before sunrise were slim.
I’d only been a vampire for seven years. I couldn’t last more than a few minutes in the sun before it would char my flesh and leave me scarred for a century. It would also weaken me to the point that I’d need to feed two or three times a day for a week or more to walk more than a few steps at a time, much less fight. Even Mercy, with nearly two centuries under her belt, couldn’t endure the sunlight for more than a few minutes before it burned her flesh and not much longer than that before she was too weak to walk. Sunlight didn’t kill vampires directly. Left to bake under the sun for a day, though, we would be too weak to even find cover after nightfall. That meant we’d keep baking until someone found us and staked us. Usually, if something like that happened, other vampires did the deed. It was an act of mercy—if not Mercy, herself.
From what Mercy told me about Nico, he could make it in the sun in a pinch for more than an hour without ill effect. He’d be hungry and need to feed afterwards, certainly before making another trek into the sun, but he could do it.
Erzulie said her ability would ensure that if I used my blood magic, if I tapped into the power of the souls I fed upon, only the Green Baron would emerge. It would make me like an ancient vampire. More than that, the Green Baron would know where Corbin was. Sure, they staked Corbin. The Baron couldn’t see through his eyes at the moment. However, the Order’s nightwalkers were still vampires. The Green Baron wouldn’t only know where they were, he’d know what they were up to and how we could find Corbin.
He’d also know if Corbin’s transformation was complete and, more than that, how much time we had to get to him to prevent it from happening.
“We don’t have time to go question Ginny,” I said. “She may be working with the Order. Maybe she isn’t. Either way, I don’t have the time to get to her, interrogate her, and get to Corbin.”
“I agree,” Bianca added. “The sunrise is imminent.”
“What do you suggest?” Connor asked.
I sighed. “I hate to ask this of you, but I need blood.”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Why?”
“I need to advance as Corbin has. It’s the only way I can make it through the daylight to get to him.”
“You cannot!” Bianca protested. “Unless Corbin was right and you truly have a way to hold the Baron at bay.”
I shook my head. “He wasn’t right. I didn’t have that ability, then. Not what he was thinking, at least. But I do have an ability to do so now. More than that, I’ll be able to communicate with the Green Baron, his more benevolent side, and get all the information we need to find Corbin and stop him and the Order before it’s too late.”
Connor extended his wrist. “Do it. Use my blood.”
I took Connor’s hand. “Are you sure? When we were joking before about what it might be like if I fed on you...”
“When we were flirting, you mean?”
I chuckled. “Right. Either way, this wasn’t what I had in mind.”
Connor smirked. “It’s also not what I had in mind when I fantasized about a part of me being inside of you for the first time.”
I grinned and laughed. “I suppose not. You certainly aren’t the shy guy I knew when we were teenagers.”
Connor smiled widely. “I’m not a boy anymore, Hailey. You’re not the cute girl with killer legs who used to tease me in class, either.”
I chuckled. “You’re right about that. I still have great legs, though.”
Connor chuckled and nodded. “You certainly do. Take my blood, Hailey. If you could, though, try not to drink too much.”
I smiled, exposing my fangs. “All I need is a sip.”
I bit Connor’s wrist. His blood flowed into my mouth. One swallow was all I needed. I released my bite.
I focused my will, connecting to the power of Connor’s blood the same way I would if it was a sample I was using for any spell. Moll taught me how to do that.
A surge of energy washed over me. I looked all around, but all I saw was a mix of red, pink, and green magic.
The red magic was mine. I knew it. I could control it and direct it. The pink magic was something new. So was the green. The pink and green magic merged and a tall figure appeared. He was dressed in what looked like an old tuxedo with tails. He had a top-hat and an emaciated face. His eyes glowed green.
“Hello, Hailey.”
I tilted my head. “Baron Samedi?”
The Baron laughed. “Were you expecting anyone else?”
“Not really. If it’s you, then you know why I’m here.”
“Of course I do. I’ve seen what you see. And so much more.”
“Then you can tell me where to find Corbin?”
“I can. Though, I must warn you, this arrangement is temporary. The change you’ve affected in yourself will fade as the blood you’ve consumed from your shifter friend is absorbed into your body.”
“Is it enough time to get us to wherever they’re holding Corbin?”
“Getting there will not be a problem. However, I fear I will be of little use to you after you arrive.”
“Can’t I just feed again and draw on my power all over again?”
Baron Samedi shook his head. “Not soon enough to help. You are strong, but your body will draw on your power to protect you from the sun. It will take time before you can draw enough power to invite me into your mind a second time.”
“But I’ll still be able to wield my magic, right?”
Baron Samedi tilted his head, his green eyes fixed on mine. “Your magic is beyond my understanding.”
I snorted. “I thought you were a god or something.”
“I am not omniscient. I can see what my children see.”
“Vampires, you mean?”
Baron Samedi nodded. “And I know only what you can do based on my observations through you. You do not yet know the extent of your power. Therefore, I cannot tell you what you might accomplish.”
I bit my lip. “Well, from what I understand, you’ve got a dark side. Can you give me any pointers for how to deal with your moodier persona?”
Baron Samedi tilted his head. He retrieved a cigarette from a small box around his waist. He placed it to his lips. “Each of these contains a soul.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You store people’s souls in cigarettes?”
Baron Samedi grinned. “Gives new meaning to the surgeon general’s warning on the package.”
I furrowed my brow. “Did you just tell a joke?”
“What? You think because I govern the realm of the dead that I can’t have a sense of humor?”
“Not really. I mean, I certainly didn’t expect you would.”
“My other side isn’t so jovial. In this form, let’s just say I do my best to keep the fun in funeral.”
I chuckled. “Where are we anyway? I see nothing here.”
“We’re in your mind, of course.”
I looked all around. “I didn’t realize my mind was such a dark place.”
Baron Samedi shrugged. “It’s your head. I’m new here. I figured you’d be the one giving me the tour.”
“I’m not really sure what I can show you.”
“Is there a bathroom here somewhere?”
I chuckled. “Yeah, down the hall to the right.”
“I have no intention of relieving myself in your head.”
“Well, that’s a relief. For me, anyway. You’ll have to hold it.”
Baron Samedi held out his cigarette. “This is for you.”
I winced. “I’ll pass. I don’t smoke.”
“I’ve held this soul for nearly seven centuries.”
“Are you telling me that this cigarette contains Corbin’s soul?”
The Baron nodded. “You need to give this to him before his transformation is complete.”
I shook my head. “If he takes this, will he become human again? He’d never agree to that.”
“This is only one half of Corbin’s original soul. My red aspect holds the other half.”
“Then what good would it do?”
“It should turn Corbin human only temporarily. It will prevent his transformation. Eventually, his vampirism will take over. When that happens, he’ll keep all his memory and natural skill, but he’ll be like a youngling.”
“So all his powers will be gone?”
“Only if you get it to him before his transformation is complete.”
“What if we’re too late?” I asked.
The Baron shook his head. “Then I hope it will be enough to unseat the souls within him and still have the desired effect of expelling my other half from his body.”
“You hope?” I raised one eyebrow.
“We are dealing with contingencies that were never foreseen when my other half first made your kind. No matter, I am confident that given your unique skills, you are the only one who can accomplish this task.”
“Why do you say that?”
“I sense the aspect of another within you.”
I nodded. “That would be Erzulie.”
The Baron narrowed his eyes. “When you awaken, you will not hold this cigarette. This is simply a visual representation of Corbin’s human soul. It is within you. Only another Loa’s aspect can activate it. Only with your bloodwitchery will you be able to infuse it into Corbin’s bloodstream.”
I nodded. “A simple transference spell.”
“It is among the first Moll taught you if my memory serves.”
“It’s a simple spell. How I can use Erzulie’s aspect to isolate this component of Corbin’s soul is another matter.”
“Take it and inhale. Your mind is not dark, Hailey. On the contrary, it is a beautiful place. I’ve created this as a shelter within your mind. Rather, I should say, Erzulie’s aspect established this cavern in your mind to ensure that I would appear in my green aspect. By the time you reach Corbin, my power will wane, but this place will remain. Draw on it, use it to focus your spell and cast Corbin’s soul into his body.”
I nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
“It will not be as difficult as you imagine. You’ll sense this part of you clearly when you awaken.”
“In that case, there’s only one thing I need to learn from you.”
The Baron nodded. “There’s an old church in the Lower Ninth Ward. It is no longer in operation. It closed two years ago. However, that is the base of operations for the Order of the Morning Dawn in New Orleans. It’s also where they’ve taken Corbin.”
I nodded. “That’s helpful. Do you have an address?”
The Baron smiled widely. “Of course I do. I’ll give it to you. First, you must inhale on the cigarette for the spell to work.”
I took the cigarette and placed it to my lips. “Have a light?”
The Baron extended his finger. A small flame appeared at the tip. I placed the cigarette between my lips and lowered it to the flame. I inhaled. I coughed.
“Damn. That shit is strong!” 
“It’s the soul of a seven-hundred-year-old vampire, Hailey. What did you expect?”  
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“She’s awake!”
Bianca grabbed one of my arms and, along with Connor, helped me to my feet.
“It worked! I have an address and a way to stop Corbin’s transformation. We’ll have to move fast.”
“Where are we going?” Connor asked.
I pulled my phone out of my pocket and entered the address into my GPS. I showed Connor my phone.
Connor tilted his head. “I know this place.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You do?”
Connor sighed. “It’s an old Methodist Church. My dad’s church purchased the place about two years ago as a mission outpost.”
“It’s the base of operations for the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
Connor shook his head. “Are you saying that my father is a part of the Order?”
“I don’t know if he’s a member or if he’s simply lending them the space. Either way, he’s definitely connected.”
“I understand this might strike you as a surprise,” Bianca said. “It might also give you an advantage. If you can reach him and tell him what is happening, he may convince the Order to allow you entry without resistance.”
I shook my head. “We can’t count on that. We don’t have the time to convince the Order of anything. Baron Samedi made it clear. Our best course of action is to complete the spell he’s given me before Corbin’s transformation is complete. If the Red Baron takes over before then, things will get a lot more complicated.”
“More complicated?” Bianca asked.
I nodded. “If we get to him soon enough, I can restore Corbin’s humanity temporarily. His vampirism will spread again, but once it does, he’ll be more like a youngling than the ancient vampire he truly is.” 
“That gives me hope,” Bianca said. “Still, I must confess my doubts. I cannot go with you. The army of nightwalkers they used to assault this place was formidable. You’re only one vampire. You can’t possibly hope to fight your way into their compound with just a few wolf shifters as backup.”
I reached into a long pocket sewn into the leg of my pants and pulled out my wand. I twirled it in my fingers. “The nightwalkers won’t be a problem.”
Bianca grabbed my arm. “I have one request. It may be too much to ask.”
“What is it?”
“I do not approve of Corbin’s plans. You must stop him. But if you can save him, I would be personally grateful. I love him, Hailey.”
I pressed my lips together and nodded. It wasn’t shocking. A sire’s allure over his progeny isn’t the same in every instance. I never knew my sire. For Mercy, her relationship with Nico was completely platonic. He was her mentor. She was his prized pupil. That wasn’t the case for everyone. It was common for younger vampires to develop something of a crush on their sires. The youngling still has human-like feelings. 
Bianca, though, wasn’t exactly a youngling. I wasn’t sure how old she was. She had at least a few decades under her belt. She had to know that Corbin’s feelings for her weren’t the same. Perhaps she’d unwittingly supported his plan to acquire human souls, hoping he’d develop the capacity to love her back. It wasn’t until things went too far, when she realized what he truly intended to do, that she knew she couldn’t embrace his plan. When she undermined Corbin and helped me escape, she wasn’t only betraying her sire; she was betraying her heart. Still, if I could complete Baron Samedi’s plan, make him temporarily human again, he’d return as a youngling. He’d have human-like emotions, but without the sort that would give the Red Baron a foothold in his spirit. 
I grabbed Bianca’s hand and met her desperate gaze with the kindest smile I could muster. “I’ll do what I can.”
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Will and Anthony hopped in the back of Connor’s overpriced SUV. I took the passenger seat. We didn’t need GPS. Connor knew exactly where to go. He tried to call his father on the drive over. I wasn’t sure what Connor would say if his dad actually picked up. 
“Hey, pops! Remember that dead chick from school? Well, she’s a vampire. Also, a witch. Cool, right? I know you are secretly working with a hate group that wants to kill all vampires and witches, but she needs your help. How about you exercise some of that ‘love your enemies’ stuff you’ve been preaching all my life and lend her a little aid?”
Unfortunately, or fortunately, Connor’s dad never picked up. He didn’t bother leaving that message, or anything at all like it, on his voicemail, either.
I knew enough about the Order of the Morning Dawn that I could expect what I’d face when we arrived. I’d encountered them a handful of times during my short vampiric life. Admittedly, though, it had been a while. There was a good chance they’d changed a few tactics since then. Getting your self-righteous assess handed to you by a couple of vampires tends to inspire self-examination. Still, I knew that the Order had recently limited the lifespan of their nightwalkers to just a few years. Over the years, they’d found that older vampires were harder to manipulate. Only those who still felt like they had a soul to save ever bought into their false promise of redemption through service to their cause. Most of their nightwalkers were also Order members before they were turned. Many of them were trained hunters who were bitten on a hunt. Rather than let them die, the Order devised a spell—what they called a “miracle” lest they admit they were witches themselves—to heal those bitten and complete their transformation into nightwalkers.
The nightwalkers who attacked the Garden District mansion where Corbin and Bianca were staying weren’t formidable because they were vampires. They proved difficult to thwart because before they were vampires they’d trained since childhood to kill vampires. The speed and heightened senses they gained after becoming nightwalkers only enhanced their previously attained skills.
Hand-to-hand combat wasn’t my strength as either a vampire or a witch. I couldn’t beat a single nightwalker, much less an entire army of them, by fighting fair. Sure, aided by my vampiric speed and strength, I could land a pretty devastating punch. Then again, so could the nightwalkers.
Connor’s tinted windows filtered some of the sunlight that passed through onto my skin. I blocked the windows as best I could, but for the time being, the way I’d artificially and temporarily aged myself as a vampire was having the desired effect. It also was diminishing the Green Baron’s presence within me. He’d warned me that would happen. Thankfully, the plan didn’t require his ongoing habitation in my mind. I had everything I needed.
The thing about being a blood witch is that when you can tap into the power in someone’s blood, you have them by the balls. I didn’t have to feed to draw the blood out of someone. It didn’t matter if you were a human or a vampire. It took a lot of energy, but I could pull the blood out through someone’s pores. I didn’t do it often. Killing people is crappy behavior, even for a vampire. When I used the spell on vampires, it weakened them, sure, but it also drove them mad with bloodlust.
Preventing the emergence of ferals was one of the Vampire Council’s highest priorities. Most vampires, even the freshly turned, have enough control to use some discretion when they feed. A feral doesn’t care if he’s seen or not. He’ll bite whatever he can find and drain them completely. It’s sort of like how oxygen deprivation might lead to brain damage in a human. Even if you give them oxygen, again, the damage is done. Very few vampires who turn feral ever come back completely. The only way to stop them is to stake them and burn out their hearts.
If Mercy realized I was even considering using that spell against nightwalkers, she’d slap me six ways to Sunday.
It would only be an issue if any ferals escaped the Order’s compound. Presumably, the Order had several human operatives on location. They were trained hunters. If I could turn a few nightwalkers feral, the Order’s hunters and any non-feral nightwalkers would have to deal with them. I hoped that it would give me an opportunity to sneak past and get to Corbin.
After I took care of that problem, I’d deal with the mess. If the hunters took down the ferals, no harm, no foul. I’d take out however many hunters I needed to so we could escape. If they didn’t, well, I’d have a few ferals to eliminate. The best way to do that? Fire magic.
Bloodwitchery wasn’t my only skill set, after all. Fire magic was simple. I could do that shit in my sleep. If I had to burn down the whole compound, that’s what I’d do. There’s no need to stake a vampire before you burn out their heart if you can engulf its entire body in flames.
The plan was risky. It was also a fantastic opportunity to handle two problems at once. If I played this right, I could thwart Corbin, save him from the Red Baron, and also deal a serious blow to the Order of the Morning Dawn.
Connor drove past the church. Weeds and tall grass grew all around the building. There were a few cars in the parking lot, but I knew better than to assume that meant there were only a handful of operatives or nightwalkers inside.
Connor parked on the street about a block away. I grabbed his hand. “Stay here. Until we know what we’re dealing with, I don’t want to put any of you in danger.”
Connor sighed. “Are you sure you can handle this?”
I leaned over and kissed Connor on the cheek. “It’s cute that you worry about me.”
Connor blushed. “I’m serious, Hailey. If my pack is at all responsible for what’s happened, we should do something to help.”
I nodded. “We’re dealing with nightwalkers. If they think you’re interfering with their plan to eliminate Corbin, don’t think for a second they’ll spare you.”
“She’s right,” Will said. “Anthony and I saw what these monsters can do when they attacked us at the mansion.”
Connor shook his head. “That doesn’t mean we can’t help. At least let us patrol the perimeter of the place. I can sniff out the premises and get an idea about how many vampires you might face once you get inside.”
I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”
“He’s right,” Anthony piped up. “At the very least, we can confirm that Corbin is still inside.”
“The Baron already told me he was.”
Connor sighed. “The Baron knew he was in here thirty minutes ago. What if they moved him? You might walk into a trap.”
“The nightwalkers are as vulnerable to sunlight as any vampire. I don’t think they’d go out in public to move him.”
“If Corbin still has a stake in his heart, they wouldn’t need to,” Will added. “Anyone could move Corbin’s body if necessary. At the very least, if they sense you’re coming and try to make a run for it, we can let you know.”
I took a deep breath. “Alright. Text me if you need to get ahold of me to warn me about anything going on.”
Connor smiled widely. “Will do!”
“Just promise me you’ll keep your distance. Don’t let anyone see you.”
Connor nodded. “I promise. Have you thought about how you’re going to get inside?”
I shook my head. “I’ll try the door.”
Connor raised one eyebrow. “You seriously think they’ll have the doors unlocked?”
I shrugged. “Probably not. I’ll find another way in if I have to.”
“There are small offices and classrooms around the back. You can probably get through a window.”
“Are you sure that’s wise?” Will asked. “If you have to break glass, you’ll probably alert someone to your presence.”
I scratched the back of my head. Then, I saw another car pull into the parking lot at the church. “I have another idea. Gotta go!”
I jumped out of the car. Sunlight radiated off my skin. It was warm. It had been years since I’d felt the heat of the sun. So far, it wasn’t at all painful. My plan was working. I ran using my enhanced vampiric speed up to the church just in time to see a man, dressed in a suit and tie, step out of his car. He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket.
Jackpot, I thought.
I snuck up behind the man about half-way across the parking lot and sank my teeth into his neck. I drank just enough blood that he passed out. I dragged the man back to his car, tossed him in the back seat, and took his keys.
Based on the direction he was walking, I ascertained he was heading for a small door around the back of the church. Thankfully, most of his keys were labeled. All except for one. That had to be key I needed.
I pushed the key into the lock. It turned. I pressed the door open slowly and peeked inside.
The hallway was clear. I moved quickly, dodging into random offices and classrooms as I made my way through the old church.
Most churches have a pretty predictable structure. From the shape of the building, I knew where the sanctuary was located. Based on my experience with the Order of the Morning Dawn, that’s where they’d take Corbin for their ritual. The church might’ve had two stories of classrooms, but there wasn’t a basement. I was on the same level as the sanctuary. All I needed to do was make my way there.
I heard footsteps approaching. Thank the Baron for my enhanced vampiric hearing. I ducked into an empty room. It looked like a nursery. I waited for the footsteps to pass. Whoever was walking by was heading outside. Clearly not a nightwalker. I could only hope they wouldn’t check on the car and see the man I bit on my way in.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a text from Connor.
Abort! They know you’re here!
Who knows I’m here? I texted back.
No response. I couldn’t sit around and find out. I wasn’t about to retreat, either. Connor’s intentions were good. He didn’t know the full extent of my plan. He didn’t know what I could do, how I intended to turn the nightwalkers feral. If operatives from the Order were on their way in, so be it. I’d surely find a few nightwalkers before all was said and done to keep them busy.
I ducked out of the nursery and jogged down the hall. I found a small staircase leading up near the back of the sanctuary. A small sign over the stairwell indicated it was a balcony. The perfect place to hide so I could do a little reconnaissance on the sanctuary.
I hurried up the stairs, skipping every second step until I made it to the top. There was an old dusty pipe organ and a few rows of padded pews, presumably for what used to be the church choir. No one else was up there.
I crawled as low to the ground as I could and made my way to the balcony rail. I peeked over the top. They had Corbin tied to a giant cross in the chancel area of the sanctuary. Three red-eyed nightwalkers in long white gowns stood around him, guarding his staked corpse.
More than a dozen humans sat in the pews. The men were in black suits and ties. The women wore long dresses and bonnets. These were old school folk.
The good news was that Corbin hadn’t completely transformed into the Baron. If he had, the stake wouldn’t hold him on that crucifix. The bad news was that I had to unstake him before I could complete the transference spell.
I expected as much. If the Red Baron was already under control, it wouldn’t matter if he had a stake in his heart. I’d have to do whatever it took to hit him with my spell. I was a crack shot with my wand. I could hit him from anywhere in the room. If the Red Baron had emerged, though, chances were the sanctuary would be littered in corpses and Corbin would be long gone.
I aimed my wand. I had to hit them one at a time, but I could fire fast enough that I hoped I could get each of the nightwalkers before they realized what was happening.
I hit the first. Blood exploded from his pores. I quickly aimed and took out the second and third.
All three of the nightwalkers turned feral. The crowd screamed as they charged them. Some of the men had stakes in their hands and went after them. Two women did, too. The rest turned and ran down the aisle.
I cast the same levitation spell I’d used when I’d escaped Corbin’s mansion before and lowered myself to the floor. With all the chaos, even if they saw me, it was all the people could do to fend off the feral nightwalkers that they didn’t bother with me. I couldn’t waste time, regardless.
I ran to the chancel. I reached up to grab the stake from Corbin’s chest. His hand snapped free from one of his bindings and stopped my hand before I could grab the stake.
Corbin’s eyes snapped open. They emanated a bright red glow. The Red Baron was in control.
Before he could grab my other hand, I jammed my wand into Corbin’s gut. I focused on the space in my mind, the place formed by Erzulie’s aspect containing Corbin’s human spirit.
I unleashed the spell on Corbin’s body. The red glow faded from his eyes. I quickly removed the stake from his chest and released his other hand and feet from the bindings.
“Hailey?” Corbin asked. “What did you do?”
“I saved your ancient ass. Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
Corbin grabbed my arm. “They don’t stand a chance against those ferals.”
I shrugged. “That’s their problem.”
Corbin shook his head. “I still want humanity to fear us, but this won’t be enough. We have to take them out.”
“Are you sure you can? The spell I used might have stripped you of your powers.”
Corbin grinned and shook his head. “Everything is here. Well, most everything. I’ve lost a few abilities, but I’m still formidable enough to handle them.”
I nodded. “Alright. Deal with the ferals. I’ll do what I can about the rest of the Order members. If you haven’t guessed already, yeah, I’m a witch.”
Corbin laughed. “I already knew about you, Hailey.”
Corbin grabbed me and kissed me on the lips. 
I pulled away. “What was that!”
Corbin tilted his head. “I’m not sure. I think I love you.”
I snorted. Erzulie’s aspect. It affected his affections when it enveloped his soul within me. I’d deal with that later.
The ferals were already out the door, pursuing what remained of the humans who’d gathered in the sanctuary.
“The sun is out. Be careful.”
Corbin grinned. “I can handle myself.”
“Connor and the wolf shifters are in an Escalade about a block to the east. If you need cover, go there.”
Corbin nodded. “Can you make it there yourself?”
I shook my head. “I can’t handle the sunlight. I had a little extra power from the Green Baron that helped me get here, but it’s all used up. I can’t make it back to the car.”
“I’ll handle the ferals. Watch your back. I might not make it back to help you with any other nightwalkers or hunters in the church.”
I nodded. “I’m stuck here until nightfall. One way or the other, this chapter of the Order of the Morning Dawn is going down.”
Corbin nodded. “Do what you have to do. Don’t hesitate. If they get a chance to take you out, they will.”
“I’ve got this. Go! Hurry, before the ferals get too far.”
Corbin took off through the front doors of the church. The ferals wouldn’t be dissuaded by sunlight. I’d drained them of blood. That’s what made them feral. Based on the number of bodies scattered across the pews, though, they were well fed. They’d get pretty far before the sunlight overwhelmed them. I could only hope Corbin could kill them before too many innocent people were harmed.
I needed to search the rest of the church. If I had to hide there before nightfall, the sooner I could deal with any other nightwalkers or hunters who might be in the building, the better.
I glanced back at the balcony. I didn’t see anyone up there. I took off through a door that led out of the chancel. It led into a long hallway. I turned a corner.
A sharp pain struck me in the center of my chest.
I gasped. A man stood there in a suit and tie, a crossbow in hand.
“No! Hailey!” My vision blurred, but I recognized Connor’s voice.
Before I lost consciousness, I saw Will and Anthony holding him back. They had shit-eating grins on their faces. Connor looked pissed. Will and Anthony betrayed us. They were helping the Order! 
Connor shook free and ran to me, catching me as I fell to the ground.
“Leave her, son,” the man said. “She was a witch before she was a vampire. The girl is damned.”
The last thing I remembered was the sensation of someone taking my wand out of my hand. Then everything went dark.
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I stood in a vast expanse of darkness. I couldn’t see anything except for a subtle pink glow emanating from my body. If this was my body. The last thing I remembered was Connor’s dad staking me with a crossbow bolt. 
I knew where vampires went when staked. I was in vampire hell. A smoky figure blew past me with an ear-piercing screech. I covered my ears. Two more ghouls blew past me, knocking me off my feet.
I squeezed my eyes shut and screamed.
Someone grabbed my hand. I opened my eyes.
“You must stand, dear.”
I narrowed my eyes. The only light I had to see radiated from my body, but I knew the voice. I recognized the silhouetted shape of her face. “Moll?”
“Yes, child. It is me. Come, you mustn’t allow them to overwhelm you.”
“Those are wraiths?” I asked.
Moll nodded. “The spirits of dead vampires. Their hearts were burned and they have no hope of returning.”
“So, my heart hasn’t been burned yet?”
Moll shook her head. “Not yet. You mustn’t lose hope.”
I stood up and pulled my hand out of Moll’s grip. “You betrayed us.”
“This is not the first time I’ve been here, child. The last time, I’m afraid, it affected me more than I’d expected. I am sorry. However, it is important you not make the same mistakes I did. Should you be fortunate enough to return, you must first ensure that this place does not strip you of what remains of your humanity.”
I clenched my fists. “It’s the middle of the day. Mercy can’t rescue me. Corbin is already gone. He went after a few ferals. I’m in the hands of the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
“That is great news, child.”
I snorted. “It is?”
“For all their faults, they will not eliminate you without giving you the chance to repent. They believe they can save your soul.”
“So I will get out of here, eventually?”
“For a time, dear. It is necessary you make the most of the opportunity you’re given.”
I shook my head. “Before I lost consciousness, they took my wand.”
“You don’t need a wand. It only focuses the abilities you already possess.”
I shook my head. “They know I’m a witch. They’ll be ready for anything I might try.”
Moll shrugged. “Perhaps. What is essential is that you be ready as well. The Horned God once told me you were destined for great things, child. My greatest mistake was abandoning him for the council of Lucifer. Had I clung to his guidance, perhaps things could have been different between us.”
“The Horned God is here?” I asked.
Moll shrugged. “I haven’t seen him. I do not imagine he is.”
“Then how can I expect him to help?”
“I did not say he would rescue you, dear. I said he foretold your future. This cannot be the end of your story.”
“So you’re here to help me get out of here?”
Moll waved her hand through the air. “I cannot help you escape. All I can do is help you endure the torments of this hell.”
I snorted. “Well, thanks for that. How are you going to do that?”
“Follow me, dear.”
Moll led the way as we moved through the darkness. I walked behind her. Wraiths darted at us. Moll waved her hand through the air, wafting them aside like flies. She brought me to a single door that stood in the middle of nothingness.
“What is this?” I leaned around the back side of the door but saw nothing there.
“There is only one way to prevail over hell, child. You must face fear itself.”
“So what’s on the other side of the door is what I’m most afraid of?”
Moll placed her hand on my shoulder. “I cannot tell you what awaits you. If, however, you can prevail, you will leave this place untainted. If you cannot, well, you will not escape hell untouched.”
I grunted. “I suppose this is where you failed.”
Moll nodded. “It was.”
“What did you face on the other side of the door?”
“It was where I first encountered Lucifer. The only thing I ever feared was one whose power I could not overcome.”
“So when you betrayed us, the devil literally made you do it?”
“I will not cast blame on anyone other than myself for my actions. My condemnation here is just. You, however, are pure of spirit. You are stronger than I ever was. You have what I lacked. When you face your fear, you must find the answer within your heart.”
I bit my lip. “I’m not even sure what it is I fear the most. I’m not a fan of heights. I’m terrified of snakes. I’ve always feared that boy bands might make a comeback.”
Moll grinned, exposing her crooked teeth. “I highly doubt the Backstreet Boys will be waiting for you on the other side.”
I chuckled. “I’m surprised you even know who they are.”
“I’ve spent a lot of time here, dear. I’ve witnessed many people who’ve had to endure their own versions of hell.”
I smiled. “Whatever’s on the other side of that door, I’ll handle it.”
Moll hugged me. “I believe you will.”
I reached for the doorknob. I turned back and looked at my former mentor. “Thank you, Moll.”
Moll nodded at me, grinned widely, and disappeared.
I stepped through the door. I stood in my old house where I grew up. My mother was washing dishes. My father sat at the kitchen table reading a newspaper. I hadn’t seen either of them in seven years. Could going home really be my worst fear?
“Hi Mom. Dad.”
My parents didn’t react. They didn’t see me. They couldn’t hear me. A timer on the stove dinged. My mom dried off her hands, grabbed a couple hot pads from a drawer, and pulled out a casserole. It was one of my favorite meals growing up. Maccaroni, tuna, cream of mushroom, and lots of cheese. My stomach growled in response to the aroma.
“Hailey,” my mom raised her voice. “Dinner is ready.”
I turned and saw myself descending the stairs. My eyes were glowing red, just as Corbin’s were when the Red Baron took him over. Right before I zapped him with my spell.
“Yes. It is time to eat!” my other self said, running down the stairs and seizing my mom by her hair.
“Stop!” I screamed.
My other self turned and looked at me, flashing her fangs.
My father stood up from the table, dropping his newspaper. “What are you doing, Hailey?”
“Don’t worry, daddy. Mom’s just the appetizer. You’re my main course.”
“Like hell he is,” I shouted and charged my other self.
She smirked at me and tossed my mother to the ground. She extended a hand and grabbed me by the neck, lifting me off my feet. “It is only a matter of time before I take control.”
I kicked my feet. “You’re the Red Baron!”
My other self laughed. “Maybe I am. Or, perhaps, I’m just you!”
I shook my head. “Not going to happen, fucker!”
I expanded my pink energies. It was Erzulie’s gift. I enveloped my parents with my power. My other self’s eyes turned green. Then she merged with me as my feet returned to the ground.
The pink glow exploded from my body, blinding my eyes. I turned and saw my parents standing there, their arms open.
“Come home to us, Hailey.”
I nodded as tears fell from my eyes.
The next thing I knew, I found myself back in the church. My arms and feet were bound to the same cross that Corbin had hung from before.
Connor’s dad stood there holding a crucifix. He held the bolt from the crossbow he’d staked me with in his other hand. Two wolves growled on either side of him. It was Will and Anthony. I didn’t know where Connor was, but he wasn’t there. Connor’s dad glared at me. “You’ve seen the hell that awaits you if you do not repent.”
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“Will you repent?” 
I clenched my fists. “Repent of what?”
“You’re a witch!”
I tilted my head. “Your point?”
“Witchcraft is forbidden! An abomination!”
I rolled my eyes. “That crucifix you’re holding. It radiates sunlight. I suppose you intend to burn out my heart with it?”
“The celestial power might redeem you in death, but only if you repent!”
“How is my magic any different? Your celestial power is just another kind of witchcraft.”
“It’s a gift! It’s miraculous!”
I snorted. “It doesn’t matter what you call it. The celestial power of the Order of the Morning Dawn came from a witch’s grimoire.”
“The Grimoire of the Nazarene! It is divine power placed in the hands of God’s faithful.”
“Please. The Nazarene didn’t write that grimoire. It’s magic, just like mine.”
“Blasphemy!”
“Tell me, Mister McPherson. You’re using magic to justify your hatred. How does that make you holier than any witch or vampire?”
“You cursed my son!”
I shook my head. “Does he think it’s a curse?”
“That doesn’t matter. My son is misguided. It was your witchcraft that made him a monster.”
The two wolves turned toward Connor’s dad and tilted their heads.
“Monsters, huh?”
“What they are is not their fault. They are victims of your sorcery!”
I laughed. “Whatever, dude.”
“Dude?”
I snorted. “Pastor Dude?”
McPherson raised his crucifix again. “If you will not repent, I will burn out your heart!”
I heard a loud howl. Two other wolves burst through the back door. One of them, I presumed, was Connor.
Will and Anthony turned and growled. Connor and the other wolf roared as they ran forward. McPherson fixed his gaze back on me. He blasted my chest with sunlight.
The green power I’d absorbed in hell formed a shell around me. I struggled against my bindings. If the Red Baron gave Corbin the ability to tear through these restraints, perhaps the Green Baron’s power could do the same for me.
It took all his power to protect me from the celestial blast. I could sense the shield weakening. That meant even less strength to free myself. I fixed my eyes on McPherson. I didn’t have my wand. My blood magic was still there. I didn’t want to do it, but it was him or me.
I was about to boil McPherson’s blood. It would cook him from the inside out. Before I got off my spell, Connor dove at his own father, snarling and ripping the crucifix out of his hand.
The two hit the floor. The Green Baron’s power welled up in me again. I kicked my legs free first. Then I ripped my wrists from the bindings and fell to the floor.
I charged McPherson and grabbed my wand from his back pocket. I took a step back and aimed it at his chest.
Connor returned to human shape and stood between us. “Hailey, don’t!”
“He tried to kill me!”
“He’s my dad, Hailey. Please!”
I gripped my wand tightly. My hand shook. Two wolves, Will and Anthony, were bleeding on the floor. “I’m a witch. I’m a vampire. But it is not my place to condemn you.”
McPherson struggled to his feet and took two steps back.
“Dad, get out of here.”
“Connor, please, son! I was doing this for you.”
Connor winced. “You did this for you! You don’t know Hailey. You don’t even know me. Get the hell out of here and never speak to me again!”
McPherson turned and ran out of the sanctuary. I placed my hand on Connor’s shoulder. “Thank you. I know that must’ve been hard for you.”
Connor wrapped his arms around me, weeping. “I’m so sorry! I had no idea...”
I hugged Connor back. “I know. The person who should be sorry is me. I almost killed your father.”
Connor shook his head. “But you didn’t.”
“He thought he was protecting you.”
Connor rubbed his eyes. “I don’t need his protection.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Though you need some clothes. I’m stuck here until nightfall. Would you stay here with me?”
Connor took a deep breath. He glared at Will and Anthony, who were still in wolf form. “Get out of here. Before I kill the both of you myself.”
The two wolves hobbled out the door. The third wolf, the one who’d helped Connor, resumed human form. She was a beautiful girl with long auburn hair and a button nose.
I narrowed my eyes. “Ginny Larson?”
Ginny nodded at me. “Hello, Hailey.”
“I don’t know what to say. You came to help Connor save me?”
Ginny approached Connor and put her arm around his naked waist. “I’d do anything for Connor. He said you were a friend.”
I nodded. “I guess we are. Something like that, anyway.”
Ginny chuckled. “To think you were alive all this time. And a vampire, at that.”
I smiled. “We aren’t all as evil as you might think.”
Ginny smirked. “Well, maybe not. Just keep your fangs off my man.”
I snorted. “It’s a little late for that.”
Connor grabbed his wrist. The bite wounds had already healed over. “It’s okay, Ginny. I let her use my blood before. It was my choice.”
Ginny narrowed her eyes. “Just don’t do it again. Don’t make me regret coming to save you, Hailey.”
I sighed. “Again, I’m grateful for your help.”
If Ginny wasn’t there, I might’ve grabbed Connor and kissed him on the lips. I didn’t care that he was naked. Hell, that would’ve only made it more fun. Making out with Connor in a church? The idea was so taboo, it was mildly thrilling. Now, though, I couldn’t act on those urges. Connor had a girlfriend. Ginny Larson, of all people. From the look on Connor’s face, he sensed the same awkwardness in the room that I did. He’d clearly flirted with me before. If Ginny only knew, well, she’d never have helped save me. What pissed me off the most was I’d asked Connor about Ginny. While he didn’t say they weren’t in a relationship, he’d pretty much denied that there was anything serious between them. He led me to believe all the interest went one direction. Connor said it was complicated. While not a straight up lie, perhaps, he certainly misled me to believe he was single. Why? An attempt to get into my pants? Probably. Then again, how could I be angry? The two of them just saved my life.
“We’ll stay with you until nightfall,” Connor said. “Just to make sure no one else from the Order comes back.”
I smiled. “I’d appreciate that.”
“I’ll go get us a change of clothes.” Ginny shifted into wolf form and ran out the door.
Connor took my hands. “I should have told you about Ginny before.”
I snorted. “You think?”
“I like you, Hailey. But Ginny and I have been together for a long time. Besides, do you really think it would ever work between a human and a vampire?”
I shrugged. “Well, you aren’t completely human, Connor.”
“You know what I mean.”
I sighed. “Yeah, I do. Tell me something, though. I promise I won’t ask again.”
“What is it?”
“Does she make you happy?”
Connor stared at me for a few seconds. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? Connor, if you really loved her, you wouldn’t have to think about it. Especially not if you’ve been together all these years.”
Connor sighed. “You’re right. Still, it would break her heart if I ever...”
Before Connor could finish, Ginny pushed back through the front doors of the church with a duffel bag in her mouth. She dropped it on the floor and shifted back into human form.
“Alright, babe. Let’s get some clothes on.”
Connor nodded and reached into the duffel bag. He slipped into his boxer briefs, a pair of jeans, and a t-shirt. Ginny had a pair of yoga pants and a tight fitting tank-top.
I sat down on a front-row pew. “What are you going to do about Will and Anthony?”
Connor shook his head. “I don’t know. We’ll need to talk to them about what happened.”
“I’m not the one who told them about you,” Ginny said. “After that night in the woods, I was upset like the rest. But I kept your secret.”
I nodded. “I guess I owe you another thanks for that as well.”
Ginny looked at Connor. “How long do you think Will and Anthony have been working with your dad?”
Connor shook his head. “I don’t know. But I think they’ve been planning this for a long time.”
Ginny ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s infuriating. All this time, we’ve run as one pack. To think they’ve been going behind our back for years.”
I shook my head. “I’m sure they thought they were doing the right thing.”
“You don’t understand.” Connor sat down beside me. “The bond we share as wolves is intense. We don’t keep secrets.”
Ginny sighed and sat next to Connor, taking his hand in hers. “I thought we didn’t. Maybe our bond wasn’t as strong as we thought.”
I took a deep breath and looked at the makeshift cross McPherson hung me on before. For many, the cross was a symbol of love and forgiveness. It meant sacrifice for the greater good. For McPherson and the Order of the Morning Dawn, it was nothing more than what it had once been for the Romans. A tool of torture and execution. I grew up in a Christian home and attended a Christian school. I might have been a witch, but I knew enough about the religion to understand that at the heart of their message was hope and unwavering love. How could the Order of the Morning Dawn twist all of that into something so hateful and perverse?
The Order of the Morning Dawn wasn’t a movement inspired by radical acceptance and grace. I’d known about them for years. This was the first time they’d come after me. Fear of what they didn’t understand motivated them. They judged and condemned what didn’t fit their narrow worldview and were so blinded by their hatred that they didn’t realize they’d become everything their Christ preached against.
Corbin was still out there. He had most of his powers. He thought he loved me. Even so, I had no reason to believe he’d given up his original plan. How many more feedings would it take before he’d regained his strength? If he succeeded, if he somehow harnessed the power of the Red Baron as he’d planned, he’d confirm everything about vampires and witches that the Order of the Morning Dawn believed. He wanted the world to fear us as monsters.
Corbin didn’t have Erzulie’s aspect. Still, her power affected him. It made him think he loved me. Could I use that to change his mind? Could I convince him to abandon his plan after all that had happened? I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have a chance to try until the sun set. Until then, I was stuck in the church with a boy I liked, his girlfriend, and an awkward tension so thick I couldn’t have cut it with a surgeon’s scalpel.
I wasn’t sure what was more torturous: hell or this.
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We spent most of the day talking about all that had happened since that night in the woods—when I resurrected Moll and Connor, Ginny, and the rest became wolf shifters. 
Ginny took every opportunity to emphasize her relationship with Connor. I heard about how they fell in love after that camping trip. How they were the only two people in the world who could really understand what the other was going through.
“You two have been together for nine years?” I asked.
“Working on our first decade!” Ginny took Connor’s hand in hers.
I looked at Connor with narrowed eyes. “And you still haven’t put a ring on her finger?”
Connor shrugged. “I, um...”
Ginny stared at Connor. “No, he hasn’t!”
I winced, feigning regret at asking the question. I was being a bitch, and I knew it. Connor realized what I was doing, too. All those years ago, Connor tried to make me jealous when I rejected his kiss. When I came back from tending the cauldron, he had an arm around Ginny and flirted with her right in front of me. At fourteen, I refused to take the bait. I wouldn’t get jealous. Why was I acting so damn petty now?
No one knows who they really are when they’re fourteen. In school, kids form cliques. Usually based on the music they listen to, of all things. If you listened to country music, you hung out with other kids who did, too. You wore boots and a lot of plaid. If you were into hip-hop or rap, you also had certain social conventions you conformed to. Even the punks and goths who prided themselves as being non-conformists still conformed to non-conformity. It was all a little silly looking back on it. Still, at that age, all anyone is trying to do is find themselves. They’re discovering their identity. In the grown-up world, while it’s certainly nice to share a taste in music with those you associate with, it’s pretty far down the list in terms of what constitutes real friendship and what you might look for when pursuing romance.
Despite all of that, we’d fallen into new cliques of a sort. I was a vampire. Connor and Ginny were both shifters.
Connor was with Ginny because she was the only possibility. I didn’t have to ask him why he hadn’t proposed to her yet. It was obvious. He knew deep down that their relationship was built on something no more meaningful in terms of romance than sharing a taste in music. Maybe I was different. Mercy played a pivotal role in helping me adjust to vampirism. Annabelle was the one who really helped me find myself again after I had to leave my whole life behind. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t a vampire. She didn’t think of herself as a witch, either, but as a mambo she was a kind of witch. Even that, though, wasn’t why we were close. It wasn’t because Mercy was a vampire that she trusted me enough to make me a junior member of the Vampire Council.
I couldn’t say that I was any better for Connor than Ginny. We barely knew each other. Still, he’d risked a lot to save me from his father. He’d told his dad never to speak to him again. He’d made a serious sacrifice for my sake. There was also an undeniable attraction between us. Our flirtation before was evidence enough of that. All I wanted was a chance to find out if there might be more between us that we could build on. That’s why I was jealous of Ginny now when I wasn’t nine years before. If I allowed those feelings to force the issue, if I pressed it, I’d risk scaring Connor away. I had to let this situation play out. If he stayed with Ginny, that had to be his choice. He couldn’t make that choice until he was ready. I also couldn’t be the reason he made that choice. Especially since I didn’t even know if the casual interest I had in Connor would ever grow into anything more than temporary intrigue.
I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s none of my business. If you two are happy together, things will happen when they’re supposed to happen.”
Ginny smiled and nodded. “We aren’t in any hurry. We don’t age, you know.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”
Connor shook his head. “We don’t know that. It’s too soon to know for sure.”
Ginny sighed. “We don’t look a day older than we did when we graduated.”
“That’s only been five years, Ginny. We’re still young.”
Ginny grunted. “Hailey, check this out.”
Ginny grabbed a small knife from her pocket. She placed it to her palm.
“Ginny, you don’t have to do this,” Connor objected.
Ginny smirked and cut a two-inch gash into her hand. She raised her hand, showing me the wound. Ginny stood up. She removed her clothes. Shifted into wolf form, then shifted back again. She grinned widely as she showed me her hand.
“You healed!” I exclaimed. “That’s incredible!”
Ginny put her clothes back on. “My theory is that the shift restores us to our ideal condition. If it heals wounds, I think it also keeps us young.”
“You’re saying that shifting heals aging?”
Connor sighed. “It’s just a theory. We don’t know for sure.”
“My point is this,” Ginny said. “We might not live as long as vampires. Maybe we will, maybe we won’t. If we have forever, then there’s no rush to marry or even have children.”
Connor cleared his throat. “Again, just a theory.”
Ginny rested her hand on Connor’s shoulder. “My theory, and our love, will prove themselves eventually.”
I tried to smile as kindly as I could. “I get it. You’d think the prospect of living together would make love easier. Making a ‘til-death-do-us-part’ commitment is a lot more intimidating, though, when death isn’t there as a likely way-out.”  
Ginny raised an eyebrow and huffed. “That’s awfully cynical of you, Hailey.”
“Not cynical. It’s just realistic. Humans don’t live that long. Telling someone you want to be together forever is a lot easier when your forever isn’t more than a handfull of decades.” 
Connor nodded in agreement. Ginny snapped her head in his direction and narrowed her eyes. 
“What?” Connor asked. “It makes sense. A ring is supposed to symbolize eternity, right? A ring is a circle. It never ends. Why make a promise like that until you’re totally sure?” 
“Aren’t you sure about us, Connor?” 
I coughed in my hand, hoping to spare Connor the need to answer a question I was pretty sure he didn’t want to. I checked the time on my phone. “As enlightening as this conversation has been, it’s nearly night. I have other matters to attend to.”
“We’ll come with you,” Connor said.
I shook my head. “You’ve played your part. Thank you for saving me, Connor. Thank you, too, Ginny. I may need your help again. First, I have to figure out what Corbin’s next step will be. He hasn’t given up his plans but, now, I might have more influence over him than before. I saved his life, after all. He owes me, even as I owe you.”
Connor stepped toward me. I thought for a second he was going to kiss me. He didn’t. “When you need us, call or text. We’ll be there.”
Ginny cleared her throat. “She has your number?”
I grinned. “Is there a problem with that? We’re old friends, after all.”
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Mercy and Annabelle planned to meet me in Annabelle’s office before I went after Corbin. I’d texted Mercy after everything went down at the church. Obviously, she couldn’t help at the time. Annabelle didn’t get the message until later. She had a voicemail system in her office, but she couldn’t get cell phone service in Vilokan. It was several hours before she responded. All I knew was that she’d gone to Casa do Diabo to talk to Mercy. They agreed to meet in Vilokan—for whatever reason, I wasn’t sure. 
As an underground city, it was a great place for vampires. We were welcome so long as we refrained from feasting on the population. Considering the fact that Annabelle wielded a soul-blade with the power to send any vampire who so much as touched the fully charged blade directly to hell, there weren’t too many of my fellow bloodsuckers who challenged the rule. Her blade wasn’t like a common stake. She only offered one-way trips to the nasty place.
Connor was gracious enough to give me a ride to Jackson Square. Now that Ginny was with him, they relegated me to the back seat.
“See you around,” Ginny said, as I hopped out of Connor’s Escalade.
I waved back. Connor looked at me and smiled. I met his smile with a nod.
The entrance to Vilokan was through a mystical door on the side of St. Louis Cathedral in Pere Antoine Alley. Not everyone could enter. There were only three ways possible. You had to have the aspect of a Voodoo Loa. You could have an access totem, courtesy of the Voodoo Queen. Or, you could shout at the hidden camera above the entrance and hope Annabelle was both near the monitors and willing to let you through. I didn’t need to do that. I had the totem and now I also had Erzulie’s aspect. I pushed my hand against the wall. The doorway formed in front of me. Once I stepped through, it was the world’s longest and darkest staircase. As a vampire, I used my enhanced speed to get down the steps as fast as possible.
An elevator in the foyer of the Voodoo Academy led to Annabelle’s office. I entered it, pressed the up button, and waited for her to open the doors on the opposite side once I reached her floor.
Usually, I expected Annabelle reclining at her desk, her feet kicked up, when she let me in. This time, she met me with an enormous hug.
I squeezed back.
“I’m so glad you’re alright!”
I chuckled. “Me too. Hell sucks.”
I glanced past Annabelle. Mercy was sitting at the desk and it was her black-leather army boots crossed atop it. “I wasn’t worried.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You weren’t?”
“An up-start chapter of the Order of the Morning Dawn attempts to eliminate a seven-hundred-year-old vampire king and a blood witch at the same time? They were biting off more than they could chew. I knew you’d prevail.”
I winced. “You’d be surprised. I’m not sure I would have pulled it off if it wasn’t for a couple of wolf shifters. The ones I texted you guys about.”
Annabelle nodded. “I’d heard rumors of such creatures in the area. I hadn’t encountered them until now.”
“Wolf shifters are fairly common in the old world,” Mercy said. “Vampires like Corbin often use shifters as slaves.”
Annabelle snorted. “Why would they do that?”
“Vampires are vulnerable during the daytime. It’s immensely helpful to have those who can stand watch. With their enhanced senses, more than twice as acute as a vampire’s, they make great guard dogs.”
I tilted my head. “Wouldn’t daylight give the wolves a chance to escape?”
Mercy shook her head. “Yes, but they’d never run. A vampire bite releases several enzymes into the victim’s bloodstream. It’s what helps purify the blood when we ingest it. It also heals our bite wounds quickly. With just a single bite, a shifter develops an addiction to the chemicals.”
My eyes widened. “I bit Connor. I needed his blood.”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “What will happen if the shifter goes too long without a bite?”
Mercy shrugged. “It will take a while. After a single bite, Connor might endure a week or more. With each subsequent bite, though, his dependency will grow. Eventually he’ll need a dose, a good bite, more regularly.”
“How regularly?” I asked.
“He’ll need a hit every day or two. If he doesn’t get his fix, he’ll die.”
I bit my lip. “That’s why Will and Anthony betrayed the pack?”
Annabelle furrowed her brow. “Will and who?”
I sighed. “I didn’t get that part into the texts. There were two wolves from Connor’s pack working with the Order of the Morning Dawn. It shocked Connor and Ginny that they’d turned on the pack. They said their bond was so profound it was unimaginable.”
Mercy nodded. “Unless the nightwalkers bit them. The Order was using them as slaves, just as the old world vampires do.”
“There’s a damn good chance that’s the case. We have to find them.”
Annabelle shook her head. “Let Mercy deal with that. We need you focused on Corbin.”
Mercy narrowed her eyes. “Let Mercy deal with that?”
Annabelle snorted. “If you won’t do it out of the goodness of your heart, we could use them. If the wolves find another source, other vampires willing to give them their occasional bite, they might turn against the Order.”
Mercy shrugged. “Presuming there’s anything of the Order to worry about.”
“They established a chapter here without our knowledge. You’ve dealt with them more than I have, Mercy. Do you really believe we’ve seen the last of them?”
Mercy uncrossed her legs and stood up. “You’re probably right.”
“I’ll give you Connor’s number. If you can meet up with him and explain the situation, he can help you find the other two wolves.”
Mercy nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”
I sent Connor’s contact card to Mercy’s phone. She left to deal with the issue. Annabelle took my hand. “Come on. I have a plan. You said Erzulie’s aspect impacted Corbin, correct?”
I chuckled. “He thinks he’s in love with me.”
Annabelle reached into her desk. She pulled out a small doll and handed it to me.
“A Voodoo Doll?” I asked.
“It’s not complete. It will need something of Corbin’s DNA. If he’s in love with you, you should be able to get close enough to him to get what you need. It can be anything. A tuft of his hair, nail clippings, even a little saliva or any other fluids he might spill.”
“Other fluids? Yuck!”
Annabelle laughed. “Like I said, anything that contains his DNA will do. You just need to insert it into the open seam on the doll’s back and you’ll be able to control him.”
“Will that work if Corbin gets the Baron’s presence inside of him again?”
Annabelle nodded. “It should. Even if the Baron possessed Corbin entirely, he’ll still have to work through Corbin’s body.”
I shook my head. “If he regains the Baron’s powers, he might not need to move in any specific way to complete his plan. A doll can’t manipulate thoughts, can it?”
Annabelle shook her head. “It cannot. But if you can control his body, you can paralyze him. Staking him won’t suffice if the Baron takes over. You can still wield fire magic, I presume?”
“Of course.”
“Then you can burn out his heart. When that happens, not even Baron Samedi will be able to revive him.”
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The doll was small. I stuffed it into one of my pockets. I had my wand in another pocket sewn into the leg of my pants. Annabelle let me borrow her Camaro. It had a unique paint job. A glittery purple. I knew little about cars. Somehow, though, she’d modified the engine. It was faster than the average stock model and it roared like a lion when I accelerated. Annabelle also had the windows tinted far darker than was technically street-legal. It wasn’t only a style choice. She did it for my sake. If I ever had to drive it during the daytime, it would mostly shield me from the sunlight’s damaging effects. I didn’t need that now. It was still early in the night. 
I had two possible methods to stop Corbin. When I encountered the Red Baron in hell and absorbed him, I also acquired the other half of Corbin’s soul. The problem was I wasn’t sure how to access it. The first time, when the Green Baron gave me the first half, it was contained in a recess of my mind I could sense. If I tried to do the same thing again, there was a good chance I’d pass along the Baron’s entire essence along with his soul. I’d turned the Red Baron green when I confronted him in the vision of my parents’ house. If I passed him to Corbin, though, he’d likely become red again. If I carried out that plan, I could give Corbin exactly what he needed. Perhaps that’s what the Red Baron intended all along.
If I tried to infuse whatever power the Baron gave me into Corbin, it wouldn’t likely be Corbin’s soul alone I passed along with the Baron. I might give him enough souls to accommodate the Baron who I’d give him at the same time.
Annabelle’s plan was safer. Using the doll was my Plan A. Infusing Corbin with the Baron along with his other half was a distant Plan B. I’d only do it if Corbin completed the transformation already, if the risk of infusing him with other souls and the Baron’s spirit was a lost cause and the only hope left was to turn him human and kill him.
Seduce and assassinate was back on the table.
I drove to the Garden District mansion, stepped out of Annabelle’s car and locked it. The security system chirped at me. If anyone so much as bumped the car, it would sound the alarm and wake the neighborhood.
I approached the front door of the mansion. There was no need to ring the doorbell or knock. Someone left the door cracked. I pressed it open the rest of the way.
Three human bodies were on the floor. They were covered in blood. The bite marks on their necks didn’t heal, despite the enzymes secreted by a vampire’s bite. They were drained dead before the vampire who’d drained them released his bite. It must’ve been Corbin.
He was feeding on souls. He must’ve been using Bianca to commune together and accelerate his maturation. I’d set him back before. Now, he was making up for lost time.
I ran through the house. Bodies were everywhere. All of them were in the same condition. “Corbin!” I shouted.
In a blur, Corbin showed up in front of me. “Hello, Hailey.”
“What the hell are you doing?”
“I’m doing this for you, my love.”
“For me? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. How many people have you killed?”
Corbin shrugged. “I’ve lost count.”
“What about the ferals?”
Corbin chuckled. “Ripped their hearts out. Did you know if you remove a vampire’s heart and place it in direct sunlight, it does the job?”
I grunted. “Corbin, I’m glad you handled that. What are you doing here? If you really love me, surely you understand that I’d never be able to love you back if you murder people in cold blood.”
Corbin smirked. “Their blood was the usual temperature.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I need you to trust me, my love. When this is done, you and I can rule the world together. I will be king. You can be my queen.”
I bit my lip. I needed to get something of Corbin’s DNA to put into the doll. He basically proposed to me. If I rejected him outright, I didn’t know how he’d react. I had to take a different approach.
I tilted my head and flashed the most flirtatious smile I could muster. “I like the goal. The idea of being together, you and me...”
Corbin grinned, then narrowed his eyes. “But you don’t approve of my methods.”
I took Corbin’s hands. “I’ve only been a vampire for seven years. All the people you knew as a human died centuries ago. My parents are still alive. They think I’m dead, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about them.”
“I would never harm your parents, Hailey.”
I nodded. “I’m not saying you would. Still, what you’re talking about would change the world. It might make things better for us, but not for everyone.”
Corbin shook his head. “Perhaps you’re right.”
I tilted my head. “I am? I mean, yes. Of course, I am!”
Corbin chuckled. “You gave me a gift. You restored a part of my humanity. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that a part of all this affects me more than it did before.”
“You’re saying I gave you a conscience.”
Corbin nodded. “There is a part of me that abhors this violence. I love you, Hailey. It might hurt to do what I must, but it would kill me if I didn’t do everything I could to build the world for you that you deserve.”
“You didn’t think to ask me if this was the world I wanted?”
“You’re young. If you lived another few centuries, you’d see it my way. If the world discovers us before that happens, and they surely will, I’d hate for you to fail to live long enough to regret this opportunity we have now.”
“Corbin, I...”
Corbin placed a finger to my lips. “You don’t need to speak. A conscience isn’t the only gift you gave me. I also have desires. Passions I haven’t entertained in centuries.”
I smirked. “What passions?”
“Allow me to show you.”
Corbin kissed me on the lips. He didn’t bite. I didn’t bite back. Not yet, anyway. If I was going to do this, I wanted it to feel natural. I didn’t want to arouse any suspicions. I couldn’t be the passive girl who allowed a powerful man to ravage her. I needed to take control.
I grabbed Corbin’s hand and led him back to the bedroom. It was the same room where we’d fed together before. I pushed him onto the bed.
I stood over him, straddling his legs, and removed my shirt. Then, I took off my pants. I had to remove them myself. I couldn’t risk him finding the doll.
I climbed on top of him, ripped open his shirt, and dug my nails into his chest. Would a little skin under my nails be enough? Probably. But, you know, I couldn’t be sure. I had to see this through. The more DNA I could gather, the better. Why not have a little fun in the process?
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Two vampires, with all our enhanced strength and every bit of human passion we could muster, nearly broke the bed. We laid there when we were done, nearly out of breath. 
“I should go clean up.”
Corbin nodded. “Bianca will be back soon.”
“Where is she, anyway?” I climbed out of bed and grabbed my clothes.
“She’s fulfilling my plan.”
I nodded. She was probably gathering more humans to feed from. “You realize she loves you, right?”
Corbin sat up and looked at me with a furrowed brow. “I don’t think she’s capable of love. Not anymore.”
“What do you mean? When I left to save you from the Order of the Morning Dawn, she told me she loved you.”
Corbin nodded. “That was then.”
“What’s changed?” I asked.
“You’d better hurry and get dressed. She’ll be back soon.”
I nodded and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I retrieved the doll from my pants pocket. I had plenty of Corbin’s DNA, in all kinds of unmentionable places. I retrieved it and added it to the doll. I grabbed a small sewing kit from my pocket and finished the last stitch before dressing myself again.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, Bianca was there. She had two human men beside her. Their blank stares and drool showed they were fully in her thrall.
“Hey, Bianca!”
Bianca raised her hand. “What are you doing?”
I tilted my head. “I came to check on Corbin.”
“To screw him, you mean?”
I shook my head. “That’s not what I’m doing.”
Bianca smirked. “Don’t forget, Hailey. I can read your mind.”
I snorted. “Of course you can.”
Bianca fixed her eyes on mine. If she learned about the doll, what my plans were, all would be lost. However, she’d told me before that reading a mind is complicated. Unless the thoughts she was looking for were front and center in my mind she’d have to do a lot of digging to find what she was looking for. So, instead, I gave her more of what she already knew. I thought about my encounter with the Order of the Morning Dawn and how I rescued Corbin. It was hard to reveal that without giving away Erzulie’s part in all of it. That wasn’t all bad. If Bianca knew that Corbin’s feelings for me were the product of a Loa’s power, it might soften her vengeance. Insofar as she directed it toward him, anyway. She’d still be pretty pissed that I slept with the vampire she loved. If she still loved him. Corbin wasn’t so sure.
After that, I clouded my mind with random thoughts. I thought about the time my parents surprised me with an iPad for Christmas. I recalled a time when two of the neighbor dogs were doing the nasty in our driveway and as a girl of ten, I couldn’t stop giggling for an hour. The last episode of Game of Thrones was disappointing. Then, there was the time I accidentally super-glued my fingers together. It was almost as uncomfortable as the time I’d put on my socks too soon after painting my toes. None of these thoughts meant anything, but if I flooded my mind with random memories, I hoped I’d frustrate Bianca’s attempt to discover my plan. She’d helped me before. I thought she was on my side. She told me she didn’t approve of Corbin’s plan. Why, then, was she bringing him new hosts and helping him with his plan? Something had changed. I couldn’t trust her.
Bianca narrowed her gaze. “You’re hiding something.”
I shrugged. “Am not.”
“Why then are you thinking such nonsense?”
“I have a hard time focusing. The doctors called it an attention deficit something or other. I don’t know for sure. I wasn’t really listening when they told me.”
“You don’t need to hide your thoughts from me, Hailey. I helped you, remember?”
I bit my lip. “If you’ve been feeding together, why does Corbin still have human feelings? If he was maturing, and you were communing together on the souls you’ve exterminated, he’d lose his conscience.”
“I’d lose more than that,” Corbin said. “I’d also lose my passions.”
“Wait, if you’re not maturing, then...”
“I’m taking these souls myself,” Bianca said. “I will control the Baron when he emerges.”
“But you need someone to commune with. That’s the only way you could possibly mature so quickly.”
“Indeed.” Bianca sat on Corbin’s lap and brought one of her enthralled victims to their side. “Something is blocking Corbin’s ability to absorb souls. I imagine it has something to do with that spell you zapped him with.”
“She’s right,” Corbin said. “We confirmed this truth our first feed together after I returned. However, Bianca is much further along the maturation process than I am now given my revised condition. We knew we’d have to kill many people to make it happen, but it was the only way to finish what I started.”
I threw my hands over my head. “You can’t do this! If you finish it, you won’t be in control of Baron Samedi. He’ll be able to take you over completely.”
Bianca took a step toward me. “That’s why I haven’t killed you yet. Corbin knew you’d come. All he had to do was keep you busy until I arrived. It appears he did exactly that, albeit not in the way I’d have preferred. No matter, when Corbin was transforming before, you said you could perform a spell that would allow him to suppress the Baron’s control.”
I shook my head. “That’s only because the Green Baron gave me a half of Corbin’s soul. I can’t do that spell for you.”
“You most certainly can,” Corbin added. “When I was staked before, I went to hell just as you did moments later. I presume you encountered the Baron when you were there.”
I cocked my head. “How did you know?”
Corbin laughed. “Your former mentor and I go way back.”
I sighed. “Moll?”
Corbin grinned. “She was much younger and quite attractive the first time we met. How do you suppose she ever learned how to access the power in blood? I never turned her. I offered, of course, but she declined. Later, she regretted that choice. No matter, we spent a lot of time together.”
I clenched my fists. “And here I thought she’d reformed her ways. That she was actually sorry about how she’d betrayed me.”
“She wasn’t lying if she expressed her remorse, Hailey. Moll, however, knows as I do that what’s best for you is for our kind to ascend to dominance over humanity. She agreed to introduce you to the Baron before you left hell, not merely as a favor to me, but for your own good.”
I rolled my eyes. “For my own good? Please.”
“When she took me to the Baron, he and I came to an agreement. I hoped he’d simply allow me to wield his aspect, but he drives a hard bargain.”
“When he merged with me, he gave me what you’d need to control his essence.”
Corbin paced in front of me. “Baron Samedi warned I might not be able to do it myself, so he suggested he grant you a collection of souls. Mine was there, of course, just in case. He also granted you Bianca’s soul.”
“So he’s not inside of me himself?”
“The Baron does not agree to any bargain unless he gets something out of it. He simply wished for another host.”
My eyes widened. “He’s going to manifest in me?”
Corbin grinned. “Not permanently, provided you comply with my wishes. Only long enough to complete a single task.”
“What task is that?”
Corbin shrugged. “He didn’t say.”
“You agreed to this, and he didn’t tell you what he’s going to do with me?”
“He promised he wouldn’t harm you. He’d return you to me as you were before. That’s all I cared about.”
I turned my back to Corbin and clenched my fists. “When is this supposed to happen?”
“The moment you cast your spell on Bianca and she gains control of the Baron’s power.”
I snapped back around. “That’s not exactly motivation.”
“If you do not do as agreed before sunrise, the Baron will assume complete control over your body indefinitely.”
I pushed Corbin back onto the bed.
“Whoa. Now, I had fun before, but this isn’t the time.”
“How did you even know I’d get staked? This makes no sense, Corbin. How could you make a bargain with Baron Samedi in hell if I didn’t even go there until you got out?”
Corbin sat us and took a deep breath. “The wolf shifters you think betrayed their pack weren’t only working with the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
“What are you saying?”
Corbin’s body changed. His hair shortened and grayed. His musculature was atrophied. McPherson sat there, looking back at me.
“You’re Connor’s dad?”
Corbin shook his head. “I merely appeared as his father. When the Order attacked, I bit him. They subdued me soon after. I have an ability that allows me to take the shape of anyone I’ve fed upon. I can’t do it forever, mind you. It only works so long as my victim’s blood is in my system. In this instance, it served me well.”
My jaw nearly hit the floor. “You’re the bastard who staked me? And you said you loved me?”
Bianca laughed. “Love isn’t rational, is it?”
Corbin retook his natural form. “As I told you before, Hailey, I’m doing all of this to secure a better future for you. A better future for all of us.”
I scratched my head. “All that talk back and forth when I thought I was talking to Connor’s dad, when he was trying to convince me to repent. That was you? I find that hard to believe.”
“The brain is as much a part of the body as any other part, Hailey. When I take the form of someone I’ve fed upon, I gain all their thoughts. Everything I said, I’m sure, is exactly what the reverend himself would have said to you if he had the chance. I was playing a part and, dare I say, I deserve an Oscar for it.”  
I narrowed my eyes. “If you loved me, you’d never put me at risk like this.”
Bianca snorted. “Maybe that’s because he doesn’t love you. You only made him think he does.”
Corbin shook his head. “My feelings are genuine!”
“Sure they are,” Bianca rolled her eyes. “Now, are we going to feed and finish this or not? Hailey, here, doesn’t have much time.”
Corbin and Bianca seized one of the men and sank their teeth into either side of his neck. Then, they bit each other.
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I agreed to the plan on the condition that they didn’t kill the three men they were feeding from and allowed me to cast the mind-wiping spells to ensure they forgot what happened. There were already so many bodies in the place, though, that it was sure to arouse unwanted attention already. 
Corbin and Bianca weren’t worried about it. It would take some time before the people they killed were even reported missing. The human authorities certainly wouldn’t suspect vampires were involved. By the time McPherson and whatever remained of the Order of the Morning Dawn learned what happened, and suspected Corbin’s involvement, Bianca would already have the Baron’s power.
I didn’t want to stay and watch Corbin and Bianca feed. I couldn’t leave, either. If I didn’t cast that spell, the Baron would take over my body for as long as he wished. I didn’t like the idea of the Baron using me for even a single task, but it was better than the alternative.
With each feed and exchange, Bianca’s expression changed. She sensed it coming. She was close. The third time was the charm. Not that blood-swapping was remotely charming. 
When Bianca removed her mouth from Corbin’s neck, her eyes glowed red.
I dug deep and tried to connect to what the Baron gave me. Aiming my wand at Bianca, I cast the spell into her. Convulsions overtook her body, and she fell to the floor.
My eyes throbbed. Corbin leapt to his feet and took my hands.
“Your eyes. One is green. The other is red.”
I tried to respond but I couldn’t speak. Green and red. The Baron was trying to take over, but the Green Baron must’ve been resisting the Red Baron’s arrangement.
I ran to the bathroom. I could still move. I didn’t know how long that would last. Sure enough. My eyes were radiating both colors. I needed to tip the balance in favor of the Green Baron, but I couldn’t shake the fear. I needed hope.
It was a long shot. Who would ever think that you could find hope by sending yourself to hell? All I knew was that I had to do it before the Red Baron took control. Vampires rarely keep stakes sitting around. That would be dumb. A lot of things could do the same job. There was a plunger next to the toilet. I could try to break the wooden handle and hope it gave me a sharp end. That might’ve been literally the shittiest idea I’d ever had. 
Then I realized my wand was sharp enough on one end that it could work, presuming I didn’t break it. I had to make sure I didn’t hit a rib. I pressed it under my rib cage, angled it toward my heart, and forced it into my body. I closed my eyes as I winced from the pain.
When I opened my eyes, I was back in hell. I moved with vigor through the darkness as wraiths blasted past me with their high-pitched screams. I didn’t know how to find the Baron’s door, or how I’d get to him at all. One way or another, I’d find him.
I found Moll first. She was standing in front of me, her brow furrowed and head tilted.
“Hailey, dear. What are you doing here?”
I grabbed Moll by one hand. “Take me to the Baron.”
“Hailey, why have you returned? Did not all go according to plan?”
I snapped back at Moll. I wanted to rip her head right off her shoulders, but I was pretty sure decapitation was but a minor inconvenience when you were already in hell. “You knew what Corbin was planning, and you helped him. You also deceived me again. How many times are you going to betray me before I learn my fucking lesson?”
“Hailey, it was for your—“
“Right, for my own good. Fuck you.”
Moll gasped. Sticks and stones might not break bones in hell, but words are still a bitch.
I poked Moll in the chest. “Do you know the bargain Corbin exacted with the Baron?”
“I do not, dear. I only brought Corbin to see him, even as I did the same for you.”
“First, I’m not your dear. Second, he made a deal that forced me to cast a spell on another vampire who will probably use it to kill thousands, if not millions, of people.”
“How could he force your hand with a bargain? It doesn’t work that way.”
“It does when he planned all along to stake me after he revived so that the Baron could fulfill his end of the deal in me.”
“What did he do to you?” Moll looked at me with wide, concerned eyes. It was a ruse. I wasn’t about to fall for her grandmothering routine again—not in hell, not anywhere.
“If I cast the spell, Baron Samedi agreed to possess me only long enough to complete a single act. If I didn’t, well, he would consider his deal with Corbin null and stay inside of me as long as he wished.”
“I presume you cast the spell already?”
I sighed. “I did.”
“The Baron might control you, Hailey. But which Baron claims your body is up to you.”
I shook my head. “I have Erzulie’s aspect. It was supposed to prevent the Red Baron from gaining a foothold at all.”
“If he entered you through the body, it most surely would. Though I must admit, voodoo is not my craft. If he entered you here in hell, you fall under his domain. Technically, dear, while you’re here, you’re dead. Even if only temporarily.”
“Just take me to him. I don’t have time to discuss it with you any further. If the Red Baron seizes control before I can confront him here, I won’t have a choice and the wand in my chest won’t prevent him from emerging.”
Moll raised an eyebrow. “You used your wand as a stake?”
“It was that or the handle of a plunger. I went for the more sanitary option of the two.”
“Clever, dear. That means no one can steal your wand without unstaking you at the same time. You’ll certainly have it when you revive.”
“An unintended benefit. I was acting fast and didn’t think that far ahead.”
“It may have bought you some time, dear. Your wand can channel your magic and it may prevent the Baron from taking control as quickly as he might if you’d staked yourself with something common.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Like a plunger?”
“I’m not sure that’s common. I can’t say if a vampire has ever been staked with one of those.” Moll chuckled.
I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m here for one reason. I didn’t have an ounce of hope on earth. If I came here, well, I hoped I’d be able to tip the balance in favor of the Green Baron. Both my eyes were glowing, one green, the other red.”
Moll tilted her head. “There’s something else different about you this time.”
“Different?” I asked.
Moll placed her hands on either side of my head. She gasped. “Your magic!”
I snorted. “Say what?”
“It must be your wand. As witches, we’re powerless in hell. You still have all your powers.”
I tilted my head. “Can I use them?”
Moll grabbed my wrist. “Give me some of your blood!”
I furrowed my brow. “I’m not in my body, Moll. And I know better than that. You’re trying to convince me to resurrect you again.”
“Do it! Please!”
“Fool me thrice? I don’t think so.”
Moll looked at me with tears in her eyes. I don’t know if I’d ever seen her cry. Going to hell, though, can give you cause to reassess some of your past decisions. “I’ll tell you what, Moll. Take me back to the Baron. Help me defeat the Red Baron and ensure the Green Baron assumes control. Maybe I’ll consider it.”
“Yes. Of course! I swear it, I won’t make the same mistakes again!”
I grunted. “I don’t believe you. Still, no matter what you try, I’m more powerful now than you ever were. You will not take me for a fool. I won’t be your puppet.”
Moll nodded and placed her hand on my cheek. “All I ask for is a chance at redemption.”
I turned my face away from Moll’s touch. “Let’s go.”
Moll led me back to the same door she took me to before. Moll reached for the knob. I grabbed her hand. “I’m opening the door. This is my fight, not yours. You’re only here to help.”
Moll pulled her hand back. “Of course.”
I opened the door. Moll placed her hand on my shoulder and followed me inside.
We were back in the house where I grew up. My parents weren’t there this time. Instead, two versions of the Baron stood facing each other, each of them glowing with their green and red aspects. They were locked in some kind of staring contest.
“They’re still battling over the control of your mind,” Moll said. “Both are within you. It is up to you who prevails.”
I had my magic. I wasn’t sure what I could do with it. This wasn’t the natural world. All my common spells were useless. They depended on the earthen spirits and elements. All I had was my blood witchery.
I looked at my hands. I had a pink glow about me. It must’ve been Erzulie’s aspect. If I could envelop the both of them, it might give the Green Baron the advantage.
“Cast him into me! Along with your blood! I will bear the burden of the Red Baron so the Green Baron is free to manifest in you!”
I tilted my head. If the Red Baron took over, my body would revive with or without my wand still acting as a stake in my chest. If the Green Baron took over, well, he’d only emerge if I revived. I needed someone to remove my wand from my heart. “I have a better idea.”
This room was a part of me. It was the place in my body where the two aspects of the Baron were fighting for control. I expanded Erzulie’s aspect to form a space like the one where I met the Green Baron before. Then I pulled some of my blood through my wand out of the physical world into my form in hell. I enveloped all of it and blasted it all—both Barons, enveloped in Erzulie’s aspect, into Moll.
The old witch gasped as she and the entire room where we were standing before disappeared. I was left standing again in the darkness of hell. If this worked as I hoped, I wouldn’t be there for long.
After all, only a Loa can bestow his or her own aspect. What I gave Moll was Erzulie’s influence. I manipulated her affections. Whether Moll was telling the truth or trying to trick me again was no longer material. When she revived, Erzulie’s aspect would ensure she loved me. Hopefully not romantically. That would be weird. But if she loved me the way a great-great grandmother should, I had to believe that the Green Baron would emerge through her. She’d remain in control and out of love—manipulated by Erzulie’s aspect or not—the first thing she’d do is remove my wand from my heart and get me the hell out of hell.
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I gasped for air. The first thing I saw was Moll’s face, a green glow radiating through her eyes. It worked. 
I sat up. Bianca stood in the middle of the room, her entire body enveloped in a bright red aura. Her hand was extended.
Mercy was standing in front of her. So was Connor, in wolf form. They were both frozen in place, surrounded by red chains of magic coursing from Bianca’s hand. They’d come to help.
Moll simply sat there, enveloped in the Green Baron’s power, doing nothing at all. I nudged her. She didn’t move. I snapped my fingers in front of her face. She didn’t blink. At least she removed my wand from my chest before she froze.
Bianca focused on Mercy and Connor. She didn’t notice me. I had to do something fast. I might stake her, myself. Then again, she would notice the second I stood up and who knows what she’d do. I reached into my pocket. I still had the doll, now infused with Corbin’s DNA. I grabbed it and lay back down. I manipulated the doll.
Corbin stood up. I needed a stake. When things are all going to shit, there’s only one tool that can solve the problem. A plunger.
I placed one finger over the doll’s mouth. Annabelle taught me how to use these dolls a long time ago. I’d had no use for that skill until now. I was grateful that the few lessons she’d given me were finally paying off. Some day, High School trigonometry might pay off, too. Not likely. 
The trick with doll manipulation was to make someone walk without making them hobble like a zombie. There was a technique to it. Corbin’s steps were still awkward, but not so much that I thought Bianca would notice anything was awry.
I directed him into the bathroom. I used the doll to force Corbin to snap the plunger handle in two. While laying down, I craned my neck to make sure everything was going according to plan.
The handle didn’t break clean. The broken end was jagged, sharp enough to do the job. I moved Corbin back into the room and forced him to leap over me, the plunger in his hand. Bianca turned and extended her hand. The doll in my hand burst into flames. She was too late. Corbin was already flying at her with the make-shift stake in his hand. He collided with Bianca and thrust the plunger handle through her back and into her heart.
I jumped to my feet as Bianca’s body fell to the ground. I directed my wand at Bianca and cast a torrent of flames into her chest, consuming her heart.
She was gone.
“No!” Corbin shouted as he charged after me.
Connor caught Corbin by his pant-leg. Mercy grabbed him from behind and pulled him to the ground. I aimed my wand at Corbin, but he was fast.
He jumped to his feet, grabbed Mercy, and held her in front of him digging his fingernails into her chest. “You can’t hit me with your spell without harming her! Try to, and I’ll rip her heart out and crush it.”
“Let her go!” I screamed.
Corbin smirked. “You were too late, Hailey. Bianca did what she needed to do already. It’s done!”
“What did you do?” I lowered my wand.
“Don’t worry. Bianca didn’t kill anyone. Not exactly. But an entire city, now turned into vampires, is quite the start to evoke the fear required, is it not?”
Mercy winced. “You turned all of New Orleans into vampires?”
Corbin laughed. “Brilliant, if I do say so myself.”
“It’s perverse!” I screamed. “Who are they even going to feed on?”
Corbin grinned. “Half a million new vampires! They’ll have to spread out from here. So many younglings, so hungry, there aren’t enough hunters on earth to stop them!”
Mercy struggled against Corbin’s grip. “You fucking bastard! You don’t know what you’ve done!”
Corbin laughed, tossed Mercy to the side, and took off out the door.
“I’m going after him,” Mercy said. “He’s a lot faster than I am. I don’t know if I’ll be able to catch him.”
“Wait!” Moll said.
Mercy fixed her eyes on our former mentor. “What is she doing here?”
I waved my hand through the air. “I’ll explain later. Moll, you have the Green Baron’s power. Can you change this?”
Moll nodded. “My body cannot endure the power it will take. Mercy, Hailey, I sincerely hope you will forgive me. Consider this proof of my remorse for what I’ve done to the both of you in the past.”
“Moll! What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to fix what’s been done.”
The green glow from Moll’s eyes expanded and enveloped her body. Then it exploded with such a force that it threw me into Corbin’s bed. Mercy and Connor flew into the wall.
Moll was gone.
Mercy stood up. Connor shifted back into human form and wrapped himself up with a blanket from the bed.
“What did she do?” Mercy asked.
I tilted my head. “She sacrificed herself. She undid Bianca’s spell.”
“So, the entire city’s population didn’t become vampires?” Connor asked.
I shook my head. “They did. For a few minutes, at least. They should be back to normal now.”
Mercy chuckled. “Since everyone in New Orleans became vampires, that means they couldn’t feed. If no one died, it seems our secret will remain safe.”
I sighed. “Maybe, maybe not. If everyone was changed, even for just a few moments, they must’ve sensed it.”
Mercy shrugged. “They won’t know what happened. There will be theories. In the end, they’ll dismiss it as an inexplicable mystery.”
“That’s not entirely true,” Connor said. “My dad will know. The entire Order of the Morning Dawn will know exactly what occurred.”
I nodded. “We’ll deal with them later. About your father, Connor, there’s something you should know.”
Connor tilted his head. “What’s that?”
“It wasn’t him at the church earlier. That was Corbin. He’d fed on your father moments before. Corbin can take the form of anyone he’s recently fed from.”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Did he kill him?”
I put my hand on Connor’s back. “I don’t know. Knowing Corbin, there’s a chance he did.”
Mercy snorted. “If McPherson is a member of the Order of the Morning Dawn, he won’t be dead. He carries a talisman. Any of the Order’s hunters who are drained by a vampire will turn.”
Corbin’s eyes widened. “So my dad is now a nightwalker?”
Mercy nodded. “It is likely, though I cannot say for certain.”
I took a deep breath. “Back at the church, the entire congregation was bitten by ferals. When I was unstaked, they were gone. I figured McPherson removed their bodies. Now that I know it was Corbin, though, posing as McPherson, I doubt that was the case.”
Mercy grunted. “They are likely all nightwalkers as well. I fear we haven’t seen the last of them.”
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Corbin was out there somewhere. So were the new nightwalkers. They’d move against us at some point. For now, though, they were younglings. They were too weak to pose a serious challenge to Mercy, me, and the Vampire Council. 
Mercy stayed behind to clean up the mess at the Garden District mansion. She owned the place, after all. Connor tried to pick up Corbin’s scent and track him, but a seven-hundred-year-old vampire has a lot of tricks. That was true even if some of his humanity was now restored. Even if Corbin still believed he loved me, he was too smart to let us find him until he was ready to make his next move.
Connor and I took Annabelle’s car. I inadvertently bumped the door before unlocking it and set off the damn alarm.
Connor chuckled. “Oops.”
I smirked. “Yeah, stupid alarm systems.”
“Nice car. Is this yours?”
I laughed. “I wish it was. It belongs to the Voodoo Queen.”
Connor tilted his head. “The Voodoo Queen drives a Camaro?”
I grinned. “She’s basically my mom away from home. She’s pretty cool. I’ll have to introduce you to her. First, we should probably get you home.”
Connor shook his head. “I don’t really want to go home.”
“Where’s Ginny?” I asked as I climbed into the driver’s seat and inserted the key into the ignition.
Connor got in the passenger seat. “She’s the only one of us who hasn’t been bitten by a vampire. She went to find Will and Anthony. When Mercy told us what happened, it made sense. She’s hoping to make amends and to let them know they don’t have to depend on the nightwalkers to get their bites anymore.”
“You don’t want to go help her with that?”
Connor shrugged. “She can handle it. I’d rather spend the night with you.”
I smiled. “We can’t spend the night together, Connor.”
Connor chuckled nervously. “Not like that. I just meant, you know, hang out. Maybe get a drink.
“I’d like that.”
We headed for Bourbon Street. It was still early enough in the night that we had a few hours to ourselves before the bars started shutting down.
We went to a bar I hadn’t been to in a while. Since I rarely hunted for meals at bars, and had only been to a couple recently, there were plenty to choose from.
I ordered a gin and tonic. Connor ordered the same, minus the gin plus a squirt of lime.
Given what was happening, everyone was acting normal. All they would have experienced was a case of red-eye and a strange and unfulfillable craving for a few minutes before they returned to normal. I was sure some people noticed what happened, but by the time we made it to the bar, everyone in the French Quarter was back to their usual routine of drinking and debauchery.
“What do you think Ginny would say if she knew we were having a drink together?”
Connor took a sip. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”
I raised an eyebrow while taking a sip of my own. “Are you sure about that?”
Connor set his drink on the bar. “We’ve been together for so long that it’s all routine now. I care about her, don’t get me wrong.”
“But you don’t love her?”
Connor shrugged. “Love is strange, you know? There are a lot of different ways to love someone.”
“But you aren’t in love with her.”
Connor rested his elbows on the bar and stared at his reflection in the mirror behind all the bottles. “No, I’m not.”
“You should tell her that.”
Connor snorted. “Easier said than done, Hailey. So far as I know, outside of our pack, there’s no one else like us around here. If I broke up with her, I’d have to leave the pack.”
I bit my lip. “Why do you say that? Eventually, things would settle down. She’d get over it. You could go on with your lives.”
“That’s just the thing, Hailey. Ginny is in love with me. I don’t think she’d ever be able to move on if I was still in the picture.”
“Let me get this straight. You can’t break up with her because you’re afraid you’d have to leave the pack if you did. So you stay with her, trapping her in a relationship where all the love is going in one direction?”
Connor shrugged. “What choice do I have? I don’t have anyone outside of my pack. My dad is apparently a religious bigot who wants to kill vampires and witches. I’m not going back to my family. Besides, if he really is a nightwalker now, things are about to get really weird back at home.”
I chuckled. “Preaching on Sunday mornings won’t happen again, either.”
“I don’t know what he’ll do, presuming he is a nightwalker. I don’t even know for sure if he’s still alive.”
“What about your mom?”
Connor rolled his eyes. “I love my mom. I guess I love both my parents, but especially my mom. She follows my dad’s lead on pretty much everything though. If my dad believes I’m some kind of monster, she’ll agree with him.”
“You’re their own son! How could they think that way?”
Connor shook his head. “They love me in a way. They love the image of their son that fits what they want me to be.”
“Maybe you just need to give them a chance to get to know you for who you are. Show them you’re not a monster. Maybe you can change their minds.”
Connor took another sip from his drink, then he turned on his bar stool and looked straight at me. “This from a girl whose parents think she’s been dead for seven years?”
I sighed. “That’s different. I’m a vampire.”
“But are you a monster?”
“Of course not!”
Connor grinned. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll go home and confront my parents about it as soon as you do the same.”
I winced. “I don’t know if I can.”
“So far as I’m concerned, if we make this pact, you have the easier job.”
“How do you figure? My parents think I’m dead.”
“At least they aren’t members of a secret organization that murders witches and vampires.”
I grinned. “Good point.”
“Besides, they’ll probably be so overjoyed to find out that you’re still alive they’ll overlook everything else. From what I remember, your parents might be conservative, but they aren’t anything near what my parents are. My parents are zealots.”
I extended my hand. “Alright, it’s a deal.”
Connor shook my hand. His hands were soft. I supposed that whole healing thing when a shifter swaps forms also removed callouses. “You’re seriously going to go see your parents?”
I nodded. “I think I will.”
Connor chuckled. “You really are something, Hailey Bradbury.”
I almost blushed. “Yeah, you’re not so bad yourself.”
Connor leaned in to kiss me. I turned my face away. “Seriously? You’d think we were fourteen all over again.”
I shook my head. “This time, I want to kiss you, Connor. But I won’t kiss another girl’s boyfriend.”
Connor nodded. “I suppose that’s fair.”
“Sort out your issues with your family. Decide where everyone stands. Then, decide about what you’re going to do with Ginny. Until you do, my lips won’t touch you.”
Connor tilted his head. “Not even for a bite?”
I grinned, exposing my fangs. “Well, that’s different. You need a good bite every now and again. Kisses, though, will have to wait.”




Chapter 29
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Every light in my childhood home was off. It wasn’t unexpected. It was getting late. If my parents hadn’t changed their routine much in the last seven years, they’d probably fallen asleep watching television and moseyed off to bed half-asleep a little later. If they were lucky, they’d slept through the entire transformation to vampire and back again. 
My parents used to keep a spare key under a flowerpot on the porch. I checked it. The damn key was still there. I held the key in my hand and stared at the front door for what felt like an hour.
It was probably only a few minutes, but when you’re facing your fears, time slows down. I knew a thing or two about that. I’d faced some pretty serious fears as of late. This one was the biggest. It was so big, in fact, that the fear I encountered in hell was a version of me returning home and trying to kill my parents.
That would not happen. Fears aren’t always rational. That doesn’t mean they aren’t paralyzing.
I didn’t have a plan. What was I going to say to them? I couldn’t tell them the truth. That would be too much to swallow. At least I could tell them I was still alive. That was a start.
A bead of sweat gathered on my brow. I didn’t sweat often, but a combination of the humid New Orleans air and nerves did the trick. I wiped it away with the sleeve of my shirt. A shirt I realized at that moment had a wand-sized hole right in the middle.
I thought for a moment about heading back to Casa do Diabo and changing clothes. I dismissed the idea straight away. If I left this doorstep now, I’d never come back. Even in hell, when I faced the doorway to my fears, I never would have dared approach it a second time if I hadn’t faced my fear the first time.
I had to walk through the door.
I inserted the key into the lock.
I turned the knob and pushed the door open.
A security alarm started beeping from a keypad next to the door. “Damn it! That’s new.”
I tried a few combinations. My birthday. My parents’ birthdays. I was about to try their anniversary when a light turned on in the room.
“Hailey? Oh, my God! Is that you?”
I turned and saw my dad standing there with a baseball bat over his shoulder.
I nodded as tears welled up in my eyes. “It’s me, Dad.”
“Linda! Come quick! It’s our baby girl!”
My dad dropped the bat and wrapped his arms around me. My mom joined our group hug a few seconds later.
“You’re alive! Thank you, God!” my mom cried.
“You might want to turn that thing off,” I said.
My dad laughed and released me from his embrace. He entered a code into the panel on the wall and the beeping stopped.
“Honey,” my mom took my hands in hers. “Where have you been? Are you okay?”
I nodded. “I’m fine. I’ve been fine.”
My dad tilted his head. “Did you run away?”
I sighed. “Not exactly. I can’t explain. Not now. Not yet. But I wanted you to know I’m good.”
“Did someone hurt you, Hailey?” my dad asked.
I shook my head. “Not in the way you’re thinking, Dad.”
“Come in!” my mom pleaded. “I have tea in the fridge. I want to hear all about it.”
I shook my head. “I can’t stay.”
“Your room is just as you left it,” my dad said. “Why don’t you come home?”
I sighed. “I wish I could. I really do. It’s too dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” my mom asked. “What do you mean?”
I placed my hands on my mom’s shoulders. “I can’t tell you that. You need to trust me. I’m not a little girl anymore.”
My dad placed his hand on my cheek. “You look exactly how I remember you. All except for your eyes.”
I nodded. “That’s another thing I can’t explain. I want you to know, though, that I’m happy. And that I love you both.”
“We love you too, Hailey!” My mom cried.
“Both of us do,” my dad added.
I smiled. “I know you do. Right now, there are a lot of people depending on me. More than you could imagine. If I stayed with you, I’d put you at risk and other people would get hurt.”
“You have to tell us more than that!” my dad said.
“I’m sorry. I just can’t.”
“When will you come back?” my mom asked.
I pressed my lips together and looked around the room. A lot had changed. New furniture. A larger television. The walls were a different color. “Soon. I promise I’ll come back soon. Until then, I need you to trust me. You can’t tell anyone I’m alive.”
“No one?” my mom asked. “Why not?”
I turned and opened the front door. I stepped outside and looked back in at my parents. “Take care of each other. I’ll see you soon.”
I closed the door and returned to Annabelle’s car. I couldn’t stop the tears. It was like a ton of bricks were lifted off my chest. For the first time in seven years, I felt like I was the same curious girl who found that grimoire in the attic. 
The feeling wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. I wasn’t the same girl anymore. I’d changed in more ways than one. Becoming a vampire was, in some ways, the least significant of all the things that were different about me now.
When I was fourteen, I didn’t have a clue who I was. Like most kids my age, I was looking for a place where I fit in. I discovered a few things about myself with Moll’s help over the next two years. Then I became a vampire. I learned a lot more about myself in the years that followed.
I’d like to say I figured everything out. Self-discovery is a lifelong pursuit. I had a lot longer than most to follow my path. Then, again, do we really have a single path? Is there an idealized version of ourselves we spend our lives getting to know? Or do we get to know ourselves as we become the person we choose to be? Maybe life isn’t about self-discovery, but self-formation. I chose to cast the spell that resurrected Moll. I decided to leave my family behind when I became a vampire. I embraced my bloodwitchery and used it for good, rather than to hurt people.
Moll’s letter and her words since told me I was destined to be something that a god I’d never met told her I’d become. Maybe he was right. Still, prophecies are open to interpretation. I had a lot of choices still to make. At every fork in the road of life I’d changed, in some ways small and in other ways grand, but I was the one who made the choice. The only thing I couldn’t change was change itself. My body might look the same as it did when I was sixteen, my eye-color notwithstanding. But I was still growing and so long as I faced the future with hope, not fear, I’d never stop. I didn’t know what the future might hold—my relationship with my parents, with Connor, even with Corbin. Come what may. I was looking forward to it.


The End of Book 1
Continued in Witches and Wolves
Get two FREE Theophilus Monroe books HERE







[image: image-placeholder]


Copyright © 2022 by Theophilus Monroe. 

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.  
Cover Design by Deranged Doctor Design
Proofreading/Editing by Mel: https://getproofreader.co.uk/

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

 For information:  
www.theophilusmonroe.com




Chapter 1
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When a seven-hundred-year-old vampire king thinks he’s in love with you, it’s hard not to expect he’ll show up around every corner. 
For three months, though, I hadn’t seen him once. Mercy was looking for him. So was Annabelle. They hadn’t turned over any actionable leads, either. Of course, that didn’t mean he wasn’t there in plain sight. We’d never know it. Among Corbin’s many skills was the ability to take the shape of anyone he’d recently fed upon. That meant he could blend in and pose as literally any schlep on the streets. 
I was sure he was nearby. He’d reveal himself to me, eventually. Corbin thought he loved me. His feelings resulted from Erzulie’s influence. Her aspect was now a part of me. I’d used it on him, hoping to prevent him from unleashing a campaign of fear on the world. Winning his heart didn’t temper his ambitions. The vampire king wanted to make me his bloody queen!  
His initial plan failed—thanks to yours truly and a little help from my friends. Now he was out there, somewhere, probably cooking up another plan.
Corbin was powerful. He was also something of a sociopath, even by vampiric standards. Why, then, couldn’t I shake the image of that night together out of my mind?
Our sweaty bodies slamming against each other in his bed. My nails dug into his chest. The way he grabbed me by the hips. I didn’t love him. I didn’t even like Corbin. But I still desired him. I craved his touch. Why is it the body so often yearns for what the heart and mind loathe the most?
I half expected he’d show up and spoil the evening. Connor said he had something he wanted to tell me. He asked to meet at the bar we’d enjoyed drinks at the night everything went down—when Baron Samedi took over Bianca. She used his power to turn every human in New Orleans into a vampire, albeit only for a few minutes. Had it not been for Moll’s sacrifice, it would have worked. An entire city turned into vampires, spreading across the country looking for prey, would have surely evoked the fear that Corbin hoped humanity might have for our kind. If all the world knew about vampires, and were frightened of us, he believed we’d rule the world. He’d become king, and he wished to make me his vampire queen.
It wasn’t what I wanted. It was a delusional vision that only one so warped as Corbin could cook up.
Connor was a wolf shifter. A vampire bite passed along certain enzymes—usually intended to make the wound heal after a feed—that held addictive properties, especially for shifters. I bit Connor once, before I knew my bite was shifter crack. Come to find out, some of the other wolves in his pack were already hooked. Vampires like Corbin used shifters as slaves, exploited their dependency to force them to do their bidding. We intervened. Mercy took care of dispensing their regular doses. So long as Connor was still with Ginny Larson I made it clear there could be no us. He had to make a choice. Try to save his relationship, rekindle a spark with his girlfriend of nine years, or move on. If he did, I’d consider a date or two to see where things went.  
Connor was seated at the bar, on the same stool he occupied when we shared a drink there the last time. He was sipping on a tonic and lime. My gin and tonic was waiting for me next to him.
Connor looked incredible. He had a fresh haircut, a little shorter around the ears than before, but not so short to prevent his brown curls from tickling the back of his neck. He was wearing a tight black shirt and jeans. His simple style suited him.
I was wearing a tight pair of leather pants—my wand was in a small pocket I’d sewn into the leg. I had on a small, low-cut red top that showed just enough cleavage to catch the eye.
I took my seat next to Connor and grabbed my drink. “What’s a nice boy like you doing at a place like this?”
Connor smiled. “It’s nice to see you again, Hailey.”
I smirked. “I bet it is. First things first. I need to verify your identity.”
Connor tilted his head. “I’m not Corbin, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Which is exactly what Corbin would say if he were pretending to be you!” 
“I could shift. Corbin can’t do that so far as we know. Though becoming a wolf in a busy bar might freak a few people out.” 
I pulled out my phone and texted Connor a random poop emoji. Why the poop emoji? Because I didn’t have any other use for it. Who really does?  
Connor’s phone dinged. He checked it. “Why did you send me a smiling turd?”
I smiled. “Corbin might look like you if he bites you. Unless he steals your phone, though, he can’t get our text messages.” 
“How do you know he wouldn’t take my phone? If he bit me, why not? If he shifted like me, he could use facial recognition or my thumb print to unlock it.”
I smiled. “Corbin is seven hundred years old. The little I know about him, he’s not keen on technology. I don’t think he even has a phone, believe it or not. I don’t think it would even occur to him to steal your phone if he bit you.”  
Connor touched my hand. “I’m also warmer than he is. We wolves run hot.”
The heat from Connor’s palm radiated across the back of my hand. I turned my hand around and grabbed his. “And we run cold. The contrast is clear. Alright, I’m convinced. You’re the real Connor.”  
Connor laughed. “Glad to hear it. If I wasn’t, I’d be pretty freaked out myself.”
I smiled. “So, what’s the news? What did you have to tell me?” 
Connor sighed. “I don’t know where to start.”
I bit my lip. “I have all night. How are things at home?”
Connor shook his head. “Well, I’m sure you’ve already heard from Mercy, but we were right about my dad.”
I nodded. “He became a vampire.”
“He’s a nightwalker, still working with that damned Order of the Morning Dawn.”
“They’re becoming quite the nuisance. Nothing like the old Order, but still a pain in our asses.”
Connor nodded. “I upheld our pact. I’m guessing your reunion with your parents went better than it did when I confronted mine.”
I shrugged. “They were happy to see me. Ever since, though, it’s been one private investigator after the next trying to track me down. If I have to cast one more memory-wiping spell on one of those assholes...”
“They love you. That’s more than I can say about my parents.”
“I’m sure they love you too, in their way.”
“They don’t accept me for what I am. They only love who they want me to be.”
I nodded. “You should talk to Mercy about that. Her dad never accepted her, either. Tried to kill her. Even had her heart cut out of her chest.”
Connor winced. “That’s brutal.”
I grinned. “Didn’t work. All I’m saying is that it could be worse. Maybe your dad’s new nature will make him susceptible to persuasion. More than one nightwalker has turned against the Order through the years.”
“I don’t see that happening. My dad’s pretty committed to that whole ‘don’t drink blood’ thing from Leviticus and the ‘suffer not a witch to live’ line in Exodus.”
I huffed. “Does he make your mom sleep outside once a month?”
Connor tilted his head. “No, why would he do that?”
“Leviticus also says that when a woman is on her period, she’s unclean for seven days. Don’t touch her, or you’ll be unclean, too. Sit on the same chair she sat on. Guess what? You’re unclean! Best put that woman outside of the camp for a while.”
Connor chuckled. “I don’t think he follows that principle.”
I nodded. “We went to private school. We both studied the Bible. Ever notice how context becomes important when we don’t want to follow something the Bible says, but we ignore context when it agrees with us?”
“You think the Bible is okay with witchcraft and vampirism?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think when you’re dealing with witches who practiced human sacrifice, and you’d never heard of vampires before, using those texts to condemn either today is irresponsible.”
Connor chuckled. “Good luck convincing my dad of that. He went to Bible college, after all.”
I snorted. “Means he must be right. Makes you wonder why so many people from Bible colleges and seminaries disagree on so many things.”
Connor scratched his head. “Yeah. Well, whatever. It is what it is. At least he hasn’t found a text yet to condemn wolf shifters. He still thinks I’m a victim of your sorcery.”
I smirked. “Well, it was an accident. I didn’t even know what spell I was doing, much less did I mean for it to hit you and the others.”
“Yeah, the others. About that.”
“Is your pack doing well?”
Connor took a sip from his drink. “Now that Will and Anthony aren’t dependent on nightwalkers or vampires like Corbin for their fix on vampire bites, things are better. That’s sort of what I wanted to talk to you about.”
I raised one eyebrow. “You’d asked me to meet you at a bar to chat about Will and Anthony?”
Connor grinned a little. “No, not them. It’s about Ginny.”
I stared forward and took a sip of my drink. I winced a little. The bartender made it stronger than I was used to. “What about her?”
“We’re taking a break.”
I raised an eyebrow. “A break, eh?”
“Yeah. I mean, I told her I needed some space to sort things out.”
“You didn’t break up. You took a break. You realize that’s basically bullshit for ‘I’m breaking up with you, but maybe if I give you a little false hope that we can get back together later it won’t hurt as much.’”
Connor chuckled. “Yeah, she didn’t take it well. I don’t know why not. For her, there are plenty-o-wolves in the forest. She’s the only girl shifter in the pack. She could have her pick of the litter.”
I shook my head. “Ginny thinks she’s in love with you, Connor. Maybe she is. She thought you two were going to be together forever. I’m not sure she’ll let go so easily.”
Connor shrugged. “Either way, eventually she’ll get it. I told her I wanted to see other people, you know, since we were only fourteen when we started seeing each other. I was thinking, you know...”
I raised an eyebrow. “You were thinking about seeing me instead?”
Connor smiled. “Yeah. I’d like to see if it would work. I know hooking up with a vampire probably comes with a surgeon general’s warning or some sort, but I can accept the risks.”
I rested my hand on Connor’s. “I’ll think about it.”
Connor narrowed his eyes. “Is that a no?”
“It is what I said it is. It means I’ll think about it.”
Connor sighed. “Sorry. I was just under the impression you wanted...”
“It’s not that I don’t like you, Connor. I do! I also don’t want to be your rebound girl. How long has it been since you had this conversation with Ginny?”
“It was this morning. First thing.”
“You had a break up conversation first thing in the morning?”
“Yeah, I mean. She wasn’t getting out of bed and I was laying there. I just blurted it out.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So you had just slept together, then you dropped a break up bomb on her?”
Connor snorted. “It wasn’t the best timing. I wasn’t planning on it. It wasn’t like I was using her. We’ve been together a long time. Everything just felt routine, less than satisfying. So I told her, sort of on the spur of the moment.”
“And the first thing you did was reach out to me so you could tell me?”
Connor nodded. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Even when I was with Ginny, in my mind...”
I rolled my eyes. “You imagined she was me?”
Connor bit the inside of his cheek. “Is that wrong?”
I scratched my head. “It’s not exactly the most romantic way to tell a girl you’re into her. Hey, I was boning my ex, but I was pretending she was you! Then, you know what? I figured I’d leave Mister Rodgers’ land of make believe and thought I’d try to bone you instead.”
Connor chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, Mr. McFeely isn’t really my type. I couldn’t ever get into Lady Elaine, either.”
I smirked. “Lady Elaine was a puppet, Connor.”
“That woman always had some guy’s hand inside of her. She couldn’t get enough of it.”
I laughed. “I suppose that’s true. Here’s the thing, Connor, if you want to ride this trolley you’re going to have to do more than tell me you’re taking a break with Ginny. I need a little more romance than a confession that you’re pretending she’s me when you’re doing her.”
Connor took a deep breath. “When you put it like that, I suppose this wasn’t nearly as romantic as I planned it out in my mind. I should have stuck to the plan and kept my mouth shut. That damn thing between my chin and nose gets me into more trouble than it’s worth.”
I poked Connor in the chest.
“What was that?”
“I’m pushing the reset button.”
Connor tilted his head. “You’re what?”
“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say a thing. Other than that you and Ginny aren’t together. I’m giving you a chance to go back to your Plan A. How do you plan to woo me, Mister McFeely?”
“It’s McPherson.” Connor smirked.
I grinned widely. “McWhatever. I know your name, Connor. The question stands. How are you going to sweep this cold-hearted vampire off her feet?”
Connor stood up and extended his hand. “How about a dance?”
I grinned. “How could I refuse?”
I wrapped my arms around Connor’s neck. He held me by the waist. We swayed like two fourteen-year-olds at their first homecoming to a song that I didn’t recognize. At least, it started that way. Then he pulled me a little closer. His forehead leaned against mine. “I’m obsessed with you, Hailey Bradbury.”
I bit my lip and slid my hand down closer to Connor’s backside. “The feeling is mutual.”
He kissed me softly. It was nice. His lips quivered a little. He was nervous, but it was a cute nervous. Then my lips parted and our tongues touched. It didn’t take long before his passion overtook his nerves.
My fingers tangled in his hair. He pulled me in close. If we let this go much further, the bouncer would forcibly remove us from the bar. Then again, we were in the French Quarter. You can get away with almost anything there so long as you’re giving the other tourists a show. Still, I wasn’t ready to take things any further than that. Not that I didn’t want to. I sure as hell did. Every part of my body craved more. But Connor wasn’t Corbin. He wasn’t some object of desire to use and forget. He was the kind of guy I’d want to keep around for a while. Men only value things they have to work for. I would not give him what he wanted so easily.
I pulled away from him. We were both aroused. He was for sure. The pressure poking my thigh confirmed it. I took a few quick breaths.
“Wow,” Connor said.
I smiled. “That was incredible.”
“Want to get out of here?”
I smiled. “Not together.”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”
I grabbed Connor’s hand and led him to the door. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”
Connor shrugged. “Nothing yet.”
“I’ll keep my schedule open. I want a date. An actual date. Not just a drink and a dance. We’ll see where things go from there.”
A wide grin split Connor’s face. “I can make that happen.”




Chapter 2
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I grabbed a hunky fellow on my way out of the bar, enthralled him with my vampiric allure, and bid him to follow me home. 
I know what you’re thinking. After Connor just kissed me, why hook up with another dude straight away? Well, my intentions with the man were nutritional. I promised Mel, Mercy’s latest progeny, I’d grab some carry-out. She was still young enough that she had to feed three or four times a week and Mercy had an orphan to stake. We didn’t know where Corbin was, but he was turning young vampires and leaving them to fend for themselves on the streets of New Orleans. Without his guidance, they were feeding recklessly. It fell to Mercy, me, and the rest of the Vampire Council to clean up his mess.
Staking Corbin’s younglings wasn’t ideal, but we didn’t have many options. A sire can exert a great deal of influence over her progeny. Besides, Mercy wasn’t exactly equipped to run a vampire orphanage out of Casa do Diabo. We could have committed them to the Vilokan Asylum. They’d helped more than a few younglings tame their early bloodlusts. Annabelle wasn’t keen on that idea though. If Corbin showed up again, the younglings would remain loyal to him no matter how much effort we’d put into helping them.
Corbin knew the younglings would distract us from our efforts to track him down. He knew we’d have to stake them. It was murderous and tragic, but what choice did we have? If we didn’t stake the younglings, they’d kill dozens of people in their untamed need to feed.
The man I took from the bar wasn’t the sort I’d typically choose. I preferred younger fellows, clean-cut with minimal facial hair. This guy was an urban lumberjack. He had dark hair and a reddish brown beard that fell halfway down his chest. He was in a flannel plaid shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. The way he shuffled his feet and stumbled over his words suggested he was drunk enough to ensure that once Mel had her fill, he’d forget the entire experience. Once Mel fed, his blood alcohol content would go through the roof. He’d wake up wherever we left him with a headache and a healthy sense of embarrassment over whatever he couldn’t remember he’d done the night before. All in all, a pretty typical morning after the French Quarter experience.
I led our meal through the front door of Casa do Diabo. Mel was sitting next to Sarah, another vampire member of the council, with hand-held video game controllers in their hands. They were transfixed by whatever game they had going on the screen.
“Dinner is served!” I announced.
Mel ran over, sank her teeth into the man’s neck, took a few gulps, and dropped him on the floor. “Thanks, Hailey.”
A half-second later, Mel was back in front of the screen. “You killed me, Sarah! I was eating! I call foul!”
Sarah chuckled. “You’ve killed me ten times in a row. I’ll take any advantage I can get!”
I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t much of a gamer, but the few times I’d dared to challenge Mel on any of her first-person shoot-‘em-up games, she’d slaughtered me repeatedly.
I checked the man’s pulse to make sure Mel hadn’t drained him more than necessary. He was still alive. No harm done. I’d take him back out on the streets and find a safe place to leave him before sunrise.
Sarah was a few decades older than Mercy. She’d spent most of her vampiric existence in Exeter, Rhode Island. She had a few unique abilities, as most vampires who’d accumulated more than a century of existence often did. She could tap into Baron Samedi’s vision and see through the eyes of other vampires. She was an asset to the council. If anyone was up to no good, she could find out what it was. Unfortunately, though, her abilities only worked on vampires younger than she was. She couldn’t find Corbin, but she had the ability to see whatever his younglings were up to. Since it took a few hours before a new vampire’s metamorphosis was complete, by the time she picked up on the presence of his younglings, he was long gone. Still, at the very least, it gave us a trail to pursue and an ability to stop Corbin’s newbie vamps before they hurt anyone.
I glared at Mel. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
“Right! Cheers, Hailey! Much appreciated.”
I rolled my eyes. I had to admit, Mel’s British accent, her red hair, and her bubbly personality would have been cute if she wasn’t a typical, annoying youngling. She was the little sister I had never had. I loved her, but damn. She grated on my nerves.
“You know, it’s a perfectly fine night. Why don’t you go outside and play?”
Sarah shrugged. “I’m not really the outdoorsy type.”
I sighed. “I wasn’t talking to you. Everyone knows you’re a hermit. You can’t teach an old vampire new tricks.”
“Mercy told me to stay home,” Mel bashed a few buttons on her controller. “Take that, bitch!”
Sarah threw her controller across the room. It narrowly missed one of Mercy’s antique lamps and bounced off the wall.
I snickered. “It’s just a game.”
Mel and Sarah both turned and stared at me. By the open-jawed, wide-eyed look they were giving me, you’d think I’d committed some kind of sacrilege.
“We have a raid scheduled with our guild in an hour. If Sarah doesn’t get her shit together before then, we’re dead!”
I grinned. “That’s the thing about games. You aren’t ever really dead, are you? A few seconds later, you come right back.”
Mel crossed her arms in front of her chest and huffed. “You don’t get it. If Sarah can’t survive the first wave of mobs, our entire legion will be royally fucked! They might kick us out of the guild.”
I shook my head. “Such a shame that would be. How could you ever get over that?”
Mel snorted. “Don’t be a bitch, Hailey.”
“Look, all I’m saying is that you have all day, every day, to play as much as you want. Why play at night when you could be out on the town? You’re vampires, for Christ’s sake.”
“The rest of the guild has school and work during the day. All our raids are scheduled at night.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t they ever sleep?”
Mel grinned. “You don’t know a lot of gamers, do you?”
I took a deep breath. “Alright, well, if Mercy told you to stay in tonight, she must’ve had a good reason. Corbin is still out there, after all.”
Mel nodded, then turned to Sarah. “Grab your controller. We have work to do.”
Sarah took a deep breath and moseyed across the room. She picked up her controller off the floor.
“You’re almost three hundred years old, Sarah. Mel has been a vampire for, what, a minute, and you’re doing what she says?”
Sarah shrugged. “She outranks me.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I’m level ninety-three.” Mel grinned ear-to-ear. “She’s only thirty. And I have guild rank. She has to listen to me.”
I stared at the two of them for a good fifteen seconds. “If you’re done eating, could one of you at least help me drag this poor man outside? I’m not hauling his drunk ass back to that bar alone. I prepped the meal. The least you could do is the dishes.”
Sarah waved her hand through the air. “Don’t worry about him. We’ll take care of it after the raid.”
I turned to leave. If they were going to waste the night playing video games, I was going to go out on the town on my own. I didn’t have any plans. I didn’t need to feed. Wandering the French Quarter and watching tourists act stupid was infinitely more pleasant an experience than sitting and watching Mel and Sarah play video games.
I opened the front door.
A swift punch to my right eye greeted me.
I turned away and rubbed my eye with my hand. Then I looked back.
Ginny Larson was standing there, her face beet red and her fists still raised. “Where is Connor!”
I tilted my head. “The last I saw him, he left the bar.”
Ginny pushed her way past me. Mel and Sarah didn’t react at all. They were already absorbed in their game. “He’s here somewhere. Where is he? In your bed?”
“Ginny, Connor isn’t here. I’m telling you the truth. We had a drink, a pleasant conversation and a dance, and he went home.”
Ginny clenched her fists. “He didn’t come home.”
“Don’t even think about punching me again. I’m faster than you. You won’t land it and my patience is wearing thin. I’m telling you the truth.”
“I don’t know what you think you’re doing. But I won’t let you take him away from me just so you can lose interest, break his heart, and leave me to pick up the pieces.”
I tilted my head. “We had a drink. I’m sorry he broke up with you, but that was his decision, not mine.”
Ginny grunted. “We didn’t break up! We’re taking a break.”
I pressed my lips together. “I’m not trying to steal your boyfriend, Ginny. He makes his own choices.”
“He’s under your spell! It’s witchcraft. Or maybe it’s because of your bite. Whatever it is, we were fine until he found you again. Ever since, he hasn’t been himself. We were in love, and now he’s gone! I went to his place, and he didn’t answer the door.”
I placed a hand on Ginny’s shoulder. She shrugged it off. “Don’t touch me.”
“Maybe he didn’t go back to his apartment because he knew you’d find him there. Or maybe he just didn’t answer because he wants his space. You said it yourself, you’re taking a break. That doesn’t work well when you keep showing up at his place, you know.”
Ginny shook her head. “He has no place else to go. All his things are there. And his Escalade wasn’t parked outside.”
“What about his parents? Maybe he went to their house.”
Ginny huffed. “Seriously? You don’t know him like I do. He wouldn’t go back there, not after everything his dad has done.”
I bit my lip. “Technically, that was Corbin. He bit Connor’s dad and used his ability to shape-shift into Mister McPherson’s form back at the church.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about. Maybe it was Corbin, but the vampire said nothing that his dad wouldn’t. Nothing that he hasn’t said since. Make no mistake, Hailey, Corbin’s dad knows all about you. He and the other nightwalkers are dead set—pardon the pun—on seeing you removed from the picture.”
I shrugged. “He wouldn’t be the first hunter who wanted me dead. Tell me, Ginny, if that’s the case and you really think I’m the cause of everything going on with Connor, why don’t you try to stake me yourself?”
Ginny narrowed her eyes. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it. If I did that, Connor would never forgive me. Besides, I’m conflicted about you.”
“Conflicted?” I raised one eyebrow.
“If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be what we are. We wouldn’t be a pack of shifters. Connor and I never would have fallen in love.”
I scratched my head. “So, it’s because of me you two became a thing. It’s also my fault he broke up with you?”
“I told you, it isn’t a breakup. It’s a break!”
I grinned. “Right. Sorry.”
“Will you help me find him or not?”
I tilted my head. “You think I can find him? I thought you knew him better than I did. Why do you think I could help?”
“Because you’re a witch. Don’t you have some kind of spell you can cast to track people down?”
I nodded. “I do. To pull it off, I would need some of his genetic material.”
Ginny pulled a key out of her pocket. “I have a key to his apartment. I’m sure there’s something there. He doesn’t clean very often.”
I chuckled. “I know. I’ve been there.”
Ginny raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been to his apartment?”
“Briefly! It was back when we first met. He had to get some clothes after we escaped Corbin’s place.”
Ginny sighed. “Right. Sorry. I’m a little on edge right now.”
“A little? My right eye says it’s more than a little.”
Ginny smiled. “I’d say I’m sorry about that, but it felt good.”
I rubbed my eye again. “That makes one of us.”
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Ginny got into her car. I stood there and clasped my hand over my mouth to stop myself from laughing. She drove one of the most recent versions of the Volkswagen Beetle. It was pink. 
“Are you going to get in or what?”
I forced myself to suppress my shit-eating grin and climbed in the passenger side. It had one of those three-inch bud vases on the dash with a freshly picked yellow daffodil in it. Ginny grabbed a small can from her cup holder. She shook it and sprayed.
I gagged. “What the hell is that?”
“It’s my fruity spray! Don’t you love it?”
I coughed. “I don’t know about that. It smells like ass.”
“It’s cucumber melon. I don’t know what you put in your ass...”
“I don’t put fruits and vegetables in my—“
Ginny giggled. “Then my spray clearly doesn’t smell like your butt!”
I snickered. “You know what? I have nothing to say to that.”
Ginny sprayed a little more around the car. I pulled my shirt over my nose, but kept my mouth shut.
I don’t know how she tolerated it. Vampires have enhanced senses. From what Connor told me, wolf shifters do, too. It’s not as intense in human form compared to when they’re wolfed out, but they still have more sensitive than average snorters.
Then, again, Connor mentioned before that he could smell vampires. Older vampires like Corbin smelled rich, sort of like a fine, aged wine. Younger vampires, like me, had a sweet smell. If Corbin or Mercy were like dusty bottles of century-old French Merlot, I was Mad Dog 20/20.
I tilted my head. “Are you spraying that shit because of me?”
Ginny curled her lip. “I didn’t want to say anything. I was trying to be polite.”
“Says the girl who punched me in the face, then asked me for help?”
Ginny giggled. “It was a well-mannered punch.”
“What is a well-mannered punch? Did you extend your pinky as you thrust your knuckles into my eye-socket?”
“No. That would be dumb. You could break a pinky finger that way. If you didn’t notice, I curtsied after I smashed your face.”
“I didn’t notice on account of the fact you’d just punched me in the eye.”
Ginny grinned widely. “Okay, that was a lie. I didn’t actually curtsy. I should have, though. That would have been epic.”
“Do I really smell that bad? Connor said I smelled like sweet wine.”
Ginny laughed so hard she snorted. “He didn’t say that. If he did, he was full of shit. You smell like my toilet after I ate too much asparagus.”
“I smell like asparagus pee? You’re making that up.”
“Alright. Asparagus pee mixed with a hint of iron. Is that better?”
I stared at Ginny’s air freshener can, now set firmly back in her cup holder. I had the urge to grab it and spray the shit right in her face. Then again, she was driving. I might survive a car accident, no problem, but then again, we were riding in a bug. I imagined not even my vampirism could protect me if a truck squashed us.
I bit my tongue until we reached Connor’s apartment. “I’m willing to bet he’s home, now. All this worry was for nothing.”
Ginny shrugged. “I don’t think you’re right. I hope you are, Hailey. But I have a sixth sense about these things. Connor and me. We have a connection.”
I raised one eyebrow. “A connection?”
Ginny nodded. “He might not see it right now. You know, distracted by all your blondness and your long legs and your sorcery. But we have a connection.”
I snorted. “I don’t do sorcery. I’m a witch.”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “What’s the difference?”
I sighed. “Depends on which Google article you read. I think of it like this. Witches tap into powers drawn from what we think of as natural sources. We use the spirit of places and things found in the world all around us. Yes, in my case, even the power of blood. We connect to the earth. Sorcerer’s draw power from another realm. Depending on the source, their magic may be used for either good or evil. In fact, it doesn’t matter. Witches, sorcerers, warlocks, vodouisants, whatever.”
“So witches are good? Sorcerers are evil?”
I pursed my lips. “It’s not the power itself that makes someone good or evil. With value judgments like that, it’s the same as it is for any human. We’re all a mixed bag. In some of us, our better nature prevails. In others, we’re more inclined to wrongdoing. There’s rarely anyone who is all good or all evil. That sort of thing only happens in comic books. In my experience, everyone is corruptible and everyone is redeemable. The choices we make are what matters.”
“So, you also work with the Voodoo Queen, right?”
I shrugged. “I think of her as a sort of second mother, or maybe like a big sister.”
“They don’t tap into powers of this world. Does that make them sorcerers?”
I bit my lip. “Not exactly. They don’t extract the power from another source so much as they channel the power from demigods known as Loa. Now, there are what are called bokors or caplatas who arrest the Loa and manipulate their power for their purposes. They’re more like sorcerers, and mambos and hougans who ask the Loa for help are closer to witches. Make sense?”
Ginny shrugged. “I guess. What kind of spell did you cast that turned us into wolf shifters? That doesn’t sound like something natural.”
I sighed. “What is natural? Go to the grocery story and buy something that says ‘all natural’ on it and you think you’re getting something healthy. In truth, though, everything in the grocery store came from the earth at some point. It all has natural origins. Despite what you might think about Twinkies and Ding Dongs, they aren’t supernatural. They’re still natural.”
“What does that have to do with the spell that turned us into shifters?”
“Only this. There’s a lot that can be done with natural means. Your phone in your pocket isn’t magic, but if you took it back in time and showed it to people a century ago, they’d think it was. It is a device that harnesses natural sources of energy. You’d never realize that, though, by looking at your phone and taking it apart. Apple trees don’t grow iPhones.”
“You’re saying that the spell that was cast on us might look like sorcery, even if it was witchcraft?”
I took a deep breath. “It’s often impossible to tell the difference if all you see is the result. The spell I cast that night in the woods, though, was relatively simple. It was basically water and a mouse that boiled for three days. When my blood was added to it, there was something in my genetics that triggered the spell and raised Moll. It was a pure accident that some of it splattered on a wolf and also contacted you, turning you into what you are now.”
“So what we are comes from your blood?”
“There’s a power in my blood that catalyzed the spell. That’s all I can say.”
“Sort of like sperm fertilizes an egg? Only when the two come in contact will life begin.”
“A crude analogy, but I think it’s something like that.”
Ginny nodded. “In that case, you’re our mom, in a way. So, you can’t be with Connor. That would be wrong.”
I rolled my eyes. “If that’s the case, Ginny, you’d be his sister. Just as wrong.”
Ginny sighed. “Okay, fair point I guess.”
I took a deep breath. “Look, I know it hurts. If your love with Connor is real, then he’ll find his way back to you. You are only going to chase him away, though, if you don’t allow him to date who he wants, to find out for sure what his heart desires.”
Ginny shook her head. “We’ve been together for almost a decade!”
I nodded. “You were both only fourteen when you got together. You never really dated anyone else. Maybe you should try the same. I’m not trying to steal Connor from you. He might want to date me. Maybe he’ll lose interest and want to date someone else later. We don’t know that. In the end, though, his heart has to be free to choose.”
Ginny parked her car outside of Connor’s apartment and pulled her key from the ignition. “He isn’t the only one who should be free to make a choice, you know.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“You talk like everything is his choice. If Connor chooses you, that’s it. If he chooses me, so be it. As if we’re powerless to make our own choices, to fight like hell for what we want, or to decide to let him go if that’s what’s best for him.”
“That’s the point I’m trying to make.”
“Maybe. But you’re also free to let him go. You cast the spell, intentional or not, that made us what we are. You also are the one who bit him, enslaving him to the need for your bite.”
I shrugged. “Any vampire’s bite would do.”
Ginny tapped her fingernails on her steering wheel. “You’re the only one he trusts. If he chooses you because he feels he must, that’s no different from telling him he has to choose me because I’m the only choice he has as a fellow shifter. If he’s choosing you for the wrong reasons, because he thinks you’re the only choice he has, is he really free? Can you really be sure he loves you for who you are rather than what you are?”
I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the door. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves, Ginny. Like I said, we had one drink. I agreed to one date. That’s it.”
Ginny nodded. “Promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Provided we find Connor, and he’s safe, don’t bite him.”
“He needs a bite from time to time.”
“Let someone else do it, then. If you really hope he’ll fall in love with you, provided you decide you love him, too, it can’t be because he’s enslaved to his addiction to your bite.”
I pressed my lips together into a fine line. “I’ll consider it.”
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My chest tightened. My stomach sank. I grabbed the handrail alongside the steep staircase leading up to Connor’s apartment. My hand slid along the rail, lubricated by sweat. 
It was late. We’d probably find Connor in bed. That’s what I wanted to believe. Ginny was right about one thing, though. She knew Connor better than I did. If she thought something happened to him, I feared she might be right.
Who would want to hurt Connor?
There was only one candidate. If Corbin saw us at the bar, if he saw our dance, our kiss, he could have abducted Connor to get to me. Or, even worse, he might have harmed Connor out of pure jealousy. Whatever the case, I feared the worst as Ginny inserted her key into Connor’s door and pushed it open.
Connor’s apartment was a mess. That was nothing new. His lights were still on. If he was in bed, he should have turned them off. There was a white circle on the floor in the middle of Connor’s living room.
Ginny didn’t see the circle. She stepped into the room. I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back.
“What the hell, Hailey?”
I pointed at the floor. “See that? It’s a witch’s trap.”
“Witches?” Ginny raised an eyebrow. “Why would witches have an interest in Connor?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I assumed if anything happened to Connor, Corbin was behind it. Now, I’m not so sure.”
“You’re saying they trapped him in this circle?”
I nodded. “I believe so.”
“Then what? They came and took him away?”
I shook my head. “It depends on how they enchanted the circle. A trap like this doesn’t bind someone to a single place. We see through it, but within the circle is a void, something that transcends spacial dimensions.”
“So, they teleported him somewhere?”
I scratched the back of my head. “It’s possible.”
“Then we should go into the circle. We can follow the portal to wherever he is and save him.”
“That might not be possible. The circle only suspends someone within it in the void. Another spell is required to carry the prisoner to another place.”
“Can you do that spell?”
“It doesn’t work that way. I could, but it wouldn’t take us where they sent him. It would only take us where I wanted it to send us. The witch who casts the spell controls the destination.”
“If we stepped in the circle, could the witch behind it send us wherever she wanted?”
I nodded. “It’s possible. They might send us to wherever they’re holding Connor. They might also send us to a desert somewhere halfway across the globe, or worse, into the middle of the ocean.”
Ginny winced. “Well, that would suck. I’m not much of a swimmer, even in wolf form.”
I chuckled. “And I’m not much for sand and deserts. The sunlight is a bitch.”
“So it’s back to plan A? We find some of Connor’s DNA and track him using your spell?”
I nodded. “I think that’s the best course of action. Until we know what we’re walking into, we have to be careful. We have to find Connor. Then we can figure out what we’re facing before attempting a rescue.”
Ginny narrowed her eyes. “We need to contact the rest of the pack.”
“We’re just talking about reconnaissance right now. We can do that later.”
Ginny shook her head. “You don’t understand. We share a bond. Something isn’t right. I think all of us might be in danger.”
“You think whoever took Connor might be after your entire pack?”
“I don’t know.” Ginny sighed. “We’ve worked with witches before. They hired the pack to sniff out and find various ingredients. Herbs, rare animals, things like that.”
“For spells.”
Ginny nodded. “We never questioned it. The money was good. It’s why we got in over our heads with Corbin and the Order of the Morning Dawn. Perhaps they have another agenda we weren’t privy to and they need us again.”
“Why wouldn’t they just hire you again? Abducting Connor is an act of desperation.”
Ginny pulled out her phone. “I’m sending a group text.”
“To Will and Anthony?”
“And the two wolves you haven’t met. Leland and Rory.”
“Do they live together?” I asked.
Ginny shook her head. “Will and Anthony are roommates. Leland and Rory have their own places.”
“If these witches abducted them, too, we’ll probably find similar salt traps in their apartments.”
Ginny raised a finger. “Hold on. Someone is responding.”
I released my breath. I didn’t even realize I was holding it. “And?”
“It’s Anthony. He said he was at his parents’ house tonight.”
“Tell him not to go home. Have him meet us here. If the others haven’t responded, we have to assume the worst. We’ll investigate their apartments later. For now, we need to track down these witches and find Connor. Maybe the rest of your pack. Try to find something of Connor’s DNA. It doesn’t matter what it is. A hair in the shower drain. Nail clippings. Something tangible. Saliva on a drinking glass won’t be enough.”
“What about his toothbrush?”
I shook my head. “It might work, but presuming he rinsed it, anything there might be too diluted to use.”
I pulled out my phone. “I’m going to call in a little backup of my own.”
“The Voodoo Queen?”
I shook my head. “Annabelle might be helpful, but she doesn’t have a signal in Vilokan. I can leave her a message on the machine in her office. It’s on a land line. She still might not get it in time. I’m going to call up Mercy Brown.”
“Another vampire?”
“Mercy is more than a vampire. She’s also a witch. If we’re facing a coven, we need all the magic on our side we can muster.”
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It took Mercy about two minutes to arrive. She’s fast. All vampires are. Even I was surprised that she got there so quickly. It took her a half-second to spot the salt circle on the floor. 
“Well, isn’t that lovely?”
“That’s one word for it.” I shook my head. “Whoever did this is pretty powerful.”
Mercy shrugged. “Not as powerful as you, I’d wager.”
I chuckled. “Maybe not, but we’re probably dealing with an entire coven. As strong as I might be, my magic can’t overwhelm a coven working in concert.”
“We should dispel the circle. I’d hate to see someone else get stuck inside.”
“It’s some kind of salt-infused paint. Usually we could smudge the salt and break the spell.”
“I wouldn’t try scrubbing it with a wet towel, either. If your hand gets stuck inside, even one finger, you might not be able to pull it out.”
“I was thinking a mop might work, but look around. If Connor owns a mop at all, he hasn’t used it in ages.”
Mercy chuckled. “I don’t know what you see in that boy.”
“Seriously? He’s cute. He has a good heart. There’s potential.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “If you say so. You know my feelings about love.”
“I know you’re jaded. I also know you’ve spent most of your vampiric life without a heart.”
“I’m capable of love, Hailey. I didn’t believe it for a long time, especially not now that I’m nearly two centuries old. Some people believe middle-aged vampires are incapable of love. That we’ve lost too much humanity. There’s more than one way to get in touch with your humanity, though, than consuming souls.”
“Then why don’t you have an interest in love?” I asked.
Mercy shrugged. “I loved someone once.”
“Ramon?” I asked.
Mercy nodded. “He was probably the most unlovable vampire I’d ever known. For some reason, though, he won my heart even when I didn’t have one.”
I sighed. “And now that he’s human again...”
“Thanks to the Morrigan, he’s living a full human life. Last I saw, he was married and already had a child on the way. I had to let him go. He deserved to find someone he could grow old with, and he has.”
“You’re still in love with him, aren’t you? That’s why you can’t love anyone else.”
Mercy shrugged. “Maybe. It doesn’t matter. He’s gone, and it’s for the best. Sometimes we have to let go of the ones we love for their own good. Genuine love is selfless like that.”
“I suppose that makes sense. Ginny is looking for something with Connor’s DNA on it so I can track him.”
Mercy chuckled. “Check the wastepaper basket next to his computer. He’s a young man who lives alone. I’m sure there are a few tissues in there full of his DNA.”
“He doesn’t look at porn, Mercy!”
Mercy smirked. “Are you sure about that?”
I moved around the salt circle and grabbed the trash can next to Connor’s computer desk. I held it up for Mercy to see. “It’s empty. See?”
“As much trash as there is all around the apartment, it’s kind of ironic there’s none in his trash can.”
I laughed. “It’s a bachelor pad. Many are the inscrutable mysteries found within.”
Ginny stepped out of the bathroom. “It’s unbelievable. There’s nothing. The drain is clean. The trash is empty. Even his toothbrush is gone.”
“Gone?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Witches did this,” Mercy said. “They must’ve known we’d be able to track them with his DNA. Hence, the empty trash can.”
I shook my head. “There still has to be something around here we could use. They couldn’t have possibly gotten everything.”
Mercy bit her nails. “You’re right. We have to keep looking.”
“That’s it!” Ginny stared at Mercy.
Mercy continued gnawing on her thumbnail. “It is?”
Ginny hurried over to Connor’s couch. “You and he share a bad habit. He bites his nails. Usually while watching shows. It drives me crazy.”
Ginny threw one of the cushions off the couch. She ran her finger along the crevice between the armrest and the fabric that covered the springs. She pulled her finger out. It was covered in gunk.
“Jack pot!”
“Did you find something?” I asked.
Ginny winced as she picked a fingernail clipping out of the ball of lint she’d pulled from the couch. “Will this do?”
Mercy scrunched her nose and spit one of her own nail clippings on the floor. “You’re right. It is a disgusting habit.”
I held out my hand as Ginny put Connor’s gnawed-off clipping into my palm. “But it’s a habit that might have just saved his life.”
Someone knocked on the door.
Ginny scooted around Mercy and me and opened it.
“Anthony!”
Anthony wrapped his arms around Ginny. “What’s going on? You said Connor is missing and I shouldn’t go home.”
“Witches are abducting your pack,” I said. “We’re afraid that you and Ginny might be the only two they don’t have.”
Anthony cocked his head. “Why would they do that?”
I sighed. “We’re not sure. We can track him. Between my magic and your wolf senses, it shouldn’t be too difficult if he’s anywhere within a hundred miles of here.”
Anthony nodded. “Then let’s go!”
Mercy grabbed Anthony’s wrist and bit him.
“What the hell?” Ginny asked.
“He was due for another bite,” Mercy said. “Best not go into withdrawals on a hunt.”
Anthony rubbed his wrist. “I hate to admit it, but every time we do that, it feels better than the time before.”
Ginny narrowed her eyes and looked at me. “I’d rather not think about that.”
I shrugged. “You asked me not to bite Connor. I won’t. I promise.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “We need to dispel this trap. In case we’re wrong, if the other wolves haven’t been taken and someone comes looking for Connor, they might get stuck inside.”
I grabbed my wand from the pocket on my calf. “If we dispel it directly, the surge of power we used might be siphoned by the witch who cast the trap to begin with. I’d rather not give these witches any more power than they already have.”
Mercy pulled out her wand from a strap on her thigh beneath her long, black dress. “Any other ideas?”
“Water. It’s basic magic. If we channel our power together, we can blast the salt with enough force to break the barrier.”
Mercy nodded and ran over to Connor’s kitchen sink. She turned it on. “Give it a second. Hot water will work better.”
Mercy held her hand under the faucet for a few seconds. “Alright, let’s do this.”
Mercy aimed her wand at the water flowing from the sink. I aimed mine at it at the same time.
The spell was one we’d both learned from Moll, albeit with several years in between. We shared the same corny incantation. We spoke it in unison.
“Be it water, steam, or snow, let our magic guide its flow!”
A blue bolt of energy shot from both of our wands and harnessed the water pouring from Connor’s faucet. We guided the stream across the room, aimed it at the salt circle, and blasted it against the floor.
“That’s it!” I screamed. “It worked!”
Mercy and I released our spell and the water in the air splashed down across the apartment.
Ginny smirked. “So the salt prison won’t work anymore?”
I shook my head. “Once the circle is broken, the magic that defines it is as well.”
“That was some kind of poem,” Ginny chuckled.
Mercy and I looked at each other and shook our heads. “Spells are brewed in cauldrons. We speak an incantation when we charge our wands with the power the spell creates. Technically, we don’t need wands to do it after we’ve cast the spell, but the wand helps focus our power. It also means if another witch takes our wand she can use our spells, provided she knows all our silly poems. Anyway, when we incant the wand, whatever we speak at the time will trigger the spell in the future.”
“You could have said anything?” Ginny asked. “Why not just say water?”
Mercy chuckled. “Because if we did that, every time we said the word ‘water’, we’d fire the spell unintentionally.”
I nodded. “Some witches use Latin phrases. Moll liked to use corny poems. She said they were easier to memorize.”
“As stupid as it sounds, it works,” Mercy said. “You wouldn’t ever catch me saying something like that in casual conversation.”
Ginny grinned. “That’s pretty cool, actually.”
I opened my hand. I still had Connor’s nail clipping in it. “While I’d love to keep these magic lessons going, Connor needs us.”
“This one’s all you,” Mercy said. “Anything dealing with DNA falls under the purview of bloodwitchery.”
I nodded. I touched my wand to Connor’s nail clipping. I didn’t have corny incantations for any of the spells I’d created myself, but this was basic bloodwitchery. It was among the first spells Moll taught me after I resurrected her from the cauldron. I had a similar spell at my disposal that could lead Connor to me. If the witches had him in some kind of trap, though, it could literally tear him apart if two spells were tugging at him at once. The simpler seeking spell was my only option. “Spirits above and powers below, lead us to the one who made this grow.”
A red energy flowed from my hand, through my wand, and enveloped the fingernail in my hand. The magic faded and a subtle glow remained on the tip of my wand. I waved it around the room until I found the direction where the magic shone the brightest. “It’s like a compass. I can’t say how far away he might be, but he’s in that direction.”
“How fast can you run in wolf form?” Mercy asked.
Ginny smirked. “As fast as you.”
I chuckled. “I doubt that. She’s a speed demon. But if he’s somewhere in the city, we can get there quickly on foot.”
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Mercy and I ran side by side, following the direction my wand revealed. The two wolves, now fully shifted into their beastly forms, ran beside us. They had small backpacks they’d made especially for their wolf bodies that contained their clothes. I suppose after shifting enough times, showing up in new places naked too many times, puts you to task to come up with a solution. Their backpacks were that solution. Still, I imagined, if they were making a shorter trek somewhere, they’d just carry their clothes in their mouths. Underwear and socks excepted, of course, because, you know, ew.  
Ginny was right. They were fast. Faster than average wolves. Maybe as fast as me, though not as quick as Mercy. What was a full-on run for me was a casual jog for her.
Unlike humans, who get slower with age, vampires are quite the opposite. The older they are, the faster they run. It was one of many reasons catching up with Corbin would be difficult, even if we found him.
As we followed my wand’s lead, it drew us to a neighborhood I knew. I’d been there nine years ago. We approached the white house, the same one where I met the witches who loaned me the cauldron.
After all this time, I remembered that day like it was yesterday. I never forgot their names. Alexandra, Selene, and Eudora. If Eudora was still alive, I’d be surprised. She was ancient, even then. Then again, witches have a few methods to extend their lives. Not indefinitely, of course. Even Moll wasn’t able to defeat death. The fountain of youth, as she called it, was vampirism. It’s why she arranged that I be turned.
The witches were nice enough. They knew all about Moll—a lot more than I did at the time. They asked me to join their coven in exchange for using the cauldron. Moll forbade it. She said I was better off in the hedge. She was so emphatic about that point I didn’t question it. Now, I wondered if maybe I should have. Did Moll know something I didn’t? Why did these witches want me to join them? When I met them, I was hardly a witch at all. Then again, they knew what I intended to do. They knew Moll believed I was destined to be the most powerful witch her bloodline had ever produced. The coven understood that the Horned God had revealed as much.
The wolves ducked behind a parked van and reemerged less than a minute later as fully clothed humans.  
Ginny narrowed her eyes as we looked at the house. “I know these witches.”
I tilted my head. “I do, too. You’ve worked for them before?”
Ginny nodded her head. “They’ve hired us several times. I never knew how they learned about us, and the jobs were simple.”
“They knew about you because it was their cauldron I used that night in the woods.”
Mercy shook her head. “It was a freak accident that made you all wolf shifters. How could the witches know about that?”
I pressed my lips together. “Maybe they were watching us. It was their cauldron. There’s no telling how many spells they might have cast from it. It’s highly likely they tracked it to the woods.”
Ginny clenched her fists. “Whatever the case, Connor is in there. I’m going in for him.”
I grabbed Ginny by the arm. “That wouldn’t be wise. It’s a trap.”
“You don’t know that! You’re just afraid if I save Connor, he’ll fall in love with me all over again.”
I sighed. “Please, Ginny. Look down at the ground. Look familiar?”
Ginny turned and saw the white circle that surrounded the entire house. “Another salt trap?”
“Can you break the circle again?” Anthony asked.
I examined the circle closer. “It won’t work. Look about three feet inside this circle. There are two of them. If we dispel one, they’ll know it. They’ll activate the second one.”
“What would they be trying to trap inside?” Ginny asked. “They already have Connor, and I can sense the other wolves here, too.”
“They aren’t trying to trap them here. This circle is an escape. There’s a witch somewhere else who will pull all of them out of here and take them to God only knows where.”
“It’s both,” Mercy added. “They want you to go inside. All of you. If you do, they’ll have you trapped. Then they can take you all away.”
I shook my head. “I’ll go in. You stay here.”
“That would be dumb, Hailey.”
I grinned at Mercy. “They wanted me to join them years ago. I declined. Perhaps I can offer myself in exchange for Connor and the others.”
Ginny coughed in her hand. “I’m going with you.”
“You can’t do that,” Mercy said. “They may have wanted Hailey to join them years ago, but they’re after your pack, now.”
“I agree,” Anthony said. “I know our pack needs us, but getting captured ourselves isn’t going to help.”
“How many witches are we talking about?” Mercy asked.
I shrugged. “There were only three of them back in the day. That doesn’t mean they haven’t recruited more since then.”
“Let’s suppose they didn’t. At least one witch is off site. Someone has to pull them through the portal if they plan to leave. That means two witches against two witches. Our best chance is if you and me go in together.”
“Plus, you guys are vampires,” Anthony said. “That has to give you an extra advantage.”
Mercy nodded. “I agree. They might expect you, Hailey. They won’t expect the two of us.”
“You don’t know that!” Ginny protested. “For all you know, they’re watching us right now.”
I sighed. “Look, Ginny. This is the only way. I have my phone on me. So does Mercy. If shit goes south, and they teleport out somewhere else, go to Casa do Diabo. Sarah can find us through her sight. If that doesn’t work, Mel can use her phone to track ours.”
Mercy nodded. “That’s right. She has an app so she can find me anytime.”
“We can handle these witches,” I added. “Even if they send us half-way across the world, we can get Connor and the rest of the wolves out of there. Whatever you do, though, you cannot go inside the salt trap.”
Ginny nodded. “I don’t like it, but fine. Just bring Connor back.”
“And the rest of our pack!” Anthony added.
I nodded. “Of course.”
Mercy and I had our wands ready. We also had our fangs for back up. Or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, these witches had screwed with the wrong bitches. Yeah, that rhymed. I’m a poet, didn’t you know it?
We took off at full speed. Then we ran into an invisible wall and crashed to the ground.
“Fuck!” Mercy screamed. “That hurt!”
I rubbed my forehead. “What was that?”
The sound of laughter harnessed my attention. I looked up. Alexandra was standing at the doorway to the witches’ house. “You may be more powerful than even we anticipated, Hailey Bradbury, but when facing a witch stronger than yourself, you have to rely on your wits.”
“What is this all about, Alexandra? Is this because I didn’t join your damned coven?”
Alexandra laughed. “I suppose that’s a small part of it. We are not your enemy. We are witches. We need to stick together.”
“Then why are you abducting my friends?” I asked.
I noticed Mercy out of the corner of my eye. She was aiming her wand at Alexandra. I didn’t know what she was planning, but I had to keep the witch’s focus on me.
“Why do you suppose your friends became what they are?” Alexandra asked.
I titled my head. “They were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“I’d say they were at the right place and precisely the ideal moment.”
“What are you saying, Alexandra?”
“We knew the spell you planned to cast that night, that you were raising Moll Dyer. We also suspected she’d never allow you to join our coven. So, we took it upon ourselves to see that a part of both of you might join us, anyway.”
I scratched my head. “That makes little sense. My friends were drunk, they were looking for me. They walked into that clearing at the moment the spell was complete.”
“There are many subtle ways a witch can place an idea in someone’s mind. You know this, Hailey. At least you would if you’d ever had the tutelage of a proper coven.”
“Are you saying you made my friends walk into that spell?”
“Selene is adept in the power of suggestion. An intoxicated teenager is easily influenced. Eudora, meanwhile, always had a way with animals. She brought the wolf we needed into the clearing. One mammal, in the cauldron, produced the Moll you knew. Another one, bound to your friends, harbored another sliver of Moll’s soul. With it, your blood that catalyzed the spell.”
“You made the wolf shifters?“ I furrowed my brow. “Why would you do that?”
“We only intended the boy, the one you seem to have your sights on, to absorb the power. When the others followed him into the clearing, it divided the power we intended only for him. It has taken time for the power in each of the six wolves to incubate to the point that we might unify it again.”
“Unify it? What does that mean?”
“It means we’d have a new witch. A bit of Moll. A bit of you.”
“And what of the shifters?”
Alexandra shrugged. “They’ll be human again. Though they might remember nothing that’s happened over the last nine years.”
“You’re saying Connor would think he’s fourteen again? He’d forget everything?”
“They all would, dear. It’s a necessary sacrifice.”
“You’re talking about erasing a decade of six people’s lives just so you can have some kind of super witch with my power?”
“Yours and Moll’s combined. More than enough to defend ourselves against the rising Order of the Morning Dawn.”
I shook my head. “They’re not that powerful. Not now. We can fight them together. You don’t have to do this to my friends to beat them!”
Alexandra sighed. “I wish it were so, but the Order is not as weak as you suspect.”
“What are you talking about? We left them in shambles.”
“You allowed their leader to become a nightwalker. He was bitten by the one who calls himself the Vampire King. As his progeny, the Order is his puppet. The Order is more than a threat to our coven. It’s a threat to all the world. We cannot allow that to happen.”
I clenched my fists. “Damn it, Corbin.”
“Bring us the other two wolves, and we can stop him. They will listen to you. Bid them to step inside the salt circle.”
“You can’t extract their power until you have all of them?”
“We have one chance to do this. Without all six, we cannot reunite their essence.”
“Let me handle Corbin. You don’t have to hurt my friends!”
“I’ve heard all I need to know!” Mercy jumped to her feet and unleashed a concussive spell at Alexandra.
Alexandra didn’t even flinch. Mercy’s spell bounced off a reflective field Alexandra had already cast around her person. The shock waves sent Mercy and I flying outside of the salt circles. We crashed into the ground.
Ginny and Anthony shifted into wolf form. With a unified howl, they charged the house.
“Ginny! Anthony! No!” I screamed.
A green tornado of magic swirled around the inner salt circle.
I aimed my wand at Ginny. I tapped into my bloodwitchery and seized her body. She froze in place as Anthony dove into the circle.
The energy continued to churn. Then, everything inside the circle disappeared. Even the house was gone.
“Damn it!” I shouted.
Ginny turned and glared at me through her yellow wolf eyes.
“If she got you, she would have everything she needed.”
Ginny returned to human form. “Is Connor in there? Where did they go? I couldn’t hear a thing you all were saying.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know where they went. So long as they don’t have all of you, though, we still have a chance to stop them. Except now that no vampire is with them, Sarah won’t be able to track them.”
Mercy shrugged. “It’s a good thing I left my phone inside the circle. It looks like that stupid app will finally come in handy.”




Chapter 7
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I kept checking my phone to see if Mercy’s phone had picked up a signal. I opened my Life360 app. All the vampires on the council had it. It displayed cute little pictures of one another on a giant map. Well, most of the pictures were cute. Sarah had a kind but sheepish smile in her photo. Mel used a selfie she took while dancing with a hottie-turned-meal at a local club. I posed with my wand, twirling it between my fingers. Mercy’s avatar featured her flipping us off.  
I guess she wasn’t thrilled by the idea of anyone watching over her shoulder. It wasn’t like she ever did anything we shouldn’t know about. She was old school independent. She hated the app, but she used it so she could track us. Little did she know she could disable her own GPS tracking, but my lips were sealed. If she wanted to turn hers off, she’d have to figure it out on her own. 
If one of us was on the move, all of us knew about it. If one of us was missing, we could find each other. The app showed Mercy still where we were standing. While GPS would work with or without service, the app we used wouldn’t. 
“A quick jump like that. Maybe it takes a moment for the GPS to adjust. Or they could be out of service range.”
Ginny tilted her head. “Or her phone was off.”
“My phone wasn’t off. I know I’m old and not the best with technology. Still, I know the difference between on and off.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Battery dead?”
“It was sitting on my charger all day. I took it out with me to stake that youngling, but didn’t even use my phone except when you texted me. There’s no way it’s dead.”
I scratched my head. “Sometimes magic can screw with phones. It distorts the signals it sends and receives.”
“What about your wand?” Ginny asked.
I retrieved it. I didn’t need to use Connor’s fingernail clipping twice. Until I used the spell with someone else’s DNA, it would remain attuned to him. I spoke the incantation and a subtle red glow formed at the tip. I spun around. It didn’t change. “They must be too far away. We’d have to get within a hundred miles to get a noticeable response.”
Ginny paced across the space where the coven’s house used to be. Now, it was bare dirt. Someone would surely think it odd that a house disappeared in the middle of the night but, you know, NOLA USA. Weird shit happens. “You are witches. There must be another way.
I pinched my chin. “The spell that turned you into shifters wasn’t especially complex. The key was my blood.”
Mercy’s eyes widened. “And they were trying to extract the power of your blood, along with Moll’s spirit, from the wolves. They want to combine it to make some kind of combination platter, a witch with Moll’s essence mixed with yours.”
I shook my head. “Just because my blood catalyzed the spell, and the shifters’ power is derived from mine, it doesn’t mean they have my blood within them.”
“Right,” Mercy said. “A child doesn’t have his parents’ blood in his body just because their DNA combined to create him.”
“That’s not totally true,” Ginny added. “That’s why they can match children and their parents based on an analysis of DNA. I did one of those mail-in ancestry things a while back. It identified a distant family in another part of the country I didn’t even know about.”
I scratched my head. “Still, it’s different enough. I can’t just use my DNA to track the missing wolves. Besides, the same long-distance problem would apply. We need to get back to Casa do Diabo so I can consult my grimoires. Even if there isn’t a spell that does exactly what we’re hoping for, I can probably cook something up.”
Ginny shifted back into wolf form and the three of us ran back to Casa do Diabo. Ginny followed me into my room. I had more grimoires than I knew what to do with. I still had Moll’s. Mercy had accumulated a few through the years, but hadn’t experimented with them much. She said for the first century of her vampiric existence she could count on her fingers and toes the number of times she’d cast spells. She was living a vampire’s life. From her perspective, Moll was dead. She didn’t have another mentor to teach her spells, and her sire happened to be the oldest, and original, vampire, Niccolo the Damned. To say she absorbed herself in vampirism, to the neglect of her skill as a witch, would be an understatement. It was only a few years ago when she picked up her wand again. She was one of the most talented witches I knew. She couldn’t wield the raw power that I could, and her skills weren’t as diverse, but there wasn’t another witch or vampire I’d want at my side. In part, that’s because there isn’t another witch or vampire I’d fear more if she were my enemy.
I’d pored over these grimoires for years. It was a more productive use of my days than sitting in front of a television playing games or watching shows. I knew it was a longshot before I started. There wasn’t much in any of my grimoires that dealt with blood magic. To use my DNA to cast a spell that connected to a wolf shifter who wasn’t my child naturally, but only inherited abilities on account of the power latent in my blood, was far beyond anything I’d ever discovered from my books.
What I was looking for wasn’t just something to help locate the coven again, but something that might shed light (a phrase that has negative connotations to vampires, for obvious reasons) on what they were planning. Would this witch they hoped to assemble from the wolves be another Moll? Would it be a second me? Perhaps it would only have our genetic components, our power, but would have a personality of its own. The coven could mold and manipulate their piecemeal mega-witch however they liked.
As the sun rose I was still digging through the grimoires. Ginny stayed with us. Until we handled this issue with Alexandra’s coven, she couldn’t leave our sight.
She kept rooting through the grimoires on my shelves.
“Can you keep your paws off my books? Some of them are old and fragile.”
Ginny snorted. “My paws. You’re funny, you know.”
I shrugged. “I try.”
“So what is it? Nature or nurture?”
I rolled my eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“Witchcraft. How much of it are you born with and how much do you learn?”
I shrugged. “It’s a bit of both. Every one has a natural capacity for magic. How much talent one has, how much power one can access, is something you’re born with.”
Ginny nodded. “Anyone can throw a football. Not everyone can be Tom Brady.”
I chuckled. “That’s not a terrible analogy. Who knows how many people are born who might have the natural ability to develop into an elite athlete? Some people, though, never pursue it or put in the work.”
“Think you could teach me a thing or two?”
I tilted my head. “You want to become a witch?”
Ginny shrugged. “Think about it, Hailey. If your blood gave me my power, if Moll’s essence is a part of that, then surely I have some hidden talents I haven’t explored.”
I closed the grimoire I was looking at and set it on my bed. “You really want me, of all people, to teach you witchcraft?”
“It could be helpful. If there’s anything I can do to help save my pack from those witches, I’ll do it.”
“I don’t know, Ginny. It was just a few hours ago when you walked through my door and punched me in the eye.”
Ginny shook her head. “Okay, that was wrong. I was mad at Connor and needed someone to blame. It’s his choice. You’re right. Whatever happens, I know you care about him enough that you want to save him. I love him. If that means setting aside our issues, so be it. I will not let my insecurities about our relationship put him at risk. If these witches succeed, if we lose the last decade of memories, then everything Connor and I have had will be forgotten. I have to believe he’ll come around and realize he loves me. If he doesn’t though, well, it’s like Shakespeare said. It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”
I chuckled. “Tennyson.”  
“Huh?”
“That’s not a Shakespeare quote. It’s from a poem by Alfred Lord Tennyson.”
Ginny furrowed her brow. “Are you sure about that?”
I smiled. “Positive. I’m a book nerd, remember?”  
Ginny scratched her head. “I could have sworn Shakespeare said that.”
I chuckled. “Well, as Abraham Lincoln once said, ‘I never said half the crap people said I did.’” 
“Wow! That really showed a lot of foresight on his part!”  
I stared at Ginny blankly. I knew she was a bit of a ditz, but she wasn’t half as dumb as she pretended to be. After all, the whole idea of teaching her a spell or two wasn’t bad. If Alexandra and her coven didn’t expect that Ginny might know a little witchcraft, a well placed spell could take them off guard. Further, if they captured her, there might be a spell I could teach her to protect her spirit and fight off the witches’ efforts to extract her power. “We need to get you a wand.”
“Eeee!” Ginny squeaked. “I can be your apprentice?”  
I smirked. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Ginny. We’ll fashion you a wand, teach you a few spells, and see where things go from there.”  
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“There’s a lime tree in the courtyard. If you can retrieve a small branch, we can use it to make your wand.” 
“You’re going to whittle me a wand?”
I grinned. “Not with a blade, but with magic. So long as life still resides within the branch, I can shape it.”
“Wow. That’s pretty awesome.”
I smirked. “This is nothing. You should see what druids can do when they connect to the trees.”
Ginny scrunched her brow. “What’s a druid?”
I chuckled. “Never mind. First things first. Let’s get that wand made. Lessons on the various schools of earthen magic can come another time.”
“How many spells do you think I can master today?”
I smiled widely, covering my mouth so as to not flash my fangs too menacingly. “None.”
“None?”
I shook my head. “You’ll be lucky if we can forge a connection between your spirit and your wand in a day’s time. Even then, the connection will be little more than that. It’ll be like an infant learning how to move her legs. It’ll still take a lot of time to build up the strength to walk.”
Ginny sighed. “Well, that sucks. I was hoping we’d be ready to go after the witches tonight!”
“You’re going to need to sleep at some point, Ginny.”
Ginny shook her head. “No sleeping until Connor is safe.”
“I don’t require sleep. Trust me, Ginny. I want to find him, too. I want you to be ready to fight if the time comes. If you’re a walking, sleep-deprived zombie, you won’t be good for much, especially when it comes to spells. Once we connect your spirit to your wand, whatever capacity for magic you have will gradually grow until you can feel it. Eventually, you won’t even need a wand, but that’s a long way down the road. Like learning to walk, it isn’t that a baby doesn’t just lack the knowledge to walk. She has to develop the strength.”
“So, I’ll be strong enough tomorrow to cast a spell?”
I chuckled. “I don’t know, eager beaver. It depends on the person.”
Ginny bit her lip. “How long did it take you?”
I smiled. “I’m not exactly your typical case. I could cast a few defensive spells almost right away.”
“You think I’m typical?”
I sighed. “I guess you aren’t. The point, though, is we don’t know how long it will take. Either way, we’d best get started. How good are you at climbing trees?”
“Not great as a human or a wolf. I can jump pretty high, though. Twelve feet or so.”
I grinned. “That should do it. There are a few branches low enough. You don’t need much. Just enough for a wand. It doesn’t matter what shape it’s in or if it forks at all. I just need the raw material to make your wand.”
“I know you can’t go out there with me. Can you watch me from the windows?”
I nodded. “We have UV protection on most of the windows here. That shouldn’t be a problem.”
I pointed out the tree I was talking about through the window first. It wasn’t really hard. We had other trees in the courtyard, but the lime tree was the oldest. From what Mercy told me, back before she knew him, her ex-boyfriend Ramon was quite vicious as a youngling. His brother owned Casa Do Diabo. Of course, they didn’t call it that at the time. Ramon’s activities no doubt played a role in earning the nickname. Apparently, he had a penchant for dismemberment. He used to bury human body parts under the tree. Later, whenever he lost control, Nico and Mercy staked him and buried him there. They removed the stake and revived him from time to time, hoping a little time out in vampire hell would teach him a lesson. While hell warped most vampires, making them more vicious than before, it had the opposite effect on Ramon.
Ramon’s history was a real-life horror. For Mercy, though, it was a love story. She fell for a vampire who couldn’t be tamed. She never gave up hope that he’d defy the odds, that he’d eventually get his shit together. You could say Mercy kept him grounded—literally, with a stake in his chest--for much of their relationship. In another sense, though, she was his home. When she was around, he was different. She brought out his better demons. In the end, though, she had to let him go. It broke her heart—more than any stake could.
Still, the lime tree stood as a reminder of the vampire she used to love. The man she loved still.
I found Mercy in her room. She didn’t have to sleep any more than I did. Vampires don’t need sleep, but we can do it. It passes the time.
I shook her arm. “Hey, Mercy.”
Mercy rolled over. “What is it?”
“Ginny wants to learn a few spells. Mind if we use Ramon’s lime tree to make a wand?”
Mercy sighed, sat up, and ran her fingers through her hair. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“I know the tree means a lot to you. If you don’t want us to use it, we won’t.”
Mercy glanced at Ginny over my shoulder. “That tree has a bloody history. Nourished by human blood, a wand hewn from the tree might have an affinity for certain kinds of magic most witches won’t touch.”
“What do you mean? Dark magic?” Ginny asked.
I shook my head. “She means bloodwitchery. The magic I specialize in.”
Ginny clasped her hands together. “That sounds bad ass!”
Mercy shook her head. “Hailey can handle it. Most witches wouldn’t dare.”
Ginny shrugged. “It’s a good thing Hailey is the one who is going to teach me, then!”
Mercy looked at me and raised one eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re the best one to teach her?”
“Like you said, if the wand opens her up to blood magic, I’m the best one to do it.”
“Yeah, but you two... your little cat fight over Connor...”
“Who are you calling a cat?” Ginny asked. “I’m a wolf! I eat cats for breakfast.”
Mercy laughed. “Just be careful, both of you. Jealousy can fuel a dark magic that’s hard to resist. Since Moll’s essence is a part of you already, Ginny, that’s a path you might be more inclined to follow than you realize.”
I shook my head. “For better or worse, she loves Connor. That motivates her. I believe she’ll be fine.”
Mercy nodded. “I’m trusting the both of you. You both need to go into this with eyes wide open. If there’s any sign that Ginny is following a dark path, you know what you need to do.”
I nodded. “I can handle it.”
“What does she mean? What would you need to do?”
I took a deep breath and met Ginny’s wide eyes with my own. “I’d have to kill you.”
Ginny gulped. “Understood.”
“Are you sure it’s worth the risk?” I asked.
Ginny nodded. “We wolves have a bond. There’s nothing I wouldn’t risk to save them. If this can help, even a little, I have to do it.”
I grabbed Ginny’s hands. “What if Connor doesn’t come back to you? What will happen then?”
Ginny shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. That’s his choice. What matters right now is the choice I’m making. My pack needs me. That’s all there is to it.”
I took Ginny to the back door that led to the courtyard.
“I’m going to do this as a wolf. You might want to turn around.”
“I’ve already seen you naked.”
Ginny giggled. “Yeah, but you know, I wouldn’t want to make you jealous.”
“Why would I be jealous?”
“Because I have a better rack than you.”
I laughed. “You do not. You’ve never seen me naked, you know. My ladies can compete with the best of them.”
Ginny giggled. “I’m just giving you shit. Chill out.”
My eyes widened. “I’m chill! Totally chill!”
Ginny stripped down and handed me her clothes. I took a step back to avoid any sunlight that might hit me when she opened the door. She shifted into wolf form and took off. I moved to the kitchen and watched her out the window above the sink. Ginny wasn’t joking. She really could jump. She bounded toward the lime tree, took a leap through the air, grabbed a branch with her jaws and dangled there a moment. Ginny wrapped her paws around the limb to hold on as she gnawed at it. Eventually, a small part of the branch about two feet long fell to the ground. Ginny fell with it. She grabbed the branch and took off back toward the house.
I met her in the hall several feet behind the door. She dropped the branch on the floor and resumed human form. I tossed Ginny her clothes, and she got dressed.
“Easy peasy!” Ginny exclaimed.
I smiled. “I have to admit, that was impressive.”
Ginny bent over, grabbed the branch, and handed it to me. “Is that enough?”
“More than enough. Let’s go back to my room and make your wand.”
I pulled up my rug. Underneath it was a circle made with salt-infused paint, not unlike the circle the witches used to trap the wolves before. This was different, though. A pentagram was also painted on the inside of the circle corresponding with each of the five elements.
“What’s that?” Ginny asked.
“It’s not a prison, if that’s what you’re thinking. Not exactly. It will ensure that the magic I use to make your wand remains focused inside the circle. As you know, when spells aren’t harnessed, there can be unintended side-effects.”
“Like turning a bunch of teenagers into wolf shifters?”
I laughed. “Like that. It’s a pretty harmless spell, but it’s best if no magical residue settles into anything else in the room, especially with so many grimoires here. I’d hate to trigger a spell in one of my books.”
“That could happen?” Ginny asked.
I nodded. “Some spells require potions to brew. Others are more primal, written into the fabric of the universe. Any witch can cast them. Some spells work with sigils that, if empowered by any magic at all, will take effect. Those books include several such spells. If a little magic got into the books, well, it could be the magical equivalence of setting a fire in a fireworks factory.”
“Casa do Diabo go big bada boom?”
I laughed. “Something like that.”
I placed the branch from the lime tree in the middle of my circle and sat on my knees in front of it. I placed both hands on it and channeled some of my natural magic into the wood. All I had to do was visualize what I wanted it to become. A green glow passed from my hands into the branch and it took shape. My eyes were closed, but I could feel the wood mimicking the image in my mind. When it was done, I released my magic and looked down at a perfectly hewn wand.
“Ta-da!” I picked up the wand and held it in my hand.
Ginny’s jaw was almost on the floor. “Bitchin’!”
I chuckled, stood up, and handed the wand to Ginny. She took it in her hands. She gasped.
“What is it?”
“I can feel it! It tingles!”
I smiled. “That’s a good sign. That’s the wand attuning itself to your spirit. You’ll need to hold it until the sensation wanes.”
Ginny waved the wand over her head. “I love it!”
“Careful with that thing,” I said. “Like I said, we don’t want to fire off any magic in here by mistake. It’s best to hold it still.”
I stepped out of the circle and pulled my rug back over it. Ginny wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you, Hailey! I can’t believe it. I’m a witch, now!”
I gave Ginny a half-hearted hug back. Was Ginny becoming a friend? I had to wonder, how would that work out if Connor chose me over her? I almost felt a little guilty now for kissing him in the bar. I didn’t want to admit it, but I liked Ginny. I didn’t want to see her heart break. Still, Connor as much as told me he didn’t see a future with her. Not the “forever” kind of future Ginny was hoping for. What began as two girls competing for the affections of a single guy was quickly becoming a lot more complicated than I’d expected. All that wouldn’t matter a single lick if we didn’t save the wolves. Still, I couldn’t deny the twisty feeling in my gut that was growing more and more uncomfortable the more I befriended Ginny. Shit was bound to get uncomfortable once we saved Connor. Hopefully, for Connor’s sake, that would come sooner rather than later.
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We still didn’t see the location of Mercy’s phone on the app. Since my tracking spell still wasn’t detecting Connor nearby, my best guess was they were somewhere in the middle of nowhere. They still needed Ginny, so I was pretty sure they weren’t in the Antarctic, the Sahara Desert, or on the moon. We also knew that they couldn’t do a thing to Connor and the other wolves until all they had all six. 
Until we came up with a solution to track them down, our best bet was to prepare for their next move. When they were ready, they’d probably let us know where they were. They’d set a trap somehow and try to lure Ginny into it. We had to do the same. If they wanted Ginny, we had to trap them. Ginny would be both the bait and the trap itself—if I could teach her enough spells to protect herself from the witches long enough that Mercy and I could dispel whatever protections or wards they might use to prevent our interference.
If we could get past the coven’s wards, I was a blood witch. Ginny might be able to cast blood magic as well. What little I knew about Alexandra and her coven, bloodwitchery, was something they had little knowledge of. Who would? Most of what I could do Moll taught me, or I’d developed myself.
Ginny spent the day holding her wand. She’d made more progress than I expected. As suspected, whatever combination of Moll’s divided essence and my that blood was within her attuned her to her magic in a fraction of the time it took most witches.
That was both good and bad. It was good because we’d be able to get to work right away. It was bad because usually witches come into their power over time. It gives them a chance to practice lesser, harmless spells and adjust before taking on more powerful ones. Maintaining a spell requires discipline of will. It also requires fortitude of the body. One of the reasons Moll arranged to have me turned into a vampire was because I’d reached the potential of what my body could handle. As a vampire, I’d have the capacity to expand my magic and my abilities beyond what any who’d dared to attempt bloodwitchery in the past ever had.
It was too risky to let a new witch capable of so much, but with so little control, to experiment in Casa do Diabo. Once the sun set, we took her to the marshlands. It wasn’t a full moon. Manchac Swamp was where the local werewolves often ran when shifted. They were a friendly bunch, so far as werewolves went. I’d helped them out on more than one occasion. Still, casting unrestrained blood magic in the company of other supernatural beings could have unpredictable results. Werewolves weren’t like wolf shifters. Under Dr. Cain’s tutelage, they’d undergone extensive therapy to tame their beastly natures. When Ginny, Connor, and their pack shifted, they remained of the same mind that they were in human form. Sure, a wolf shifter might not have the same strength as a werewolf, but I knew they were formidable. They’d also only barely scratched the surface of what they might be capable of. Ginny’s foray into witchcraft was the first step she and her pack could take to maximize their potential.
Mercy drove us to the edge of the swamp in her hearse.
Something moved in the water in front of us.
“Crikey!” Ginny exclaimed, doing her best impression of the late Crocodile Hunter. “Was that a gator?”
I chuckled. “Most likely.”
“Don’t worry,” Mercy added. “They’re more afraid of us than you are of them.”
Ginny huffed. “That’s easy for a vampire to say.”
I grinned. “There are a lot of snakes in these waters, too. Many of them are venomous.”
“Shit.” Ginny took a deep breath. “Are you sure there isn’t a better place to practice?”
Mercy shook her head. “We need to do this someplace remote. There’s very little chance any humans will wander into the marsh in the middle of the night.”
I grinned. “Besides, there are rumors that these swamps are haunted.”
“Haunted? Seriously?” Ginny shuddered.
I smiled widely. “I ain’t afraid of no ghost.”
Ginny shook her head. “Speak for yourself, ghostbuster.”
“Fear is an inherently unstable emotion,” I said. “If you can’t manage your fear, you’ll never be able to handle a spell.”
Ginny snorted, took a deep breath, and tugged at her shirt. “Right. No fear. I’ve got this.”
We followed a patch of dry ground through the marsh to a small hill covered in cypress trees. A resinous, sweet scent filled the air.
“This spot should do,” Mercy said.
Ginny held her wand in her hand. “I still feel the tingle. It’s not as strong as before.”
“It will linger awhile,” I said. “Eventually, the sensation will fade once you’re fully attuned to your magic. After that, you’ll only feel it when you’re casting a spell.”
“I like it. The feeling, I mean. It’s oddly comforting.”
I nodded. “I know what you mean. Some people believe witchcraft is an abomination. They think we’re tapping into powers human beings were never meant to touch. It’s quite the opposite. The craft puts us back into touch with something primal, something original to our nature. Most people live alienated from the earth. They strive day in and day out to rely more and more on human inventions, artificial technologies and intelligences. The craft is about connection to and a reverence for the spiritual world that surrounds us, not in some supernatural realm totally separate from our own, but in what is and always has been all around us. Some witches refer to the source of our connection as the spirit of place. The otherworld is not so much separate from the earth as it is a part of it, it’s connected to everything. It runs alongside us and when we tap into it, we do so not by trying to escape our material existence but by reaching through it into a power that is and always has been a part of us.”
Ginny chuckled. “So you took me into the swamps.”
Mercy grinned. “You don’t have to be outdoors to do magic. Still, there’s something about it that makes sensing the spirits of a place simpler and more natural. This isn’t just a place filled with stagnant water and creepy crawlies. The world is its own sanctuary.”
“You might think of witches as the priestesses of the temple that is the earth.”
Ginny grinned. “Cool! Now how do I make my magic go boom and pow?”
I smiled. “It’s best to start with a little snap, crackle, and pop. Boom and pow will come later.”
“We will not beat the coven with Rice Krispies, Hailey.”
“And we will not save Connor and your pack if you blow us up, either.”
Ginny laughed. “I couldn’t seriously blow us up, right?”
I nodded. “We’re talking blood magic. Extract all the blood out of a vampire and they’ll go feral. Drain a human and they’re dead.”
Ginny snorted. “I suppose you’d know all about that.”
I titled my head. “Except if I drain someone as a vampire, I can heal them and turn them. Drain someone with blood magic and there’s no coming back.”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, the same enzyme in your bite that has Connor, Will, and Anthony addicted to the bites is the same enzyme that turns one into a vampire if they’re drained and healed.”
Mercy nodded. “I believe that’s the case. Some humans, to a lesser degree, crave our bites in the same way.”
“There are people who want to be bitten?” Ginny shook her head in disgust.
“A lot of old world vampires have whole harems of humans on hand to feed from. They’re essentially blood addicts like the wolves.”
I snorted. “Did Corbin have harems like that? In Romania, I mean?”
Mercy nodded. “Of course he did. Not all humans develop that kind of dependency and, unlike the shifters, they can get past it much like any drug addict might eventually get through withdrawal. Besides, it usually takes several bites spanning consecutive nights to establish such a dependency.”
Ginny shook her head. “You’re saying there are vampires in the world who intentionally enslave people and shifters by addiction?”
Mercy nodded. “My sire abhorred the practice. It’s also against the policy of the Vampire Council. Enforcing it, though, especially across an ocean, is virtually impossible.”
Ginny held her wand in front of her face and narrowed her eyes. “Alright. So we’ll do more Riddikulus and less Avada Kedavra.”
Mercy tilted her head. “What are you talking about?”
I snorted. “She’s referencing spells from Harry Potter. That’s not too far off. Though, when you’re dealing with bloodwitchery, avoiding the murder spell isn’t so simple as refusing to speak the wrong words. Any spell involving blood can become Avada Kedavra if you aren’t careful.”
“I get it. This shit can be dangerous. What do you suggest I start with?”
“We’re going to use the same tracking spell I used to find Corbin earlier.”
Mercy bit her wrist. “Dip your wand into the wound.”
Ginny did as Mercy asked. Since I formed Ginny’s wand, the same spells I’d already incanted into mine were transferred into hers.
Mercy took off through the swamp and disappeared into the trees.
I spoke the same corny incantation I’d used before to find Connor. When I did, my wand lit up, but not bright enough to suggest Connor had come within range. His DNA was still orienting my spell. Ginny’s wand, however, was now calibrated to Mercy. When she pointed it in the direction Mercy ran, the glow at the tip of her wand swelled.
“Awesome! Congratulations, Ginny! Your first spell. Sustain it in your will, otherwise it will go out. Do you think you can take us to Mercy?”
Ginny cupped her hands around her mouth. “Ready or not, here I come!”
The same spell still powering my wand, I turned to follow Ginny through the trees when the tip of my wand glowed. I stopped in my tracks. It was pointing across Lake Ponchartrain to the southeast.
Ginny stopped and turned. “Are you coming?”
She saw the glow on my wand and didn’t need to wait for me to answer. “Is that Connor?”
I nodded. “That’s the direction of the Lower Ninth Ward.”
Ginny furrowed her brow. “Isn’t that where the old Methodist church that the Order of the Morning Dawn was using as a new headquarters is located?”
I nodded. “It is.”
“Why would the coven be there?”
I shook my head. “Alexandra said that the Order was after her coven.”
“Do you think Connor’s dad rescued him before we could?”
I sighed. “I don’t know. Now that Reverend McPherson is a nightwalker, and Corbin is his sire, I’m afraid there’s more to it than that. They might have rescued Connor, but it’s not for his benefit. Corbin is trying to get to me.”
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If Mercy had her phone, I’d have texted her to tell her to abort the training session. Instead, we had to follow through. We still didn’t know where Mercy’s phone was, but phones can be replaced. We had to go after Connor and hope the other wolves were with him. 
Mercy never half-assed anything. With her speed, she’d made it deep into the swamp. Ginny could go faster in wolf form, but we weren’t sure if she could maintain her spell while shifted. She put her wand in her mouth, stripped down, and shifted. Her wand stayed aglow.
“Impressive!” I smiled ear-to-ear.
Ginny nodded and took off, bounding from dry patch to dry patch, avoiding the alligators and snakes, while I took up the rear. We found Mercy hiding behind a stump about a mile away from where we started.
Ginny shifted back and I tossed her clothes back to her. Mercy’s focus was on my wand.
“Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”
I nodded. “Somehow he showed up out of the blue in the direction of the Lower Ninth.”
Mercy narrowed her eyes. “You think the Order has him?”
I sighed. “That’s my best guess. I do not know how they could have possibly found the coven before we did.”
“Why would the Order take Connor to that church? You’d think if his dad found him, he’d take him home.”
“I agree,” Ginny added.
“Unless he’s under Corbin’s influence.”
Mercy shook her head. “A sire can only influence a youngling so much. It’s hard to disobey a sire outright, but more than one youngling has staked his or her own sire in the past. Unless Corbin is manipulating Connor’s father constantly, I’d think the reverend’s paternal instincts would take priority.”
I shook my head. “Corbin is definitely involved. I can’t imagine he wouldn’t be.”
Mercy nodded. “One thing about all of this hasn’t sat well with me since we talked to Alexandra. If Corbin is manipulating the order via McPherson, why would they still be hunting witches at all?”
I shrugged. “Maybe because witches post the greatest threat to vampires. Whatever the case, we may not find the other witches there. Rescuing Connor might have been the priority.”
Ginny sighed. “In that case, the rest of the pack still might be missing.”
“There’s only one way to find out. Mercy, we need to get back to your car and get there as soon as possible.”
By the time we got to Mercy’s hearse we were a mess. Splashing through the swamps, even doing our best to stick to dry land, left our hair caked with algae and other clumps of undefined gunk.
Ginny pinched her nose as she got in the car. “I’m not sure what’s worse. Your natural vampire smell or the swamp yuck on all of us.”
I smiled. “We could really use some of your fruit spray right now.”
“Amen, sister!” Ginny giggled.
Mercy pulled off her army boots and dumped swamp water out of them on the side of the road before tossing them in the back. The stench from her feet didn’t help matters much, either. I rolled my window down. Mercy chuckled and did the same. She took off down the road, driving a little faster than usual. I maintained the spell in my wand and held it up as we got closer to the Lower Ninth Ward.
My suspicions were correct. My wand guided us to the old church. No other cars were parked outside.
We drove past the church lest parking there be a dead giveaway of our arrival. No pun intended!
“You should stay in the car. One spell meant to track someone isn’t going to be enough to protect you.”
“Screw that.” Ginny huffed. “If Connor is in there, I’m not sitting back this time.”
I sighed. “Stay close to me, then. I’ll do what I can to protect you.”
If Corbin was there, he’d know it the second we stepped in the doors. He’d probably hear us coming before that. At his age, his senses were more acute than any vampire I’d ever known. He could hear Ginny’s heartbeat. He could hear our breaths. Still, just because he heard us didn’t mean he’d know it was us.
“There’s no sense trying to be quiet,” Mercy said. “Even if we sneak in there, Corbin will hear us. If we’re tip-toeing around, it will only be suspicious.”
I nodded. “I agree. The best chance we have is to act normal, maybe cause a distraction. If he hears noises from different directions, it might help.”
“I agree. The acoustics of a place like this are weird. If we split up, it could buy you enough time to reach Connor.”
“Split up?” Ginny huffed. “You just said we had to stick together?”
I nodded. “You and me will stick together. We can sneak in around back. I don’t know if the door is unlocked. Probably not. It’s still worth a try.”
“I’ll go straight for the front doors. Corbin knows I know he turned McPherson into a nightwalker. He also knows I’m looking for him. It won’t be too strange to think that I’d show up here looking for him.”
“We don’t know for certain that Corbin is even here. Perhaps the witches found a way to use the power within the other wolves, even as I’ve trained Ginny. For all we know, Connor is here to fight the Order with the coven.”
“The plan is still sound. Again, whoever might be inside that church doesn’t know what we suspect. It would take no one by surprise if I were here to parlay with Corbin.”
“If the back door is not unlocked, I can use a fire spell to burn out the doorjamb and get us inside. Whatever is going on, the mission is the same. We find Connor and get him out of there. If the other wolves are there, we save them, too.”
“Once we get in a little closer, I’ll be able to sense the rest of the pack. If they’re inside, I’ll know before we even go through the back doors.”
Mercy nodded. “I’ll keep them distracted as long as possible. If we’re lucky, they’ll try to stake me.”
Ginny chuckled. “If we’re lucky?”
Mercy grinned widely. “They won’t stand a chance. But if they pursue me, I can lure them out of the building. If they ignore me, well, I know a few spells myself.”
“Something that goes boom and pow?” Ginny asked.
“Precisely. Take it as a sign that they aren’t biting on the bait and will head after you.”
I took a deep breath. “Now that we have a plan for tackling a completely unknown situation once we open these car doors, we can’t speak of it. If Corbin is in there, he’ll hear us.”
Ginny nodded. “Got it. Radio silent. When I know how many wolves are inside, I’ll show you the number on my fingers.”
We left the car, closing the doors behind us as quietly as possible. We split up before reaching the church. If anyone was watching, seeing us walk up next to Mercy would be a dead giveaway.
Mercy headed down the sidewalk leading to the church. Ginny and I went around the block, turned right on the next street, and made our way toward the church from the rear.
Ginny placed her hand on my chest. She held up her index finger. Connor was the only wolf inside.
The rest of the pack must’ve still been in the coven’s house. That was as good as saying we didn’t have a clue where they were. If we could save Connor, maybe he could tell us where it was.
As we approached the back door to the church, we heard some shouting around front along with a familiar laugh. Mercy was drawing the nightwalkers out. They were pursuing her. She was playing with them. So far, so good. The plan was working. There’d be no need for any boom or pow.
I turned the knob on the door. It clicked open. I tilted my head. Why was it unlocked?
Ginny and I stepped inside. The hallway was dark, but a single light from the next hallway ahead cast a subtle glow at the end. A figure stepped out of one of the classrooms. She was hunched over, holding a cane. I was a creature of the night. I could see clearly through the shadows. I knew who she was. She was a witch from Alexandra’s coven—the oldest of the three I met before.
“Eudora?”
“Hello, Hailey. I’m glad you came. We have little time.”
“What is this about?” I asked.
Eudora looked at me, then fixed her eyes on Ginny. “Alexandra has lost her mind. The witch she seeks to forge from the union of the wolves would harbor the spirit of your great-great-grandmother, Moll Dyer. We know well how she betrayed all of us, how she turned against the Horned God and aligned with Lucifer. Alexandra is a fool if she thinks this new witch would serve our coven’s agenda.”
I pressed my lips together. “You are the oldest of the coven, perhaps the wisest.”
“But in my age, also the weakest. Still, I’ve done what I can.”
“Where is the rest of my pack?” Ginny asked
Eudora shook her head. “I cannot say. They moved again the moment I brought Connor here.”
“Why did you bring him here?” I asked. “Of all places, why the headquarters of the shadow of the Order of the Morning Dawn?”
“Given my diminished strength, I only had limited options to help the boy escape. I found this portal in Alexandra’s room. I did not know this was where it would lead us.”
“What about the nightwalkers? Connor’s father was here, was he not?”
“I may be weak, but I’m not powerless. I can cast a simple veil. Unfortunately, healing spells are beyond my current abilities. I could not move the wolf. I only hoped that you’d find us.”
“Healing?” Ginny asked. “What’s wrong with Connor! What happened to him?”
Eudora shook her head. “I can’t say. When we left, he was fine. The moment we arrived, he collapsed.”
“A proximity spell.” I scratched my head. “Is Alexandra experimenting with blood magic?”
“Not to my knowledge, dear.”
I sighed. “Still, that’s the only explanation I can imagine. It’s a spell Moll taught me. It bind’s one’s blood to a location. If you move too far from it, well, you pass into a coma.”
“Can you heal him?” Ginny asked.
I shook my head. “He doesn’t require healing. However, I can break the spell. If Alexandra is not wielding blood magic, though, I can only assume she’s convinced another of the wolves to do so.”
Ginny shook her head. “I can’t imagine any of our pack would betray us. Not again.”
Eudora sighed. “I do not think that any of them have. However, Selene is adept at proxy magic. She can harness the power in another and wield it, albeit in a reduced capacity.”
I cleared my throat. “I assume you all figured out that the wolf shifters are pretty formidable witches on their own, if they’re trained.”
Eudora nodded. “Of course, however, none of us are especially experienced with bloodwitchery. There are very few spells of that sort in any of our grimoires.”
I sighed. “Just take me to him. Thank you, Eudora. I know it couldn’t have been easy to go against the coven like this.”
Eudora sighed. “Alexandra has held me out of the loop for some time, now. I’ve always believed in the goodness of the craft, dear. To do to these young people what Alexandra has planned just isn’t right.”
Ginny wiped a tear from her eyes when Eudora took us to Connor. He was on the floor in one of the vacant Sunday School classrooms. A sigil on the floor surrounded Connor. It was the portal he took to arrive.
I took Ginny’s hand. “Would you like to help me do this?”
Ginny tilted her head. “I don’t know. I don’t want to do it wrong.”
“Hold my hand and place your wand on his chest.”
I extended my hand. Ginny placed hers in mine. We both pressed our wands over Connor’s heart. When I drew on my magic, I connected to Ginny. I released the healing power into Connor. It wasn’t a complex spell, a simple cleansing to remove whatever other magic might infect his blood. Connor gasped.
Ginny wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on the lips. I diverted my eyes.
“Ginny? Hailey? Both of you?”
I nodded. “You’re safe now.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” a voice said from the door.
We turned around.
“Alexandra!” Eudora’s voice cracked as she said the witch’s name. “How did you get here?”
Alexandra laughed. “I’ve been here the whole time.”
“You were at the house when we left. I don’t understand.”
Alexandra looked at me with wide eyes. She curled her lip. “Hello, my love.”
I furrowed my brow. “Huh?”
Alexandra laughed. Then, she changed. Her body expanded. The muscles in her arms and legs grew. Her jawline widened. Her eyes turned red. It wasn’t Alexandra.
“Corbin?”
“I knew you’d come for him. I’ve been watching you, Hailey.”
I clenched my fists. “What the hell, Corbin?”
“What did you do to Alexandra?” Eudora pointed her crooked finger at the vampire.
Corbin laughed. “Surely you’ve noticed she hasn’t left that house during daylight.”
“You bit and turned Alexandra?” I asked. “Why the hell would you do that?”
“She and I desire the same thing. Do you really think this chapter of the Order is the only threat we face as vampires and witches? They grow in numbers all across the country as more people learn the truth of our kind.”
“What have you done with the rest of my pack?” Ginny asked.
“They’re fine. Consider them an insurance policy. I’ve allowed Connor to return to you as a gesture of good will.”
I snorted. “What kind of insurance policy?”
“The coven needs a blood witch, Hailey. They could make one for themselves by combining the essence in the wolves. That much is true. However, I promised I’d bring you to them.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going with you!”
Corbin shrugged. “Then, I’m afraid, the other wolves might not be long for this world.”
I gripped my wand. “You really think I’ll love you for this? You’re sick!”
Corbin tilted his head. “Everything I do, I do for you, Hailey. Even if you don’t realize it yet, some day, you will. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you develop patience. You’ll come around in time.”
“If I go with you, the other wolves will go free?”
Corbin grinned, flashing his fangs. “Of course, my love.”
“Don’t do it, Hailey!” Eudora pleaded. “You don’t know what Alexandra has planned!”
“Silence, witch!” Corbin grabbed Eudora by the throat and threw her to the ground.
“You asshole!” I screamed. “She’s an old woman!”
Corbin grabbed me around the waist and pulled me into the sigil on the floor.
A green cone of energy swirled around us. A witch on the other side—Alexandra or Selene—was pulling us through the portal.
Eudora aimed her wand at us. It shook in her hand. She screamed something, but I couldn’t make out the words. I went flying out of the portal and into the wall.
“No!” Corbin shouted as he disappeared.
Ginny and Connor ran over to Eudora. My head hit the wall, but as a vampire it only rattled me. I stumbled to my feet and ran over to the witch.
“I can heal you!”
Eudora shook her head. “Do not try. I cast what remained of my spirit into the spell to save you. They couldn’t take you.”
“No, we can try. I know what I can do. I can turn you!”
“Dear, were I a younger woman, I might take you up on the offer. But I don’t wish to remain like this forever. Let me go, dear. Only promise me you’ll stop Alexandra and Corbin.”
“What are they planning? You said I only knew...”
“I cannot say for certain, but now that I know Corbin is involved, and he’s turned Alexandra, I believe it is clear.”
“They’re trying to tap into our power,” Connor said. “Alexandra has been casting spells on us, trying to draw it out.”
Eudora nodded. “Without a true blood witch, they cannot do as much damage as hoped before. But I believe they intend to blast as many people as possible with uncontrolled blood magic.”
“That would kill thousands!” I grabbed Eudora’s hand. “Why would they do that?”
“As a vampire, I believe if Alexandra channels that power through her person, it will not kill them. It will turn them.”
I sighed. “Of course. That’s what Corbin tried to do before. He changed everyone in New Orleans into a vampire. If it hadn’t been for Moll’s sacrifice, it would have stuck.”
“Why would they do that?” Ginny asked.
“It’s obvious,” Mercy said as she stepped into the room. She was dragging Connor’s father behind her. He had a stake in his chest. “Corbin wants to spread vampirism as far as possible, to force us into the open so that the world will fear our kind. It will leave us with no option but to fight for our survival.”
I sighed. “And to rule by fear. That’s what he’s told me before. He wants to make me his queen, to rule the world at his side.”
“You must save the wolves before it is too late,” Eudora said. “Without you or the combination of the wolves together, they’ll have to use as much power as they can. They won’t just erase the memories of the other wolves, they’ll kill them. When one’s entire soul is cast into a spell, there is nothing you can do to bring them back.”
I grabbed Eudora’s hand with both of mine. “Is there anything you can tell us about where to find them?”
Eudora shook her head. “I don’t know where they are, dear. You must find them, somehow.”
I shook my head. “If I step in that ring, they’ll bring me to them.”
“And you’ll find yourself trapped in a salt prison,” Eudora said. “You won’t be able to cast within it. I sacrificed myself to prevent that. You mustn’t allow it.”
I nodded. “We’ll find another way.”
“We might have one,” Mercy said. “Corbin turned McPherson, right?”
I nodded. “We might be able to trace the bond in his blood to his sire. It won’t be easy.”
Eudora took a deep breath, and a smile split her face. “Then do it, dear. You’ll figure it out, I’m sure of it. Now, this old woman can die in hope.”
Eudora’s hand went limp in my hands. She gasped once more and closed her eyes as she died on the floor.
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Connor was still trembling from the shock of everything that happened. Ginny held him in her arms. He didn’t push her away. It was a shitty time to get jealous or catty, so I buried those feelings deep inside. 
“We need to take McPherson back to Casa do Diabo,” Mercy said. “It’s not safe here. The other nightwalkers that chased me will circle around soon.”
“We can’t just leave Eudora here.” I shook my head. “She saved my life. I won’t leave her body to rot.”
“We could consume her body with a fire spell,” Mercy suggested.
“You’re going to burn her inside a building?” Ginny asked.
“We can control the burn,” I said. “It might be a fitting tribute. She lived her life devoted to the craft. Fire is an earthen element, one of the five Eudora revered.”
“Can I help?” Ginny asked.
“How are you going to help?” Connor asked.
Ginny smiled. “Hailey has been teaching me a few spells. Maybe I could learn another one now.”
Connor furrowed his brow. “You’re doing witchcraft together now?”
I smirked. “Weird, right?”
Connor stared at me with his jaw dropped. “I don’t know. Just surprising. I didn’t expect the two of you to work together.”
“Hailey agreed to help me learn,” Ginny said. “I wanted to help save you. Of course, I punched her in the face first.”
“You what?”
I chuckled. “We’ll tell the story later. Mercy is right, though. We need to do this fast. I’m not opposed to kicking a little nightwalker ass, but we have bigger issues to concern ourselves with at the moment.”
“I wish I could tell you where they were,” Connor said. “They’ve been moving that house every few hours.”
I nodded. “Eudora said as much. Perhaps, though, you’ll be able to help us convince your father to help. If he’s not willing, tapping into his blood to find Corbin won’t be easy. If he fights me, it could kill him.”
Connor shook his head. “I don’t think he’ll listen to me. He never does.”
“We still have to try,” Ginny said. “Think of the other wolves. We have to save our pack.”
“And the rest of the world,” Mercy added. “If Eudora was right about Alexandra’s and Corbin’s plans, shit could get serious quickly.”
I nodded. “If you want to help, Ginny. Hold my hand as we cast. I’ll help guide the flames so you don’t burn the whole church down.”
Fire magic wasn’t hard. Not for me, at least. For a new witch, though, it could be tricky. Creating flames wasn’t the problem, but harnessing them and controlling them so that the spell was focused and wouldn’t spread was another matter. Still, at least this way Ginny would learn the spell and get a sense for how it felt to wield the flames—even if I was there acting as training wheels to keep her contribution to the spell from burning down the neighborhood.
Connor watched with wide eyes as we cast our spells. I wasn’t sure if he was more impressed by our combined triune power or if it shocked him we were basically cremating a body in front of him. It was probably a combination of both.
After we burned up the body and Connor returned to his feet he glanced at me, then Ginny. “Can all of us learn magic like that?”
“Want to learn with me?” Ginny asked.
Connor bit his lip. “I don’t know.”
“We’ll talk about it later,” Mercy said. “You three can sort out your awkward love triangle when a nightwalker mob isn’t closing in on our location.”
The creak of a door opening somewhere else in the church suggested we were running out of time.
“We have to move fast. Connor, do you have the strength to shift?”
Connor nodded. “We’ll run right behind you.
Ginny and Connor shifted, grabbing their clothes with their mouths as Mercy grabbed McPherson under his arms. I grabbed his legs.
“Run ahead of us to the hearse,” I said. “We’ll be right behind you.”
Under normal circumstances, Mercy and I would be a lot faster than a group of youngling nightwalkers. That wasn’t the case with a body in tow.
I looked over my shoulder as we made it down the street. Three nightwalkers were in pursuit.
“We’re not going to make it.”
Mercy nodded. “We have to fight.”
We dropped Connor’s dad on the side of the road and charged the nightwalkers. Mercy and I both had our wands extended.
The three nightwalkers raised their hands. They were holding golden crucifixes.
“They’re going to blast us with sunlight!” Mercy screamed. “Don’t let them hit you!”
I dove to the ground as a blast of celestially charged sunlight blasted over my head. I extended my wand and blasted one of the nightwalkers with a gust of concussive wind.
I could explode the nightwalker with a little bloodwitchery, but dealing with a feral posed its own challenges.
The nightwalker flew back and crashed into a parked car as his crucifix flew from his hand and hit the pavement. The alarm on the car sounded.
Mercy was dodging blasts from the other two nightwalkers.
I hit one of them with another concussive spell. The third ran past Mercy. He was heading for Connor’s dad. He dove on McPherson’s body.
Ginny and Connor, still in wolf form, bounded down the street and ripped the nightwalker off of McPherson. They snarled, tearing at the nightwalker’s throat.
“Go for his heart!” I shouted. “Ginny! Use fire magic!”
I wasn’t sure if Ginny could handle it, but it was the best chance we had to eliminate the nightwalker. You don’t have to stake a vampire before cutting out and burning its heart if you have enough firepower. She had the strength and after we burned Eudora’s body, the knowledge to do it. Hopefully, she had enough control not to engulf the entire city block.
As Ginny shifted into human form to cast the spell, Connor took off in my direction. I turned. The first nightwalker was back on his feet. He was going for his crucifix. Connor jumped through the air and caught the nightwalker’s wrist.
I ran as fast as I could—which was pretty damn fast—and blasted the nightwalker in the chest with fire. His body turned to ash.
I turned just in time to see Mercy do the same to the second nightwalker.
Ginny blasted fire into the third. She used a little too much power. The nightwalker’s body exploded and Ginny flew back and hit the ground. I ran over to her and helped her to her feet.
“Good work,” I said.
Ginny shook her head. “I can’t believe I did it.”
Mercy stepped up beside us. “Where the hell is McPherson?”
I looked where we’d laid him. He was gone. Before Ginny killed the nightwalker, he’d removed the stake.
“Damn it. He got away!”
Connor ran over to us, still in wolf form.
Ginny looked at him and ran her fingers through his fur. “Can you track your dad?”
Connor nodded.
Ginny smiled. “Follow us. We’ll lead the way.”
Ginny placed her wand in her mouth. She re-shifted into wolf form and ran beside Connor as they took off down the street. Mercy and I followed with our wands ready.
We circled around the block. We were heading back to the church.
Connor and Ginny charged through the back door. We made it back to the same Sunday School classroom we were in before just in time to see a green swirl of energy turn around McPherson’s body. He was gone.
“Well, fuck.” Mercy sighed.
I narrowed my eyes. “The other nightwalker pulled the stake from his chest. If we can find it, we can use his blood to track him.”
“If he’s close enough. It didn’t work with Connor, before. It also presumes the stake didn’t get burned with Ginny’s spell.”
I nodded. “Still, we have to try. We have to find them before sunrise. If not, we won’t be able to get there and stop Corbin and Alexandra. We won’t be able to save the wolves.”




Chapter 12
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We made it back to the street. We found the stake in the gutter alongside the road. We were lucky it wasn’t burned up in fire magic. I picked it up and examined it. There was more than enough blood. 
Ginny and Connor returned to human form. They’d left their clothes behind somewhere between all the shifts.
“Are you two well?” I asked.
Connor smiled. “Shifting heals us. I feel a hundred percent.”
I nodded and pressed the tip of my wand to the blood on the stake. I hesitated. “Ginny, would you like to do the honors?”
Ginny tilted her head. “You want me to cast the tracking spell?”
I shrugged. “Why not?”
“That’s bloodwitchery, right? If I do it wrong...”
“You did it fine with Mercy earlier. We’ll do it together. We’ll both be able to track Connor’s dad.”
Mercy took the stake in hand so I could join hands with Ginny. We both placed the tips of our wands to the wet blood on the stake. I spoke the incantation and our wands both glowed.
It was a dim, red light. Ginny and I both spun around. It glowed a little brighter to the north.
“They must not be too far. Still, it’s dim enough they aren’t especially close, either.”
“We’ll be right back,” Connor said.
“We need to get moving,” Mercy said. “We don’t have time to dick around.”
Connor chuckled. “Unless you want my dick around, we need to go get our clothes.”
Mercy chuckled and winced a little. “Alright. Hurry, then.”
Mercy and I got in the car and waited. It wouldn’t take them long.
“You look disappointed.”
I sighed. “Well, we lost Eudora. Corbin got away and so did Connor’s dad.”
Mercy laughed. “Not about that. I think you enjoyed seeing Connor in the buff.”
I smirked. “You didn’t?”
“He’s not my type, Hailey. I can tell by the way you look at him, even when he isn’t naked, that there’s more you like about him than his chiseled six-pack and perky little butt.”
I smiled and licked my fangs. “I like him. I don’t know how it will work out, though.”
“Because of Ginny?”
I nodded. “She’s in love with him. I don’t think he feels the same way, but you know, they’ve been together a long time. They have a history and a bond.”
“All the wolves have a bond.”
I shook my head. “It’s more than that. If I’m being honest, I have a bond with both of them. My blood is a part of what they are.”
Mercy nodded. “They’re drawn to you. Perhaps that’s why Connor is interested in you and Ginny is so drawn to you. Maybe that’s why she trusts you and asked you to teach her the craft.”
I sighed. “If that’s the case, maybe Connor won’t ever really love me. Not truly. Perhaps it’s the bond and nothing more that makes him think he’s interested in me. Maybe once he met me, that’s why he lost interest in Ginny. They have a bond, but not in the same way. Her blood isn’t a part of him.”
Mercy crossed her arms. “I’m old-fashioned. I can’t help it. It comes with the territory. I might not be the best to speak to it, but I hear polyamorous romances are in fashion these days.”
I covered my mouth as I laughed to stop myself from spitting. “I’m not attracted to Ginny like that. I don’t think she looks at me that way, either. It wouldn’t work. Nice thought, though. I’m afraid one way or another this is going to end with heartbreak. Someone is going to get hurt.”
Mercy nodded. “Then don’t rush into anything. That’s the thing about living as long as I have. You learn that no matter how hopeless things might seem, or how complicated they might be, that time has a way of sorting things out for the best.”
“Eventually, perhaps. That doesn’t mean someone won’t get hurt in the meantime.”
“Take it from someone who hasn’t always had a heart, who has literally had her heart ripped from her chest and burned, who survived for decades only by the power of black magic. Broken hearts don’t last forever.”
“Spoken by someone with experience. I know you still miss Ramon.”
Mercy sighed. “My heart aches a little less every day, Hailey. I’m a stubborn bitch. I don’t let go easily. Time is on my side and it’s on yours. If Connor doesn’t love Ginny, you can’t rush things. She’ll realize the truth in time.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think she’d ever accept it if Connor and I got together. When I agreed to train her, I also bound myself to her in another way.”
“You chose to have Ginny as a friend and apprentice over having Connor as a lover?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. I wasn’t thinking beyond the immediate need to save Connor.”
“Your heart told you that you had to let go of him if you and Ginny were going to save him together.”
I stared out the front window of Mercy’s hearse as the two wolves ran toward us, their clothes in their mouths. “I guess that’s right. It sucks.”
Mercy snorted. “Love sucks. So do vampires.”
I chuckled. “Trying to find love as a vampire sucks doubly.”
Mercy grinned. “Agreed.”
“Is that why you denied your capacity to love for so long?”
Mercy shook her head. “It’s more complicated than that. You can’t love if you don’t trust. If you trust someone and love them, it makes you vulnerable.”
“You’re talking about your father?”
“And Moll. I know Moll betrayed you once, too. But more recently, she also saved you. You’ve trusted me, and I’ve never broken that trust. Neither has Annabelle. I have my wounds. Don’t make mine your own. You shouldn’t rush into love. Not now, and certainly not with Connor. That doesn’t mean you should give up on love entirely.”
I sighed. “I’ll try not to.”
Mercy nodded. “You’d better not. Your heart, Hailey, is not nearly so dark as mine. I envy that about you.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re jealous of me? You’re Mercy Brown! Do you know how many vampires would literally kill to be you if they could?”
“That’s only because they don’t understand the burdens I shoulder. You do. I hope you’ve learned a lot from me over the last seven years. I certainly hope you’ve learned the most important lesson of all.”
I smirked. “What lesson was that?”
“Do not become too much like me. Do not repeat my mistakes.”
The back doors of the hearse opened and, now fully clothed, Connor and Ginny got inside and sat next to the empty coffin in the back.
“Hey Hailey. Is your wand still glowing?”
I pulled it out and examined it. “A little, why?”
“Does it glow as it should?”
I pointed it to the north. The glow didn’t change. “Well, isn’t that great?”
Ginny sighed. “I was hoping it was just mine. I thought I’d lost my connection to the spell or something.”
I shook my head. “That’s not it. They moved again. Now, they’re too far away for us to find using that spell.”
“What about the app?” Mercy asked. “Check and see if it’s getting a signal.”
I pulled out my phone and opened the Life360 app. “Still nothing. It shows you back where the coven’s house used to be. That’s the last known location.”
Mercy narrowed her eyes. “We’re going back to Casa do Diabo.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Your tracking spell might have a limited range, but they made a mistake when they took McPherson with them. He’s a vampire now, and he’s younger than Sarah.”
I smiled. “That means Sarah can connect to him. She can see through his eyes.”
“Corbin doesn’t know about Sarah’s abilities. That means we’ll have an advantage.”
I nodded. “That’s brilliant. They won’t even know we’re on the way.”
“You’ll still need to be fast,” Connor said. “Even if we find out where they are, they could move again.”
I scratched my head. “I’m expecting they will. If what Eudora told us is true, they’ll need to be near the city if they’re going to infect as many people as they are hoping for with the spell. My guess is, before they cast the spell, they’ll take the house back to where it belongs.”
Mercy nodded. “Even if they don’t, they’ll move in close enough to the city that you can track them.”
I pinched my chin. “They could still extract the power from the wolves before they do that. We can’t afford to wait for them to show up back here. By then, it could be too late.”
Mercy grinned. “Then we need to expedite their efforts. Can you create a teleportation spell like theirs?”
I smiled. “Sure. It’s relatively simple. It takes a lot of magic, but I can do it. We’d also need a witch on the opposite side to pull us through.”
“Create a portal here,” Ginny said. “It’s best that not all the wolves go to them, anyway. If they got all of us, it could be bad. Tell me what to do and when you need me to do it, maybe I can pull you to the portal.”
Mercy nodded. “We’ll get Sarah. We need to force their hand and make them move before they’re ready.”
“We’re not leaving you here alone, Ginny.”
“I’ll stay with her,” Connor said.
Mercy shook her head. “That’s too risky. Again, it’s best if you’re separated so they can’t get all six of you together. They’re on Plan B right now. It would be best if they don’t have the chance to revert to Plan A. I’ll have someone stay here with you to protect you in case anything goes wrong.”
I tilted my head. “You’re not suggesting what I think you are, are you?”
Mercy smiled. “Mel will stay with you here, Ginny. We’ll follow Sarah’s lead and chase them here. When Hailey creates the portal on the other side and we’re inside it, you’ll know.”
“How will I know?” Ginny asked.
“You’ll sense it. The same way Alexandra was able to sense it when Corbin and McPherson stepped into the sigil at the church.”
“Are you sure I can do it? I don’t know if I’m ready for something like that.”
I nodded. “You have all the power you need. You just need a little instruction along with the will and determination to pull it off. You have plenty of determination. I just have to teach you the process.”




Chapter 13
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We had a lot to do before sunrise. All we knew was that Corbin, Alexandra, the coven, and the pack were more than a hundred miles away. We’d lose at least a couple hours getting there provided they were within driving distance. 
We arrived back at Casa do Diabo. I retrieved a piece of salt-infused chalk from my room so Ginny and I could practice sigil teleportation. The entire plan depended on her being able to pull it off. If she couldn’t, well, she and Mel would be left to take on Corbin and the coven alone. They wouldn’t stand a chance.
I tried to convince Mercy to stay with Ginny. I’d take Mel with me. She didn’t think Corbin would bite if she weren’t there. We had to attack the coven together. That was the only way he’d opt to expedite their plans and move the house back to New Orleans.
She had a good point. Still, leaving Ginny with Mel was a dubious proposition, even if the fate of the world wasn’t hanging in the balance. Mel was good-hearted, so far as vampires go, but she was young and impulsive. She was growing stronger all the time, but she’d never been in an actual fight. Not like this. I wasn’t sure how much help she’d be if the shit hit the fan, and Ginny needed protection. Still, it was the only plan we had, and we didn’t have time to come up with a Plan B. This had to work. If it didn’t, well, the pack would be done for and the world would be royally screwed. 
A whole city of hungry vampires was a hell that would spread faster than herpes in a frat house.
If you need me to explain that one, you haven’t been to college. Of course, I never attended college in an official capacity. Still, I’d made a meal of my share of boys with Greek letters on their sweatshirts. The tales they told were enough to make any mother think twice before sending her spawn to a four-year university stint.
Ever hear of Seven Degrees of Kevin Bacon? Take the principles of the game and pick someone infected in a fraternity. Chances are, you need less than two degrees of past partners to connect everyone in the fraternity. 
Apply that principle to vampirism, spreading beyond a city, the drive to feed along with an imperative to turn as many vampires as possible, and there’d be so many young vampires that the Vampire Council, the Order of the Morning Dawn, any clan of rogue hunters, or even the military couldn’t contain them.
I made a couple of sigils on the sidewalk in front of the house. Thankfully, we weren’t in the busiest part of the French Quarter. We were on the outskirts and there was little chance, if we were careful, that too many people would see our display of magic. If they did, well, I’d find a shoe or an instrument case to set on the sidewalk in front of us. There was a fair share of illusionists and other peddlers on the French Quarter that anyone who saw us would think we were putting on a show hoping to earn their spare change.
I drew one circle on the sidewalk along with a five-point star inside. “We need a unique marking to join the two circles. All you need to do is draw a similar circle maybe fifteen or twenty feet away from this one. I’ll let you make the mark, so it’s easy for you to duplicate.”
I broke my piece of salt-infused chalk in half and gave Ginny the other piece. She bent over the circle I’d drawn. “It can be anything?”
I nodded. “So long as you can duplicate it.”
Ginny pinched her chin, knelt down, and drew the letters C and G surrounded by a heart. I bit my lip even as my stomach turned. It was a good thing I hadn’t fed recently or I would have hurled someone’s blood on the sidewalk and spoiled the sigil.
“Now what?” Ginny asked.
“Watch me. Remember the incantation. Speak the same one over your circle after you draw it.”
“Is it another corny rhyme? Ginny asked.
I snickered. “It most certainly is.”
Ginny smiled. “Let’s hear it.”
I touched my wand to the sigil we’d made and spoke the incantation. “By the power of the earth and the elements of space, link this sigil to what’s common in place.”
A surge of green magic passed from my wand and pulsed through the sigil. The whole thing illuminated in kind before the magic faded. “Remember what I said?”
“Got it! What happens if I screw it up, or get tongue tied?”
I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. You can do it again. The most recent spell will supersede what you cast the first time. All you’ll need to do to pull me through the sigil is touch your wand to the new one you draw. Funny thing about sigils, it really doens’t matter what kind of magic you use. Once a sigil is established, it just needs a source of power. Blood magic. Earth magic. Even celestial or infernal magic will do the same job.”
“That doesn’t sound too complicated.”
I shrugged. “It’s not, provided you have enough power to pull it off. I’m confident you have more than enough.”
Ginny smiled. “Good to know. I think I’m ready. I just need to draw the circle, the five-point star, and my heart.”
“With the initials inside.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.
“Of course!” Ginny giggled. “I still believe our love can overcome anything that stands against it.”
I bit my lip. “Yeah, that’s sweet.”
Ginny smiled from ear to ear. “Okay, stand in your circle. I’ve got this. Easy as pie!”
I chuckled. “Easier, I hope. I’ve tried to bake a pie before. It didn’t turn out well.”
“What kind of pie was it? I make all kinds. Sweet potato pies. Blueberry pies. I even make hamburger pies.”
“You make cow pies? Gross!”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not what I meant.”
“Well, if pies are easy for you, then yes. This should be easy as pie.”
Ginny tilted her head. “And you trust me to do this? There’s no chance your body will materialize as a pig or something, is there?”
“No, but a witch did turn me into a newt once.”
“A newt?” Ginny raised an eyebrow.
I grinned. “I got better!”
Ginny narrowed her eyes. “That’s weird.”
I laughed. “That didn’t happen. It was from Monty Python. Don’t tell me you didn’t catch the reference.”
“Monty who?”
I sighed. “Never mind. Look, nothing bad will happen so long as you follow my instructions. Even if you muck it up, the chances of hurting me are pretty much zero. The worst that will happen is the spell will sizzle out and we’ll try again.”
“Alright, well, if you trust me, it’s your funeral.”
I snickered. “I will be fine. And you’ll do a great job. You’re stronger than I ever expected. It’s almost like you’d been casting spells before we ever started training. You’re a natural. And besides… I already had my funeral!”
Ginny laughed, nodded and turned around. She walked a good twenty or thirty feet down the sidewalk.
“Doesn’t have to be that far!” I shouted.
Ginny shrugged, kneeled down, and started drawing the sigil in front of her. I couldn’t see the details from where I stood, but it wasn’t all that complicated. I was reasonably sure she’d do it perfectly. If she didn’t, well, the worst that could happen was exactly nothing at all.
“You ready?” Ginny asked.
I stepped inside my circle. “Ready when you are!”
Ginny pressed her wand to her sigil. She spoke my incantation. The green magic I expected swirled around me. It usually only took a few seconds to work.
The next thing I knew, I was standing in Ginny’s circle. Another blast of green energy glowed in a second circle outside the one I taught her to draw. Ginny held a small stick in her hand, barely the size of a pen. Given the lingering magic on the tip, it wasn’t a writing utensil. It was another wand.
“Ginny! What are you doing?”
Ginny stood and took two steps back. I tried to follow her, but it was like walking right into a glass wall. “A salt prison? Where did you get that wand?”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “Please, Hailey. I’m surprised this even worked. When Corbin said to go to you and ask you to train me, I thought it was a lame plan. Then again, who was I to question the schemes of a vampire who has lived so long? It didn’t matter. He promised me if I delivered you, he’d let my whole pack go unharmed.”
I dropped my jaw. “You were working with Corbin all this time?”
Ginny shook her head. “I didn’t have a choice. I just can’t believe you were so gullible to think that while you were busy trying to steal my man that I’d come to you and ask you to help save him, much less ask you to train me! As you can see, Alexandra already taught me a few things. I told you, we’ve worked with that coven before. She saw potential in me years ago. She taught me a few spells and the rest of her coven was none the wiser.”
I snorted. “No wonder it seemed like you were such a natural.”
Ginny grinned and shrugged. “Corbin said you’d be blinded by your idealism and your persistent need to see the good in people.”
“You aren’t a bad person, Ginny! Surely you know what Corbin is planning. How can you help him?”
Ginny shrugged. “Family comes first. Besides, what good is the world if Connor and I aren’t together in it?”
“Are you listening to yourself, Ginny? That’s desperate. It’s a little bit insane. You’d sacrifice the entire world for your love story? There’s another way. Please, Ginny, you don’t have to do this. We had a plan!”
Ginny shook her head. “It wouldn’t work. You can’t beat Corbin. No one can. At least this way, Connor and I can live in the new world he’s making, together. When all is done, you’ll be his queen and out of my hair. Connor and I will have our forever story, just like Edward and Bella!”
“You think he’ll want to be with you after he knows what you’ve done?”
Ginny looked all around. “I don’t see him here, do you? I’ll just tell them we were practicing the spell and somehow the other witches stole you out of it. They’ll carry out the rest of our plan without you. They’ll make the sigil here. Mercy will go with Sarah to save you. By then, well, it’ll be too late.”
“I will not do the spell that Corbin and Alexandra want me to do! This is pointless, Ginny!”
Ginny rolled her eyes. “We’ll see about that. See you later. It’s been fun. Thanks for the lessons and the new wand. I have all your spells now, too! I took a picture of several incantations from your notebook. Pretty cool, right? I can’t wait to show this stuff to Alexandra!”
“Fuck you!” I screamed.
My curse only made Ginny laugh more as a green tornado of portal magic swirled around me. I expected the next thing I’d see was Corbin’s pasty, but chiseled, face looking at me.
My prediction was accurate. What I didn’t expect was that I’d appear with a wall to my back.
“Hello, my love.”
I grunted. “I’ll tell you the same thing I just told Ginny. Fuck you!”
“Is that an invitation, my dear? It would be my pleasure.”
Corbin grabbed my wrists and forced them to the wall. He wrestled my wand out of my hand and stuck it in the back waistband of his pants. It inclined me to speak an incantation and literally light his ass on fire. He fastened shackles around my wrists. The temptation to burn his butt only increased. Still, I needed to be sure the wolves were here. Seduction had given me an advantage over Corbin before and, now that he was magically induced (courtesy of Erzulie’s aspect) to believe he loved me, it would work again. Shooting flames into someone’s pooper isn’t generally taken as a romantic gesture. I mean, I know there’s a lot of freaky shit out there—but that’s weird enough I suspected even the Internet was devoid of such debauchery.
Flame-broiled vampire asshole was off the menu. At least for the moment. 
I narrowed my eyes and shook my wrists, banging the chains that bound my wrists against the wall. “I didn’t know you were into this sort of thing. What’s the safe word?”
Corbin smirked. “You don’t need one with me, my love. I’d never hurt you. I just need to make sure you don’t interfere with our plan.”
I tilted my head. “I thought you needed me to cast a spell.”
Corbin nodded. “We do.”
“How exactly do you think you’re going to force me to cast a spell I don’t want to do? You can’t manipulate a witch’s will. Not even if you have compulsion abilities. Without my will aligned with my magic, I can’t cast.”
“Trust me, Hailey. I’ll make sure you have more than enough motivation when the time comes to do what you must to secure the empire I’m building for the two of us.”
Corbin kissed me on the lips. I should have kissed him back. Seduction was my best bet. I couldn’t resist the urge, though. 
I hocked a loogie straight into his mouth.
Corbin spit it out on the floor. “That was not pleasant.”
I chuckled. “I didn’t expect it would be.”
Corbin narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be back shortly. Don’t even think about trying to cast any spells. The witches here have placed wards all over the room. Nothing you try will work.”
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Somehow, I needed to warn Mercy what was going on. I didn’t know where I was, exactly. This entire house had taken off in a green tornado—and I’m pretty sure it didn’t land in Oz. 
If I didn’t reach Mercy, I knew how it was bound to go down. She’d come here, presuming we were within a few hours’ drive. Sarah would be with her. She’d probably bring Connor with her, but I couldn’t be certain of that. She might decide it was too risky to bring any of the wolves. Whatever the case, once Mercy and the rest tried to get in and save me, the witches would teleport the house back to the city. Ginny would follow through with the plan we made before. Mercy would create another sigil and she and whoever was with her would go wherever Ginny sent them. She could teleport them into a sealed tomb. Maybe she’d send them straight into a cage somewhere that would flood with sunlight come morning, or even directly into a furnace. I’m sure there were equally dreadful possibilities I hadn’t thought about, but one thing was certain—when Mercy and my friends stepped into a sigil they wouldn’t go back anywhere near the coven’s next destination.
Corbin might have seized my wand, but my phone was still in my pocket. I could use voice activation to send a text, provided I had service. If Mercy’s phone was here somewhere, though, and we’d failed to get a signal from it, there was a chance my phone wouldn’t work either. Not to mention, Corbin would hear what I was doing and rush in to seize my phone in a matter of seconds.
Then again, I only needed to get one message through. There was also a chance that Mercy’s phone was within range but didn’t connect for another reason. Whatever the case, even if I asked Siri to send a text, Corbin would know I warned my friends. Corbin and the witches could re-strategize. I needed another plan.
If Mercy was already channeling McPherson’s sight to get a bearing on our location, that meant she was listening. I still had my phone. It was an ace up my sleeve. I’d use that later. I’d only have one chance. This wasn’t it. Provided, of course, I could get McPherson into my room. To do that, I’d have to play it sweet with Corbin. No more loogies in the mouth. The only power I had at the moment was the fact that I was Corbin’s weak spot. He thought he loved me.
“Corbin, love!” I shouted. “Won’t you come and sit with me a while?”
It took less than a second for Corbin to appear in my room. He approached me and raised his hand to my face. He ran his thumb down my cheek. “Yes, my dear?”
“I’m sorry for my behavior before. So much had happened. I almost forgot how sweet you were.”
Corbin grinned. “You think I’m sweet?”
“Not really. But I know your feelings for me are real. I know everything you’ve done is for my sake.”
Corbin kissed me on the forehead. “It is true. Some day you will appreciate all I’m doing more than you do now.”
“I haven’t fed in days. Perhaps we could enjoy a meal together.”
“I would like that. However, there are no humans here available, and I cannot risk forcing either of them to serve us in that way.”
“Can’t you get a meal? Your progeny, the nightwalker, could surely bring us someone to feed from.”
Corbin grinned. “Alas, he likely needs to feed as well. Perhaps he could bring us someone after he feeds himself.”
“Why not all feed at once? You know how I feel about human lives, Corbin. I’m younger than you. The needless loss of life pains me greatly.”
“We may allow him to feed first that we might have our privacy to feed together.”
I smiled. “I’d like that. Would you stay with me while he retrieves our meal?”
Corbin ran his hands down my body. He cupped my right breast with his corresponding hand and kissed me on the lips. I resisted the urge to knee him in the nuts and kissed him back. “I’ll send him on his way. Then I will return to you while we wait.”
“Please hurry, my love!”
Corbin smiled at me and nodded before he left my room. If McPherson left the house and went looking for a meal, he’d see enough that Sarah could surely figure out where we were. He’d get a good view of the surrounding area and show her exactly how to get back to the house. That was step one. After that, I just had to figure out how to pass along the message I needed them to hear. They needed to know Ginny couldn’t be trusted.
It must’ve only been three minutes, but it felt like an hour before Corbin returned. He stepped back into my room and closed the door behind him.
“He will return shortly.”
“Are these shackles really necessary, Corbin?”
“I’m sorry, Hailey. I suppose so long as I’m in here with you, removing them is of little risk.”
“I won’t try anything. I want to touch you. I need to. My desires are overwhelming.”
Corbin kissed me on the neck. He reached up and unlocked my shackles. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him on the lips.
Corbin led me to the bed. We laid down together. He reached up and brushed a stray strand of my blond hair out of my face.
“I’m curious. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”
“What is it, love?”
“Usually a sire’s bond is limited. Your progeny will obey your direct command, but you can’t control him when he’s not with you. Even more, McPherson was a part of the Order of the Morning Dawn. He hates vampires and witches. How can you trust him?”
Corbin laughed. “Don’t worry about that. He will not betray me.”
“But how can you be certain?”
“When I took his form, I could access his mind, his memories. I always can when I assume the shape of someone whom I’ve bitten. Everything one knows or remembers is written into the mind. To take someone’s shape in total means gaining their mind, their brain, learning everything about them. I knew from the start that there was one thing he cared about more than anything else. It’s why he joined the Order of the Morning Dawn to begin with.”
“You’re talking about his son?”
Corbin nodded. “He only joined in order to avenge his son for the witchery that changed him into what he is.”
“He wanted me dead.”
Corbin nodded. “I suppose a part of him still does. However, he also knows my power and what I intend to do. Connor is under my protection. So long as my progeny stays in line, so long as he doesn’t harm you and does as I say, his son is safe.”
I tilted my head. “Since you know his mind, you’re certain then that he’ll remain loyal for Connor’s sake?”
Corbin smiled at me kindly. “Absolutely. Not to mention, I have a few abilities you don’t  know about. In time, perhaps, I’ll share the full extent of my capacities with you. Suffice it to say, however, that I could end the life of any of my progeny with only a thought. He couldn’t protect his son if he was dead.”
I nodded. “Then you must bring him in here when he returns.”
Corbin tilted his head. “I intended to allow him to feed before we take our meal.”
I shook my head. “You need to see how he’ll respond when he sees me. What better time to test his loyalty than now, when I’m here, and you’re here to stop him if he steps out of line?”
Corbin took my hand in his and kissed the top of it. “Very well. This is wise, I suppose. Though, I truly believe there’s very little risk that he’d do anything to harm you, given what’s at stake if he did.”
“I’d just feel better seeing it for myself. If you intend to chain me up again, it’s terrifying to think that there’s another vampire in here who recently wanted me dead.”
“For your sake, Hailey, I suppose there’s no harm in that.”
“Thank you, Corbin. I really appreciate that. I have one more question, if you don’t mind.”
“What is it?”
“What have you done with the hostages? The other wolves. I mean.”
“They are in cages. The witches are tending to them, though, helping them access their power.”
“Their ability to wield blood magic, you mean?”
Corbin nodded. “Of course. I’m sure you’re already well aware of the reason they have such abilities.”
“I am. You are telling the truth, then, that they will not be harmed once this is over?”
“If you perform the spell that’s required, Hailey, there will be no further need for them.”
“Then why are the witches bothering to train them?”
Corbin scratched his head. “They do not share my faith in you. They do not believe you’ll carry out your purpose here.”
“I suppose they don’t know me as well as you do.”
“They do not. We’ll prove them wrong and assuage their doubts soon enough, I trust.”
“You know I don’t agree with your plan. Still, I have to trust you. I must learn to accept your wisdom. You’ve lived as many centuries as a vampire as I have years.”
Corbin wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close to him. “I’m glad to see you’re finally coming around, my love. You will make a fantastic queen. The world will fear us both, we will bathe in the blood of thousands together. We will feast on their terror until they relent and embrace our rule.”
I snorted before I faked a smile. “I can’t wait.”




Chapter 15
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Ever since I met Corbin, my feelings for him vacillated between disgust, horror, and desire. I hated him in my soul even as every cell in my body craved his touch. The only way to pull off this ruse was to silence my deeper sense of loathing and give in to my body’s cravings. 
I moaned in ecstasy as Corbin tore at my clothes and traced every contour of my exposed body with his lips and tongue. For a moment, I forgot he was my enemy. A tingle of desire spread through my body. I tangled my fingers through his hair as he nibbled at my thighs.
I wanted him to go higher. He was teasing me. When there was a knock on the door, I could sense his disappointment and I’d be lying if I didn’t feel a little let down myself even while the better part of me was relieved.
I pulled a blanket over my body. Corbin sat up. “Come in.”
McPherson stepped through the door. He had a young female in his thrall. She was probably in her twenties. She had a toned body and flowing auburn hair. I didn’t feed on females. Not usually. As a blood witch, I had a sensitive palate. Estrogen gave the blood a bitter taste. It wasn’t inedible, but it wasn’t my preference, either. Still, she’d do for our purposes.
“Have you fed sufficiently?” Corbin asked.
“I have, my lord.”
“Then you may leave us.”
“Wait,” I said. “I have a question or two.”
Corbin tilted his head. “What must you ask of my progeny that I could not tell you myself?”
My questions didn’t have to make sense. My goal was to get my message through to Sarah, and from Sarah to Mercy.
“Ginny betrayed me. She is the one who sent me here. I’m afraid she cannot be trusted. Are you certain that she has Connor’s interests at heart?”
McPherson tilted his head. “She loves my son. If his need for your bite did not blind him, he’d have no question about his relationship with her.”
“I never meant to make them what they are. You realize it was an accident, right?”
McPherson narrowed his eyes, then he shifted his gaze to Corbin. “May I be dismissed?”
Corbin nodded. “As I said, leave us.”
McPherson left the room and closed the door behind him.
“What was that about?”
I shook my head. “Don’t let it trouble you, love. It’s just that she’s more powerful than I expected. Her loyalties are with Connor, not you.”
“Some of your loyalties are divided likewise, are they not?”
I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Corbin. What remains of my humanity sometimes confuses me.”
Corbin took my hand in his. “When I was a youngling, I once allowed my remaining humanity to influence me to my detriment. There was a woman I loved before I was turned. I went to her at night. I meant only to tell her my feelings hadn’t changed. Then, my vampiric nature took over.”
“You fed from her?” I asked.
Corbin nodded. “I drained her completely. As a youngling, I couldn’t turn her. I went to Niccolo, my sire, and begged him to intervene. By the time he arrived, it was too late. She was gone.”
I gulped. “My God, Corbin. I’m so sorry that happened.”
Corbin waved his hand through the air. “That was a long time ago. It took nearly a century before I came to terms with what happened. It haunted me for the longest time. Every time I fed, I could swear I saw her face in the horrified stares of my victims. Eventually, though, those regrets disappeared. What remained of my humanity faded. I moved on.”
I shook my head. “Still, that must’ve sucked for you. To have to live with that memory while you still had human emotions.”
“The funny thing is when you restored a part of my humanity, that pain never returned. My love for you took its place.”
I placed my hand on Corbin’s back. “You didn’t have to tell me that. Thank you.”
“I only mention my story to express my understanding and to warn you that if you pursue your human desires for the body, it can only end in pain. At least for a time. I’d rather you not have to bear that burden for our first century as the world’s emperor and empress.”
I winced. “Right. I get that. We have a meal waiting for us.”
Corbin took my hand, stood up, and helped me to my feet. “Then, shall we do as humans often say, and dig in?”
“I don’t want to kill her.”
Corbin smiled widely. “Then, we won’t. I require only a taste. You may drink as much or as little as you like.”
Corbin bit her first. He took one gulp, wiped the blood from his lips, and brought her to me. I bit her neck in the same place Corbin did. Her blood flowed into my mouth. It was bitter, but there was something different about her. There was also a sweetness to her flavor. I couldn’t quite pin-point what it was. It was like kale, but with a poppy seed dressing added, that made her palatable. Corbin didn’t exhibit an unusual reaction to the taste. Then again, I didn’t notice the sweetness until the third draw. With each bite, the bitterness faded, and the sweetness dominated. I had to force myself to pull away. I didn’t want to drain her.
“Would you like to change her?” Corbin whispered in my ear. “Our first child, together!”
I narrowed my eyes. “No, thanks. I’m not ready for that.”
Corbin smiled. “Very well.”
I looked at the woman. She was in a daze, her body trembling. She was in shock.
“Can you lower the wards? I’d like to wipe her memory. The poor thing is traumatized.”
“I cannot. The witches would have to dispel them, and I do not believe they trust you well enough. For your sake, I’ll ask one of the witches to wipe her mind.”
Corbin took my hand and raised it to his lips. He gave me his. We bit each other. This was how many vampires, devoid of human sensuality, made love. There was an intimacy to feeding from one another after a common feed that enhanced the entire experience. I’d learned recently that it amplifies the quality of whatever soul is consumed within the blood a vampire drinks. It was how Corbin matured so fast, before. It brought him to the point that Baron Samedi, the patron Loa of vampires who created the first of our kind, could inhabit his body. From what I understood from our prior encounter, whatever happened to Corbin when we pulled the Baron out of him before now made it difficult for him to cycle the power in human souls when he fed.
I fell back onto the bed. The room was spinning as something welled up within me.
“Are you well, my love?”
I placed my hand on my tummy. “I think I just had a little too much.”
Corbin kissed me on the forehead. “I’ll leave you to rest. Fresh from a feed, you’ll be at full strength soon. The witches will show you the spell you must cast.”
I smiled. “Can we skip the shackles? I cannot rest while chained to a wall. I fear I won’t be ready to do as you ask if you bind me again.”
Corbin tucked the hair on either side of my face behind my ears. “Very well. Know only this: if your humanity gets the best of you, if you try to escape, I will hear you. I must still lock the door and we welded the bars on the window in place.”
I nodded. “I understand. I only need a short time to allow my meal to settle.”
“Very well. I will give you as much time as we can allow. We must begin soon. Our spell would be ineffective during the day and we need time to ensure that all those affected are safe before sunrise.”
I nodded. “It shouldn’t take long. It’s been a while since I fed on a female. I’m sure that’s all it is.”
Corbin cocked his head. “Clear your mind. Allow the sensation to swell within you. Do not resist it, but embrace it. I’ve experienced such a sensation often after a feed, though I must confess, it has not been the case as of late. I call it growing pangs. It’s a part of your maturation as a vampire.”
I bit the tip of my thumb. “I’ll do that. I’m sure I’ll be fine soon.”
Corbin nodded at me, stared at me a moment, then stepped out the door with the lady we’d fed from in hand. I heard the deadbolt click behind him. It’s not common to find a deadbolt on a door inside a house. I suppose that’s because unless you’re a sociopath, you rarely have a reason to lock someone within a room.
Maybe Corbin was right. Vampires sometimes gain new abilities after a feed as they mature. It’s not common. Most vampires don’t gain more than one or two abilities a century. I was different. I had a connection to blood most vampires didn’t have. I’d also matured myself faster than others, fast enough that I briefly allowed Baron Samedi to emerge the first time Corbin attempted to turn all of New Orleans into his progeny.
My legs were criss-crossed as I sat in the bed. My palms were on my knees. I took a deep breath and released it. I’ve never been great at clearing my mind. Even when I was human, I often struggled to fall asleep because I couldn’t silence my thoughts.
Had Sarah received my message? Was she watching when McPherson was in the room? I had to believe she was. Still, I couldn’t be certain. It was a one-way method of communication. I didn’t need the coven to train me to do the spell they wanted. I knew what they were planning. Corbin wanted me to be the one to do it. He wanted me to be his queen, to play a role in creating his new empire. 
I didn’t know the limits of my power. I’d always restrained my bloodwitchery when I used it. Still, if I included a bit of my blood in the spell, spread it into a million molecules, and blasted it across the region, I’d both drain and infect every human in the wake of my spell. What remained a mystery was how the witches intended to heal everyone so that they’d turn rather than die. Perhaps they intended to piggy-back a spell of their own on mine. Whatever the case, the result was bound to be dreadful.
This was how Corbin intended to make me his queen. All those turned would be my progeny. Did he really trust me enough to bend all the turned to his will rather than mine? Surely he had a plan for that as well. He didn’t trust me completely. He loved me. I could bend his affections for me enough to convince him to leave me out of shackles this time, but he still locked the door. He knew I still had human emotions and sensibilities that wouldn’t permit me to do what he wished solely out of the darkness of my heart. There was a lot to what Corbin, and the witches planned I didn’t understand. Not yet. For now, all I could do was breathe.
I did my best to chase all my worries out of my mind. As I did, the sensation lingering in my body after we fed expanded and took the place of my prior thoughts.
Is this what Corbin did when he cycled souls, when he and other vampires gained new abilities after a feed? Most new abilities were relatively useless. Mercy had once gained the ability of compulsion--she could force people to do her will. She’d striven to silence that ability of her own accord. She didn’t like to use it. When she manipulated people, it violated whatever humanity she’d regained. It took her to a dark place. She could still do it, but she warned if she ever did that she might not be the same afterwards. It had the undesirable side-effect of making her the kind of monstrous vampire of old horror novels.
If a new ability didn’t have such damaging side-effects, many of them were of minimal use. Sarah’s ability was useful. I knew a few vampires who could turn into bats. It was one of the more common abilities. Outside of that, I once met a fifty-year-old vampire who could shorten or lengthen his hair at will. Handy if you liked to change your look, and it saved money on hair-cuts, but beyond that, it wasn’t especially powerful. Mercy told me of a vampire who’d gained the completely useless ability to turn his hands into feet. Another vampire could channel any odor she could imagine from her skin. Great for pranks, maybe, but beyond that, it had limited utility. According to Mercy, Nico once had a progeny in the sixteenth-century who could communicate with house flies. I hated flies. I could see why such an ability might be convenient—especially back in the day when people only bathed once or twice a year and they dumped their shit buckets on the streets.
I might not gain any new ability at all. If I did, chances were it would be something ridiculous or purposeless. Then again, maybe not. I had to let the soul I’d gained cycle and hope it was worth my while.
The tingle spread through my body as I emptied my mind of thoughts. Then, all at once, the sensation faded.
I stood up and looked around. I waved my arms to see if, by chance, I might be able to fly. I tugged at my nose, my chin, and patted my cheeks. Everything seemed normal.
It occurred to me that now that my hands were free, I could use my phone without alerting Corbin. My pants were on the floor. They moved a little.
I tilted my head. Was there a mouse hiding beneath them? I was about to reach for them to check, to grab my phone, when my phone flew out of my pants pocket and into my hand.
Holy shit...
I also needed to get dressed. I wasn’t keen on leaving the room, much less fighting the witches and Corbin in my panties. My pants flew off the floor and into my other hand.
I was moving objects with my mind! What is it they call that? Telekinesis? Of all my skills, it was both new and the one that had the most syllables.
I thought about the chains hanging on the wall. When I did, one of them raised and pulled tight as if it was trying to get to me. Then it yanked right out of the wall and flew into my hand. I dropped my pants to catch it.
Damn! This ability is pretty strong!
I dropped the chain on the bed. I slipped into my pants, sat down, and looked at my phone. Who could I text that I trusted? Mercy’s phone was lost, probably somewhere outside the house. Annabelle wouldn’t get my message if she was in Vilokan. Connor was a possibility, but if Ginny was with him, she might see it. Sarah was probably occupied, still channeling McPherson’s vision to gain as much intelligence about the situation as possible.
I found Mel in my contacts and sent a message. Young vampires have a few advantages. It was the reason I was a member of the Vampire Council. They needed someone adept with technology who could help navigate the modern world. Older vampires, like Corbin, often failed to consider how technology could change the game. This wasn’t the first time I’d gained a slight advantage over him because I had a phone and he hadn’t thought about it. The first time he tried to trap me in a house, when he brought someone to feed from, I was able to text Mercy and she arrived to wipe the poor man’s memory of the incident after we set him free. It was a small-stakes move, I suppose, and Corbin hadn’t considered the move in advance. He probably didn’t even know I’d done it. Once again, he hadn’t so much as considered what advantage having a phone on my person might give me. 
I didn’t have the same carrier that Mercy did. Perhaps the witches phones didn’t work here, either. Maybe Corbin didn’t worry about it because he assumed my phone wouldn’t work, either. I didn’t have a powerful signal, but I had one. I could get a message through.
I reached into my pocket. I probably didn’t need to. If I thought about the small piece of chalk I’d used before to draw the sigil on the sidewalk, it might have flown out of my pocket into my hand.
Did Sarah get my message? I texted.
OMG! She did. U ok?
I sent a thumbs-up emoji. Is Mercy still in the city?
She just left with Ginny and Sarah. They are coming for you.
With Ginny? I thought you said Sarah got my message!
Mercy doesn’t want her to suspect anything. She took her with her.
I bit my lip. Without a witch, this wouldn’t work. Is Connor there?
I waited a few seconds. Mel didn’t respond. Connor did.
I’m here! So sorry about Ginny!
You have magic in you, just like she does. I made a sigil outside. If you can dig deep, push just a little magic into the sigil, you can bring me back.
Connor sent back a smiley face. Mercy already made me a wand. She was going to have me do the same thing where the coven used to be to bring them back.
I smiled ear-to-ear. Brilliant. Then, you know what to do. Go outside and do the same thing on my sigil. Give me two minutes to make mine here.
Got it! I’m on it!
I quickly drew a circle on the floor. I wasn’t a hundred percent certain it would work. There were wards around my room. They didn’t silence my newly discovered vampiric ability. I could only hope that the sigil would work. Thankfully, this house didn’t have carpet. The old wood floors weren’t even, but I could make it work. I added the five-point star to the middle and the ridiculous heart that Ginny added to the sigil before. I stood in the circle. I thought about my wand. It would come in handy, for sure.
The next thing I knew, my wand blasted through the wall, leaving a small hole in the plaster. I caught it in my hand. It was in Corbin’s pants before. He surely noticed it flying from his waistband. I only had a few seconds to act. I had to take down the other witch’s wards. These weren’t blood witches. Their wards likely consisted of burning sage. I barely thought about it and envisioned whatever sage there might be blasting into a million pieces. I’d know soon enough if it worked.
I pressed the tip of my wand against the sigil under my feet. I spoke the necessary incantation. My wand glowed.
Holy shit! It actually worked!
I laughed a little as the green magic in my sigil swirled around me. 
Connor did it!
Corbin blasted through the door to my room, his eyes wide in shock. I blew him a kiss as I disappeared.




Chapter 16
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“Crikey! Welcome home!” 
I turned toward the shrill shriek that Mel belted out as my feet hit the pavement. I almost didn’t even notice Conner kneeling beside the sigil, holding what I recognized to be one of Mercy’s old wands in his hand.
“So I can stop now?” Connor asked.
I nodded. “You can.”
Connor jumped up and wrapped his arms around me. He touched my face and kissed my cheek. “I was afraid we’d lost you. I can’t believe Ginny did that...”
I shook my head. “She loves you. She thought she was doing this for the sake of the pack.”
Connor shook his head. “She was doing it out of envy. I’ve been slowly growing more distant from her over the years. She sensed the passion waning and tried a thousand times to draw me back to her. Still, I never left her. Not until I met you and I had a reason to.”
“We’ve barely met again, Connor. Are you sure that’s what you want?”
“I don’t know what I want, Hailey. You’re right. I’m not in love with you. Not yet. It would be foolish to think I was. Still, I sense a spark in my heart when we’re together. It’s something that can be tended to, it can grow into an inferno if we nurture it.”
My cheeks were already rouged from my recent feed, but I still felt a flush of blood in my cheeks. “I feel it, too.”
“Maybe that spark will fade, burn out quickly. Maybe it won’t. But whatever spark I used to have with Ginny was extinguished years ago. She’s tried. It doesn’t matter how much kindling you throw into a fire pit, though, if there isn’t a spark left to ignite it. I want to see where this might lead with you, Hailey. Even if it doesn’t go anywhere, though, it isn’t because of you I broke up with Ginny. It’s because you showed me she isn’t my only choice. I don’t have to settle for a relationship where the fires are forever snuffed out and the coals are cold.”
I shook my head. “I know she betrayed us. I can’t blame her. She was heartbroken. She was angry. She thought she had to do it, to turn me over to Corbin and the witches, so that they wouldn’t try to use you and the rest of the pack to do what they’re planning.”
Connor sighed. “That doesn’t make it right.”
“You’re right. It doesn’t. But I can understand it. I know you don’t love Ginny. Surely, though, you still care about her.”
“Of course. I mean, she’s a part of my pack. I’m pissed at her for what she did to you, but I don’t want to see her get hurt, either.”
I nodded. “She left with Mercy and Sarah, thinking that Corbin and the witches still had me in their custody. I’m afraid, though, when they arrive they’re going to seize her instead now that I’m gone.”
“To attempt to reunite our essences. To make the witch they hope to control.”
“They will need all of you. That means they’ll still come back here. We have to stick to the plan, but we also have to be ready.”
“What are you suggesting?” Mel asked.
“Are you well fed?”
Mel nodded. “Ordered a pizza earlier. A supreme with extra delivery boy.”
I sighed. “Please tell me you gave him a drink, or did something to help him forget.”
“Don’t worry! Mercy hadn’t left yet. She handled it.”
I nodded. “Alright. Well, we might need your help when the moment comes. Be ready.”
Mel clapped her hands. “Yay! I get to help save the world this time? Woot! Woot! Go, Mel! Go, Mel!”
I tilted my head and watched Mel do a little dance by herself. “I’m not sure what Mercy’s plan is exactly. Somehow, though, they are hoping to force the witches to move back to the city.”
Connor sighed. “Hopefully, Ginny doesn’t screw them over.”
I nodded. “I know why Mercy brought her along. She probably didn’t want to let Ginny out of her sight. Ginny can use blood magic, though. She knows if she releases too much she can expel the blood from anyone’s body nearby. If she suspects Mercy and Sarah are on to her, she could turn both of them feral in a second.”
Mel shrugged. “Not going to happen!”
“How can you be certain of that?”
“Mercy planned to turn Ginny into a vampire before they arrive.”
“She what?” Connor’s jaw almost hit the pavement between his feet.
I narrowed my eyes. “She’s going to use her sire bond to make her do something. It will also prevent Ginny from hurting them, provided Mercy forbids her from doing so.”
“Can we even become vampires?” Connor asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We know that vampirism has successfully blended with werewolves in the past. There’s a mermaid that Mercy turned once. It should work. The only problem, though, is that doing so will make Ginny even more powerful. She’ll be compelled to honor Mercy’s bond as her sire, but if she weasels out of it, to do something unexpected, she could wreak a lot of havoc.”
Mel shrugged. “I’m sure Mercy and Sarah thought about that. They’re bad ass vampers!”
I grinned. “They certainly are. Some day, you too can be a badass bloodsucker as well.”
“Thanks, Hailey! That’s what I want to be when I grow up, seeing as how I can’t be a penguin.”
“Keep following Mercy’s lead, and you’ll get there.”
Connor sighed. “I can’t believe she’s going to be a vampire wolf shifter... can you imagine, what if she tries to feed as a wolf?”
Mel shuddered. “Terrifying. I love it!”
I nodded. “Sarah has a phone, doesn’t she?”
Mel bit her lip. “Yeah, but she left it by the game console.”
I closed my eyes for a half-second and took a deep breath. “Alright, well, at least she can see through our eyes and hear through our ears. If she’s listening in on our conversation, and she probably is, she’ll know what we’re attempting to do. They’ll have to work their plan around ours.”
Connor scratched the back of his head. “And what is that plan, exactly?”
“My time in captivity was... educational. I learned a few things that might come in handy.”
“Such as?” Connor asked.
“Are your car keys still in your pocket?”
Connor nodded. “Of course. Why?”
I raised my hand and thought about the keys to Connor’s Escalade. They ripped right through Connor’s pocket and flew into my hand.
“What the hell?” Connor touched the new hole in the front of his pants. “How did you do that?”
“Sorry about the jeans. They’re nice.”
Connor smirked. “I’m not worried about my pants. When did you learn that spell?”
I shrugged. “It’s not a spell. Not exactly. Corbin and I fed together.”
Connor rolled his eyes. “The way you fed with him before?”
I nodded. “I happened to gain a soul that came with a handy little ability. I think it’s called telekinesis.”
Mel’s eyes widened. “You can move shit with your mind?”
I nodded. “I can call forth almost anything and draw it to me. I managed to dispel the sage wards that the witches were using to silence my abilities back at their house. I’m not sure the extent or limits of my abilities just yet. But I know if I want something, and think about it hard enough, it will come to me. It’s also pretty strong. It will break through almost anything to get to me provided what I’m thinking about is stronger than what it has to pass through. I think that’s why the sage wards just tore apart back at the house. They couldn’t get through the walls. My wand, however, made it through the plaster of that house without much problem.”
“And my keys through the fabric of my jeans.”
“Exactly. What if we place some metal stakes, swords, daggers, whatever, all around where the house is probably going to appear? When we bust in there to save the wolves, I might be able to call on those objects. If one of the witches, or Corbin, or even Connor’s dad, is in the way, whatever I call will pass right through them.”
Connor sighed. “My dad was there after all, huh?”
I nodded. “He is. He believes working with Corbin is what’s best for you. That’s how Corbin is manipulating him in conjunction with his influence over your dad as his sire.”
“So if you do that, you could stake my dad?”
I nodded. “It would only drop him temporarily. Unless my hand is on a vampire’s chest when I do that, the stake or the blade or whatever would pass right through. It would only immobilize a vampire for a minute, maybe less. If I did it to Corbin, probably only for a few seconds. Older vampires heal more quickly than younglings.”
“What about us?” Mel asked.
“Keep me armed. We’ll need to raid Mercy’s weapons’ stash. If I use something, try to replace it. I’ll need to make sure I have plenty of weapons available from several angles. It’s also important I know what I’m reaching for, so we’ll need to make sure that everything is set out in a particular order that I can memorize and you can duplicate.”
“That could be a lot of memory work on short notice,” Mel chuckled.
I grinned. “I’ve always been an excellent student. I won’t say I have a photographic mind, but it’s pretty damn close. If we tag all the items with numbers, that should help. I can try to focus on the numbers attached to each item when I call them.”
“What do I do, then?” Connor asked.
“They are going to be focused on trying to capture you. They’ll want all six wolves. They can’t complete the spell unless they can siphon all your abilities. Hopefully, Sarah is listening right now. We need them to capture Ginny, too. The sage wards the coven used gave me an idea, though. I think I can protect you so that they can’t cast any spells on you.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “You think?”
I shrugged. “We can test it first to make sure. I believe I can use a common sage ward—and I have plenty in my room to make one—then I can infuse the properties of the ward in your blood. You won’t be able to cast any magic yourself, so I’ll have to take care of the portal sigil to bring Mercy and Sarah here, but it will also protect you from the spell.”
“Could they undo the spell?” Connor asked.
I shook my head. “Only a blood witch could pull it off. Ginny might be able to, but she wouldn’t. Her motive in all of this has always been her love for you.”
Connor sighed. “Right.”
“The only thing I’m worried about is Selene. If she really can use proxy magic, if she can wield Ginny’s power, she might be able to undo the wards. It will take them a while to figure out what happened, though. By then, I’m hoping we’ll have the witches handled.”
“What about Corbin?” Mel asked.
“He’s a wildcard. We don’t know what he’ll do. Still, if we can neutralize the witches, the wolves won’t be of any use to him. Whatever he tries, he thinks he’s in love with me. That’s his weakness. I can use that against him.”
Connor snorted. “How are you going to do that? Seduce him in the middle of a battle? Screw him while bodies are falling all around us?”
I rolled my eyes. “No, I’m not going to do that. I just know he won’t let anyone harm me. If he thinks I’m in danger, he’ll forget about anything else to save me. That’s something we might use, somehow.”
Connor shook his head. “If anything happens to you, Hailey, this plan won’t work. You’re the only one with telekinesis. If you can’t do that, how will we stop them?”
“I’m not planning on getting staked myself. If that does happen, try to save me. By that time, Mercy and Sarah should be there to help.”
Mel nodded. “Alright. I’ll start getting all the weapons I can find in the house. We’ll have to take Connor’s car.”
I held up Connor’s keys, pressed a button, and the trunk on the back of his Escalade opened. I tossed Connor back his keys. “Load us up!”
“I suppose we need to get this ward set up, then. Will it hurt?”
I shook my head. “You won’t feel a thing. Presuming, of course, you aren’t allergic to sage.”
Connor chuckled. “I don’t think that will be an issue.”
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Wooden stakes wouldn’t do. They might not be strong enough to blast through the walls of the house. Still, Mercy had accumulated plenty of other weapons through the years that we could use. She had daggers aplenty. She had a couple crossbows and several boxes of metal bolts. The bolts would be handy if McPherson was there or, perhaps, any other vampires I wasn’t aware of. They’d hurt the witches, too, but if any sort of hand-to-hand combat was required the daggers would do a better job. Mel was busy tagging them with numbers. It wasn’t fancy. She was using duct tape and a permanent marker. Who would have thought? Of the many uses of duct tape, fighting witches and vampires with it wasn’t something I ever thought about. 
I brought Connor up to my room. He looked around and chuckled. “I thought my apartment was a mess.”
“This is an organized mess!”
“I think I’ve seen your room before.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You have?”
“Weren’t you once featured in an episode of Hoarders?”
I grinned. “Hilarious. As a witch, though, hoarding comes with the territory. You never know what ingredients I might need to brew up a spell.”
“What do we need to do?”
“Get on my bed and take off your clothes.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
I smirked. “A pretty girl asks you to get on her bed and get naked, and you’re going to question it?”
Connor chuckled. “No, I suppose I won’t.”
“For this to work, I’m going to need to cover your whole body in sage. I’m going to mix it with a carrier oil so it sticks.”
“My whole body?”
I nodded. “It’s the only way to ensure that they can’t draw out your abilities.”
“Even my...”
“Yes, even your six inches down under.”
Connor cleared his throat. “Six and three quarters.”
I tilted my head. “Excuse me? You’ve measured it?”
Connor stared at me blankly. “Any guy who says he hasn’t is lying.”
I smirked. “Then, yes. Unless you want to risk the witches drawing your magic out through your urethra, which I doubt would be a pleasant experience, we need to cover it, too.”
I reached into my closet and grabbed a bundle of sage from a plastic storage tub. I also pulled out a blender, plugged it in, and set it on the floor.”
“A blender? What’s that for?”
I chuckled. “A lot of witches use a mortar and pestle. What can I say? I’m a modern witch. I’m all about efficiency.”
Connor started undressing as I stuffed my sage into the blender, grabbed a bottle of oil from a cabinet on my wall, and poured it in until it reached the max-liquid line. I blended it into a thick paste.
I had to rub it into Connor’s body before I cast my spell into the sage. If I did that, it might affect my ability to cast. It wouldn’t silence me completely. Especially since I wasn’t infusing it into my blood, but even a little residue of warded sage on my hands could hinder my magic.
I sat behind Connor and started rubbing it on his back. Then I ran my hands around his chest. I lingered around his pectoral muscles a little before spreading it down to his abs.
Whipped cream or melted chocolate would be more fun, but I can’t say I wasn’t enjoying this step in the process.
“This will keep me safe from their magic?” Connor asked.
I whispered in Connor’s ear. “You know what they say. You should always use protection.”
Connor laughed a little. “Right. Can vampires even get pregnant, or carry STDs?”
I shook my head. “Nope. But I wasn’t talking about that kind of protection. Look at you, all presumptuous, trying to get into my pants.”
Connor smirked at me as I continued rubbing the sage down the front of his body from behind. I nibbled a little at his ear.
Connor’s shoulders rose and fell with deeper breaths as my hands went lower and spread the sage across his thighs.
I stopped just short of his six and three-quarter inches. “Should I continue, or would you like to do it?”
“Please do,” Connor moaned a little as he spoke.
I slid off the bed, reached into the blender, and grabbed another handful of sage. I pushed Connor back onto the bed. I straddled him then leaned over and kissed him on the lips. He kissed me back as my hands wandered across his body, down his navel, to his thighs, and I took him in my hand.
When he said six and three quarters, he was being modest.
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Sage might be known for silencing spells, but there was plenty of magic between us. We were both covered in it head-to-toe before we were done. My head was still spinning. Connor was out of breath. I grabbed my wand and pressed it to Connor’s body. The first step was to activate the sage. It was a basic spell. Most witches knew it. It was among the first Moll taught me which meant we’d brewed it up in a cauldron and incanted it with one of her cheesy rhymes. 
“Be it power from heaven or sorcery from hell, empower this sage to quiet the spell.”
Connor smirked a little, trying not to laugh as the magic flowed from my wand and enveloped every inch of his body.
“Did you finish?”
I tilted my head. “Three times. But if you’re asking about the spell, no. That’s just part one.”
Connor grinned ear-to-ear. “Alright. I guess the next part involves my blood, right?”
I nodded. “Again, like I said, you won’t feel much. Maybe a little warmth.”
I didn’t have an incantation for this one. It was more about feeling and sensation. I had to guide the magic in the sage into his blood and bind it. My wand glowed red this time. I connected my magic to Connor’s blood. When I did, the sage absorbed into his body. Apart from a little oil that highlighted his musculature delectably, he was clean.
“Now, I’m finished.”
“Cool! You were right. That wasn’t painful at all.”
I smirked. “Next time, if you’d like, I can make it hurt. Just a little.”
Connor chuckled. “I’m not opposed to that.”
I heard a loud knock on the door. “Are you two done in there? I swear, I thought the whole house was going to come down!”
I giggled. “Yes. Are you done with the weapons?”
“I will be. In like, five minutes. We need to get going!”
Connor and I quickly jumped into the shower. No funny business. We didn’t have time to waste. We both soaped up as fast as we could and rinsed ourselves off. I was sure we’d missed a little, but at least we’d be presentable. I dried myself off first and tossed Connor my towel. Yeah, sharing a towel can be gross, but at this point, well, it wasn’t like it mattered that much. We quickly got dressed and ran downstairs. Mel was at the front door, waiting.
“Damn. You two smell like Christmas.”
I giggled. “Merry Christmas to me!”
“Ho, Ho, Ho!” Mel giggled.
“Hey, who you calling a ho?”
Mel smirked. “So long as Santa got his cookie, all is well.”
I winked at Connor as he blushed. “He certainly did. I had a few nibbles, too.”
“Ah, yes. The wolf needs your bite from time to time, doesn’t he? I’m sure it was all very clinical.”
I nodded rapidly. “Of course!”
Connor drove. I don’t think he let anyone else drive his Escalade. The thing was worth more than the gross domestic product of some small countries, so I didn’t blame him. We parked a couple of blocks away. If the witches planned to move the house back there, there must’ve been a witch nearby waiting for the order.
I made a sigil on the sidewalk that we could use to teleport Mercy and Sarah to. I stared at it long enough so that Sarah could see it and duplicate it.
Mel had to be sneaky. If there was a witch near the site of the old house, she might spot her as she placed all the weapons around the premises. I wasn’t sure how far the range of my abilities worked. It wasn’t like I’d had much of a chance to test it out. I tried a few harmless spells on Connor. One of them made someone feel like they were being tickled to death. It was silly, but it was a great incapacitator. The spell bounced right off of him. We were good. The ward worked.
I was hopeful I’d get another chance to use that spell on him in the future. If we were starting a relationship, and I found it hard to believe we weren’t after what just happened, it was only a matter of time before we’d find ourselves in a tickle war. He was destined to lose. My spell would make sure of that.
I waited in the sigil I made. If Mercy and Sarah activated one on their end, I needed to be there to sense it.
It only took Mel about fifteen minutes to get all the weapons in place. She showed up back at the sidewalk before I sensed anything from Mercy or Sarah.
“I could only find three suitable spots. There are thirty bolts in total and they’re numbered accordingly. The first group is facing the front of the house. The second the back.
There’s a box of five daggers to the right of the house if you’re facing it. I couldn’t get around to the left. There’s a young woman there. I think she might be a witch.
“A young woman?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Probably twenty.”
I sighed. “I’m sure she’s a newer recruit to the coven. I only knew of the three witches, but I’d only attended their meeting once and that was years ago.”
“How many witches do you think we’re dealing with?” Connor asked.
I shook my head. “There’s no way to know. Let’s hope it’s not more than a few. How many did you see when they captured you?”
“I only saw three.”
“Alexandra, Salene, and Eudora?”
Connor nodded. “I’m not saying there aren’t more. But they are the only three who talked to me. Thank God for Eudora.”
I sighed. “God rest her soul.”
I wished I’d made my sigil a little bigger. I checked the time. It was four in the morning. It wasn’t like we had a lot of time before sunrise. Corbin made it clear, though, that he intended to carry out his plan before that. That was before I escaped. Now, I couldn’t be sure. Was he postponing his plans? Did things go awry with Mercy, Sarah, and Ginny? If it did, it probably wasn’t on Ginny’s account. She was a known threat. If you’re ever trying to get the best of Mercy Brown, you won’t stand a chance if she sees it coming. Then again, Corbin was something of an older brother. They shared a sire. One reason he disliked Mercy so much was because Nico chose her over him to lead the vampires after he died. I understood why Corbin might be pissed about it. He was over three times Mercy’s age. Still, ideologically speaking, I don’t think Corbin and Nico saw eye-to-eye on much of anything. Nico chose Mercy because she was loyal. He believed she gave vampires the best hope for a future in a world where it was doubtful that we’d be able to remain hidden much longer.
I glanced at my nails. They were well manicured. I had the urge to gnaw at them, which I never did. Another one of Mercy’s habits that was probably rubbing off on me the wrong way. Still, I was anxious. We should have heard something. Unless, of course, they moved the house already somewhere else.
Hell, I’d just assumed New Orleans was the target all along. They could put that house in any populated area, unleash their spell by wielding even limited bloodwitchery through the wolves, and still achieve the desired result. What if they were near Baton Rouge? Imagine if they turned the entire LSU campus into vampires.
They’d still be able to spread fast. Corbin could march his army of younglings on New Orleans or anywhere else and turn thousands in a single night.
There were two reasons I hoped that wouldn’t be the case. The first was that Corbin was still hoping he could use me to do the spell. That was his goal. I was supposed to sire this new world of bloodsuckers. The second was that New Orleans was the vampire capital of North America. If he took New Orleans, and the vampires there didn’t have any choice but to follow him, his influence over other vampires throughout the world would spread. Especially if he took down Mercy and the council.
A tingle spread up from the ground beneath my feet.
“Finally!” I stepped back, pressed my wand to the sigil, and activated it.
Mercy and Sarah appeared within it.
“Where’s Ginny?” Connor asked.
“She’s in the house,” Mercy said. “They grabbed her. They’ll be coming for you next.”
“We have that handled.”
Sarah stared at me blankly. “I know. I saw everything.”
I giggled. “Everything?”
“Everything.”
Mercy laughed. “You should have seen her. She went into her daze and she just couldn’t come out of it. You two must’ve put on quite the show. Next time, can I watch?”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Um...”
“Of course you can!” I grinned widely. “The more the merrier!”
“What?” Connor coughed in his hand.
I winked at him. “I’m joking. I don’t want an audience any more than you do.”
“I didn’t mean to watch. I just thought there might be something relevant we needed to know.”
I grinned. “Sure, Sarah. Keep telling yourself that.”
“It’s the truth! I’m a proper vampire lady!”
Mel tilted her head. “Is that really a thing?”
Mercy shook her head. “Not at all. Vampire bitches, yeah. We’re as common as the cold. Vampire ladies? Some might fool you, but when they get a taste of blood, they’re just as ravenous as the rest of us.”
I scratched my head. “So I take it you two know the complete plan. We’ll go in. Connor will probably get caught. Even if he does, no biggie. They won’t be able to cast the spell because of the ward. That will give us a chance to attack while they’re distracted.”
Mercy nodded. “They’re probably expecting us.”
“And they have a few more witches and vampires than you probably realized in that place.”
I shook my head. “I only saw the one room.”
“I only saw three witches,” Connor added.
Sarah shook her head. “I can connect to most of the vampires in there. All except for Corbin. There’s at least a dozen, including Reverend McPherson. Then, I’d say eight witches, give or take. It’s hard to tell because I can only see through one perspective at a time and I was busy watching you guys.”
I stared at Sarah for a few seconds. “You watched us do it when you could have been getting better intel on the house?”
“Like I said! I had to know for sure what you were planning and it wouldn’t have made much difference. No matter how long I watched the vampires, too many people were moving around to ever really get a good count. I might have counted the same person twice on a few occasions, too.”
“I get it,” I said. “It’s still a lot to take in. I should be able to handle a lot of them. Worst-case scenario, I could blast the vampires and turn them feral. They’d be a nuisance in the city, but nothing compared to what chaos will ensue if Corbin and Alexandra pull off this spell.”
Mercy nodded. “Telekinesis, eh?”
I flexed my right arm. “Cool, right?”
“That’s certifiably badass. I’m a little jealous of you once again, Miss Bradbury.”
“We have plenty of crossbow bolts sitting around. No crossbows, though.”
“I saw that,” Sarah said. “It should be plenty to stake everyone if your aim is true.”
Connor pointed at the sky in the house’s direction. “Is that what I think it is?”
We all turned and looked. A massive green tornado spun over where the coven house used to be. I nodded. “Sure is. Looks like the witches are finally leaving Oz.”
Mercy chuckled. “There’s no place like home.”
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The old house reappeared exactly as it was. I’ve had weird neighbors in the past, but never anyone who had disappearing houses. One of the dogs in another yard barked the moment the house re-materialized. Then, a chorus of barks echoed through the neighborhood as each dog responded to the last. 
It was too late to go around knocking on doors to glean the opinions the neighbors shared about the coven. I imagined it was like the way folks in the French Quarter felt about Casa do Diabo. Legends and rumors of vampires abounded. The funny thing about such legends, though, is that they usually keep people at a distance, even while most folks are ninety percent sure that the tales are false. That ten percent is enough, however, for those familiar with the place to keep their distance. It was likely the same with respect to the coven—only now that the house had disappeared and reappeared, the neighbors were likely to be entirely convinced that whatever rumors or fears they shared about the place were genuine. The witches didn’t care. They intended to turn the entire neighborhood, the rest of New Orleans, and eventually much of the continent into vampires.
Or did they? Corbin bit Alexandra. He may have even turned her. Perhaps she agreed to it in the hope that it might grant her access to bloodwitchery. If she was a vampire now, she was as bound to Corbin’s influence as McPherson. There was a better-than-average chance Selene was in the same boat. Eudora must’ve resisted. Hence, why she betrayed her own coven and ultimately gave her life to save Connor.
I didn’t know much about the bond between a sire and progeny from personal experience. I was a vampire orphan. I had a sire for a whole thirty seconds, if that. Annabelle staked him before I even realized what I’d become. The sire-progeny relationship was a complete mystery to me. At least it had been. I’d learned a few things. I knew Corbin could only press his influence over McPherson by appealing to the Reverend’s paternal bond with his son. That meant there was something bigger, something more primary to a vampire’s loyalties and decisions than obedience to one’s sire.
We were prepared for a fight. If it came to that, we’d give them every ounce of hell we could muster. First, I wanted to try something else.
“Mercy, I know your style is more Cobra Kai than Mister Miyagi.”
Mercy tilted her head. “I don’t understand.”
I grinned. “You’d rather strike first than fight from a defensive posture.”
“I get it,” Sarah said. “I’ve watched those movies and the newer series. Mister Miyagi would say the best defense is never to fight.
I nodded. “I’d like to try talking our way out of this. Corbin needs the witches to pull this off. I can’t think of any reason a witch would comply with his plan. I can’t think why a minister allied with the Order of the Morning Dawn would want to see the world ravaged by vampires. I want to speak to them. What they need is hope, a belief that there’s a better way.”
“Any of them whom Corbin has sired cannot directly disobey his dictates.”
I shrugged. “Maybe not. But there’s always a third way. There must be something that Corbin didn’t expect, that he didn’t outright forbid.”
Sarah sighed. “It is a noble sentiment, Hailey. However, there are too many vampires and witches here who surely have the order to stop us at all costs.”
“They won’t kill me. Corbin wouldn’t permit it.”
Mercy bit her lip. “And they won’t stand a chance at killing me.”
I nodded. “Alright. We may need to fight our way in. But I need to speak to Alexandra. She might be the key to all of this. I think she can stop it.”
“What if we run into Corbin?” Connor asked.
I bit my lip. “That could pose a problem. I’m the only one he cares about.”
Mercy shook her head. “That’s not true. Sarah, I know fighting isn’t your thing...”
“I can help Hailey get to the witch.”
“You’re sure you can distract Corbin long enough? He’ll surely hear every word I’m saying.”
“Not if he’s too busy arguing with me,” Mercy said. “Trust me, Corbin and I have a long history. He won’t hurt me. He can’t. Our sire forbade it.”
“He’s still influenced by that, even though Nico is dead?”
Mercy chuckled. “A vampire’s sire leaves an indelible impression at the core of what we are. No matter how many souls fill the void of the soul we’ve lost through the years, our spirit remains constant. Corbin can’t harm me today. He can’t ever.”
“I presume that goes both ways?” I asked.
Mercy shrugged. “Not entirely. Nico told me not to kill Corbin. However, while Nico told him never to harm me under any circumstances, he told me not to do so unless I had no other option. Besides, I have an ability I haven’t used in some time. If he refuses to speak with me, I’ll make him listen.”
“Mercy, you don’t have to do that. You don’t use compulsion for a reason.”
Mercy nodded. “Hopefully, I won’t have to use it. Corbin knows I could. That’s more than enough reason to give him pause and listen to what I have to say.”
I shook my head. “He’s too smart for that. We need to deceive him.”
“Bring me in as your prisoner,” Connor said.
“As a prisoner?” Mercy asked.
“He’s right,” I said. “That might work. If Corbin believes I wasn’t content to do this on a small scale, that I was so eager to become his queen that I wanted to make sure we had as much power as possible, if I tell him I needed the wolves so I could combine their power with mine to expand the spell he wants me to cast, he just might buy it.”
Mercy bit her lip. “That might help you get to Alexandra and the other witches.”
“I agree.” I took Connor’s hands. “Are you sure you’re willing to do this? We might have to play up the ruse a while if he’s going to buy it.”
Connor nodded. “I understand. I’m willing to do this.”
I sighed. “Alright. In that case, let’s do this. Once we cross that salt circle, we won’t be able to leave. Not without a witch outside who could pull us through a sigil.”
Sarah grinned. “I already thought of that. When I was watching you before. I called Annabelle. Would you believe that the Voodoo Queen was in her office even at this time of night?”
I chuckled. “I think she sleeps there half the time.”
“She’s on her way. She knows the plan. If she has to pull us out of there, she can.”
“I suppose the magic she can draw from Isabelle in the Otherworld would do it. How will she know where to find the sigil?”
“She’ll be in contact with Mel. If need be, Mel can show her where it is.”
I nodded. “Alright. Let’s go Mister Miyagi these bitches.”




Chapter 20

[image: image-placeholder]

We crossed the salt circle. There was no going back now. Not until Annabelle arrived. I didn’t expect it would take her long. We didn’t have time to waste. We only had an hour and a half before sunrise. If it took us longer than that, well, we’d be stuck in the house for at least a day. 
I took Connor’s hand. “I’m going to harness you with my allure. It’s how vampires often lure a prospective victim to follow. It might be a little disorienting, but we need to sell this.”
Connor nodded. “I’m already under your allure, Hailey.”
I smiled. “Not like that. This is different.”
“Do what you have to do.”
I locked my eyes with Connor’s. I listened for his heartbeat. I licked my lips. There were a lot of ways to arrest a human with my allure. One way to do it was to maintain eye contact for several seconds. When Connor’s eyes went glassy, I knew I had him.
I held his hand as we approached the front door. I turned the knob. It wasn’t locked. I suppose they weren’t worried about intruders and anyone, like us, who might have the strength to challenge them wouldn’t be dissuaded by a locked door, anyway.
We stepped inside. Corbin was waiting for us.
“Welcome, my queen.”
“Thanks!” Mercy piped up. “But I’m not royalty. I prefer High Chancellor.”
Corbin rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t talking about you, sister.”
I took a step toward Corbin. “I apologize if my exit earlier took you off guard, my love. It was necessary.”
“How was it necessary?” Corbin asked.
I took another step closer to the so-called vampire king and rested my hand on his face. “I’m young and impatient. If we’re going to do this, why spend weeks or months corralling younglings? With all six shifters, and my power combined, we can rule the world, at least the entire continent, before sunrise.”
Corbin laughed. “I never should have doubted you! But why did you bring Mercy and Sarah?”
Mercy cleared her throat. “You’re proposing a new world order, Corbin. If I cannot stop you from completing your design, there are many vampires who might resist your emergence as the emperor. I can help you win them over.”
Corbin narrowed his eyes. “Why would you do that? You do not share my vision.”
“I share your vision,” Mercy said. “I’ve always wanted to ensure the safety of all vampires once humanity learns of our existence. We simply differ on the means to carry it out. At least, we did. Hailey has been quite persuasive.”
I raised myself on the tips of my toes and kissed Corbin on the cheek. “You two should discuss arrangements. We are running out of night. I must consult with the other witches to ensure the spell is done properly. I need to know what they’ve planned and how my magic might work with the spell they’ve crafted.”
Corbin nodded and turned. The house was full of vampires and witches. “Let her pass. Do not harm her or any of my guests. Vampires, come with me.”
“You’re bringing other vampires?” Mercy asked. “This should be a private discussion.”
Corbin smirked. “You’re clever as a snake, sister. You’re also strong. Do you think you could overpower a dozen of my younglings if you attempted to manipulate me with your ability?”
“I have no intention of compelling you, Corbin.”
“So you say. Still, a true Caesar must always be prepared for those who might have the designs of a Brutus.”
“Very well,” Mercy said. “Let them come. I have nothing to say that they cannot hear.”
Sarah and I started walking down the hall, through the kitchen.
“Wait,” Corbin said. “Sarah comes with us as well.”
I glanced at Sarah and nodded. She turned around and followed Mercy and Corbin upstairs. I passed through the kitchen and found Alexandra sitting at the very same table where I met with the witches the first time I went to the house when I was just fourteen. On that day, they served banana bread. A fresh loaf was on a platter on the table. Several slices were already cut.
“Hello, Hailey. It’s high time you took your place at our table.”
I snorted. “Where are the other wolves?”
“Someplace safe. Tell me, great-great granddaughter of Moll Dyer, are you prepared for the sacrifice our spell requires?”
I shrugged. “They won’t die. They’ll only lose their abilities and memories of their time as wolves. Is that right?”
“That is correct. There is no need for unnecessary bloodshed. Not in this house, at least.”
I pulled out a chair and sat down. “So, where’s Selene?”
“With the wolves. And as I’m sure you’re aware, Eudora has left us. She saved this wolf you bring to us now, though it seems her efforts were for nought.”
“She didn’t just leave you,” I said. “You’re a vampire now, aren’t you?”
“Do my eyes give it away?” Alexandra asked.
I nodded. “That, and that Corbin took your shape when he came to the church where Eudora took Connor.”
Alexandra tilted her head. “I wasn’t aware of that.”
“Then I suppose you also weren’t aware of the fact that Corbin killed Eudora.”
Alexanda furrowed her brow. “He did what?”
“She’s dead, Alexandra. She died trying to save Connor. I was there when she took her last breath.”
“His Highness promised none of our coven would be harmed! You’re certain he killed her?”
I shook my head. “I won’t lie to you. She sacrificed her life, she cast her entire spirit into a spell to save Connor from Corbin.”
“Why would she do such a thing?”
“Because she believed in the principles of our craft! She wasn’t under Corbin’s influence. Not like you are.”
Alexandra shook her head. “It was necessary that I allow him to turn me if I was to harness blood magic.”
“Did you know the full extent of what Corbin was planning before you accepted that bargain?”
Alexandra sighed. “I did not. Now, though, I must fulfill his command. I have no choice.”
“You have a choice! Your sire’s bond cannot compel you to forfeit your core beliefs. There’s something stronger than his influence within you. As witches, we believe in balance. A balance that connects the elements. Moll once revered the Horned God, a deity I’m told, who stands for the preservation of nature, the life cycle.”
“And also the Mother Goddess who embodies the bounty of the earth. In our coven, we revere them both.”
I pressed my lips together. “As a Hedge Witch, I’m not so well acquainted with these deities as you are. Still, I know enough to recognize that a witch’s duty is to these very principles. We don’t take life. We certainly cannot stand idly by and allow vampires to take over the world.”
“Has humanity done any better to honor nature than you think a vampire lord might?”
I shook my head. “Humanity is flawed. You’re right about that. I’m telling you, though, that Corbin doesn’t care a lick about balance. All he wants is power and dominion. He wants to tip all the scales in his favor. That cannot be compatible with the core beliefs of this coven, much less with what the Horned God and Mother Goddess would support. Tell me, is Corbin’s influence stronger than that of the god and goddess?”
Alexandra winced. “Eudora was right. I knew as much, but our coven has always sought to understand every path of our art. When he gave us the chance to explore the power in blood, to touch it, to tap into it, I accepted. Eudora did not.”
I sighed. “Moll forbade me from joining your coven. Maybe she was wrong. Perhaps if I’d joined you all, we could have prevented this.”
Alexandra shook her head. “It’s too late for that now. Even as we speak, I cannot disobey what Corbin has insisted I do.”
“Then we’ll find another way. Help me, Alexandra, and I’ll help you. Perhaps I’ll even join you, at least for a time. I can help rebuild your coven. There’s always something you can do. Something, perhaps, he hasn’t foreseen. Anything that might complicate his plans.”
Alexandra nodded and reached under the table to the chair sitting next to her. She grabbed a large grimoire and set it on the table. “This is the spell we planned to cast. Corbin wanted me to teach it to you, so I suppose I still have done nothing he hasn’t expected.”
Alexandra opened the grimoire to a page bookmarked in the middle. She turned the book around and slid it across the table toward me. I examined the spell.
“Where did you get this?”
“The grimoire has been in my family for generations. I suspect it’s even older than Moll.”
“This is how you created the wolf shifters, how you intervened when I was casting the spell that raised Moll.”
Alexandra nodded. “Keep reading if you can. I know it’s in Latin, but I’ve translated most of it in pencil in the margins.”
I tilted my head. “This is necromancy.”
“The spell you performed by your blood when you raised Moll was necromancy. My ancestors combatted necromancers. This was a spell meant to harness their own power against them.”
“It speaks of warriors, knights, who possess the spirit of the resurrected.”
“The wolf shifters, yes. My family did this many times in the past, back in Europe.”
“Of course. That’s why the vampires in Europe enslaved the shifters. They were there because your family has been creating them to fight necromancers for centuries.”
“When you came to us so many years ago, I knew right away what you intended to do. Rather than discourage you, which I knew would be of no use, we planned to intervene. We never wished to harm you, only that we might weaken the witch you restored.”
I shook my head. “Moll was powerful when I knew her. If that was only a fraction of her power, I can’t imagine what she might have been if you hadn’t siphoned some of her essence to create the wolves.”
Alexandra nodded. “And these wolves played a role in her downfall, did they not?”
“Eventually,” I said. “I’m not so sure it did as you hoped. The Moll I raised wasn’t true to the Horned God as she once was.”
“Perhaps not. She sensed, even if only subconsciously, that she was incomplete. She chose another, darker, path in a desperate move to recover what she’d lost.”
“In the end, she sacrificed herself to save everyone.”
Alexandra nodded. “Corbin only told me to teach you what you need to know, to understand the spell he wants you to cast. He did not say I should withhold any of this information from you. Keep reading.”
I traced my finger along Alexandra’s handwriting in the margins. “It’s talking about the power dormant in the shifters; about how it might be unleashed and combined with another power to defeat the abomination.”
“Only now that Moll is gone, that power won’t settle on her. It will spread far and wide. There is only one way to stop it.”
I sighed. “A sacrifice of one to whom the power belongs. One of the shifters must give his or her life to silence the spell.”
“That is why I could promise that the wolves would not be harmed. Corbin couldn’t allow any of them to die. If he did before the spell ran its course, it would fail.”
Connor rested his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll do it.”
I turned to him. “You will not! You’re warded, anyway. If they do this spell, it will be without you!”
“Then remove the ward, Hailey.”
“I’m not doing that, Connor!”
“It may be the only way.”
I grunted. “Only if we don’t save you all before the spell is cast! Where are the wolves, Alexandra? We have to get them out of here.”
Alexandra shook her head. “They are not here.”
“What do you mean, they aren’t here?”
“One of the wolves has been working with Corbin for some time. I’ve been working with her for years, but I didn’t foresee her alliance with the vampire. The wolves are being held in another building at the last place where we went.”
“You’re talking about Ginny?”
Alexandra nodded. “She’s desperate to remove the wolf curse. If this young man gets a fresh start, she believes he will love her again. Ginny believes you’ve bewitched him, forced him to desire you, and ruined their love.”
“That’s not true at all!” Connor protested.
“The truth is not what matters, dear. What’s important is what Ginny believes.”
“So she created a sigil to teleport the wolves here later?”
“All is in place. The moment she brings them here, the spell will begin. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
I shook my head. “Sarah and Mercy know where they are. They went to that house before.”
“Even if you could get there to save them, the spell would eventually complete, even if they were not brought here. Alexandra would see to it. They’re not far from Lafayette. It’s not New Orleans, but many innocent people would nonetheless be turned into vampires before you could hope to save them.”
I shook my head. “They’d just die if someone didn’t heal them.”
“Selene would ensure that they were also healed. She’s already channeled that power alongside Corbin’s blood into the spell.”
“What was the plan, then? Before I came back? You’d engage a sigil here, bring them here, and finish the spell?”
“It is Corbin’s hope that you could channel your magic into it and strengthen the spell even more. Now that you’ve brought the sixth wolf with you, he’ll expect that he’ll be prepared to join the rest.”
“So even if his power isn’t mingled with the others, the spell would still go off.”
“Only at a reduced capacity. The power of the six together would spread far and wide. Even with five, however, it would turn much of New Orleans into a city of vampires.”
I shook my head. “Even if we let the spell go off in Lafayette, it would be too many vampires to stop. All that would do is delay Corbin’s plans by a few days, if that. We have to do this here and now. We have to start the spell and stop it before it infects the city.”
“That means I have to die, Hailey. There’s no other way.”
I shook my head. “No, Connor! I can stop it. I’ll add my blood to the spell. That’s what Corbin wanted to begin with. Once I do, I can use my power to contain it.”
“Are you sure about that? You’re talking about far more power than even you should be able to harness.”
“If I siphon most of it, I can be the sacrifice. I’m a vampire. Stake me. I’ll take the power to hell and leave it there.”
“It may consume your body,” Alexandra said. “It would certainly drain you of your blood. You wouldn’t be able to return. Even if you did, you’d probably be feral.”
I nodded. “That’s a risk we’ll have to take.”
“I don’t accept that risk!” Connor slammed his fist on the table.
I rested my hand on Connor’s back. “At least I have a chance, even if it’s slim, to come back from this. If you sacrifice yourself, you’ll be dead. There’s no coming back from that. Not for you. It has to be me.”
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We left the room, passed through the kitchen, and headed toward the stairs. There was a lot of shouting back and forth in the small study off the foyer. That’s where Mercy and Corbin were disputing the terms of their hypothetical post vampire apocalypse arrangements. It was best to let them keep going at it. The longer Corbin was distracted the better. 
We climbed the stairs.  Alexandra unlocked one of the rooms. We stepped inside. It was the same room where Corbin had held me before. Only now, the sigil I’d made was augmented. Under the stupid heart that Ginny first drew on the original sigil she’d written “4ever.”
Connor looked at it and shook his head. “This is definitely Ginny’s work.”
I took a deep breath and retrieved my wand from my pocket. “I’m ready.”
Alexanda pressed her wand to the sigil on the floor. Green magic swirled around it. I didn’t have much time to act. I needed a knife. I focused on one of them that Mel had placed outside and it came flying through the wall and into my hand. I caught it by the blade and my blood dripped to the floor. 
When the wolves appeared in the sigil, I aimed at the wound in my hand with my wand and forced my blood into the spell.
A red magic was spinning around the wolves. They were all shifted as wolves except for Ginny. She opened her arms and welcomed the magic that pulled Moll’s essence, mingled with my blood, out of her.
As I drew more blood from my hand, the wound expanded up my arm. I could feel the spell trying to escape.
“You must get in the circle with the other wolves,” Alexandra told Connor. “It’s the only way.”
The room was spinning. I was losing blood faster than I anticipated, but I had to hold on to the spell. I had to draw it all into myself. The magic coursed from the wolves into my chest. My blood didn’t return with it. Not all of it. Connor would not be harmed at all. The spell wasn’t drawing from him. The ward was working.
I heard a loud bang. The next thing I knew, two arms wrapped around me and pulled me to the ground, ripping my wand out of my hand.
“No!” I screamed.
“This isn’t how it was supposed to be!” Corbin yelled in my face.
“I’m sorry!” Sarah cried as I turned and saw her and Mercy at the door. “I told them you were going to kill yourself! I couldn’t let you do that!”
“The final wolf!” Corbin shouted. “The spell isn’t pulling from him!”
“He’s warded!” Ginny shouted even as the magic continued pouring out of her chest.
Selene was there among the wolves. Corbin didn’t even need to command it. She waved her wand over Connor. She was a proxy witch. I was the only witch who could dispel the ward, but she could harness what magic I still had. She dispelled the sage ward I’d infused in his blood.
“Damn you all!” I screamed. I tried to stand up, but I’d lost a lot of blood. I wobbled on my feet as I turned to Mercy. “You can stop this!”
Mercy nodded. “Corbin. Stop the spell!”
Corbin laughed. “You cannot compel me to do something that’s impossible. There is no way I could possibly stop the spell!”
I held onto Mercy for balance. McPherson pushed his way past us and ran into the room. “It’s okay, son. This will all be over soon!”
Connor rolled over and looked at his dad. “You’re right. It will be.”
Connor grabbed my knife from the floor. He pressed it to his neck. McPherson dove into the circle and wrestled the knife from him. It fell to the floor.
“Dad! I have to die! It’s the only way to stop this!”
Corbin laughed. “Behold! Our blood witch!”
A red translucent form was taking shape in the middle of the room. The combined essence of all six wolves was creating the super witch, one powerful enough to take the spell and spread it across the continent, if not further.
Corbin was between me and the wall where I’d called the first knife. I called a second one. It wouldn’t stop the spell, but it was all I could do. I hoped it would hit his chest. If we couldn’t stop the witch from emerging, maybe I could plunge a knife into Corbin’s heart and he wouldn’t be able to control them. My blood was still in the spell. I could make myself their sire. It would be a lot of younglings to babysit, but it was better than the alternative.
Corbin was fast. He caught the knife in mid-air before it hit his chest.
He looked at me and narrowed his eyes. “You gained a new ability after all, my love.”
Corbin dropped the knife on the floor. Connor kicked his dad off of him and reached for it.
“No!” Ginny screamed. “Don’t do it, Connor! I love you!”
Ginny had the first knife in her hand. I looked at the witch forming above us. She looked like Moll, but younger. A little bit like me. She was a part of both of us. Ginny took the knife and cut a wound in her own chest. She took her lime-tree wand and used the fire spell I taught her before, burning out her own heart.
The witch disappeared. The magic faded. I fell to my knees.
“No!” Corbin shouted. “You ruined it!”
“Ginny!” Connor cried. He rolled over and held Ginny’s body as her blood flowed into the floor and her body turned to ash.
“Vampires!” Corbin commanded. “Kill all except my queen!”
Mercy cracked her knuckles. “Now the fun begins.”
I focused my mind on the number one. A bolt went flying through the house and caught Corbin in the wrist. He winced. It bought me enough time to call my wand from the waistband of his pants. It shot straight through Corbin’s gut and into my hand. Corbin buckled over, clutching at the wound. 
I channeled a quick healing spell. It was the best I could do to try to restore my strength. A tingle swelled over my body. It worked.
“Mercy! Sarah! Stay on the wall by the window!”
They moved over to the wall as vampires started flying into the room. I placed myself between them and started calling forth bolts. It worked. They blasted through the walls and struck the vampires right in the chest.
Corbin grabbed me, barely standing. “What are you doing?”
I called forth more bolts. Several struck Corbin in the back but they missed his heart.
He dropped again to the ground. Mercy and Sarah were fighting like hell. Mercy grabbed one of the youngling’s heads and ripped it right off his shoulders.
Corbin crawled over to the nightstand next to the bed. He reached into it and grabbed a vial of blood.
He looked at me. “This was supposed to be a gift for you. Perhaps I’ll find you another once you come to your senses!”
“A vial of blood?” I asked.
“Not common blood,” Corbin smirked and swallowed the entire contents of the vial. “It’s dragon blood!”
I snorted. “What? That’s not a thing!”
Corbin smiled. “Isn’t it?”
Corbin’s body expanded. His skin turned a dark hue of red. Smoke poured from his nostrils. Two wings sprouted from his back as he grew larger.
“What the fuck?” Mercy shouted. “Everyone get out of here, now!”
Corbin grew so large that he was going to break right through the roof. I found the sigil on the floor. It was covered in Ginny’s blood. I grabbed the same knife she’d used to slice her chest open and dug the word “4Ever” out of it.
“Everyone in the circle, now!”
Connor and the wolves were already inside. Mercy and Sarah dove on top of us. Alexandra grabbed Selene and pulled her in as Corbin’s dragon body crashed through the roof of the house. I could only hope that Annabelle was out there, ready to activate the sigil outside.
Green magic swirled around us. Before we disappeared, I saw Connor’s dad lying on the floor with a wound in his chest. One of the bolts I’d called, meant for Corbin, must’ve hit him. He hadn’t yet recovered.
Corbin snapped his jaws at me, trying to pull me out of the portal. Before he could get me, we reappeared in a pile of bodies on the sidewalk outside. I pushed my way through a couple of the wolves and looked back as Corbin flew around the house and engulfed it in flames.
“No!” Connor said. “My dad was in there!”
I wrapped my arms around him. “I’m so sorry.”
“Look!” Annabelle shouted. “He’s coming for us!”
“No time for tears,” Mercy said. “We have to run!”
We took off down the street. “We have to fight him off!” I shouted. “If he doesn’t get us, the sunlight will.”
I aimed my wand at Corbin. “All the witches, I don’t care who you are or who you thought you were serving ten minutes ago, if you want to live, blast the fucker with everything you’ve got!”
I cast the fiercest blood spell I had at Corbin as he flew toward us, blasting the ground with his flames. He wouldn’t kill me, and I was with the other witches. If he wanted to take me, he’d have to dive right in and grab me.
My spell didn’t pierce his hide. He had a resistance to it. Maybe it was his dragon blood. Whatever the case, I couldn’t pull the blood from his body. Corbin roared in agony as my spell, and several others combined, hit him square in the face.
Which spell hurt him? I didn’t know. Probably a combination of whatever we were throwing at him. Corbin turned and expanded his wings. He flew in the other direction as fast as he could.
“He’ll be back,” I said. “I don’t know if sunlight affects him, but it will us. Everyone, get out of here. Go somewhere safe! We vampires need to take cover.
Connor nodded. “Get in my Escalade. I’ll take you home.”
Sarah, Mercy, and I piled in the back. Mel was running toward us from the direction of where the house used to be. She helped herself to the front passenger seat. I didn’t have the care or energy to argue with her about who had the privilege of riding shotgun.
Annabelle was still outside trying to get the wolves and witches off the streets before Corbin doubled back. I imagined he was looking for cover just as we were. Still, we couldn’t be sure. Annabelle would probably take them to Vilokan. Corbin couldn’t get to them there.
Connor started driving and took us straight to Casa do Diabo. We all jumped out of Connor’s car. The sun was just on the horizon. My skin sizzled a little as we ran inside. Connor followed us.
“Holy shit!” Mel piped up. “Was that a dragon? I mean, for real?”
I narrowed my eyes. “It was.”
“Are we safe here?” Mel asked.
Mercy nodded. “Corbin is the dragon. He can’t attack us here so long as I’m in the house. He’s bound to an order given by our sire not to harm me.”
Connor walked straight past us and sat on the couch. He lowered his face into his hands.
I sat beside him. “I’m sorry about your dad.”
“It’s not just him. It’s Ginny, too. I can’t believe she did that. She killed herself, so I wouldn’t have to die.”
I nodded. “She really loved you.”
Connor wiped his eyes. “I know she did.”
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Connor was the only one of us who could have left Casa do Diabo if he wanted to. Instead, he sat there on the couch staring into space for half of the day. Mel and Sarah played games. They invited him to join, but he declined. I did a little cleaning. The house wasn’t dirty, but every time I sat down to talk to Connor he barely acknowledged me. Mopping an already clean floor, wiping off a spotless counter, and dusting the same shelf I dusted two days ago accomplished little other than keeping me busy so I didn’t have to sit there with Connor in awkward silence. 
Leaving him there, and going up to my room, felt like an insensitive thing to do. Sitting there and forcing him to talk before he knew what he wanted to say, or even if he wanted to talk at all, was just as insensitive. The only thing I could do was be there. Close enough that he knew he could find me the second he needed me. Not so close that he didn’t have the space to think. There’s no one way to mourn. How one laments a loss is up to them, provided it’s not destructive to one’s self or others. There was no harm in allowing Connor to park his ass on my couch for as long as he wanted.
Connor might have been a shifter, but physiologically speaking, he was human. His soul was intact. He exhibited all the necessary and sometimes unpleasant bodily functions that any human did. He required food and water.
I was a shitty cook. I could incant spells with dozens of exotic ingredients combined in a cauldron. When it came to cooking food, anything over three ingredients usually resulted in something barely edible. I made Connor a plate of bacon and eggs. The bacon was crispier than intended, and I’d tried to make the eggs over easy. I broke the yolks, said fuck it, and scrambled them instead. It wasn’t the best breakfast Connor ever had, I imagined, but it was sustenance. We didn’t have any orange juice. Vampires don’t have a taste for it. Orange juice after blood is sort of like orange juice after brushing your teeth. I filled a glass with ice and water. I brought the plate and glass to Connor and set it on the coffee table in front of him. I placed a fork next to his plate. I was about to turn to go when Connor grabbed my wrist.
“Thank you, Hailey. Would you sit with me?”
“Of course.” I sat down next to Connor.
“I think we need to hit the pause button.”
I tilted my head. “What does that mean?”
“On our relationship. Whatever this is.”
I took a deep breath. “You just saw a girl who loved you, who you had a relationship with for nine years, sacrifice herself to save your life. If you need a little space for a while, I get that.”
Connor nodded. “Thank you for understanding. I also lost my father. My mom lost her husband. I think I’m going to go home for a while.”
I took Connor’s hand in mine. “Your mom needs you. You probably need her, too.”
“Before I go home, I need to go speak to Ginny’s family. They deserve to know how she died and why.”
I nodded. “Despite her betrayal, she did everything out of love. She died a hero.”
“She didn’t just save my life, Hailey. She helped save all of our lives. Maybe even the world.”
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Most days I hung out in my room, poring over my grimoires and imagining new spells. That didn’t feel satisfying. Mercy had council business to attend to. She had reports to read. They came from all over the continent and could have detailed many situations vampires were facing. Most matters didn’t require a vote by the council. If there were any younglings running amok, feeding recklessly, she could authorize their elimination or advise their arrest and suggest mentorship. If the younglings lacked a sire, she could appoint a proxy. Mercy only brought the rest of the council to the table if an incident arose that might expose vampires to the world, or might have a significant impact on vampires everywhere.
I was glad I didn’t have her responsibility. As of late, I had enough on my plate as it was. Corbin was still out there. I imagined his dragon form functioned a lot like how the wolf shifters changed back and forth. That was just a guess. Maybe he’d changed forever. Either way, there was no telling what kind of hell he could unleash on the world.
For the time being, there was nothing I could do about it. Nothing in any of my grimoires spoke of vampires drinking dragon blood. There was very little in any of them about vampires at all, and even less about dragons.
I played a few games with Mel and Sarah. They created an avatar for me and helped my character progress all the way from level one to eight. It wasn’t enough that I could join them on one of their raids, and either of them could surely kick my digital ass with a single hit, but I had to admit, it was fun. 
It also helped take my mind off all that had happened with Connor. I knew he needed his space, but my heart still ached for him.
I tended to think that gaming was a waste of time. I suppose, though, that sometimes the best thing you can do with your time is waste it. Everyone needs a brief escape on occasion.
Around eight o’clock in the evening, my phone dinged. It was Annabelle. She asked me to meet her in Vilokan at nightfall.
Once the sun went down, I took off. It was a quick run from Casa do Diabo to Jackson Square. I approached the mystical doorway to Vilokan in Pere Antoine Alley. The door appeared when I pressed my hand against the wall. I made my way down the steep staircase that led to the Voodoo underworld. Annabelle was waiting for me when I got there.
“Follow me, Hailey.”
I followed Annabelle through the narrow streets of Vilokan. “What of the other wolves and the witches? Are they still here?”
Annabelle nodded. “They’re processing their experiences with Dr. Cain at the Vilokan Asylum. Nothing long-term, but they’ve been through a lot. So have you. That opportunity is available if you’d like someone to talk to.”
I nodded. “I might take you up on that, eventually. For now, though, I have to track down Corbin and stop him.”
Annabelle smirked. “That’s why you’re here.”
Annabelle led me to a small amphitheater a few blocks past the Voodoo Academy. She opened the door and led me inside.
A beautiful blond woman, in some kind of black armor, stood there smiling at me.
“I suppose you’ve met before. However, I must formally present to you La Sirene, Loa of the sea, queen of the merkingdom of Fomoria, and the leader of the Fomorian Wyrmriders.”
La Sirene rolled her eyes. “Call me Joni, hun. I was once a regular southern girl, just as you were, darlin.’”
I laughed. “Joni Campbell?”
“In the flesh!” Joni reached for my hand, her knees buckled a little as I took her hand and shook it. “Sorry ’bout that. It’s been a minute since I last used my legs. I’m stumblin’ around like a drunken sailor.”
I chuckled. “Understandable. I suppose you’re more accustomed to a tail.”
Joni scratched her head. “Seein’ as though I was born with legs, one would think it would come natural. Always takes a little time to get my sea legs under me. I hear you’ve got yourself a dragon to slay.”
I bit my lip. “More than that. A seven hundred-year-old vampire who has consumed dragon blood and taken a dragon’s form.”
Joni smirked. “Sounds like a nasty bugger.”
I chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it.”
“Well, the Fomorian Wyrmriders are at your service, darlin.’ And I’ve got just the wyrm for you to ride. If you’re ready, and you’d like to take her for a spin?”
I tilted my head. “Pardon me for saying so, but aren’t the wyrms more like sea dragons?”
“Honey, that’s only when we’re in the ocean. When we hit the surface, my babies can fly like any other dragon.”
I looked at Annabelle. A wide grin split her face. “Corbin won’t expect this, will he?”
I shook my head. “He sure won’t. Joni, let’s give him hell.”


The End of Book 2
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Zale’s muscles glistened in the moonlight as he and his sea dragon blasted through the surface of the water. His upper-half did, anyway. His bottom half was all tail. The wyrm he rode transformed into a regular dragon, sprouting wings once it cleared the surface. 
I gave Drayke a swift kick. 
You can kick harder than that! The wyrm-turned-dragon spoke to me using a connection we’d established through my bloodwitchery. Not even most of the Fomorian Wyrmriders could communicate directly with the beasts. Joni, aka La Sirene, was the exception. 
I huffed. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
My hide is almost as thick as your entire body. I think I can handle it. 
“You asked for it!” I kicked Drayke as hard as I could.
That’s more like it!
Drayke chased after Zale and his wyrm, Smauk. I clutched my dragon’s reins. I squeezed my thighs around his sea-silk saddle. It wasn’t meant for someone with legs. It was more like a side-saddle, built to accommodate a merman’s tail. I wasn’t some southern or Victorian belle whose “virginal” status needed protecting. How would a young maiden in those days explain herself? Sorry, hubby, I know you were expecting I’d still be a wholesome maiden on our wedding night, but my horse deflowered me years ago. I don’t think you’ll ever quite measure up. Sorry to be the one to tell you! 
I didn’t have a tail, and I wasn’t a virgin. Sitting that way felt weird and unstable, anyway. I was a badass vampire dragon rider! Huzzah! 
No sooner did I have the thought and Zale and his scaly companion made a hard right-turn. Drayke followed, his tail spinning out behind him. The next thing I knew, the dragon was no longer under me. I was flying through the air. I belly-flopped into the Gulf of Mexico. 
Ouch! I could hear Drayke from quite a distance, even though I couldn’t speak back to him through the connection. It was a one-way deal. I consumed a few drops of his blood—more delicious than you would think—and it allowed me to reach out with my will and read his mind. It didn’t work in the reverse. Still, he had no problem understanding me the regular way provided I was within an earshot.  
I looked off at a distance to see Mercy, Mel, and Sarah applauding my less-than-graceful landing. They took The Little Ship of Horrors, a small yacht Mercy inherited from Nico, each night to watch my training session with Joni, Zale, and our respective wyrms. 
I extended my right hand and middle-finger as high as could in their direction as I treaded water. At least I’d worn a bathing suit this time. The night before, well, let’s just say I underestimated how difficult it was to hold on to a flying dragon—even with vampiric strength. 
Learning to hold on while Drayke blasted through the skies was a part of my training. Moving at those speeds, it doesn’t take too many falls and crashes into the ocean to teach you how to hang on. 
Drayke circled me above. Zale doubled-back to check on me. His biceps bulged as he dove with Smauk. The beast’s wings disappeared the moment it contacted the water. Joni and Nammu—her wyrm—flew past Drayke and led him back to me. 
“Sorry about that,” Zale said. “You were doing so well. I figured you could handle an advanced maneuver.”
I chuckled. “I appreciate the confidence. My saddle sucks ass.”
Zale smirked. “If it sucked on your ass, I don’t think you’d have such a hard time staying on it.”  
I grinned and tucked a few strands of hair behind my ears. “Fair point. Water’s cold, by the way.” 
“Wouldn’t know,” Zale smiled widely. “I’m used to it.”  
Damn, I thought. Could he be any cuter with those dimples when he smiles? 
Zale flapped his tail against the side of his dragon—nothing like a swift flutter of a guy’s tail to remind you he isn’t the man of your dreams. 
I could hear Joni’s hoots and hollers as she and her wyrm flew alongside Drayke. 
“Nice moves,” Joni said. “Do you know Jagger?” 
“Thanks for the Maroon 5 reference.” I snorted. “I was going for a reverse four-and-half times somersault in pike position with an extra twist. I really thought I’d win the gold that time.” 
Joni jumped off of Nammu and did what I suspected must’ve been something similar to the dive I just described. She came up behind me, her tail back in place where her legs were before.
I glared at her. “Show off.”
Joni splashed me a little. “I’ve lived in the ocean for a few years now. I’d say that gives me an advantage.”
“What’s that feel like?”
“Diving into the ocean?”
I shook my head. “Changing between legs and a tail. Can all the Fomorians do that?” 
“They can. Fomorian magic is powerful stuff. Since I’m half-human, though, I have an advantage the others don’t. I spent my first two decades of life as a normal girl. I’ve had more practice walking with legs than swimming with a tail.”
I glanced at Zale as he took off back into the sky on the back of his dragon. Joni caught me.
“He’s easy on the eyes, isn’t he?” 
I snickered. “I guess so. It’s just…”
“Never chased tail before?” 
I laughed. “Not literally. And usually it’s the boys chasing after mine.”  
Joni winced. “I’m sure most of them find out that they’re in for a little more than they can chew when they go after you, Hailey.”
“I can chew them just fine!” I giggled. 
“My point exactly!” 
I tilted my head. “Didn’t Mercy bite you and turn you once before?”
Joni nodded. “She did. So long as I have access to Fomorian magic, though, all my vampirism goes dormant. I’m even good under sunlight now. The sun drains my Fomorian magic a little faster, but I can make it most of the way through an overcast day with no problem at all.”
“And on a sunny day?”
Joni scratched her head. “Half a day, give or take.” 
I snorted. “Damn. I need some of that juice.” 
“I’m unique. You know, my primary ability is as a siphon. I absorb and amplify the magic around me. Unless you have that skill, I’m not so sure you’d be able to wield our brand of magic.” 
I shrugged. “Probably not. A girl can dream, though, right?”
“Are you talking about being able to go out in the day, or are you back to talking about Zale again?” 
“Both!”  
Joni laughed. Even her laughter had charm about it. “Drayke is coming back around to grab you. We’re going to try this again. Can you tap into a little more strength from his blood?” 
I nodded. “I’ll need another bite. If he’s up for it.”
Joni nodded. “Just remember, right behind his ears. That’s the only place your fangs will penetrate. And make sure you get his consent first.”
“I’d never bite without consent!” 
Joni huffed and raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, right.”
“Hey! I may not leave them much of a choice when I harness my victims with my allure. But they do consent. Frankly, I think most boys are pretty easy, anyway. I don’t even need my allure. A little bat of the eyes, show a little leg, and they’ll do just about anything.”
Joni smiled widely. “Mermen are the same way. Except for the legs part. Show them a nice set of fins, and a mermaid who knows what she’s doing can have most mermen wrapped around her tail. All mermen ever think about is satisfying that thing between their scales.”
I tilted my head. “How do merpeeps do it, anyway?”
Joni raised an eyebrow. “Merpeeps? The term is merfolk, Hailey. Merpeeps makes it sound like we’re sugar-coated Easter marshmallows.”   
“Well, my question remains. I’ve been staring, you know. Zale isn’t wearing a damn thing, but I see nothing in his anatomy that might be useful if he ever wanted to do the dirty.” 
Joni laughed. “I had the same curiosity when I first came to Fomoria. Didn’t even realize half my ancestors were merfolk. The fact I exist, though, shows that it is possible for a merman and a human to hook up.” 
My eyes shifted back and forth. “You still didn’t answer the question. What does a merman use, you know, when he’s aroused…”
“Am I interrupting something?” Zale asked as he and his sea-dragon swam up beside us.
I gulped. “Nothing at all.”
Joni laughed. “We were just talking strategy. You up for an experiment?”
I tilted my head. “Joni! I’m not ready for that…”
Joni glanced at Zale whose furrowed brow revealed he had no clue that I’d been gawking at him during our sessions, or that I’d been asking Joni about his dickey-doo. “It’s just one bite, Hailey.”
“A bite… are you sure he’d be… oh! You mean biting Drayke?”
“Did you think I was going to ask you to bite Zale’s…”
Zale gulped. “Bite my what?” 
Drayke slithered through the water behind me. It was a convenient exit from what was becoming an awkward conversation. 
“Bite my what?” Zale asked again.
“We weren’t talking about you!” Joni piped up. “Get over yourself, honey. We’re training here and all you can think about is Hailey’s lips all over your, you know…”
My eyes widened. “So, anyway! How about we try that maneuver?”
Zale smirked. “The maneuver in the air? Or the one Joni was talking about?”
I stared at Zale blankly. I turned to Joni and narrowed my eyes for a split-second before fixing my eyes back on Zale’s. “You know what? I need to hold on better. If we’re going to face Corbin over land, I can’t risk falling to the earth.”
“Right,” Joni said. “She’d probably survive a fall, but it could take a while to heal. And if she landed on anything pointy, well…”
“I get it,” Zale said. “We wouldn’t want you to get poked with anything pointy.”
I gulped. “Right. Definitely not!”  
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The dragon blood did the trick. I don’t know what it was. It must not have been the same dragon blood Corbin drank—that stuff  changed him into a dragon. Maybe the difference was the sort of dragon I was working with. Maybe it had to do with the fact that Corbin was seven hundred years old and I was only twenty-three, including my first sixteen years as a human. The more dragon blood I consumed, the more in sync I was with Drayke. It was almost like we were a single being. I felt what he felt, and vice versa.
We only had a couple of hours to train every night. The trip out to sea and back again took longer than the time I had to work with Joni, Zale and the wyrms. Still, we were doing the best we could. Bringing the dragons ashore could be problematic for several reasons. We also had to get far enough out to sea that we could train unnoticed.
All of it might have been for nothing. Was Corbin still a dragon? Not likely. The effect of the dragon blood probably wore off. When I bit Drayke, it only gave us the connection we needed for half an hour, if that. Still, we had to be ready to fight Corbin if he started soaring over the city and blasting the people of New Orleans with fire breath.
The wyrms had an acid breath. Not all of them. Joni’s wyrm, Nammu, didn’t. Drayke was a part of the second litter Nammu had since she emerged from the void—the birthplace of dragons. Dragons were the original guardians of the realms. Before there were gatekeepers, like the legendary Merlin, there were dragons who ensured that people couldn’t travel freely between earth and the otherworld.
Drayke dropped me back off at The Little Ship of Horrors. Mercy and Mel were waiting for me with shit-eating grins splitting their faces. Sarah was snoring on a deck chair.
“What are you two looking at?”
Mercy and Mel exchanged glances.
“That wyrmrider bloke’s fine, isn’t he?” Mel asked.
I shrugged. “He’s alright.”
“Please.” Mercy snorted. “You couldn’t stare at him more if you shot your eyes out of your head and stuck them up his ass.”
I tilted my head. “That’s an awfully strange visual.”
Mercy shrugged. “You’d be the one looking up his ass.”
I rolled my eyes. “He’s sexy, I admit.”
Mel held out her hand. Mercy sighed and handed her progeny a hundred-dollar bill.
“Told you!” Mel grinned.
“What was the bet?”
Mercy shook her head. “I told her I thought you were still too hung up on Connor to admit you found another man attractive.”
I shrugged. “Well, he isn’t exactly a man.”
“Good point.” Mercy snatched her money back from Mel.
“Hey! I won that fair and square. You can’t get out of the bet on a technicality.”
Mercy grinned. “Watch me.”
Mel shook her head. “The substance of the bet is clear. Hailey has a thing for the wyrmrider. So much so she wants to be one. You know, she wants to ride Zale’s worm.”
I laughed so hard I snorted. “I suppose the whole ‘wyrmrider’ thing does sound a little dirty.”
Mel shrugged. “You’re basically going from a wolf to a fish. That’s what I’d call scaling up!”
Mercy groaned and rolled her eyes. “I see what you did there.”
I giggled. “It’s not like I’m dating the dude. I can’t live in his world. He can’t live in mine. That doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the view while we’re training.”
“Technically, that’s not true,” Mercy said. “Annabelle went to Fomoria for a spell. They have a magic that can grant a person the ability to breathe underwater, albeit temporarily. And Fomorians can shapeshift pretty much however they like. That means they can have legs. You could take Zale on a date if you wanted to. You might have to spritz him with salt water periodically, or better, sponge bathe him constantly. Even the humid air of New Orleans is too dry for a Fomorian’s complexion.”
I scratched my head. “Eczema is gross. I get it.”
Mel snickered. “I can think of less enjoyable things to do than sponge bathing that filet of a man.”
“Yeah, that would be a blast for a whole two minutes.”
“That’s not accurate,” Mercy said. “I think I could spend two minutes around his pectoral muscles alone.”
“You’re both missing the point. I barely know the guy. He’s hot from the waist-up. That’s hardly a foundation for a relationship. I don’t even know what he’s got going on between the ears.”
Mel huffed. “Does it matter? I’m more curious about what he’s got going on between the scales.”
“I’m not saying I don’t share that curiosity. It’s sort of like the kind of curiosity that might lead me into a Ripley’s Believe it or Not museum. Not the kind that stokes the fires of passion.”
“You don’t know that,” Mercy said. “Still, Hailey, when Connor said he needed space and I told you that there are plenty of fish in the sea, I didn’t expect you’d take me literally.”
A half-grin formed at the corner of Mel’s lips. “Talk about angling for a rebound man.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I swear, Mel. You must’ve been a dad in a past life.”
“The fish puns are all right there on the surface, begging to be hooked. It’s not like I have to dive in too deep to find them.”
I grinned a little. “I suppose there is something alluring about Zale. If the situation was different, you know, species-wise, he’d be quite the catch.”
“Look on the bright side,” Mercy said. “You’ve already seen him. There’s no chance of getting catfished.”
Mel sighed. “I thought we agreed never to mention that again.”
Mercy laughed. “You agreed never to mention it again. I didn’t concur. Do you really think I could let that one rest?”
I tilted my head. “What are you guys talking about?”
Mercy had the widest grin on her face I’d ever seen. “So, get this. You know how Mel has been on my case about how we could start using the Internet to identify prospective meals?”
I bit my lip. “Sure. You had me prepare a report to the council on the risks and benefits of hunting prey online.”
“Right. Anyway, Mel signed up for a dating app.”
I rolled my eyes. “A dating app?”
“Sure,” Mel said. “I love clubbing for meals. Sometimes, though, if I’m really hungry, it’s a hassle. How much easier would it be if I could text some guy to meet up for a good time, meet him in a private spot, and have my way with him?”
“Let me guess. Didn’t work out like you hoped.”
“I swiped right on what looked like the perfect guy!”
“That was the problem.” Mercy snickered. “He was too perfect. Tall, dark, and handsome. Mid-twenties. Posed in front of a Ferrari.”
I laughed. “What guy in his twenties who isn’t a professional athlete owns a Ferrari?”
“That’s what I said!” Mercy blurted out.
“You did not,” Mel said. “You told me he looked delicious!”
“Yeah, the guy in the picture did!”
“Let me guess. He wasn’t the same guy you ended up meeting.”
Mel shook her head. “He didn’t drive a Ferrari.”
“Oh, come on, Mel. That’s not the worst of it. Tell the complete story.”
“Let me guess?” I asked. “Tall, dark, and handsome didn’t really describe him?”
Mel shook her head. “More like short, spray-tanned, and old enough to be my dad. He smelled edible, I suppose.”
“Sure.” Mercy laughed. “If you have a craving for tuna and Cheetos.”
I winced. “That’s a nasty combination.”
“Look,” Mel said. “We had bad luck. That doesn’t mean it was a bad idea. Next time I swipe right, I’ll make sure he looks good, but not too good.”
Sarah emerged from the underbelly of the yacht as Mercy steered us back toward shore.
“You guys talking about Floyd?”
I snorted. “His name was Floyd? You thought a guy named Floyd was going to be young and handsome?”
Mel shrugged. “Floyd Mayweather isn’t bad looking.”
“I’m pretty sure he’s pushing fifty, Mel. He’s also an elite athlete. You will not find many Floyds out who’ve still got it going on.”
Mel shook her head. “Well, the blood ages fine. That’s what we were after.”
“Is that why you gagged before you bit him?” Sarah asked.
Mel gasped. “You were watching?”
I chuckled. Sarah had a unique ability. As I understood it, it started out decades ago as an ability to feel the death of any vampire around the world. Not the most desirable gift a vampire might acquire over time. It left her as something of a recluse, hiding away in a cabin in Rhode Island. To not only see but feel the death of every vampire around the world must’ve been a horrifying experience. Sarah didn’t like to talk about it. Not like I could blame her. Now, after we struck a deal with Baron Samedi—the Loa responsible for creating vampires originally—her ability was refined. Now, while she still sensed a vampire’s death, the pain was absent from her experience and if she wanted to, she could tap into the sight of almost any vampire. She had to know who she was looking through. Unless it was a vampire recently staked. She sensed that every time. It was a pain, literally, but it was also a handy skill. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t work with vampires older than she was. That meant her skill couldn’t help us find Corbin directly. He was turning new vampires on the regular, but he was leaving them to fend for themselves. If they saw him, we’d find him. Still, it was a trail we could follow. Corbin was clever, though. It was just as likely he was leaving newbie vampires out and about to lead us astray as it was that their existence would lead us closer to the self-proclaimed vampire king.
To take the yacht to harbor from the Gulf of Mexico to Lake Ponchartrain took too long for us to manage the trip nightly. Mercy docked The Little Ship of Horrors at a harbor to the east of New Orleans, closer to the Gulf Shores.
Mercy owned a condo near to there. It was one of many properties that Nico left behind. I’d never been there. Mercy said she hadn’t gone there in years. When you’re limited to nights, the beach doesn’t have the same appeal it does for humans. We couldn’t sunbathe, for obvious reasons, and moon bathing didn’t have the same appeal. Still, the condo was in decent shape, all things considered. The place needed a good cleaning. Cobwebs were everywhere. Nothing four vampires with our enhanced speed and nothing else to do during the day couldn’t handle.
We packed snacks for our nightly trips to meet up with the wyrmriders. Usually a couple of tourists, ideally a pair or group of friends, or random loners whose absence wouldn’t be missed overnight.
Looking for meals in the French Quarter wasn’t difficult. It was even easier, I found, for a group of bikini-clad vampire chicks like us to lure a fair share of mildly inebriated young men on a yacht for a night on the gulf.
The trips out to sea were fun. When you’re a vampire, you never really grow out of playing with your food.
Presuming you hunt your prey well and your meals don’t catfish you in advance. Most humans are edible. In a pinch, I could choke down anything. Given my choice, though, I’d take a young college boy or a clean-cut businessman. A pious young man was sure to satisfy my sweet tooth. If I wanted something spicy, I’d find a bad boy with a track record. I avoided lawyers and politicians. They left a sour taste in my mouth. I suppose all the bullshit they bathed in spoiled the flavor. Not that there wasn’t the occasional tasty attorney or congressman out there, but it was a numbers game and it was hard to tell until you took the first bite what you’d get. If you get a carton of strawberries and a few are covered in mold, there might be a few sweet ones you can salvage, but is it worth the risk? Best throw out the carton and eat something else.
I hadn’t sampled the night’s delicacies. After tasting dragon blood, everything else was bland. Mel was satisfied. Mercy had fed the night before. She only had a couple bites. She didn’t have any complaints. I took care of the memory-wiping spell. As long as we were out at sea, they were already coming to by the time we reached the harbor. For all they knew, they’d joined a few hot females out at sea but got so drunk they forgot all the fun they didn’t have.
We made our way back to the condo before sunrise.
Mel brought her gaming system along. She and Sarah were already on the outs with their “guild” for missing their nightly raids. They had to make up for it by “farming” digital supplies for the guild during the day. I didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded lame. I wasn’t interested enough to press. At least they had something to do.
Mercy and I brought along several grimoires that mentioned magic related to dragons. So far we had found nothing that explained how a vampire who drinks dragon blood might become a dragon, or at least take a dragon’s shape along with its fire-breathing ability.
I wasn’t optimistic the grimoires would explain it completely. There was very little about vampires in any of my books. Apart from Mercy and myself, there weren’t a lot of vampires interested in the craft. There weren’t a lot of witches who got themselves tangled up with vampires. That Mercy and I both became vampires wasn’t entirely by chance. We were both influenced and led down both the witchcraft and vampiric paths by our former mentor, and my ancestor, Moll Dyer.
Our best bet if we hoped to sort out Corbin’s dragon-shifting ability was to cross-check anything we could find about magic related to dragons with what we know about vampires. While we knew a lot more about vampirism than Moll, I thought it might be worthwhile to dive into her spells. She was the only witch I knew of who had such an interest in how vampires might tap into a level of bloodwitchery that common witches couldn’t. Whatever the mystical cause of Corbin’s change, it was worth considering it from the perspective of blood magic.
There was also the question of how Corbin got ahold of dragon blood to begin with. Most species of dragon aren’t native to earth. They are otherworldly creatures, designed to guard and govern the boundaries between various planes of existence. When one is brought to earth, which has happened several times in history, some kind of spellcraft is usually involved.
On top of all that, there was still the whole mystery as to why dragon blood didn’t impact me the same way. Initially, before we started training, the thought was that I might use a little blood from the Fomorian wyrms to counter Corbin. It didn’t work that way. It gave me a bond with Drayke, though, that made us a potentially formidable force. Provided we had enough training to fight together in a way that didn’t end up with yours truly splattered all over the ground.
When Sarah wasn’t playing games with Mel, she was using her abilities to connect to the various younglings Corbin was leaving in his wake. Since these newbie vamps weren’t dragons, or dragon-snacks, we had to assume that Corbin wasn’t stuck in dragon form all the time. Still, I suspected he’d use it again sooner rather than later. When he did, we needed an effective counter-strategy. Hence, all my work with the wyrmriders.
Though, all of it could have been an enormous distraction. If Corbin had another plan, what better way to keep us occupied than to leave us obsessing over how we might defeat a vampire dragon?
I sat on the bed at our temporary residence that Mercy and I were sharing. I crossed my legs as I surrounded myself with stacks of grimoires. Mercy hopped up on the bed. I had to steady one of my stacks. She nearly knocked it over. It may have looked like a random stack of books, but I had them organized. I had a strategy, and I was working with it.
“Anything I can help with?”
I nodded and grabbed a grimoire I’d already examined. I figured she might pick up something I’d missed. Mercy flipped a page. It was an old book I’d picked up from an antiquities dealer on eBay. The book claimed to contain the secrets of Morgana Le Fay, the witch of the King Arthur tales. “It’s hard to tell what of all this is pure bullshit and what might be useful.”
I shook my head. “Good luck with that one. I’ve pored over that book for hours at a time. The magical system the book describes is so foreign to me it might as well be written in Pig Latin.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “If it were in Pig Latin, I could make it out.”
“Why do they call it Pig Latin anyway? It’s not like it’s based on actual Latin. Pigs don’t speak it, either.”
Mercy shrugged. “Pig priests, maybe? If this really is about Morgana Le Fay and her magic, maybe your druid friends up in Missouri would know more about it.”
I nodded. “I thought about that. I’ve been meaning to reach out to them ever since I got that book, but never got around to it. Unless the book has something that will help us understand what Corbin is up to, it can wait.”
Mercy shook her head and closed the book. “There are a lot of dragons mentioned in the book, but nothing about their magic or how someone might tap into it or wield it, much less use their blood to become dragons.”
I shook my head. “Joni became a dragon once. She siphoned a curse that had turned someone into a dragon. There are a lot of curses associated with drinking blood.”
“Those who hoped to demonize vampires made most of them up.”
I nodded. “Well, yeah. Still, it makes me wonder if there’s not some connection between Joni siphoning that curse and becoming a dragon, and the way Corbin drank blood to do the same thing. If you think about it, when we drink blood we’re something like a siphon. We draw on the power that coheres in human souls.”
Mercy nodded. “Unless that soul isn’t human. It still wouldn’t explain why Corbin shifts, but you don’t when you drink dragon blood.”
“The hardest part about that is narrowing down what might explain the difference. Maybe his dragon is different from the wyrms on a fundamental level. Not every human soul bestows powers on vampires. Maybe it’s the same with dragons. Some dragons might pass along different traits than others if a vampire drinks their blood. Some vampires gain different abilities even if they consume the same person’s blood. It’s just as likely that the difference has more to do with Corbin and me than it has to do with different dragons.”
Mercy shook her head. “I thought he’d lost the ability to cycle the power of human souls. That’s why he had to use Bianca to do his dirty work before.”
I nodded. “That was human souls. Think about it. Have you ever met anyone who craved power more than Corbin?”
Mercy scratched her head. “I can’t say that I have.”
“It’s an obsession. When he lost the ability to grow stronger by cycling the power he drew from human blood, do you really think he’d just give up?”
“He definitely wouldn’t.”
“I can’t say if he knew about dragon blood before or only discovered how to use it after his abilities changed. Still, that blood had to be fresh.”
Mercy nodded. “He took it from a nightstand in the drawer at that house. There’s no telling how long it was sitting in there. But usually, at least with human blood, the power in the soul dissipates in less than an hour after it’s drawn.”
I sighed. “I don’t want to assume anything. Maybe dragon blood has a longer shelf life. Still, I have to think he got it sooner rather than later.”
“Where are Alexandra and Salene?” Mercy asked. “They were working with him when everything went down. They might know more.”
I tilted my head. “I doubt it. They looked as surprised as we did when he changed.”
“I’m not saying they helped him summon a dragon, but maybe they picked up something about his behavior at the time that might give us a clue.”
“It’s a long shot, Mercy. If Corbin was leaving the house where the witches were to go feed a dragon he had in a cave somewhere, I doubt he’d tell them that’s where he was going.”
“You’re right. They probably know nothing. Does it really hurt to ask though?”
I snorted. “I still don’t trust them.”
Mercy closed the book and slid it across the bed toward me. 
“The bottom line is, we’ve put all our eggs in one basket. We don’t know if all this training you’re doing is going to amount to shit. We might be preparing for a battle that will not happen, and all the while Corbin is planning something else entirely.”
I nodded. “What do you propose?”
“We can’t keep doing this. We’re living here and spending more than half of each night ferrying your ass across the Gulf of Mexico. There has to be a better way to do this.”
I scratched my head. “We can talk about it with Joni when we see her tonight.”
“Alright. Either way, we have to get back. This is our last trip. If you need to train, we’re going to have to come up with another arrangement.”
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We boarded  The Little Ship of Horrors for another night at sea. Mercy said it was going to be the last—at least with this arrangement. There was too much at stake to tie all of us up every night when Corbin was still out there planning who knows what.
What’s a cruise at sea without good eats? On the menu for dinner were a couple of single doctors who were in town for a medical conference. They were older than what I typically went for. Mercy had a sophisticated taste. She liked her meat well-aged, marinated with a career and life-experience. She insisted it gave the blood a richer, more complex profile.
She might have been right. Bringing vampires like Mel and me a “sophisticated” meal was sort of like taking a five-hundred dollar bottle of wine to a fraternity party. It’ll get the frat boys drunk. They’d be just as happy with a case of Milwaukee’s Best. Mel and I would have been happy with a young and naïve twenty-year-old. Sarah was pleased with Mercy’s choice. What can I say? Old folks. Some day I wanted to be one—but I wasn’t in any hurry to get there. Not that it mattered so much when you were a vampire. Still, the notion that a vampire loses touch with her humanity in middle-age was frightening. Would I escape the vicious phase that Mercy endured during her early second century of vampirism? Could my bloodwitchery bypass it? In some ways, I’d advanced beyond middle age vampirism already. I gained a new ability. I could move objects with my mind. Sort of. I could call them to me. It was handy in the last fight we had with Corbin. I eliminated a lot of his younglings that night. It was also handy when we were watching television and I realized I’d left the remote on the counter. Beyond that, though, the ability was still untested. Most vampires don’t gain abilities like that for a century or longer. I hadn’t been a vampire for a decade yet and I had more power than a lot of vampire’s Mercy’s age.
Corbin was in another league of old. Seven hundred years? I couldn’t imagine what that was like. Still, I’d got the upper hand on him a couple of times. It wasn’t because I overpowered him. It was because he thought he was in love with me. I had the aspect of Erzulie. As the Voodoo Queen, Annabelle arranged a meeting with the Loa, and on her recommendation, Erzulie gave me her power. The one time I used the ability I ended up making a homicidal ancient vampire fall for me. Now, his love had warmed into a quest for world domination. Not that he didn’t have those aspirations before. Only now, he wanted to do it for me. He wanted to make me his queen. He was more determined than ever. It didn’t matter that his love was false, that he only felt it because of Erzulie’s power. He thought it was real, which meant he’d stop at nothing to do what he thought was best for me, his beloved. It didn’t matter that I didn’t want the future he planned for us. He believed it was best for me. So, out of “love,” he disregarded my wishes. After all, daddy knows best. Not that I’d ever call him that. Creeper Corbin would probably like it if I did.
While Mercy, Sarah, and Mel were busy playing doctor with the physicians they’d abducted for the night, I steered the yacht to our regular location. I wasn’t great at maneuvering the vessel closer to harbor. Mercy handled that. At open sea, though, there wasn’t much I could do wrong so long as I maintained our bearings. Even if we missed it, the Fomorian Wyrmriders would know. They had some enchanted map of the gulf, apparently, that interacted with beacons and alerted them to any vessels in the vicinity of the underwater merkingdom. So long as I was heading in the right direction, they’d find us.
The wyrms could travel through what they called wyrmholes. As I understood it, they jumped in and out of the fabric of space—not outer space, just regular old space—and could reappear almost anywhere they wished. They could travel enormous distances easier than short ones. The fabric of space was pliable, but it could only bend so much. Imagine sewing a thread that connected one end of a large piece of thick fabric to the other. It wouldn’t be that hard. If you had to create a sharp fold in a small space, the fabric just didn’t bend well enough for them to move between short distances. Anything less than five or ten miles was difficult, if not impossible. Traveling from one place in the ocean to the other side of the world? No problem.
I didn’t know how close we’d get to Fomoria. For all I knew, they could have been hundreds or thousands of miles away. They’d sense us coming. Joni and Zale would travel with their wyrms along with Drake through a wyrmhole and meet us somewhere in the open sea.
It was startling every time. I almost jumped out of my skin when they blasted out of the water on either side of our yacht.
I shielded my face from the water as it sprayed over the side of the boat. Nammu arched her serpentine body over the boat—dripping all over me—and Joni jumped off her back, landing on her mermaid tail on the deck.
I smirked. “Show off.”
Joni chuckled. “Next time I’ll do a somersault, turn my tail into legs, and land on both feet.”
I grinned. “I’d like to see that. Where’s Zale?”
“About a hundred feet under you.”
Mel and Mercy came up onto the deck just in time. Mel snickered. “Don’t you wish he was under you, Hailey?”
Joni chuckled. “You gotta crush on Zale?”
I sighed. “No, I don’t! I made one comment about his immaculately toned pectoral muscles and they won’t stop giving me shit about it.”
Joni smirked. “I hear ya, doll. I’m pretty sure his chest is bigger than mine.”
“This is going to be the last night we do this,” Mercy said. “We can’t keep coming out here every night while Corbin is out there making younglings.”
Joni nodded. “Makes sense. I was beginning to wonder myself if we should reconsider the plan.”
“You think we should stop my training for now?” I asked.
“Not at all,” Joni said. “Until we know where Corbin got dragon blood and we’re sure he can’t get any more, I’m keeping the wyrmriders on full alert. It would be best if you were prepared to ride with us if the time comes.”
“I think I’m doing pretty well, all things considered.”
“For a landlubber, sure!”
I laughed. “Who you calling a landlubber? You grew up as a regular girl.”
“It’s not an insult, hun. Just means you aren’t accustomed to the sea. You’re right, too. Grew up on the family plantation close to Baton Rouge.”
I nodded. “I know the story. Annabelle has told it to me dozens of times.”
“Dozens?”
I sighed. “Yeah. Every time she tells it, it’s like she forgets she’s already told it to me before.”
Joni shook her head. “I hate when people do that. Meanwhile, you’re stuck noddin’ along, pretending like you never heard it before.”
“And Annabelle’s not even old!”
Joni laughed. “Several years younger than me, truth be told. I’m sure she’s just got a lot on her plate. Or she just wants to make sure you remember the story. It was as big a deal for her as it was for me. That’s when she met Isabelle. I introduced them, you know.”
I smiled widely and nodded. “I know!”
Joni snorted. “Right. You heard this before. Sorry.”
“Yeah, yeah. When the caplata attacked your family, she ended up binding her sister, Isabelle, to Annabelle when she was just a little girl.”
Joni nodded. “That’s how they ended up sharing the same body.”
I extended my fist with a thumbs up. “Got it! And together they can summon Beli.”
Joni scratched her head. “True enough. Her soul blade might be the spirit of a dragon, but when I spoke to her she didn’t have any clue where Corbin got his dragon blood, either.”
I sighed. “I’m wondering if whatever dragon he got his blood from was related to any kind of dragon we even know about. None of my grimoires are helpful. When I bite Drayke, it doesn’t affect me the same way.”
Mercy slapped me on the back. “The more mystery that remains, the more foolish it is to put all our eggs in one basket. You can train tonight. Joni, make sure you cover whatever last lessons that Hailey might need in the event we have to call you to fight Corbin in the future. We’ll be heading back to New Orleans tomorrow night.”
Joni shrugged. “You can have your cake and eat it too, you know.”
Mercy snorted. “What the hell does that even mean? Who ever has cake they don’t eat?”
Joni smirked. “The point is that if y’all want to go back to New Orleans it doesn’t have to mean the end of our training. Sure, it’ll be an awful bother for Zale to adjust to having legs and all, but we can ride a wyrmhole to the swamps.”
I tilted my head. “You’d go live in the swamp so that I can keep training?”
Joni nodded. “Why not? The way I figure, stopping this Corbin bastard is in our interest as much as it is yours. If he’s going after dragon blood, well, we can’t have that now, can we? I have a feeling Nammu and the rest of my oversized friends might take it personally.”
I smiled. “Well, hopefully it won’t be long. I can’t imagine swamp water is paradise for merpeeps.”
“Merfolk,“ Joni corrected me again. “And you’re right. It’s no paradise. But we all have to make a few sacrifices for the sake of taking down the big bad, don’t we?”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have issues to deal with in your merkingdom? You know, merqueening, merpoliticing, mer-whatever?”
Joni waved her hand through the air. “Honey, we haven’t had any real world-ending issues in Fomoria in years. Biggest issue I’ve had to handle in the last six months was a clog in the tubes.”
I raised an eyebrow. “A clog in the tubes?”
“Merfolk have to poop somewhere, hon. No one wants to have their casual swim through the coral park interrupted by a floatin’ Baby Ruth. Really spoils the mood. The tubes are like our sewers.”
Mercy extended her index finger. “Too much information. So what’s the plan? We’ll meet you in the swamps tomorrow?”
I shook my head. “If you head back now, Mercy, you should get back to New Orleans before sunrise.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “You’ll ride your dragon there?”
“We’ll take wyrmholes,” Joni said. “We’ll do our exercises out here for the night. I’ll drop off Hailey in the swamp. We’ll pick her up there again the next night. We’ll be in and out.”
Mercy nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Just make sure you deliver her to the swamps with enough time that she can get in before sunrise.”
I rolled my eyes. “I can take care of myself, Mercy. I’m not a little girl.”
Mercy grinned. “You’re right. You aren’t.”
“Have a safe ride back to the harbor.”
Mercy smirked. “It’s not the ride to harbor that I’m worried about. We have to drive the hearse back to New Orleans.”
I smirked. “Yeah, if the hearse died, that would be some kind of irony, right?”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “Ironic? Maybe. A pain in my ass is what it would be.”
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Mercy, Mel, and Sarah left on  The Little Ship of Horrors. I suppose they could have traveled via wyrmhole with us, but then they’d leave the yacht and the meals they’d brought along for the ride at open sea. If Mercy took the yacht through the wyrmhole, well, she’d end up with her luxury vessel stuck in the swamp. Besides, now that we’d come up with a plan so that I could meet my wyrm in the swamp each night and travel via wyrmhole back to open sea to train, there really wasn’t any reason to tie up Mercy and the others any longer. They had lives, after all, and there was still a chance all this training would amount to nothing, anyway.
Training with Joni and Zale was exhilarating. I could tell they were enjoying it, too. They did most of their training exercises in the deep. They were used to riding their beasts as wyrms underwater rather than as dragons in the open skies. There were several differences. In the water, the wyrms could turn on a dime and slither around the water, allowing their natural buoyancy to keep them suspended where they were. In the skies, they had to make wider turns. They needed their wings to stay in flight. We were all learning a little as we practiced our in-formations.
Joni’s wyrm, Nammu, couldn’t breathe acid like Drayke. Still, with a little dose of Joni’s Fomorian magic, Nammu could create portals into the void. She didn’t do it haphazardly, and certainly not in the sky. As Joni explained, the void portals are just as likely to let something nasty out as they are to suck something in. In the water, since she had command over the sea, she’d create strong currents to prevent anything from escaping the void and to carry anything she needed to get rid of into it. It was a last-resort way of dispatching an enemy. It was risky, and only the worst of the worst deserve to be sent into eternal nothingness.
We also didn’t practice much with Drayke’s acid breath. Soldiers don’t play war games with live rounds. Any mistake might be deadly. We didn’t want to risk getting Drayke’s corrosive spittle on anything or anyone else. Instead, we practiced battle formations. Drayke was a good sport. He didn’t mind it when I bit him. Most people didn’t. A vampire’s bite can be euphoric. It can also be deadly. Not so with Drayke. My stomach wasn’t big enough to hold all his blood. His body was so large he metabolized any enzymes that typically made vampiric bites addicting to shifters, especially, but also most humans, without effect. Besides allowing us to communicate, Drayke’s blood was also delicious. So long as he didn’t mind, how could I object?
As a younger wyrm, though, Drayke’s wyrmholes weren’t as accurately targeted as Nammu’s. He hadn’t ever been so far inland before. Connecting a wyrmhole to a precise location took some practice and, ideally, familiarity with the location. Nammu had carried Joni to shore several times in the past. Sometimes so she could go as La Sirene, Loa and Queen of the Sea, to lecture at the Voodoo Academy. More often, so Joni could go visit Merlin, her son, who was being raised by a couple of druids in Missouri. One of the druids was the boy’s father and Joni’s ex. I’d met them before. They were good people, and Merlin was quite the kid. As I understood, in his future, he was destined to go back in time to become the Merlin of Arthurian legend. Given the power of both of his parents, I had no reason to doubt it. Because I’d met the world’s first vampire, Niccolo the Damned, who was also Mercy’s sire, and had worked with the world’s first Werewolf, Cain, on multiple occasions, the notion that I’d also met the legendary wizard wasn’t as unbelievable to me as it might be to most.
Once we were done with our exercises, Joni asked Nammu to cast a portal to Manchac Swamp.
“What do I do? Jump right in?”
Joni shook her head. “Drayke will take you through.”
“He’s coming with me? I thought you’d come back for me each night to practice.”
Joni nodded. “I will. However, I thought it best if Drayke accompany you in case Corbin shows up. Zale will come along as well.”
I smiled. “Probably a good idea to have someone with Drayke during the day.”
Joni grinned. “He’ll stay with you. Drayke can handle himself. It’s high time Zale learns how to work a pair of legs. As much as you need to practice flying on a dragon, if it takes all of us to take down Corbin and whatever dragon he might have under his thrall who is providing him with blood, it would be best if Zale gets accustomed to moving about on foot.”
I chuckled. “Alright. Well, I suppose we’ll make it work.”
“Do you have a spray bottle, maybe a sponge?” Zale asked.
I titled my head. “Probably. Why?”
Joni laughed. “Like most Fomorians, Zale has spent his entire life under the sea. While he can shapeshift, his skin doesn’t produce oil like most humans. He’ll need a good sponging or spritzing with salt water periodically to maintain his youthful appearance.”
I snorted. “To avoid becoming a mer-raisin?”
Joni smirked. “Something like that.”
I shrugged. “Sounds good to me. Head back to the swamp when the sun sets?”
Joni nodded. “Make it a little later. Maybe eleven o’clock. That’ll give you and Zale a couple hours to go out on the town after sunset. We’ll still have plenty of time to train out at sea.”
“Mind if I swim aboard?” Zale asked.
I smiled and patted Drayke’s back behind me. “Plenty of room.”
Zale hopped off his wyrm and, with a flutter of his tail, swam up behind me. He draped his tail over one side of Drayke and wrapped his massive hands around my waist.
I felt a tingle. I looked down to see a blue glow envelop his fingers. He was channeling magic. I looked back. Zale had legs. They were skinny legs. Like one of those guys who skips leg day at the gym.
I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you cluck at me now.”
“What’s clucking?”
“Because you’ve got chicken legs!”
Zale huffed. “Sorry. I thought they were human. I can try again.”
I snorted. “No, they are human. I mean, they’re skinny like a chicken’s legs.”
Joni laughed. “We can shape shift, sort of. We can’t create muscle out of magic, though. We can match part for part. Tails for legs, for example. No short cuts for bulking up, though. Get some good southern cookin’ in him, have him do a few squats and lunges, and he’ll beef up quick.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I’m supposed to be his personal trainer now?”
“You have legs, honey. You know how to walk. That makes you as qualified as anyone.”
I rolled my eyes. “Alright. Well, this is going to be interesting.”
“I’m not totally helpless,” Zale said. “I can walk. I think. Maybe just barely. And you have vampire strength. If I need to hold on to you, I shouldn’t be much of a burden.”
I rested one hand on Zale’s much larger one that he still had around my waist. “Nope. No burden at all.”
With a huff and a puff, Nammu blew a spinning portal out of her mouth.
“Is that the wyrmhole?”
“Hold on tight,” Zale said.
Drayke flapped his wings and flew straight into the wyrmhole. The next thing I knew, we were in mid-air over Manchac Swamp. I looked at the sky around. The moon wasn’t full—at least we wouldn’t have to deal with werewolves. They hung out in the swamp when they changed.
Drayke dove through a thin canopy of cypress trees. He spotted something.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Drayke chomped at the water. He pulled a large gator out of the swamp and swallowed it whole. Then he belched—I could feel the vibrations between my thighs.
Sorry, Hailey. I was hungry!
Zale laughed. “Big boy has to eat!”
I patted Drayke on the side. “How’d it taste?”
Tough. Tastes nothing like shark or whale. Good flavor, though.
I chuckled. “You should try it blackened with cajun spice. I used to order it from time to time before I became a vampire. Splendid stuff. It tastes like chicken, but the texture is a little different.”
“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned chickens,” Zale interjected. “First regarding my legs, now concerning Drayke’s meal. What’s the deal with you and chickens?”
I laughed. “I don’t have a deal with chickens. You’ve seriously never seen a chicken before?”
Zale shook his head. “It’s a bird, right?”
I sighed. “You have a lot to learn, buddy. First, we’d better get out of the swamp and back to Casa do Diabo before sunrise.”
I hauled Zale off Drayke’s back. His knees buckled when he hit the muddy ground. I grabbed his arm and steadied him. “Careful. Walking in the marsh is a challenge for anyone. Especially for someone getting used to a new pair of legs.”
Zale bent over and cupped some water in his hands. He splashed it on his torso, leaving a trail of algae behind. “Ugh!”
I laughed. “Yeah, I wouldn’t use this water to moisturize. Let’s get you out of here. You think Drayke will be fine here all alone?”
Zale was watching Drayke over my shoulder. He smirked. I turned to look. Drayke had another alligator between his massive jaws.
“I think he’ll be just fine.”
I grinned. “I suppose for a dragon, a swamp is like an all-you-can-eat buffet.”
Zale tilted his head. “What’s a buffet?”
I furrowed my brow. “You don’t have buffets in Fomoria?”
Zale shrugged. “We have plenty of places to eat. I don’t know about any kind of buffet.”
I grinned. “Let me guess. Seafood only?”
“Of course. What else would someone eat?”
I grinned. “Ever hear of ice cream?”
Zale tilted his head. “La Sirene has mentioned it. I never knew what it was, but I know she misses it.”
I chuckled. “I bet she does. Come on. There isn’t a good spot open this late, but I’ve got a tub back at home. I have to warn you, though. Once you taste ice cream, you may never want to leave.”
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Zale was at least a foot taller than me and twice as broad. His legs were no bigger than mine. Now, I have nice legs. I’m not too humble to admit it. They used to be darker than they were. Vampirism comes with an unfortunate side-effect of pasty skin. Still, they were rather shapely considering the fact that during my human years I wasn’t much of an athlete. I was more of a bookish girl. 
Zale’s legs, while roughly the size of mine, were straight, hairless, and gangly.
Full on dragon blood, I could have carried Zale on my back with no problem. That would have defeated the purpose. He needed to learn to walk. I steadied him as we walked the first couple miles. At that pace, though, we would not make it back before sunrise.
“Hop on, big boy.”
Zale raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“You’ve walked enough. I can go a lot faster carrying you.”
“I must weigh twice what you do. We aren’t in water. Are you sure you can?”
I grinned and flexed my arms. “Vampire strength!”
Zale sighed. “Alright, I guess we don’t have a choice. It’s just...”
“What? Too much of a man to let a girl carry you?”
Zale winced. “Yeah. It’s kind of embarrassing.”
I smirked. “Don’t worry. No one will see us. Who are you worried about impressing, anyway?”
Zale rubbed his brow. “Only you.”
I smiled widely. “Are you blushing?”
“No! Of course not. I don’t blush. Do I?”
“You are blushing. It’s cute.”
Zale grunted. “Cute. That’s great.”
“It’s a compliment. Take it for what it is. Don’t sweat it. Your manliness isn’t in question.”
Zale chuckled. He climbed on my back. I wrapped my arms around his little legs and took off. It didn’t take long before I noticed something rigid poking me in the small of my back. Getting used to having legs wasn’t the only thing Zale was going to have to learn how to manage.
Without pants, I suppose, there was no hiding his state of arousal. I bit my tongue and resisted the urge to point it out. He was doing enough pointing for the both of us. Besides, piggy-backing his way across New Orleans completely naked was embarrassing enough.
We arrived at Casa do Diabo. I unlocked the front door. Zale pushed his private parts between his legs and squeezed them together.
I snickered. “I think we have some man clothes in storage. Old shit Nico left behind. I’ll get you something you can wear.”
“Thanks.” Zale was about three-shades redder now than before. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that pushing himself between his tightly compressed legs made him look like a woman. Still, it was an image I wasn’t likely to forget any time soon.
Nico was a good-sized man in his day. His torso wasn’t as hulking as Zale’s, but given the merman’s diminished condition, squeezing him into the dead vampire’s old pants wasn’t a problem. Nico’s t-shirt was about two sizes too small. It hugged Zale’s muscle-bound body well.
“We can get you something that fits better, later.”
Zale shrugged. “I haven’t worn material like this before. It’s soft and comfy.”
I nodded. “We should probably get you some water, or maybe a little lotion.”
“What is lotion?”
I smirked. “It rubs the lotion on its skin or else it gets the hose.”
Zale tilted his head. “Huh?”
I laughed. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist. It’s from a movie.”
“A movie?”
I sighed. “Of course, you don’t know what a movie is. You have shows in Fomoria?”
“We have singers and comedians. They give live performances every week.”
I nodded. “A movie is like a show you can watch on a screen. You can see it as many times as you like. Ever hear of a television?”
Zale shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”
I pointed at the large television we had mounted to the wall. “I’ll show you how it works. We’ll be stuck in here most of the day, might as well get used to it.”
“Can I watch the show about the lotion and the hose?”
I grinned. “Sure. Though, Silence of the Lambs might be a little much for your first excursion into the universe of human entertainment. We can work up to that.”
“I will watch whatever you like. I’d like to enjoy the things you enjoy, Hailey.”
I smiled. “That’s sweet. I’m sure we can find something we’ll both like. Something with dragons, perhaps.”
Zale tilted his head. “You have dragons who give shows?”
I chuckled. “Not exactly. Most of the dragons in movies are computer generated or animated. Some are more realistic than others.”
Zale probably didn’t know what animation was, or even computers. He didn’t question it. I put on The Hobbit. I was pretty sure there was a dragon in that movie. After that, maybe I’d put on Aquaman. He’d probably get a kick out of how merfolk were depicted in the film. The Little Mermaid was out of the question, if only because I didn’t want to have the music stuck in my head the rest of the day. Then again, Ariel figuring out how to use legs for the first time might have been relatable.
Whatever the case, I was getting anxious. Mercy and the others still weren’t back. I didn’t have my phone on me. I’d left it on the yacht in my pants. Before we left, I didn’t think to grab it. I figured Mercy would bring it back with her.
I looked out the window. The sun wasn’t up yet, but it was creeping over the horizon. I had a spare phone in my room. It was a part of the family plan. It had an extra, active SIM card, so it worked. The phone was old. I had to suffer through the interface of an iPhone 9. It was like I was back in the stone age. 
I plugged it in and gave it a minute to get a little juice before I powered it up.
All the vampires on the council had an app that let us track each others’ locations. I wasn’t sure how it would work, since my active phone was probably sending a competing signal to the app.
They left my phone on the yacht. Go figure. You’d think they’d have the courtesy to grab my shit before they left. The app showed Mercy, Mel, and Sarah about an hour away. They would not make it in time. Perhaps they’d stopped at a motel. I enlarged the map. The car was on the side of the highway. There weren’t any exits or structures nearby.
I sent Mercy a text and waited a minute for her to respond.
Nothing came back.
“Damn it, Mercy. Check your damn phone.”
I knew she couldn’t hear me, but cursing her out-loud made me feel better. I texted Mel and Sarah next. Mel would respond right away. That girl was on her phone like a fly on shit. She never took more than a few seconds to respond. No messages came back.
There was a chance they realized they would not make it before sunrise and found an abandoned barn or something to hide in until nightfall. If Mercy or Sarah left their phones in the car, it wouldn’t have been a surprise. I couldn’t believe that Mel would forget hers though.
I called Annabelle. She was probably in her office. She had a direct line wired there.
The phone rang three times.
“Hello?”
“Annabelle!”
“Hailey? What’s up?”
“It’s Mercy and the others. I’m back home. It’s a long story, but their car is stalled on the side of the road about an hour away, and they aren’t responding to my texts.”
“Did you try to call?”
I pressed my lips together. “No.”
Annabelle laughed. “One second. I’ll call her from another line.”
Annabelle put me on hold. “Voodoo” by Godsmack played back at me. Appropriate, I thought. Annabelle had a thing for old school alt-rock. I found myself nodding along to the beat before Annabelle clicked back onto the line.
“She’s not answering. Do you have any reason to think she didn’t just find a place to take shelter for the day?”
I sighed. “Mel wouldn’t leave her phone in the car. My gut tells me something is wrong.”
“You tend to have a sixth sense about things like this. I’ll tell you what. I can’t get away right now, but I’ll send Pauli. He can get there faster than I could, anyway.”
“Right. Good idea.” Pauli was a vodouisant with the aspect of Aida-Wedo. It gave him teleportation abilities. He could get there and back in a few seconds. “I’ll send you a screenshot of the location.”
“Give me a half an hour. He’s probably in bed. You know Pauli. He was probably out most of the night shaking his ass on the French Quarter.”
“Alright. Let me know as soon as you know something.”
“I’ll do you one better. I’ll send him straight to you.”
I nodded. “Works for me. Thanks, Annabelle.”
“Sure thing. How’s the training going with Joni and the wyrmriders?”
“Not bad. Just so you know, one of the wyrms is hiding out in Manchac Swamp. If you get any reports of dragons or whatever, it’s probably Drayke.”
Annabelle chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. Talk to you soon.”
I hung up the phone. I unplugged the charger and took it back down to the living room so I could plug it back in there. Zale was tapping on the screen. “Hello? Can you hear me?”
I snickered. “It’s an actor, Zale. He’s not actually inside the television.”
Zale tilted his head. “He isn’t? I was wondering how all that stuff fit inside a skinny little box.”
“It’s a projection. That movie was made years ago. I don’t know where the guy who plays Bilbo Baggins is right now, but he’s not inside the television.”
“Is it magic? I don’t understand how this is possible.”
“It’s technology,” I explained. “There’s nothing magic about it. I can see why it might seem that way though.”
“Fascinating.”
I sat down on the couch next to Zale. The screen transfixed him. It was adorable. I hadn’t seen the movie for a few years. In fact, I was probably still human the last time I’d watched it. I’d read the book more recently. Given the sweeping landscapes and massive structures depicted in the film, it was a wonder that Zale thought for even a moment that all of it was contained inside our sixty-four inch television. If I remembered right, the dragon Smaug appeared in the first few minutes of the film. Perhaps Zale assumed everyone inside the television was miniaturized. Magic can do some pretty cool things, after all. Since the film featured a powerful wizard, it was an understandable deduction.
I sat and watched as a crowd of dwarves piled into Bilbo’s home in the shire. He hadn’t even started his adventure yet when a flash of rainbow light appeared between the couch where we were seated and the television. Pauli stood there wearing nothing but boxer shorts.
“I found the car.”
I stood up. “Are they okay? Did you find Mercy and the others?”
Pauli shook his head. His eyes widened and he glanced at Zale, licking his lips. “Who’s the hunk?”
I sighed. “Pauli, this is Zale. Zale, Pauli.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Zale said. “Now would you step aside? We’re watching a show.”
Pauli grinned widely and plopped down on the couch between us. “Strangest thing. Mercy’s hearse is in a ditch. The grass ahead of it was all withered.”
I tilted my head. “Burned by dragon fire?”
“How am I supposed to know?”
“What about the inside of the car? I think their phones are still there.”
“As are their clothes. Maybe they went streaking.”
I snorted. “Streaking down the highway?”
Pauli shrugged. “I’ve done it before. It’s good fun.”
I shook my head. “That’s not Mercy’s style. Corbin must be involved.”
“Well, let’s not leap to conclusions! There are a lot of reasons someone might leave their car with no clothes.”
I scratched my head. “Name one reason that someone other than you might find to strip down and take off down the highway?”
“I was walking around naked earlier,” Zale said.
“Yeah, because you didn’t come from Fomoria with clothes and you had just changed your tail into legs.”
“Shut up!” Pauli exclaimed. “You’re a merman?”
Zale nodded. “I am.”
Paulie extended his open palm to me. “High five for getting freaky with fish boy!”
I snorted. “We aren’t getting ‘freaky,’ Pauli. He’s here because we thought it might do him well to get used to working with legs. We might need him when we take down Corbin.”
“So, all work, no play?”
I nodded. “That’s the plan. Stay focused, Pauli. Was there anything else you noticed that might help us figure out what happened?”
Pauli scratched the back of his head. “Well, their clothes were still belted into their seats. It was kind of like that Left Behind movie, but with vampires.”
I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure there wasn’t a vampire rapture.”
“Dragons are the original gatekeepers,” Zale said. “Perhaps whatever dragon’s power Corbin absorbed can teleport people into another realm.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Without their clothes?”
Zale shrugged. “Wyrm portals don’t work that way. Who’s to say that another dragon’s magic doesn’t?”
“Not even my abilities teleport people out of their clothes,” Pauli said. “If I could do that, oh, the fun I could have!”
I grunted. “Whatever happened, we have to find them.”
“Think about it,” Pauli continued. “I could find a hot guy and take him to my place and he’d be ready to go. No need to get in someone’s pants when you can get them out of them.”
Zale grinned. “You’d like it in Fomoria. No one there wears pants.”
“Yeah, but you’re missing all the fun parts!”
“We are not! Everything is there. It just doesn’t poke out like it does now every time I look at Hailey.”
I face-palmed myself. “Good Lord.”
Pauli giggled. “If Hailey won’t ride your worm, I’ll give it a go.”
Zale smirked. “You’re not my type.”
“A lot of guys say that the first time,” Pauli said. “But you know what they say. Once you go Pauli...”
“Then what?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I can’t think of something that rhymes with my name and fits. But you get the point. I ruin men for women everywhere.”
I rolled my eyes. “Keep telling yourself that. I’m going to go look for a spell that might help.”
“What are you going to do?” Pauli asked. “You’re stuck inside for the rest of the day.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I have to do something.”
“Why don’t you go poke around in your books while I take Zale out to play?”
Zale scooted over toward the edge of the couch, putting as much distance between himself and Pauli as possible.
Pauli looked at me and winked. “The fun ones always play hard to get.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Zale said. “I’m here for Hailey.”
“You’ve never ridden a real wyrm until you’ve mounted Pauli’s!”
I huffed. “Must you refer to yourself in the third person? It’s annoying.”
“Meow!” Pauli hissed. “I’m just playing. Sort of. There’s no sense keeping him cooped up inside. If we go out together, we might be able to figure something out.”
Zale shook his head. “I’ve done enough walking for the day. I need to give my legs a rest, anyway.”
“Honey, most of the boys can’t walk when I’m through with them. Besides, I can take you on a rainbow ride anywhere you want to go.”
Zale grunted. “Thanks. I’ll pass.”
“If you want to help, Pauli, go tell Annabelle what you found out. Ask her to call me if she has any ideas that might help.”
Pauli took a deep breath and stood up from the couch. “Can’t blame a boy for trying. And I showed up in my favorite drawers.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I wish you hadn’t. You really should cover that up. I think little Pauli is poking his head out, looking to play.”
“Of course he is! And he’s not so little, honey.”
“I can shapeshift too, you know. That means Pauli Peter really is one-size fits all.”
I snorted. “You nicknamed your, you know, Pauli Peter?”
“Pauli Peter, buttocks beater. Tried a wife but didn’t need her. Didn’t care for that fishy smell, figured a man would do as well.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Did you write that just now?”
“I’ve been working on it for a while. I’m thinking of publishing. All the nursery rhymes rewritten with a little Pauli pizazz.”
“You haven’t been married, either.”
Pauli shrugged. “But if I was, I imagined she’d smell like tuna.” 
I snorted. “I’m not saying women smell great all the time. On average, though, we certainly smell better than most men.” 
“Not the kind of men I hook up with!” 
“What kind of men don’t you hook up with, Pauli?” 
Pauli pinched his chin. “Good point.”
I smirked. “I’m not sure published poetry is in your future. If I were you, I wouldn’t quit my day job.”
“Bitch, please. Pauli don’t work. Pauli’s got a sugar daddy!”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to know anything more. Just go tell Annabelle what’s going on. If Corbin took Mercy and the others, he did it for a reason. He can’t hurt Mercy. They have the same sire, and Nico forbade it. He can’t violate that bond. Still, he’s up to something. I just don’t have the slightest clue what it could be.”
Pauli nodded and snapped his fingers. “Pauli out, bitches!”  
Paul disappeared in a streak of rainbow colored light. 
I looked at Zale. He was shaking his head. “That guy is obnoxious.”
I giggled a little. “Pauli is harmless. He likes to see if he can get a rise out of you. If not the kind of rise he’s hoping for, then the sort that leaves you feeling uncomfortable. He finds it amusing. Obnoxious? Definitely. All in all, though, he’s a good guy. With his abilities, we might need him if we’re going to find Mercy, Mel, and Sarah.”
“What do we do while we wait?” 
“You can keep watching your movie. I’m going to try a tracking spell and do a little more digging through my grimoires. I’m not optimistic my spell will work. If they’re more than a hundred miles away from us, I won’t be able to track them. Still, it would be foolish not to try. Corbin’s goal is clear. He wants to rule the world and make me his queen. If he isn’t in the city with Mercy and the others, it’s just a matter of time before he comes back looking for me.” 
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The worst part about tracking spells was that I had to find something of the target’s DNA. Since Mercy, Mel, and Sarah all lived in the same place, finding something from one of them wouldn’t be a problem. Presuming that they were abducted by Corbin—charred ground near the hearse was a compelling piece of evidence—if he kept them together in the same place, there was no need to track them all. Besides, I needed my wand for this particular spell, and I could only direct the spell toward one target at a time. 
Still, acquiring a little DNA from all three of them wouldn’t be an issue. They all had hairbrushes, after all. Besides, while loose hair isn’t exactly appetizing, when it comes to DNA sources, it’s probably the least nasty kind I could come up with. Loose hair is ew. Snotty tissues or loose toenail clippings are OMG ew. There’s a difference.
The only thing I wasn’t sure about was how well the spell would work targeting a vampire. As a vampire, I could tap into the power in human blood more effectively than other witches. That’s because the blood of my victims mixed with my constitution. That also meant targeting a vampire, especially one who recently fed, was complicated. That meant I was bound to have better luck targeting Mercy or Sarah who didn’t feed as regularly as Mel. Since Sarah was a neat freak, she wasn’t as likely to have much hair in her brush. Mercy wasn’t exactly a slob. Her personal hygiene was within acceptable parameters. She was a little lazy, though. She often left her hairbrush sitting on the vanity. She’d clean it out periodically, but certainly not every time she brushed her hair. It made the most sense to use Mercy’s hair to target my spell. She didn’t feed more than a couple times a month and she had more hair available than Sarah whose brush didn’t have more than a couple stray strands she’d inadvertently left behind.
Mel’s hairbrush was more hair than brush. Still, she fed almost every night. I’d use her hair as a last resort. I was just as likely to pick up the remnants of whoever she’d fed upon recently as I was to locate her.
I retrieved an extra wand from my bedroom. My usual wand was with my clothes I’d left on the yacht. I hadn’t used this one for a couple of years. It didn’t have any of my most recent spells incanted into it but the tracking spell was one Moll taught me before I was a vampire. It would do the trick. I yanked a wad of hair from Mercy’s hairbrush and held it in my left palm. I took my wand in my right hand and pressed the tip into the hair.
“Spirits above and powers below, lead us to the one who made this grow.”
A red energy flowed from my hand through my wand. The power expanded around Mercy’s hair. After it attuned itself to Mercy’s DNA, the magic would return to my wand and if Mercy was anywhere within a hundred miles, it would glow if I pointed my wand in the right direction. It was like a compass. Rather than sensing the magnetic pull of the north pole, it would direct me to Mercy. That was how it was supposed to work anyway.
The magic returned to my wand. It should have stayed there, but it continued to spread up my arm. I dropped my wand. I hoped that would break the spell. It didn’t.
I could feel the magic spark like flint striking steel. My arm lit with a flame that came from somewhere else, a fire too hot for human flesh to endure. If I wasn’t a vampire, it might have burned off my arm.
“What the hell?” I shook my arm, but it did nothing to stop the magic from spreading up my shoulder and across my torso. The burning sensation reached my head. I tried to scream, but my ears were ringing so hard I couldn’t tell if any sound was coming out of my mouth. It was like someone had cut open my skull and poured a pot of boiling water inside.
My vision flashed between my room and bright open skies. Zale stumbled into the room and wrapped his arms around me as both of us hit the floor.
All I saw next was the blue sky. The same burn filled my body. It felt like lava under my skin. My skin was warm, but my back ached as if someone had shoved a burning thorn into me.
I looked around, but I wasn’t controlling the direction my head turned. I was a dragon. My wings were burning, but my hide protected me from the sun. Three other dragons were flying around me. Two smaller dragons and one large one. I recognized the big dragon—that was Corbin. I couldn’t forget this image of his dragon-shifted form charging after us in the streets of New Orleans.
My spell showed me what Mercy saw—almost too well. It didn’t show me where she was. It took me into her vision. I was seeing through her the way Sarah saw through other vampires’ eyes.
Now I knew what happened to Mercy and the others. Corbin changed them, somehow. Why were they flying with him? Was he also manipulating their minds? I’d expected that even as a dragon, Corbin would have to take cover under sunlight. The sun burned, but their dragon form was resilient. How was I going to find them, much less save them from Corbin, if they were free to move about during the day?
I couldn’t tell where they were. There wasn’t a building in sight. They weren’t in the city. They were flying over a bayou. It wasn’t Manchac Swamp. If it was, I could have seen New Orleans in the distance. If my spell had the same limitations now that it always did, they must’ve been within a hundred miles. That was something. Still, there’s a lot of marshland in southern Louisiana. Finding them based on what I saw in the moment would be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.
My vision flickered back to my room. I was staring at the ceiling. It flashed back to Mercy’s dragon sight for a split second, then I was back. A large hand was on my shoulder. Zale had lifted me into my bed.
Another hand was on my other shoulder. I turned my head. Annabelle was there.
“You back with us?” Annabelle asked.
I pressed my eyes shut and opened them again. “He turned them. Corbin turned them.”
“We already know he’s been turning vampires,” Annabelle said.
“Not that. He turned Mercy! Mel and Sarah, too!”
“What do you mean? They’re already vampires. Are you sure you’re well?”
I clenched my fists. “He turned them into dragons. I don’t know how he did it. I could see through Mercy’s eyes. They were flying with him in broad daylight.”
Zale sighed. “They’re following him because he’s the alpha.”
Annabelle snorted. “We’re talking about dragons, not werewolves, right?”
Zale shook his head. “I don’t know about werewolves. Among the wyrms, Nammu is the alpha. She’s the first. The rest are her brood. They follow her lead. It’s how La Sirene can control the entire legion. She speaks to Nammu. Nammu directs the others. It’s one reason the wyrmriders are so formidable.”
I shook my head. “I can’t imagine that Mercy would go along with that.”
“It’s not a matter of what she wants to do,” Zale explained. “It’s a kind of compulsion. She won’t have a choice so long as Corbin’s directions are clear. Outside of his commands, though, she and the others might have enough flexibility to undermine him.”
I bit my lip. “That makes sense. Mercy has had the same experience with her vampiric compulsion abilities. Shortly after she became the high chancellor of the vampire council, she went to Europe to get Corbin and the others on board. That was then. This is now. To hear her tell the story, it was such a nightmare that she won’t even use those abilities now unless there’s an emergency. She says it brings a darkness out of her that she’d rather not awaken.”
“That’s because Mercy has developed a conscience,” Annabelle said. “She’s never been the monster she believed herself to be. Screwing with someone’s will can lead anyone to a dark place.”
I sighed. “With Corbin, I’m not sure he cares. He’s already in a dark place. He’s embraced it.”
“He’s after you,” Annabelle said. “He probably thought you were in the car with the others.”
“I’m sure that’s the case.” I sat up in my bed. My head spun. My stomach churned. “I’m hungry.”
“We might be able to get some fresh blood from the Vilokan Asylum. We have donors to help with the youngling vampires there.”
I shook my head. “Even if Pauli brought it here, and I drank it, it’s not what I’m craving.”
Zale took a deep breath. “You desire more dragon blood.”
I nodded. “I haven’t had cravings like this in years. That spell took a lot out of me. I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”
“You can’t go back to the swamp,” Zale said. “The sun is out.”
“I know. But if I’m hungry enough, you won’t be able to stop me.”
“Can we get some blood from the dragon and bring it here?” Annabelle asked.
Zale nodded. “It is possible.”
“Get Pauli,” I said. “It needs to be fresh. If it takes too long to bring it here, it will lose its potency.”
Annabelle nodded. “I’m on it. Zale, can you keep Hailey company until we get back?”
“I can try.”
I rolled out of bed and grabbed some chalk. I quickly drew a sigil on the ground. “Annabelle, I need you to invest this with a little power. If I do it, I’ll be able to break it. It will keep me here until you get back.”
Annabelle nodded. She pressed her hand to the sigil I drew and released some green magic into the mystical prison. “I’ll hurry.”
“Please do. If I don’t get some blood in my system, soon, it’ll mess with my mind. This prison should hold me, but it won’t silence my abilities.”
“I’ll be here,” Zale said. He was about to reach out and touch me, but I shot my hand out to stop him. If he put his hand inside the sigil, he’d be stuck there with me. He nodded with sudden understanding. “I’ll stay right here with you.”
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I sat in my sigil, cross-legged. Zale sat on the edge of my bed watching me with wide, concerned eyes. 
I fixed my eyes on the door. I shifted my gaze to a stack of grimoires in my closet. I couldn’t look at Zale. If I did, I was afraid all I’d see was his merman blood. It wasn’t what I was craving, but when a vampire is consumed with bloodlust you don’t see people and personalities. You see walking, talking, blood bags. Dragon blood was what I wanted. It was what I needed. If I was loose, I’d bite anything I could to give me the strength to get to the swamp. The sunlight wouldn’t stop me. It wouldn’t kill me. It would scar me for decades. Vampires can heal from most injuries faster than humans. Sunburns are the exception. Full of blood, I might last a few minutes without ill effect. I’d have to drain Zale completely to make it even that long. The scary thing was that I wouldn’t care. Not at the moment. Once I had my fill, once I got the dragon blood I craved, the guilt would wash over me like a tidal wave. Or, maybe it wouldn’t. This blood was doing something to me. I thought it was merely a delicious way of forming a bond with Drayke. Now, I wasn’t sure. Not after I cast that spell and saw the world through Mercy’s dragon eyes.
“I can hear your heartbeat.” I grunted.
Zale tilted his head. “Sorry?”
I shook my head. “It’s not like I could ask you to stop.”
“Would it be easier if I left?” Zale asked. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone right now. If it’s easier for you if I leave--”
“No, please stay! Just talk about something. Anything that doesn’t remind me of dragons, or blood, or dragon’s blood, or how tasty it is, or anything to do with being a vampire.”
“I could talk about Fomoria.”
“Just don’t talk about the wyrmriders. That involves dragons.”
“I was born there. Never lived anywhere else.”
“No shit, Sherlock. You’re a merman and there aren’t a lot of places you could go.”
“Not true,” Zale said. “Fomoria has several other outposts all around the world. I’ve never spent a night outside of our Fomoria.”
“Until now.” I smirked.
“Right. I suppose I spent the night training with you.”
“Training...”
“Right. Sorry, that involved dragons.”
“Tell me about your family.”
“My father was also a wyrmrider. Sorry, didn’t mean to mention that.”
I scratched my head. “I didn’t think the wyrmriders had been around that long?”
“He died a couple years ago. There was a zombie shark epidemic. Nasty business.”
I winced. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I never knew my mother. She was exiled by the former king.”
“The king before Joni?” I asked.
Zale nodded. “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, King Conand liked to pretend he was a benevolent monarch. He had little tolerance for outsiders.”
“Your mother wasn’t a mermaid?”
“She was,” Zale said. “Her father wasn’t. He was human. It was forbidden. Thankfully, my mother came out with a tail. When she gave birth to me, she shifted back into human form during labor.”
“Didn’t she drown?”
Zale shook his head. “The priestess intervened. She used a spell that saved her life. It allowed her to breathe. It’s the same magic that La Sirene used the first time Annabelle visited us. However, one of the midwives reported what happened to the king. After I was born, and tested to ensure that my mer-nature dominated, he had my mother expelled. I was raised by the priestess.”
“Where did your mother go?”
Zale shook his head. “There is an exile colony of merfolk a few miles off the coast of Haiti. I was told she went there. After La Sirene became queen, she took me there to find her and welcome the people there back to Fomoria. I was told my mother was killed by harpooners ten years before.”
I sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that. That’s horrible.”
Zale nodded. “I never knew her. It was disappointing. I won’t say it didn’t depress me for a time to learn of her fate. Still, I never knew her. All I could mourn was the idea of a mother. I couldn’t mourn my actual mother because I never knew her.”
“Still, that’s a kind of grief I’m not sure I could possibly comprehend.”
“I was already a legionnaire. I focused on my training. I worked my way up until they selected me to join, you know, the group of people who ride certain creatures who should not be named.”
I snorted. “I know what you mean.”
“Sorry.”
I shrugged. “No, it’s alright. Hearing you tell your story is helping. I’m sorry if it’s painful for you to talk about.”
Zale shook his head. “It’s not so hard, really. I’m at peace with it.”
“Why were you raised by the priestess if your father was still alive?”
“My father was a prized member of the king’s legion. The king would have exiled me along with my mother if it were not for my father. He interceded on my behalf. The cost of allowing me to stay was his continued service. I saw him from time to time. He was kind but distant. I think I reminded him too much of my mother.”
“So you followed in his footsteps?” I scratched my head. “Finflaps, I mean?”
Zale chuckled. “I suppose you could say I did.”
I pressed my lips together. “What’s it like having legs? Taking a human form for the first time, knowing you have a little human in your family tree, must be meaningful for you.”
Zale shrugged. “I hadn’t thought about it like that until now. I guess you’re right. I’ve never thought much about my grandfather’s life before. I’ve always had a lot of mixed feelings about it all. The tryst between my grandparents was ultimately what got my mother exiled, despite the fact she didn’t have any say in it. I always hated that. Then again, I wouldn’t exist if that never happened. How can I resent my history when it’s a part of who I am?”
I sniffed. “I’ve often wondered what my life would be like if I’d never discovered Moll’s grimoire. If I never did that spell, I’d have grown up like a regular girl.”
“Do you regret what you did?”
I shook my head. “I can’t say I do. I love my life. I like what I’ve become. At least I did. This craving, now... it’s awakening a part of my vampiric nature I never really had to deal with.”
“You’re doing well.”
I smiled. “Thanks to you.”
“Are you sure drinking more dragon blood is the best idea?”
I took a deep breath. “What choice do I have? I need it to maintain a connection with Drayke. Besides, I might be handling myself well for the moment, but if I don’t get it soon, no amount of conversation will be enough to distract me. I need it.”
“What are you going to do when this is over? If you’re hooked on dragon blood, short of Drayke staying here and feeding you forever, you’re going to have to get past this, eventually.”
“Eventually, yes. I’ll have to cross that bridge when I get to it. For now, I need it. If Corbin can change vampires into dragons, I doubt that Mercy and the others are the only ones. He’s probably making more, even as we speak.”
Zale shook his head. “Hopefully not too many more. The wyrmriders are formidable, but we have our limits. If his dragons outnumber us, and he can replenish his forces by recruiting more vampires into his brood, we might only have one chance to stop him.”
My stomach growled. “Back to your family, maybe your life in Fomoria. I don’t know how we got back on this topic, but my hunger is coming back. I’m not sure how much longer I can last.”
Zale nodded. “Maybe I can tell you about the time we defeated the zombie sharks.”
“Mercy was involved in that ordeal. She’s told me some of it.”
“I can tell you about some of our battles. It was epic.”
I chuckled. “I’m sure it was. I’d love to hear about it.”
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I wasn’t sure how someone could make a war with zombie sharks sound boring. It wasn’t the events that Zale described, or even his enthusiasm about his role in it, but the incessant and irrelevant details he was compelled to inject into his story that gave the impression it wasn’t so much a war as a series of unfortunate, devastating events separated by long periods of thumb-twiddling. Maybe Zale wasn’t the best storyteller I’d ever met, but there was a charm to it all. He was droning on and on, telling me about how he flossed his teeth with kelp between zombie slayings, to distract me. 
It was sweet. Granted, it was more like an attempt to woo me by reading me entries out of the dictionary than a collection of sonnets, but it was the sentiment that counted. Note to self: if a man ever intends to romance me in the future I should let him know I prefer Shakespeare to Webster.
Then again, maybe romance had nothing to do with it. Zale wasn’t great at hiding the fact that he found me attractive. That ship sailed at full mast when he rode naked on my back across New Orleans.
My attraction for him was growing by the minute. At the moment I wasn’t sure if it was because I liked him or wanted his blood. Then again, the blood I really wanted was dragon blood, and I didn’t find Drayke remotely attractive. Then again, the last guy I liked was a part-time wolf. Zale was half-fish. Was I really working my way through the animal kingdom, leaving their furry or scaly hearts broken in my wake?
Distractions are good. Especially when I’m hungry. The cuter the distraction, the better. In that respect, Zale was ideal.
A flash of rainbow colored light in my peripheral vision arrested my attention. Pauli in his boa constrictor form and hung from Annabelle’s shoulders. She had a bag of blood in her hand. I sprung to my feet.
“Gimme! Gimme!”
Annabelle laughed and tossed me the bag. I tore it open and gulped it down. My hunger pangs faded instantly. I resisted the urge to belch. A handsome merman was present. A girl doesn’t let the bodily functions loose until she’s had at least a couple dates.
“Are you good?” Annabelle asked.
I nodded. “I’m satisfied for now.”
Annabelle touched the sigil beneath me and dispelled it. I stepped out of the circle and sat on the bed next to Zale. Pauli flopped off of Annabelle’s back and onto the floor. He slithered his way over toward Zale and wrapped himself around his ankle. He started squeezing repeatedly.
Zale lowered his eyes. “What is he doing?”
I smirked. “I think he’s snake-humping your ankle.”
Zale shook his leg. “Get off of me!”
Pauli uncurled himself from Zale’s leg. He re-shifted into his human form. His very naked human form—with a few inches added to his special bits.
Annabelle sighed. “Stop showing off, Pauli.”
Pauli groaned and reduced the length of Pauli Peter to a more believable size. “You’re no fun.”
I reached into my closet and grabbed a nightgown. I threw it at Pauli. “Put this on.”
“It has lace! I love lace!”
Pauli wrapped my gown around his body and did a little spin.
“How was Drayke?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Compliant. I don’t think he’ll be doing much flying tonight.”
I tilted my head. “Why not?”
“He overstuffed himself on aligator.”
Zale waved his hand through the air. “He’ll be just fine. Dragons have a high metabolism. I’ve seen wyrms eat entire whales before. They’re sluggish for an hour or two, but then they’re back to their vigorous selves. Watch out for the dung, though. You wouldn’t believe the amount they can produce.”
I smirked. “That doesn’t sound at all pleasant.”
Pauli shrugged. “What’s the big deal? Everybody poops. Haven’t you read the book?”
Annabelle laughed. “In that case, Drayke is just fine. Skittish, perhaps.”
“What do you mean by skittish?” Zale asked.
Annabelle shrugged. “His ears wouldn’t stop wiggling. It was distracting.”
Pauli extended his index finger. “Not as distracting as the size of his--”
“Pauli!” I stomped my foot.
“What? For once, I was a little jealous. And strangely excited.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Don’t be weird, Pauli.”
Zale grabbed my hand. “Their ears twitch when others of their kin are near. Drayke probably didn’t even realize he was doing it. Most of the wyrms don’t even know what it means. After a while, when they’ve been around each other long enough, the twitching stops.”
I grabbed my wand. “I need to do the spell again. If Corbin has Mercy and the others near Drayke, we have to stop him.”
Annabelle grabbed my hand. “That’s not an option. Not after what happened last time.”
“She’s right,” Zale said. “Even if the dragons are circling the swamp, there’s nothing you could do about it. Not until the night.”
I bit my lip. “If Drayke can sense the other dragons, even if he doesn’t realize it, they must be able to sense him, too.”
Zale shook his head. “Wyrms also communicate on a psychic, subconscious level. If Corbin has Mercy and the others, they must know that Joni intends to open a portal come nightfall to bring you back to sea for training.”
I clenched my fist. “They aren’t circling to attack Drake. They know I’ll be back tonight. They’re waiting for me.”
Someone knocked on the door.
“Annabelle, would you check that? I would, but you know, sunlight and all. It’s probably just the Jehovah’s Witnesses again. I swear, you ask them one little question and then they won’t leave you alone. You suddenly become a prospect.”
Annabelle smirked. “If they only knew who they were dealing with.”
“I know, right?”
Annabelle chuckled. “I’ll be right back.”
“And I’ll go use the little girls’ room,” Pauli said. “I need to drain the snake, if you know what I’m saying.”
I rolled my eyes. “Down the hall. First door on the right.”
I scooted closer to Zale and took his hand in mine. “Thank you for earlier.”
“For what? Boring you with my life’s story?”
I grinned slightly. “It wasn’t all boring. I don’t know if I could have made it through that if it wasn’t for you.”
“It was nothing, Hailey. And even if it was, you’re worth the effort.”
I leaned over and kissed Zale softly on the lips. He kissed me back. Our lips parted, and we fell back on the bed.
The sound of someone clearing their throat interrupted the moment.
Annabelle was standing at the doorway. Connor was next to her.
“Connor!”
“Hi, Hailey.”
Pauli stepped up behind Annabelle and Connor and waved his hands through the air. “Awkward!”
I snorted. “Connor, what are you doing here?”
Connor shook his head. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I wasn’t here for you. I was supposed to meet up with Mercy. You know, since I have to get a bite from time to time. Ever since you bit me, you know, since I’m a shifter.”
“Right. You’re addicted to the bite.”
“I wouldn’t have come if I knew Mercy was gone. I wouldn’t ask you to do it. It’s just the withdrawal.”
“I understand. Look, Mercy won’t be back for a while. Hopefully sooner than later.”
“I know what happened,” Connor said.
I cocked my head. “You do?”
“Annabelle told me.”
“Right. Of course she did.” I stepped over to Connor. “Give me your wrist.”
Connor held out his hand. I took it in mine and lowered my fangs to his skin. I took a bite. His blood flooded into my mouth. It was tastier than I remembered. It wasn’t dragon blood, but there was something similar in the flavor. I took an extra gulp before I released Connor’s hand.
Delicious. The thought flashed through my mind.
How did you know I was eating? Drayke’s voice responded in my mind.
Connor took two steps back. “What the hell? Who is in my head?”
I squinted. “What are you talking about?”
“You said I was delicious.”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. I thought it.”
“Then someone else asked how I knew he was eating.”
“That wasn’t me. It was a dragon. You can hear us?”
Connor rubbed his brow. “Dragons talk? You hear them speak?”
I shook my head. “Just those I feed on and it doesn’t last long.”
“You’re feeding on dragons?” Connor huffed.
“I just drank a little bit of your blood. Don’t tell me you find it repulsive.”
Connor scratched his head. “It’s not that. Understand, when I woke up this morning, I didn’t think dragons were real. Now you’re telling me that there’s one in the city and you can talk to it if you drink its blood?”
You can talk to me too, whoever you are.
Connor chuckled. “And that I can talk to him as well?”
“It’s like you’re a conduit,” Annabelle said. “It’s remarkable. If you were to bite someone else right now, I wonder if they’d also be able to join in on the conversation.”
I smirked. “Are you volunteering?”
Annabelle winced. “Not exactly.”
“I think it’s more than that.” Zale stood up from the edge of my bed. “Dragons speak to one another through an energy. I always figured it was psychic energy. La Sirene can speak to dragons because she once became a dragon. She siphoned the magic of someone cursed to dragon from. It left something of a shadow of the dragon within her. What if when you feed on Drayke it does something similar? Something of himself remains with you.”
I tilted my head. “When vampires feed, we accumulate a portion of one’s soul.”
Connor cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt. But did you take a part of my soul when you drank my blood?”
“It’s not like that,” Annabelle said. “Blood is a renewable resource. It contains something like a copy of your soul, like it has a replica of your DNA. That’s what vampires receive. Your actual soul is fully intact.”
I nodded. “What she said.”
“If that is so,” Zale continued, “your connection to the dragon is not much different than La Sirene’s is to Nammu and the wyrms. The only difference, it seems, is that you must feed more regularly to maintain it, while for her it is permanent.”
I scratched my head. “That might not be true.”
I’d left my wand sitting on my bed. I thought about it and visualized it coming to me. That was an ability I’d gained recently. My wand flew into my hand.”
“Impressive,” Zale said. “Witchcraft?”
I shook my head. “Not exactly. It’s one of my vampiric abilities. It came from the soul of someone I fed upon. It doesn’t always happen, but if I gain a new ability, I can retain it and tap into it more effectively if I cycle the power of the soul within me.”
Connor snorted. “That doesn’t mean you might become a wolf shifter like me, does it?”
I bit my lip. “Probably not. I don’t sense anything like that when I taste your blood. Now that I think about it, the sensation I receive when I bite Drayke isn’t all that dissimilar to the one I felt when I fed on the human whose soul gave me my telekinetic ability. If I cycle this blood, if I focus on it and use my magic to integrate it more fully with mine, I might be able to make the ability permanent.”
“What about your cravings?” Zale asked.
I sighed. “I don’t know. It might help.”
“Could it make your cravings worse?” Annabelle asked.
I pressed my lips together. “It’s possible, I suppose. Cycling blood isn’t something I’ve done often. I only learned how to do it recently. It’s a technique Corbin uses to gain abilities faster than other vampires. Sometimes it takes days, even months, after an initial bite before a vampire manifests a new ability. Even then, of course, it’s rare. Most vampires only gain one or two new abilities every century. My bloodwitchery changes the game. I can tap into the power of blood I consume. There’s always something there I can use, but it doesn’t always mean I have a new ability long-term.”
“I thought you said this wasn’t witchcraft,” Zale said.
“I’m a package deal, Zale. It’s not always so easy to separate my vampirism from my bloodwitchery. As a vampire, I have a more intimate connection to blood than most witches. As a blood witch, I can draw more from the blood I drink than most vampires.”
Connor cleared his throat. “Does this mean if you cycle the blood and you make this ability to speak to the dragon permanent, that I’ll be able to do the same thing forever?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. The ability comes from the dragon blood. It’s that ability that also connected you to me and the dragon when I sampled your blood.”
Connor chuckled. “I think you took more than a sample.”
I grinned. “Please. You’ve never seen me at a Costco. Before I was a vampire, I used to go there all the time and make my rounds to all the sample tables. I’d take two or three from each table if I liked it. That place is so busy that sample ladies hardly ever notice. If you play it right, you can get an entire meal out of it.”
Connor chuckled. “So, you’re saying I’m your new Costco? How sweet.”
I grinned. “Something like that. I’m sorry, Connor. I’ve been rude. How are you doing?”
Connor shrugged. “A little better every day. I lost my father and my girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend anyway, at the same time. I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it totally. I’m coping.”
I sighed. “I’m sorry if my bite got you more involved in this than you’d like. I know you were trying to keep your distance.”
Connor winced. “Every time we meet, Hailey, it’s like my life gets turned upside down. The first time, when your spell made me a shifter. Now, most of my pack is in disarray and people died.”
I took a deep breath. “I get it. Look, it’s probably best if you just move on. Ignore whatever you hear from Drayke and me. If I’m right, our voices will fade over time. Like I said, I didn’t intend to involve you in any of this.”
Connor looked past my shoulder at Zale, then met my eyes with his. He took a deep breath and nodded. “It’s my fault. I just didn’t know Mercy was gone. I’m sorry about that. I wish there was something I could do to help.”
“No offense, buddy,” Pauli slapped Connor on the back. “You’re a wee little wolf. Ferocious in your own way. We’re dealing with dragons here. Compared to them, you’re cute and cuddly.”
Annabelle smirked. “This coming from a guy who shifts in and out of snake form. If anyone has a reptile inferiority complex, it’s you.”
Pauli smirked. “There’s a difference. I have rainbow magic. I can teleport.”
“So can dragons,” Zale added. “They can form wyrmholes and move from place to place.”
Pauli waved his hand through the air. “Honey, I don’t have to put my wyrm in anyone’s hole to get where I want to go.”
I snorted. “As if you wouldn’t.”
“Bitch, please. I do it for fun! I don’t do it in order to get around. I get around so I can do it!”
Zale stood up and stomped the floor with one of his chicken legs. “Hailey is not a bitch!”
Pauli turned and raised an eyebrow. “You only wish you could be my bitch.”
I smirked. “Don’t take it personally, Zale. for Pauli, ‘bitch’ is a term of endearment.”
Zale tilted his head. “How very odd.”
Pauli giggled a little. “She’s right. If I didn’t like you, I’d call you something much worse. Like a mother fucker.”
Zale tilted his head. “But that would not be accurate. I am not currently involved with any one who has previously given birth. Then again, I cannot see why this is an insult. Many good husbands who have had children but still enjoy intimacy with their wives are precisely those you describe. If I am ever to have children, I should hope very much that my future-spouse would allow me the privilege to be a mother fucker.”
I snickered. “He has a point, Pauli.”
Connor crossed his arms. “Using the term ‘bitch’ so haphazardly is also disrespectful to female wolves.”
Pauli looked around the room. “Y’all being a bunch of bitches right now.”
Annabelle chuckled. “They’re just messing with you.”
I smirked. “A little taste of your own medicine, Pauli?”
Pauli snapped his fingers. “Honey, when I screw with people, I’m not messing. I’m making art!”
Zale cleared his throat. “Can you still speak to Drayke, Hailey?”
“I believe so. Let me check. Hey Drayke, buddy. Are those ears of yours still twitching?”
Now that you mention it...
Zale was looking at me with wide eyes. I nodded. “He says they are.”
“Tell him to stay still. We need to reach La Sirene before she comes through the wyrmhole tonight.”
I bit my lip. “Couldn’t Drayke just make one himself and get out of there?”
Zale nodded. “He could. He might not get as close to Fomoria as he hopes. He’s still young.”
Annabelle shook her head. “Besides, if he leaves, I’m betting Corbin and the others will leave as well. This might be the only chance we have to try to get Mercy, Mel, and Sarah back. The only advantage we have now is that we know where they are and they don’t know that we know.”
I nodded. “I agree. If they leave again, Corbin will be in total control about how and when we meet them again. This gives us a chance to come up with a plan.”
Connor waved at me as he turned to leave. “Thanks for the bite. I’ll leave you all to it. As you all made clear, slaying dragons is a bit out of my league.”
“We’re not trying to slay them. Well, one of them, perhaps. We’re trying to save them.”
Connor nodded. “Still. There isn’t much I can do here. I’ll try my best not to listen in to your conversations. As if I could help it. It was nice seeing you again, Hailey.”
I smiled. “Yeah, good to see you, too.”
Connor left the room. When we heard the front door to the house close again, Pauli started laughing. “Holy shit. That was some kind of tension.”
I sighed. “Yeah, you were right before. It was a little awkward.”
“He seems like a nice young man,” Zale said.
I grinned. “He is. But he walked in on us kissing. Connor and I, well...”
“You have a history.”
I shrugged. “Barely. I mean, it’s complicated. We weren’t ever a couple, if that’s what you mean.”
“But you still desire him?” Zale asked.
“Told you!” Pauli said. “I wasn’t the only one who sensed the tension between you two!”
I huffed. “It was unfortunate timing. There was no tension. Besides, I think he might be able to hear me right now, so I’m going to shut up.”
Annabelle grinned. “That’s probably wise. For now, we must figure out what we can about how Corbin changed Mercy and the others into dragons. If we’re going to meet him in the swamp tonight, we need to have a plan to change them back again.”
I nodded. “First, I need to try to cycle this power while it lasts. If I start craving dragon blood again, do what you have to do to stop me.”
“I will,” Annabelle said. “I trust you. You’ll let us know if that becomes a problem. You did last time.”
I nodded. “I will if I can. Still, I think I might need this power. So far, I’ve only been able to speak to Drayke. If I cycle the power and gain the ability more permanently, I might also be able to speak to other dragons.”
“Like your vampire friends?” Zale asked.
I nodded. “Exactly. Now, if you all could give me a few moments of quiet, I could use it.”
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I closed my eyes and concentrated. I told myself to relax and took a few deep breaths. The power was there. It was ready to be cycled. I opened myself up to the dragon blood. I imagined a hole in my core I could open and close, like a round drain. I turned the valve and the power funneled down into the drain, swirling around and around all the magic I would need, waiting to be drained again.  
Sweat beaded up on my brow. I was feeling a little weak. I wondered whether it was because my supply of dragon blood was so small. The magic was still swirling around me like a mini tornado. I focused on it, trying to make my will a part of it. I tried to pull it towards me, to force it to change me.
Speaking to Drayke was one thing. If this ability allowed me to tap into the wavelength that all dragons communicated through, it would give me a chance to reach Mercy. Of course, unless I could target Mercy directly—I doubted that dragon telepathy came with phone numbers—Corbin would hear anything I told her. I’d have to be clever. Maybe I could speak in words, in a language, that only she’d understand. Magic words. Not abracadabra or shit like that. No witch I’d ever known incanted spells using words like abracadabra, alakazam, or bibbidi-bobbidi-boo. Still, Mercy and I learned the craft from the same witch. With just a few words of one of Moll’s infamously corny incantations, Mercy would know what spell I was referring to. Then again, if it were so easy as using a spell we already knew, Mercy would have probably freed herself already. Still, if I could piecemeal bits and pieces of different incantations together, I might tell Mercy something that Corbin wouldn’t comprehend.
If I could find a spell, something that might undo whatever magic Corbin used to turn Mercy and the others into dragons, I might not need to cast it on them directly. All I’d need to do was to communicate the spell to Mercy. If I could do it in such a way that Mercy would know it was a spell, but Corbin wouldn’t, he couldn’t use his alpha compulsions to stop her. 
That meant, first, that I had to master this magic. I didn’t know for sure what the effect of cycling dragon magic might have. My body wasn’t merely human; I was resilient. As a vampire, I could take a beating, physically and magically speaking. After that, I had to find a spell that might undo the magic that turned Mercy and the others into dragons. 
I continued breathing deeply and visualizing the dragon blood swirling around in my core, pouring into the deepest parts of my spirit. The more I turned that valve, the wider I made the hole, the more intimate my connection to the power in Drayke’s blood. I didn’t want to let it in too quickly. If you are pouring a glass of milk, you don’t just open the jug and turn it upside down over your glass. Tilt it carefully, make sure it flows in at the proper rate so it doesn’t spill out all over the table. 
I’d never cry over spilled milk. Spilling dragon blood all over my spiritual insides, though, could have consequences beyond what could be comprehended by a few shed tears. 
As a general rule, when you’re dealing with a source of a mystical power you don’t know much about, it’s best to proceed with caution. 
When I focused my mind I found myself in a vast expanse. It was almost like I was in outer space except not really--it was more like in the original Star Trek shows where they made it look like the stars were flying past the Enterprise almost like snowflakes in order to simulate the model ship’s movement.
Can you hear me?
I can hear you, Drake responded. When he spoke, one of the star-like lights pulsed with the sound of his voice.
His affirmation didn’t mean anything. I could hear him before I tried to cycle the dragon blood through my spirit. That I saw him in this vision, whatever it was, was different. If Drayke was one of the stars, did that mean each of them represented another dragon? Some of them must’ve been the Fomorian wyrms. Nammu, Smauk, and the others I’d never met.
Hailey? Is that you, my love?
My chest tightened at the sound of his voice. It was Corbin. I didn’t respond. I didn’t want him to know I could communicate with dragons. I focused on the glowing ball of light that represented Drayke’s voice. I reached out and touched it. It swelled again with a glow when I made contact.
“Drayke?”
It’s me.
“Is anyone else in here?”
No one else responded. It’s only me, Hailey.
“Sweet. I think I figured this out.”
I do not understand.
“I absorbed the power of your blood. The same power that lets us speak has connected me to what looks like some kind of tunnel of stars. Some of them moving past me like a blur. The others are fixed in the sky ahead. I can reach out and touch them. I think it’s some kind of a psychic network that links dragons, wyrms, and other dragon-like creatures all across the world. Corbin responded to me a moment ago when I shouted into the expanse. Now he can’t hear me because I’m touching the light that corresponds with your voice.”
The others must not have responded because your voice was not familiar. Only those who know you, who have met you before, will be able to hear you.
“So I can’t talk to all dragons?”
I don’t know. This map you speak of is unusual. I do not share that experience when I speak to my kin.
“How do you know how to find who you’re talking to?”
I cannot say. How do you know who you’re talking to when you’re in a crowded room and you wish to speak to a single person?
I shrugged. “You make eye-contact. You stand close enough to the person to make sure they can hear you. I don’t really think about it. It’s sort of obvious.”
It is instinct. That is how we also speak to our kin. When we first meet another of our kind, we form a bond. I can connect to that bond again at any time we are near.
“So there are limits. You can’t talk to dragons on the other side of the world, or in another realm?”
I cannot. Perhaps the stars flying past you are those you cannot touch. You sense them. You know they’re out there somewhere. Trying to count them, or contact one of them, is impossible. Those that are fixed in front of you might be those wyrms or dragons who are near enough to reach.
“There are so many. How can I possibly make out who is who?”
Again, I do not have the visual representation of the link I share with my kin that you do. I cannot explain how it might work for you. I can only tell you how it works for me. Did you see which star glowed when Corbin spoke?
I nodded. It was a gesture done out of instinct. I doubted Drayke could see it. I wasn’t even sure if I was standing in this network or examining it from without. It was sort of like wearing a set of virtual reality goggles. I saw my hand when I extended and touched Drayke’s star, but it didn’t feel quite like my hand. I was controlling it but if something smashed it I doubted I’d feel a thing. It was a strange and disorienting sensation.
I squeezed my eyes. I could feel them open and close, but it didn’t change the vision in front of me. Clearly, I was viewing this dragon psychic network through my mind’s eye, not my actual eyes.
“Drayke, I have a question. Zale said that dragons have an alpha. If I speak to one, will anyone connected to the same alpha hear me.”
No. However, the alpha can hear anyone who speaks to any of those beneath her. When La Sirene speaks to Nammu, Nammu speaks to us. When she speaks to me, or Enki, or Smauk, or any of the other wyrms, Nammu hears it as well.
“Is that the case if she’s in another dimension, say, in the void?”
No. If she were to go to the void, and she has occasionally, her control over us fades. Another may emerge as alpha with the consent of the rest, but we may also remain without an alpha until she returns. The same principle applies over great physical distances. We can speak because we are not far apart. Corbin could hear you for the same reason.
I gulped. “I’m seeing maybe a hundred stars floating in front of me I could touch.”
They are not my kin. Still, I sense there are many dragons nearby.
“Do they belong to Corbin? Are they all vampires that he’s turned into dragons?”
I cannot say. However, if you have not seen dragons in your city in the past, I’d say it is likely. If there are so many dragons nearby, it’s unthinkable that they’d remain hidden forever.
“And if I reach out and touch just one of them, Corbin will know it.”
If our suspicion is correct, then yes. This is a problem. If there are a hundred or more, they will outnumber my kin. Even with the full force of the Fomorian Wyrmriders, we could not defeat them head-on.
“Nammu can open a portal to the void, correct?”
She can.
“Then perhaps we don’t need to defeat all of them. If we can get rid of Corbin, and if his dragon-magic is what’s holding the others in their dragon forms, will the others become regular vampires again?”
I do not know. I have never encountered dragons like these before. This is something new. They are not purely dragon. I cannot even say what sort of dragon they might be. They are also vampires as much as they are dragons. Still, I believe your plan is the best chance we have to stop them. La Sirene and Nammu should arrive come nightfall.
“I think I can connect to you here at any time. If Corbin or any other dragons show  themselves to you, let me know. I’m going to spend the rest of the time I have left trying to figure out a way to undo whatever spell is binding them to their dragon forms.”
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I blinked my eyes a few times and my vision returned to normal. The psychic dragon network was still there. Tapping into it was as simple as it might be to turn my head and look another direction, only it was a look within. Cycling Drayke’s dragon blood worked even better than I’d hoped. I couldn’t reach out to Mercy. Even if I randomly chose the right light, the right star that represented her presence, Corbin would hear anything I told her. 
I still didn’t know a good spell to free Mercy or any of the other vampires—there were probably dozens of them—from dragon form. One reason for that was I still didn’t know exactly how Corbin pulled it off. What I knew was that somehow Corbin pulled Mercy and the other ones out of their car, even out of their clothes, before they became dragons. Zale believed some kind of portal was involved. That might have explained how Corbin took Mercy and the others from the car. It didn’t give me any clue as to what mechanism he used to transform them into dragons. My best guess was that whatever dragon blood Corbin used to make himself into a dragon, he gave them as well. I could pull the blood out of a vampire’s body. The problem with that was I didn’t know how to focus a spell that would target only the dragon blood within them. If I exsanguinated them—which I could do—they’d become feral vampires. While some ferals could become regular vampires again after they fed, it was more likely they’d remain feral indefinitely. I couldn’t do that to Mercy, Mel, Sarah, or any of the other vampires Corbin recruited into his brood.
I straightened out my shirt and tucked my hair behind my ears. The television was paused. Bilbo Baggins’ face was frozen in the middle of a word. It wasn’t his most attractive look. Not that I found Bilbo attractive ever. I mean, he was a hobbit. Then again, given my recent history with men—ranging from a few lust-filled encounters with a sociopathic vampire to sleeping with a wolf-shifter and making out with a merman—I might have settled for a nice, stable, hobbit with a sense of adventure. The big furry feet would be a major barrier. Then again, at least he had feet rather than paws or fins.
“Did it work?” Connor asked.
I tilted my head. “You’re still here.”
Connor nodded. “I could hear your conversation with the dragon. It didn’t feel right to leave.”
Pauli was gone. Annabelle was leaning against the front door. Zale was on the couch, resting his legs.
Connor rested a hand on my shoulder. “I know there’s nothing I can do. Not really. Still, it feels like I should try. I have some pretty acute senses. If you can’t talk to Mercy, I know her scent. I don’t know if she smells the same now. Maybe she does, though.”
I nodded. “That’s sweet. You’re still talking about going after dragons as a wolf. It’s not an even match.”
“I’m not saying I’ll fight them. Are you listening to me at all?”
I sighed. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Maybe you can help. I just can’t ask you to. You’ve been through enough.”
“I wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t want to help, Hailey.”
“He’s right,” Annabelle said. “If he can tell for sure that Mercy and the others are with Corbin, if they’re circling the swamp, it might impact our strategy.”
“When La Sirene and Nammu come through,” Zale added, “it would be helpful to know which dragons we’re dealing with. If we can identify Corbin, Nammu might be able to get to him quickly and send him to the void. It would be helpful to know how close the others are. So far as I know, La Sirene and Nammu haven’t done this outside of the ocean before. If the wolf can tell us where the vampire friends are, you can pass along the message to Drayke. Drayke can tell Nammu. Corbin won’t hear a thing.”
“I’m willing to do whatever I can to help,” Connor said. “I know it’s painfully obvious, but this is clearly a trap. Are you sure that springing the trap is the best option? With your new ability, Hailey, you might be able to find Corbin another way.”
I shook my head. “Unless we can get a message to Joni before nightfall, she’s going to come through that wyrmhole.”
Zale stood up. He steadied himself on the back of the couch. “I could go. I could take Drayke back to sea. I might be able to reach La Sirene in time. All we’d have to do is get close enough for Drayke to connect to Nammu.”
I sighed. “If you did that, Corbin and the others would come after you. They’d pursue you. You’d never make it.”
“I’m willing to try.”
“I’m not sending you and Drayke on a suicide mission. We have a plan. I think it’s our best option. I’m still working on a spell that might help.”
“What are you thinking?” Annabelle asked.
I scratched my head. “Exsanguination is the only thing I can think of that might work. My theory is that Corbin has been infusing vampires with the same kind of dragon blood that he used to change. If there’s a way I can isolate that blood, and only the dragon blood, I might pull it out of them. The problem is, I don’t know how to do that. I’d need the same blood, a sample, to target my spell. We already know Drayke’s blood won’t do. I’ve already consumed it and didn’t change.”
Annabelle tilted her head. “Even if Nammu can’t send Corbin into the void, we might be able to get some of his blood. Pauli could teleport on him and, wham bam, thank you, ma’am.”
I shook my head. “Corbin’s blood is mixed with the dragon’s just as it is with the others. We’d need the blood from the original dragon, whichever one Corbin has hidden away somewhere that he’s using to turn the others.”
“The dragon must be nearby,” Connor said. “Can you sense it like you could the others?”
“There are too many dragons. I can’t tell them apart. The only way I might reach the dragon that Corbin has would be to scream out to all of them and hope the dragon responds. If I do that, Corbin will hear it.”
Annabelle raised her eyebrows. “Maybe we want him to hear it.”
I scratched the back of my head. “That’s not a bad idea. We let Corbin think we’re coming for his dragon. If we find out where it is, Corbin will have no choice but to leave the swamp to stop us.”
Zale grinned. “In the meantime, La Sirene and Nammu can call the rest of the wyrmriders through the wyrmhole. It might give us a fighting chance.”
“I’ll still head to the swamp in wolf form,” Connor added. “If I can pick up Mercy’s scent and she leaves, we’ll know he took the bait.”
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Pulling this off was going to be tricky. If we were going to lure Corbin away from the swamp, we had to really sell the ruse. At the same time, I had to be there when Joni emerged with Nammu so I could ride Drayke and we could go after him with the full force of the wyrmrider legion. 
Some people say that magic isn’t real. They’ve seen enough on television to believe it’s all an illusion. Smoke, mirrors, and sleight of hand. So far as witches go, it’s convenient. When we do our spells, even if people see what we do, they discount it as a trick. They want to know how it was done. Of course, we never tell. A magician never tells his tricks. Witches never reveal their secrets, either. With illusions, though, witches don’t need magic tricks. I needed to make Corbin believe I was really going after his dragon.
I needed another witch. It didn’t have to be a blood witch. I could do the spell. Simple transmutation. With bloodwitchery, I could make someone else look like me. It wouldn’t last for more than a few minutes—unless a witch took my place and could use her skill to retain the power of my spell long enough to make it work.
After all Alexandra did before, albeit under Corbin’s influence, she owed me one. Besides, she’d wanted me to join her coven for years. I’d told her if she helped me beat Corbin before I’d help her rebuild her coven. So far, I hadn’t followed through. The house where her coven met no longer had a roof. Corbin blasted through it when he turned into a dragon. Alexandra and Salene barely got out of their house alive when Corbin turned himself into a dragon. Helping them rebuild their coven by recruiting witches had to wait. Their house needed rebuilding first. We’d texted back and forth a few times. Alexandra said she’d let me know when they were ready to start gathering again.
I had to believe she’d want to help. Corbin used and manipulated Alexandra and Salene as much as the rest of us.
My spare phone was fully charged. I took it off the charger and sent Alexandra a text. She replied more quickly than I’d anticipated. She and Salene were renting an apartment only a few blocks away while their house was being rebuilt. I didn’t tell her much over text message. All I said was I needed help. She sent me her temporary address.
I couldn’t go out during the day. That didn’t mean I couldn’t teleport by sigil. I drew a sigil with salt-infused chalk on my living room floor. I snapped a picture with my phone and sent it to Annabelle. It was the only text I’d sent her in a while. When she was in Vilokan, her phone didn’t get service. She still had one. I handed Annabelle the chalk.
“I’ll be here. When you get there, duplicate the sigil exactly in Alexandra’s apartment.”
Annabelle nodded. “I know how it works.”
I grinned. “Of course you do.”
Annabelle and Connor helped Zale up and took him with them. He was still wobbly on his feet.
I waited in my sigil. It only took about twenty minutes before the magic swirled around me and I found myself standing in the middle of Alexandra’s apartment.
It was quaint. Alexandra was waiting for me with a wide grin splitting her face. “Welcome!”
I chuckled. “Nice place. Where’s Salene?”
“She’s working for one of the restaurants on Bourbon Street. We both are. We’re saving up the money to fix the house. It’s my day off. Do you need her as well?”
I shook my head. “One witch will do. How do you feel about transmutation?”
Alexandra grinned. “It’s fun when you can pull it off. Tricky, though. The most I’ve done is turn a toad into a frog.”
Annabelle grinned. “That’s not nothing.”
Alexandra rolled her eyes. “So far as normal witches go, it’s fairly advanced. I assume a blood witch can do a lot better.”
Alexandra poured cups of coffee for all of us and set a loaf of banana bread on the table. I helped myself to a piece. It was delicious. It wasn’t dragon blood, but I appreciated baked goods. Zale devoured his piece in just a few bites. Connor and Annabelle had barely touched theirs before Zale took a second piece.
I explained the plan. I was a little nervous Alexandra wouldn’t want to do it. It’s one thing to practice transmutation on toads. It’s another thing when it’s your own body that’s affected.
Alexandra took a deep breath. She stood up from the table and took a whole five steps into her kitchen. She grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and set it in front of Zale.
“Have any more?” Zale asked. “My skin is getting dry.”
“There’s a shower in the bathroom. Have at it.”
“Brilliant! Thank you!” Zale stood up and, using the wall to steady himself, made his way to the bathroom.
Alexandra sat back down. She took a sip of her coffee.
“What do you say?” I asked.
Alexandra folded her hands on the table. She grinned. “I’ve always wondered what I’d look like as a blond.”
I chuckled. “You’ll look exactly like me. If I do this right.”
Alexandra raised one eyebrow. “If?”
I smirked. “When I do this right.”
We waited until shortly before nightfall. The only way Corbin would buy the ruse was if we moved at dark. Our timing had to be precise. I had to find his dragon, hoping it would speak to me, before Joni and Nammu showed up in the swamp. That wouldn’t be a problem if I reached out to the dragon before the sun set.
There was no sense transfiguring Alexandra if I couldn’t locate the dragon. We had the spell ready, just in case. I had my wand. All I needed to do was shed a little of my blood, spread it across Alexandra’s face, and speak the proper incantation.
Connor shifted into wolf form and headed for the swamp. While he couldn’t talk to me through whatever connection we’d forged, he could hear everything I said. He carried his phone with him in his mouth. When he sensed Mercy leaving the swamp, he’d shift back into human form and let us know.
Zale was refreshed now that he’d had a good shower. His legs also looked a little bigger than before. He was walking straighter, anyway.
I shifted my gaze. The stars reappeared.
“Dragon! The one in captivity! The one held by Corbin. Tell me where you are!”
Help me! a whispered voice replied. One of the stars pulsed with a radiant energy when he spoke.
Don’t do it, love! Corbin shouted back. His star also flashed when he spoke.
“You have to stop this, Corbin. If you don’t, I’ll free your dragon.”
You don’t want to do that, Hailey! You don’t understand what he is.
Help me, please!
I touched the dragon’s star. “Tell me where you are.”
It’s a church. I’m chained to the floor.
“The church where the Order of the Morning Dawn was located? In the lower ninth?”
I do not know. There is a broken cross with shackles fixed to it.
I grinned. I couldn’t believe Corbin was so bold as to hide his dragon in a place I knew. “I’m coming for you. I’ll be there soon.”
I released my finger from the dragon’s star. “Really, Corbin? In the same church? What kind of hiding place is that?”
It’s not a hiding place! It was where the sacrifice was made. You can’t free the beast!
I snorted. “Why don’t you try to stop me?”
I shifted my gaze back to the real world.
“It worked! The dragon is at the same church where Connor’s dad and the Order of the Morning Dawn were operating.”
“Are you sure about that?” Alexandra asked.
I nodded. “Completely. Corbin knows we’re coming to free the dragon. We need to get going.”
Alexandra nodded. “I’m ready.”
I grabbed a knife from Alexandra’s kitchen. I sliced open my finger and drew my blood in a sigil pattern over Alexandra’s face.
I aimed my wand at her. “Spirits of shape and spirits of form make true the face of the blood that’s worn.”
It happened faster than I expected. Alexandra’s hair turned lighter. Her skin went pale. My face was looking back at me.
I grinned. “I’d love to stand here and admire my own beauty, but we have work to do.”
“We’ll take my Camaro,” Annabelle said. “Get to the swamp with Zale. Make sure none of the dragons see you. If one of them does, Corbin might figure out what’s happening.”
I checked my phone. “No word from Connor yet. I don’t know if he can still hear me or not. You’d think he’d be speaking updates, hint hint, if he could.”
Annabelle nodded. “I’m sure he’ll be in touch soon. We can’t wait around. Once Corbin sees us going to the church, he’ll move.”
I nodded. “The sun is almost set. You ready to go, Zale?”
Zale nodded and shook his legs. “I’m feeling stronger. I still can’t run as fast as you can.”
“I’ll carry you if I have to. At least you’ll have clothes on this time.”
Zale grinned. “Yes. I won’t go showing half of New Orleans my newly made butt this time.”
I snickered. “To be fair, I was discreet when I ran your naked ass across the city before.”
Annabelle and Alexandra took off. Zale and I waited a little longer. The second the sun was set, we left. I ran as hard and as fast as I could with Zale on my back. Joni and Nammu would show up at any moment.
I’ve got it! Connor’s voice echoed in my mind. I let Zale off my back. I needed a break and trying to carry on a psychic conversation with a two-hundred pound merman hanging on your shoulders is awkward.
“Well, there you are!”
Sorry. I’m not used to speaking through my thoughts like this. It’s not the same as speaking to other wolf shifters.
“By saying you got it, I presume that means you picked up Mercy’s scent?”
Yeah. She’s moving to the Lower Ninth Ward now.
“Is Corbin with her?”
I can’t tell. There are a lot of smells. I barely detected Mercy’s. There’s something rank overwhelming everything else.
“Let’s hope Corbin and Mercy are together.” Corbin was so insistent that we not free the dragon that I had to believe he was moving with her. It wasn’t a sure thing, of course, but if we took his source of dragon blood away, his plan would fold.
Zale hopped on my back again and we took off for the swamp. I shouted back and forth to Drayke once we got into the swamp. He could hear me. I didn’t have to touch his star. I still had a connection from the dragon blood I consumed before. I was able to talk to him as I had when I was training with the wyrmriders.
We found Drayke just as a giant portal of blue and golden energies formed near him. It was Joni’s wyrmhole. I set Zale down on a patch of dry ground and climbed on Drayke’s back.
“Can you tell Nammu what’s going on? It will be faster than if I have to explain it all to Joni.”
Of course I can!
Joni and Nammu shot out of the wyrmhole. I was going to say like two bats out of hell, but that would have seriously undersold the majestic sight of Fomoria’s mermaid queen riding on a massive wyrm. Nammu shifted into dragon form as she reached the air.
She and Drayke locked eyes. The two dragons nodded at each other.
“Got it!” Joni said.
I tilted my head. “That was fast.”
Nammu stuck her head back in the wyrmhole and pulled it out again. A couple of seconds later, Smauk flew out. He turned from wyrm to dragon, lowered his head, and Zale pulled himself up into his saddle.
“Clear the area!” Joni shouted. “Incoming!”
Drayke spread his wings and took off over the swamp. One by one, more wyrms and their riders shot through the wyrmhole.
Hailey! Connor’s voice echoed in my mind. Mercy is turning around. I think they figured it out. 
I grunted. “Drayke, tell Nammu and Joni that Corbin and Mercy are coming back. Get ready to blast Corbin into the void.”
Telling them now.
Joni pulled back on her reins and took off toward the sky. As she did, another dragon blasted out from somewhere hidden in the swamp. He was large. It was Corbin. He was heading straight for Nammu’s underbelly.
Corbin blasted a torrent of flames at Joni and Nammu. The flames didn’t burn. Instead, they splashed around them. It wasn’t fire—it was blood.
Corbin’s blood breath flowed around Nammu and shot into Joni. Her body was overwhelmed by a black mist that swirled around her frame. The way it spun, it was like it was gathering her essence into itself. The mist expanded into an enormous cloud. A dragon shot out of it. 
“No!” I shouted.
Joni had a vampiric nature. Mercy bit her a while back—she had to in order to stop the zombie shark epidemic. Some caplata had harnessed Joni’s Loa aspect as La Sirene and was using her to control the sharks. Long story. Mercy told me part of it before—Zale filled me in on the other details. Joni’s Fomorian magic kept her vampirism at bay. She’d said as much. That didn’t mean she wasn’t a vampire at some level. Corbin knew it. I don’t know how, but he did. Now he changed her. He made her a part of his brood.
Drayke flapped his wings and shot toward Nammu.
Nammu released an ear-piercing cry.
Hailey, you’re the only one who can speak to us. You have to lead us.
“Damn it!” I screamed. Back to the church in the lower ninth! We need the other dragon’s blood!
Drayke passed the message to Nammu, who directed the rest of the wyrms. We flew out of the swamp and across the city. I saw Annabelle’s Camaro parked in the church’s lot. She was standing outside with Alexandra. She still looked like me.
Drayke landed next to Annabelle’s car.
“Corbin got Joni! He turned her! We need the dragon!”
Annabelle shook her head. “There’s no dragon here, Hailey. Whatever dragon spoke to you before either wasn’t the one you were looking for, it lied, or it’s already gone.”
I heard a loud roar in the distance.
“We have to head out to sea and regroup. Corbin’s coming for me!”
Nammu landed next to the Camaro. She lowered her head toward Annabelle.
Annabelle climbed on Nammu. She lowered her hand and helped Alexandra on to the wyrm. We took off and headed south. I didn’t know where we were going. All I knew was that we had to get as far from Corbin as we could, as fast as possible.
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Joni Campbell. A one time southern girl, a druidess, a siphon who could suck out your magic and throw it back at you ten times harder. La Sirene, the queen of Fomoria. A Loa in her own right, she commanded the sea itself, used the power of the waves to do her will. 
She was under Corbin’s control. He made her a dragon. It wasn’t the first time she’d been turned into one. Maybe she had a few tricks up her metaphorical sleeve—you know, since she didn’t have actual sleeves—that she could use to undermine Corbin. Did he even know for sure who he was dealing with? Could he read her mind? Would he learn about the underwater merkingdom of Fomoria and the magic it contained? Could he use her to re-take control of the wyrms and assimilate them into his growing brood? We were flying out over the ocean. Could he bend her will and force the sea itself to rise up against us?
We soared over the ocean. The waves below were dark and displayed a fury that covered up, like a veil of turmoil, what must have been calm in the deep below. Then again, you never really know what’s going on at the bottom of the ocean. There was an entire kingdom of merfolk down there that hardly anyone knew about. What would happen if Corbin gained control not only of Fomoria, but its magic? Could he wield it already now that he had Joni in his thrall?
All these questions were running through my mind like a hamster on a wheel. At least we still had Annabelle. So long as I was here, we could communicate with the wyrms. If Corbin blasted me with his blood breath, there’d be no one left to rally the wyrms.
“Do you know a safe place we can go?” I asked Drayke.
Nowhere La Sirene could not find us. You must help us save our queen. We cannot flee without a fight.
I took a deep breath. “I know. I just don’t know how. If I knew where the dragon that Corbin was really using was, I might be able to pull off an exsanguination spell. Now, though, I’m not sure. I’m not sure if Corbin has cycled some power from the original dragon, but he can breathe its blood as if it were his own. I still have to believe the original dragon is key, somehow. But will it’s blood suffice or is Corbin’s blood breath what we need? If only I could find a way to get some of that blood and use it to attune the spell, I might be able to save the rest. If not, well, if we find the original dragon, I could try an exsanguination spell using his blood. That would remove Corbin from the picture at the very least. Then, it might be simpler to get some of his blood if he’s just a regular, albeit, ancient and powerful vampire, but not a dragon.”
So the plan is no longer to use Nammu to send Corbin into the void?
I shook my head. “I need the blood that changed the others to focus my exsanguination spell. If I don’t and blast all the blood out of their bodies, they’ll become feral. Even Joni, I suspect.”
Perhaps her Fomorian magic will protect her from that. It has prevented her dormant vampirism from emerging until now.
I sighed. “I’m not going to risk her life on a ‘perhaps,’ Drayke. She’s too important.”
She’s too dangerous if she’s under Corbin’s control.
Hey Hailey! It was a different voice speaking in my mind.
“Connor?”
Don’t get too far out to sea. If you do that, how am I going to be able to tell you where they all went?
“You’re still tracking Mercy’s scent?”
Why would I stop?
“Do you know what’s happened?”
Hello. I’m listening in all the time. I can’t exactly shut it off. Not until you finish digesting my blood, I guess. I mean, that is what you do, right? You digest?
I chuckled. “Something like that.”
They aren’t following you. Not yet, anyway. I’m not sure where they’re going.
“Drayke, tell Nammu and the others to stay put.”
Done.
I shifted my vision. I saw the stars moving together, heading toward one. I didn’t know who the lonesome star was, but I had a guess. I reached out and touched it.
“Are you the dragon?”
My question was met with a screech so loud that if I’d heard it in the physical dimension, it might have blown my ear drums. I can’t say how I knew it. This was the dragon that Corbin used. The problem? It didn’t speak English. The nerve, you know? For some trans-dimensional reptile to be summoned out of wherever he came from and not bother to learn English? Come on! Even the Klingons spoke English.
“I think they ‘re going after the dragon we need. Keep your distance. We need to know where exactly this thing is.”
That’s the plan, Hailey. Already on it.
I smirked. “Of course you are.”
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Head west. They’re moving to the west. Faster than I can follow. 
“Are they outside the city?”
Just outside but I won’t be able to keep up. If you can’t follow them, I might lose them.
“Drayke, have Nammu rally the others. We may need a wyrmhole back to catch up. Connor, give us a precise location. Something the wyrms can use.”
They’re flying over Lac des Allemands now!
“Drake, that’s a lake to the west of the city. It’s a little south of the Mississippi River.”
Nammu will find it.
I watched as Annabelle and Alexandra flew by on Nammu’s back. They both waved at me as they passed. Alexandra was still wearing a Hailey-shaped body. It wouldn’t last for much longer. It impressed me that my transmutation spell lasted as long as it did. Usually spells like that last for seconds. That I’d pulled one off that lasted for an hour, if not longer, was a feat few witches before me could pull off. Then again, there weren’t a lot of blood witches who had the advantage of vampirism to work with around the world.
Nammu exhaled a dragon-sized portal. She flew into it first. We followed. Smauk and Zale weren’t far behind. The other wyrmriders, whose names I didn’t know, would come through one-by-one after that.
We popped back into existence over Lac des Allemands. The other dragons were pretty far ahead. Presuming that Connor wasn’t dog-paddling his way across the lake I looked around to the shore. He was too small to spot from so high. “Connor, you nearby?”
Making my way around the lake. I’m at Pleasure Bend.
I snorted. “Pleasure Bend? Pauli would have a field day with that one.”
There’s a seafood restaurant here. The dragons are still moving west at a faster pace than I can keep.
“Why would they be flying to the West?”
Alexandra says she knows where they’re going, Drayke said.
I raised an eyebrow. “She does?”
I can hear her. You might not be able to. She wanted me to tell you that it must be because the blood you used in your transmutation spell was still mingled with mine from your last feed.
I chuckled. “Brilliant. I wish I could hear her, but this will do for now. Where does she say they’re going?”
There’s a plot of land where Corbin had the witches move their house back when they were trying to extract the essence from the wolf shifters. She says there was a cave there. Corbin forbade the witches from entering it. He said he needed a place to be alone in thought. She thinks it might be big enough to hide a dragon.
I nodded. “It makes sense. He had that blood in the house after they teleported it back to its original plot in New Orleans. He must’ve picked up the dragon blood while they were Wizard of Ozzing their house all over God’s green earth.”
Nammu wanted me to tell you that Wizard of Ozzing isn’t a proper verb.
“She can hear me? That’s not fair!”
I’m channeling all your statements back through Nammu. She hears it at the same time.
“You aren’t some kind of court reporter, Drayke. You don’t have to relay everything I say. Just the important stuff.”
How can I know what’s most important? Best for you to decide that.
I smiled. “Fair enough. Does Alexandra know exactly how to get to this cave?”
She does.
I nodded. “In that case, we best let the dragons put a little space between us and them. With so many of us coming through that wyrmhole, it’ll be a wonder if they don’t sense us nearby already. Zale said something about ears twitching before.”
We should be fine for now. They’re at a good distance and still moving away at a brisk pace. If they sensed us emerging from the wyrmhole, they would have doubled-back.
“Still, we need to find a place we can land and regroup. It will be easier to come up with a plan if we can talk in the normal way. I’m guessing there’s only one way in and one way out of this cave—at least only one entrance and exit large enough to accommodate a dragon.”
The dragons won’t fit inside, Drayke said. Alexandra says that if Corbin summoned the dragon from some other realm, he must’ve put it in a place he knew it couldn’t escape. What better place than a cave that runs deep underground?
I nodded. “Corbin’s plans might be conniving and insidious, but they’re also genius. Depending on how deep in this dragon is, there won’t be any way to save it.”
Not entirely true, Drayke said. Since you can speak to us through me, you should be able to show us images as well. If you can get inside that cave Nammu should be able to make a wyrmhole to get in and out of there. We’ll have to stay a ways back to pull it off, though.
I nodded. “Alright. Connor, you still nearby?”
I saw you all fly over me just a second ago. Head to the southwest. Lake Boeuf Wildlife Management Area isn’t far. Obviously, it’s near Lake Boeuf.
I grinned. “I didn’t know you knew the lay of the land so well.”
Connor chuckled. I’m shifting back and forth. I’m using Google maps to track our location. Besides, I grew up around here. You did, too. Though you haven’t needed to find places to run free of interference with a pack on a regular basis. When we gather in the city as wolves it’s usually just a matter of time before someone calls animal control.
I snickered. “Lake Beowulf, you said?”
Funny. It’s Lake Boeuf.
“You’re sure it’s a safe place for the dragons?”
As safe as it gets. More than eight-hundred acres of bayou. All nighttime activities are prohibited. For those who aren’t animals, anyway. They don’t have any rules for dragons.
“Yeah, usually places like that don’t. Dragons just don’t like to follow the rules.”
I can hear you, you know. Drake said.
I winced. “Sorry. Just joking around.”
It’s true. We aren’t much for following the rules imposed by other species. It sounds like the best place we have to gather.
I tilted my head. “You have rules for your own species?”
Sure. Why?
“Anything that will help deal with these other dragons?”
I’m not entirely sure they qualify as our species. Vampires rarely concern themselves with human laws, I suspect.
I snorted. “I suppose not.”
I highly doubt that vampire dragons are going to be much concerned with the traditions and decor of dragon society.
“You have societies?”
We’re an intelligent species. Why wouldn’t we?
I chuckled. “I suppose even apes have rules to govern their social lives. Not that I’m suggesting you’re like apes. You’re probably smarter than most humans. Then again, some apes are, too.”
You’re nervous about how to respond to the wyrmriders.
“Of course I am! I’m not La Sirene, queen of the sea. I’m a witch and a vampire.”
Not that different than La Sirene, then. You were born human. You have powers that came from another place, something outside of Fomoria. You’re not a queen, but Corbin certainly wants you to be his. And if not being a queen has you worried, you have the Voodoo Queen to back you up.
I took a deep breath as Drayke flew over Lake Boeuf. “She’s not their queen. I’m not their La Sirene.”
But you’re our best hope for getting our queen back. La Sirene trusts you. More than that, she believes in you.
“Are you sure about that? I don’t know her that well.”
She told us before she gathered us together to train that you were the noblest and most talented witch she knew.
I grinned a little. “She said that?”
We wyrms don’t follow La Sirene because she’s a queen. We don’t fight for her because she’s powerful. In fact, she doesn’t order us around at all. We fight for her because we believe in her. She believes in you. That’s all that matters right now. The wyrms, presently dragons, and the wyrmriders will fight by your side as if you were La Sirene, herself.
I chuckled. “Thanks, Drayke. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”
It didn’t come from me. Those words I spoke just a second ago. That was from Nammu.
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The waters of the bayou in the Lake Boeuf area were a little cleaner than those in Manchac Swamp. Don’t get me wrong. It was still swamp. The water was stagnant. It was so still that it wasn’t all that hard to tell where the gators were. It was as obvious as a bug-splatter on a newly washed windshield. That didn’t mean the water was clean. Compared to the Carribean waters the wyrms were used to, it was comparable to spending your life accustomed to the fresh ocean breeze in Puerto Rico and moving to L.A. Like rolling out of an oxygen chamber and into a porta-potty. It was survivable, even if just barely. Drayke was already used to it. Stink is like that. Spend enough time around it and you start to fit in. 
The sense of confidence I had when we landed faded quickly. Nammu’s words, relayed via Drayke, were inspiring. Maybe it was the water. Perhaps it was anxiety over the fact that a simple training exercise ended up getting their queen abducted and turned into a monster. Whatever the case, I didn’t get the sense that the wyrmriders were as eager to rally behind me as the wyrms, themselves. A few of them landed and glanced at me with stern faces before looking away. Many of them were discussing things among themselves, gathered in little circles on the backs of their dragons.
The waters in the swamp weren’t deep enough, or perhaps it was the water quality that prevented the dragons from resuming their wyrm forms. The dragons were looking at me with wide eyes as if expecting direction. The wyrmriders barely acknowledged my presence.
That little pep talk before came from Nammu. She believed in me. Still, I was the only one who could speak directly to the wyrms now that Joni was gone. The merfolk formed their own opinions, apparently, which I guessed was more along the lines of “none of this would have happened if not for her.“ I guess the wyrmriders didn’t know Nammu and the wyrms trusted me though.
Some of them were splashing their bodies with water. Many were gagging at the same time. They needed the water for their skin. There were times my skin was dry, and I needed lotion. That didn’t mean any lubricant would do. For the merfolk, spreading swamp water over their bodies was probably a lot like spreading olive oil over my skin because I was out of lotion. It might take care of the cracked skin, but I’d end up smelling like an Italian restaurant afterwards. By the looks on the mermen’s faces, this was even less pleasant than that. I couldn’t see all of them. There were probably twenty riders on dragons spread around. I could swear, though, I heard one or two of them hurl. Hopefully, it wouldn’t cause a chain reaction. That happens, sometimes. One person pukes. Someone else, so disgusted by the other person’s puking, throws up. Vomiting like that can spread fast. It happened once back in school. In the cafeteria. Probably started by the mysteriously green hot dogs. If the swamp waters were repulsive now, I could only imagine how bad it would be if puddles of mer-puke were floating across it.
This wasn’t the inspiring moment I envisioned when Drayke and I splashed down. I had visions of King Aragorn inspiring the legions of middle-earth. I could hear Mel Gibson’s William Wallace declaring that they could take our lives, but not our freedom. I imagined the wyrmriders raising their tridents into the skies with roars and huzzahs as they followed me into battle.
Instead, I was met with grimaces and puke. One merman hung off the side of his dragon. Something sprayed out from between a couple of his tail scales. I would have found it gross if it wasn’t for the fact that I was so damn curious about how all that worked. His mermanhood must’ve been hiding somewhere under there.
I scratched my head. “Connor, you out there somewhere?”
I’m here. Hiding in the trees, trying to avoid becoming a dragon snack.
I chuckled. “They won’t eat you. I don’t think. Nammu knows who you are. Sort of.”
Sort of.
“She knows you’re not some kind of hors d’oeuvre. Thank you for your help, Connor.”
Enjoy your new boyfriend.
“Boyfriend? Who are you talking about?”
The fish boy you were kissing when I walked in with Annabelle.
I sighed. “That just happened. It was a moment. Nothing more than that.”
I’m not angry, Hailey. I’m not your guy. I never have been. Not really. I was the one who said he needed space. This really isn’t the time to talk about all this, anyway.
“You’re right. Thanks again. We wouldn’t be on the right track if it wasn’t for you.”
Be careful, Hailey.
I nodded. “I’m going after Corbin and a bunch of other vampire dragons. I don’t know if there really is a way you can be careful about that. The very idea is reckless.”
But necessary. Just don’t take any unnecessary risks. There’s something about this dragon blood in you, this connection you’ve forged with the dragons. I can sense it when I’m connected to you. I can’t say what it is, but it doesn’t feel right. It feels oddly like the spell you cast that brought Moll out of hell. The same one that made me a wolf shifter. It’s like your’re reaching into a realm you shouldn’t. Be careful with that.
I nodded as I took a deep breath. There was something dark about the power I was reaching out to. Especially when I heard Corbin or the other dragon that was with him speak. I sensed it even as the hunger returned, the craving to taste dragon blood again. I was ignoring it. I dismissed the sensation as a part of the strangeness that’s to be expected when trying something both magical and new. Connor was right, though. That very first spell, the one that used my blood to reach into hell and resurrect Moll, had a similar feel to it. “I will be careful. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”
I won’t be.
Zale was speaking to Annabelle. Each of them was mounted to Smauk and Nammu, respectively. Alexandra was still seated behind Annabelle. The darn spell still hadn’t worn off entirely, but her hair was darkening.
I tugged a little on Drayke’s reins. “Lets head over there. We need a plan, and it looks like they’re already busy coming up with one.”
Drayke huffed a little. He meant nothing by it. He was a dragon. He huffed. He probably puffed, too. He waded through the water—it nearly reached his belly—and took me over to them.
“What are you guys thinking?” I asked.
“We’re worried about the dragon in the cave,” Annabelle said.
Alexandra nodded. “When we were there before, whenever Corbin emerged from that cave, there was something different about him. He hardly spoke. I sensed a magic, something evil. However he summoned that dragon, he used something that might even be darker than blood magic.”
“I want to go in with you,” Annabelle said. “No portals. Nothing that might mix with whatever magic is going on in there.”
“It might be best for Nammu to stay out here, anyway. If we need the wyrms and wyrmriders to fight, she should be ready.”
“I agree,” Zale said. “If you can get that dragon’s blood, do it.”
“I have Isabelle with me,” Annabelle said. “That means I can summon Beli. He won’t appear as a dragon on earth, but I can use him to cut a portal out of there if we have to escape.”
“Whatever is going on,” Alexandra added. “The secret to it all is inside that cave. I’ll go with you and help you find it.”
“I’ll stay here to command the wyrmriders,” Zale said. “I’d go with you, but I don’t know if my legs would hold up.”
“It’s okay. You’re needed here. The wyrms will follow my lead. Nammu told Drayke as much. The mermen, though, need you.”
“We can stay here,” Zale said. “This place isn’t pleasant, but it’s safe. How will you signal us if we’re needed?”
I sighed. “I can speak to Drayke. He can tell Nammu.”
“We still need to know what’s going on. None of us can speak to the wyrms.”
I sighed. “Connor, you still out there?”
I haven’t left. I know I said I was going to. I just felt like I had to stick around to make sure everything was okay.
“I might need you after all. Can you pass a message on to Zale if I need you to?”
Absolutely.
I nodded. “Connor will pass along anything you need to know. He’s in the trees just south of here.”
Zale nodded. “Good luck. How are you two going to get there?”
“We can take Drayke. One dragon is less likely to be seen than a whole legion.”
It will also make it easier for Nammu to connect a wyrmhole to my location, Drayke added.
I grinned. “Drayke agrees with that plan.”
Drayke moved a little closer to Nammu, and Annabelle climbed over behind my back.
“Be ready for anything,” I said. “We’ll see you soon. Though, hopefully, we won’t need you. If this exsanguination spell works, I hope to come back with Joni and the others.”
“Good luck,” Zale said. “We’ll be ready to fight if we’re needed.”
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“Hanging in there, buddy?” 
You think three ladies is too much for me?
I chuckled. “Just checking in.”
I can handle three girls at the same time. No problem.
I smirked. I was pretty sure Drayke didn’t mean it the way it sounded. Given the velocity at which we were flying, though, he was right. At his size, what was another two-hundred-fifty pounds, give or take?
Alexandra was our compass. She knew where this cave was. I was flashing back and forth in and out of my dragon vision to make sure none of Corbin’s brood were moving in any way that might suggest they were on to us. There were so many stars in my vision, all crammed together in one place, that it was hard to tell how many there were. Whatever the case, it was more than we’d be able to handle if they sensed our approach. We were probably going to have to walk a few miles at least to avoid that problem. Once Drayke’s ears twitched, we’d know we were close enough they could sense him. Then again, what’s one twitch? They weren’t expecting us. Drayke didn’t even realize it at first when the dragons were circling above him in the swamp.
We also had the benefit of the cover of darkness. I couldn’t put a lot of stock in it, though. Vampires can see almost as well in the dark as in the light. These were vampire dragons.
“I’m getting hungry.”
Take a bite. It’s fine.
I sank my teeth into the soft spot in Drayke’s hide behind his ears. A few gulps of his scrumptious dragon blood and the hunger pangs disappeared. I released my bite. “Thanks! Much better!”
We were still a few miles away from Lafayette when Drake’s ears started dancing back and forth. “We’d better land here.”
“We’re still a long way away,” Alexandra shouted through the wind.
“Any closer and the dragons will sense Drayke. We’re going to have to hoof it the rest of the way in.”
Drayke landed in the marshes to the east of Lafayette. We climbed off his back and made our way through the trees.
“How many miles are we talking?” Annabelle asked.
Alexandra shrugged. “Five or six, I’d say. Maybe a little more. There’s an empty patch of land just before we reach the town. That’s where we took the house before. The cave is on the property. We should have good tree cover. If the dragons are flying around, there’s a good chance we can reach the cave unnoticed.”
“You’ve never been in the cave?” Annabelle asked.
Alexandra shook her head. “Corbin didn’t allow it. We knew he was protecting something there, but didn’t have a clue what it was at the time. I don’t know how far we’ll have to go once we’re inside. As a vampire, he could see in the dark and move fast. Only Hailey will have that luxury barring a spell to light the path.”
“No spells,” I said. “Joni is with them. She’s under their thrall. She’ll sense any magic we’re wielding from a mile away. She might not tell Corbin, but I’d bet he’s already told her to report anything she detects.”
Annabelle sighed. “I’d say that’s a strong possibility. I don’t know how well she might resist.”
“She should be able to act outside of any direct commands or compulsions Corbin has issued. The same is true of Mercy, Sarah, and the others.”
Annabelle snorted. “We didn’t think about Sarah.”
“Shit,” I said. “You’re right. If I were Corbin, I’d have her watching me like a hawk. She can see anything I can see.”
“Can she tell where you are if you see nothing?” Alexandra asked.
I shook my head. “She can’t. Though, I bet they already know we’re on the way. This is going to be harder than I thought. The one advantage we have is that Sarah doesn’t know this area well. She hasn’t been in Louisiana long. So far, all she’s seen are the wyrmriders and a lot of swampland.”
“What if you close your eyes?” Alexandra asked.
“Sarah won’t be able to see what I see. Even so, there’s the entire issue of walking and navigating a cave.”
“We can guide you,” Annabelle said. “My blade glows, but not with a magic Joni can siphon. I can use it to help us through the cavern.”
I sighed. “This is going to suck donkey balls.”
Annabelle snickered. “Stop. I’m a very visual person. I’ll never be able to forget that picture in my head.”
I giggled. “Sorry about that.”
“On the plus side, I’ve used donkey balls before. They’re a great catalyst for any number of spells.”
I raised an eyebrow. “They are? How didn’t I know this?”
Alexandra shrugged. “High and mighty hedge witch is surprised to find there’s a few things she could learn from another witch?”
I huffed. “It’s not that. It’s just none of my grimoires mention jackass testicles. I did see a spell once that involved the scrotum of a baboon. I didn’t bother trying it. All it was supposed to do was help a witch find bananas. Getting bananas from the supermarket seemed a lot easier than castrating a baboon.”
Alexandra chuckled. “Was that the Grimoire Africanus?”
I smirked. “I believe it was.”
Alexandra smiled. “I have a copy. Spells like that are ancient. They were useful for tribal people ages ago who needed food and had baboons to spare.”
“Why his balls, though?”
“You don’t know?” Alexandra asked.
I snorted. “Not really.”
“Testicles produce semen. Semen gives life. That’s a powerful force. It might not be like blood witchery, but when brewed with certain ingredients, the scrotum of any creature can make all the difference. It brings the spell to life, so to speak.”
I took a deep breath. “Perhaps you’re right. Maybe I could use a coven to help fill in some blanks.”
“You’re always welcome, Hailey.”
I nodded. “After this is over, if we survive and dragon vampires don’t take over the earth, maybe I’ll take you up on that offer.”
“It would be an honor to have you.” Alexandra rested her hand on my shoulder.
I bit my lip. “So long as you’re willing to have our meetings at night.”
Alexandra laughed. “We usually do. Work schedules and all. Though we don’t have as many members as we used to. It’s just Salene and me for now. I’m sure we can find a schedule that will work for all of us.”
“I think that’s a splendid idea,” Annabelle said. “Are we getting close?”
Alexandra nodded. “Just a little further. Hailey, will you be able to keep your eyes closed? It’s tempting to open them and peek a little, especially if you bump into something.”
“There’s enough at stake I think I can manage. Still, a blindfold might be nice. Just to be sure.”
Alexandra removed a scarf from her neck and tied it around my face. It was wide. It covered my nose as well.
“It smells nice. Is it a perfume?”
“I use lavender detergent. Your enhanced vampire senses and all, I’m sure that’s what you’re sensing.”
I grinned. “It’s calming. I like it.”
Alexandra folded the bottom of her scarf up. “That’s better. Your sense of smell might be important. Seeing as you can’t see.”
I nodded. “Right. I can smell dragon blood. If we’re getting close to it, once we’re in the cave, I’ll know.”
I held onto Annabelle’s arm as she and Alexandra led me through a field. I knew we were in a field because the grasses were brushing against my pants.
“We’re almost there,” Alexandra said. “The cave will probably be wet.”
“We’ll be lucky if it isn’t filled with water,” Annabelle said. “Most caverns in this area are due to the elevation.”
“There are a few caves in Louisiana,” Alexandra said. “Ever hear of Wolf Rock cave?”
I shook my head. “Nope.”
“It’s just one example,” Alexandra said. “This cave is a bit of a mystery, though. The opening is small. We’ll have to crawl through. It must open up to a larger atrium if Corbin is hiding a dragon in there.”
When we arrived, Annabelle helped me to the ground. “Stay low, Hailey. Dont’ bonk your head.”
“Easy for you to say. You can see.”
“Beli!” Annabelle said. “I can now.”
“I’m right behind you,” Alexandra said. “Just follow the sound of Annabelle crawling ahead of you.”
I snorted. “Or her scent. Her ass is pointed right at me.”
“I shower! You can smell my butt?”
I huffed. “It’s a butt. It doesn’t matter how much you wash it. It still smells like ass.”
Annabelle chuckled. “Fine. Follow my stench, then.”
I sighed. “Not exactly my idea of a good time.”
We crawled for a good while. My knees didn’t appreciate it. Neither did my noggin. There’s no way to avoid hitting your head once or twice when you’re crawling blindfolded through a cave. I was full on dragon blood. The pain faded quickly. The repeated pattern of bashing my knees into various rocks was still unpleasant.
“What is that?” Alexandra asked.
“I don’t know,” Annabelle said.
“What are you two talking about?”
“It’s a big, red, bubbling pool,” Alexandra said.
“But the room isn’t big enough for a dragon. If it’s the portal that Corbin used to summon his dragon to begin with, it must’ve come through small.”
“Wait,” I said. “There’s an energy here. I can feel it.”
“I sense something, too,” Alexandra said.
“Get back!” I shouted.
“What is it?” Annabelle asked.
“It’s something Connor said before. About the magic that created the wolf shifters, when Moll was pulled out of hell.”
Annabelle gasped. “Are you saying that this is a portal from hell?”
“That’s exactly what this is. I don’t think it’s just vampire hell, either. It’s hell hell. When Corbin spoke to me through the stars, he said something about not freeing the beast.”
“Wait,” Annabelle said. “Are you saying he called forth the dragon, the beast from the book of Revelation?”
“I don’t know. What I can say, though, is that the dragons he’s making aren’t merely the combination of vampires and regular dragons. If there is such a thing. Dragons are the guardians of the realms. The wyrms were the guardians of the void.”
Annabelle nodded. “And Beli was among those who guarded Guinee, or Annwn. They were the protectors of paradise.”
“These are the dragons of hell. When Connor is turning vampires into dragons, he isn’t shapeshifting them. He’s possessing them with devils.”
“We saw Corbin drink dragon blood,” Alexandra said. “That’s how he changed.”
“Blood can carry with it a person’s soul. That’s what vampires feed on. It can also carry with it a spirit. He took his blood from this pool, this portal. In it are the demons he’s using to possess the vampires he’s claiming. When he breathes on people, he’s not exhaling the fire of hell. He’s blasting people with the blood of hell, the blood of demons.”
“It’s still blood though, right?” Alexandra asked.
I nodded. “Absolutely.”
“Then can you still use an exsanguination spell to exorcise the demons from the vampires?”
I sighed. “I don’t know. I think so. These demons are dragons because they’re here in the portal. They are the guardians of hell.”
“Can we close this portal?” Alexandra asked.
“I don’t know how,” I said.
“I can’t say for sure, but there might be a way,” Annabelle added. “When I cut a portal using Beli into another realm, it will close unless there’s a tether of some kind. Pauli can cast a rainbow into a portal, for instance, and hold it open. There must be something that Corbin is using to maintain it. If we find what that is, we should be able to close it.”
I reached into the pocket sewn into my pant leg and grabbed my wand. I ripped off my blindfold.
“Hailey!” Alexandra said. “What are you doing?”
“I have to attune my exsanguination spell to this blood. It’s the only way to save Mercy, Joni, and the others.”
“But Corbin will know,” Alexandra said. “They’ll come after us as soon as Sarah tells him what you’re doing.”
I nodded. “I know. Let them come. Connor, have you been listening to all this?”
I can hear you.
“Tell the others. Drayke. Tell the same to Nammu. We’re going to need the wyrmriders here as soon as possible. Try to circle the dragons when they assemble. I need them confined to as small a space as possible.”
“That’s going to take a lot of power, Hailey. Are you sure you’re up for it?”
I sighed. “Alexandra, it doesn’t matter. I have to do it. I don’t know how Corbin is controlling these demon-possessed vampire dragons. If I know anything about demons, though, it’s just a matter of time before they find a way past it. Once that happens, if you think Corbin’s vision for the world was a nightmare, imagine a literal hell on earth.”
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It took a lot of power just to attune my spell to the devil-dragon blood. When I did, I consumed most of the power I had from my most recent feed. I let Drayke know. He was going to have to break from formation and pick me up. There was no way I could cast the exsanguination spell without him. There was no way Alexandra could pull off the spell. She wasn’t a blood witch. Even if she was, she wouldn’t have the resilience I had as a vampire to cast it and survive. That meant I also had to avoid getting blasted by the blood that Corbin used to possess the other vampires. 
Everything made sense. The reason Corbin could pull Mercy and the others out of the hearse with their clothes left behind was because these dragon spirits were just that—they were spirits. When they possessed a vampire, they had to pass through a spiritual form as they took shape. When he blasted Joni, she didn’t just change shape. It wasn’t the kind of transformation Connor endured when he became a wolf. It was a magical process. It was transmutation. The possession altered the vampire’s matter and reformed it into the monsters they became. I could only hope that blasting the blood out of them with my spell would allow them to return to their usual forms. I had reason to believe it would. As with most transmutations, including the one I’d cast on Alexandra that had now completely faded—she resembled herself again—once the magic that causes it dissipates the original matter naturally seeks its original form.
Corbin knew how to cycle power from blood as I did. If he did that, there’d be no way to separate it. If he compelled the other vampires to do the same, my spell wouldn’t work. There’d be no way to separate the dragon blood from the vampire’s blood. Was Corbin smart enough to know that? Surely he understood the risks of cycling the dragon blood he consumed. Maybe he wouldn’t cycle it himself. That wouldn’t stop him from forcing the other vampires to do exactly that. All I could do at this point was hope he hadn’t.
We didn’t know for sure that Sarah was telling Corbin what we were up to. It was a reasonable assumption she would. It didn’t mean that he’d get the message right away. I wasn’t about to enter my dragon vision again and let him know what was up. We needed all the time we could get. There was only one way out of the cavern. If Corbin beat us to the mouth of the cave and blasted it with blood, he’d change me as soon as I crawled out.
“I’m faster alone,” I said. “I’m going to crawl out ahead of you. Get out of here as fast as you can. Once I’m out, I don’t think Corbin will be as concerned with the cave as he is with me.”
Annabelle nodded. “We’ll be right behind you.”
Even with my enhanced vampiric speed, crawling was crawling. I could scurry a lot faster than Annabelle and Alexandra. I still wasn’t sure I could get out fast enough.
I could see well enough in the dark to avoid bashing my head against the rocks again. That didn’t mean my knees didn’t suffer for it. I pushed away the pain and pressed on.
I reached the exit of the cave. Corbin wasn’t waiting for me. From the shrieks I heard in the distance, I figured he’d be there soon. I looked to my left. A giant portal was suspended in mid-air. The dragons and wyrmriders were pouring through it one after the other. I looked to my right. I didn’t see them. I shifted into dragon vision just long enough to see all the stars that represented Corbin and his brood of devil-dragons were moving together in one direction. It wouldn’t take them long. Wherever he was, they must’ve been close to the cave.
The shrieks were getting louder. Those damned devil-dragons blended in with the night sky so well that even with my night vision, I could barely make them out. They moved like shadows soaring from a distance.
I looked back to my left. The wyrms were moving into a semi-circle. The formation must’ve been meant to surround the enemy and force the enemy into a concentrated position. I didn’t know how many times I could cast my spell. I couldn’t even do it once if I didn’t get a little more blood in my system.
“Drayke! I’m out of the cave! Do you see me?”
I have you in my sights!
I looked and saw Drayke break formation from the others. He dove at me like an asteroid falling from space. I ran as fast as I could to meet him. I looked back. A shadowy figure was moving in our direction. It wasn’t large enough to be Corbin. He was sending one of his dragons to intercept.
Based on its trajectory, I wasn’t sure Drayke would reach me in time.
Drayke reared back, his wings spread behind him and unleased his acid breath at the dragon that flew toward him.
“No!” I screamed. “We don’t know who that was? It could have been Joni or Mercy!”
I didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry!
Drayke blasted into the ground in front of me. I climbed on his back and sank my teeth into his flesh. I drank as much as I could.
“You did what you had to do,” I gasped for air. “Let’s just hope it wasn’t a vampire I know.”
With a hard flap of Drayke’s wings, we took off again into the skies.
“I need a clear shot. I have to try to hit all of them at once!”
Drayke circled around behind the wyrmriders as they spread around the approaching black mass that must’ve been Corbin’s brood. I checked my dragon vision. They were all there. I still didn’t have a clean shot. The wyrmriders were between us.
Can you hit them from above? Drayke asked.
I nodded. “I think so.”
Corbin’s dragons weren’t attacking. Their blood-breath couldn’t change the wyrmriders. They weren’t vampires. At least, if it could, Corbin wasn’t interested in possessing them. They’d have a different nature, even if they could become devil-dragons themselves. Maybe Corbin couldn’t control them like he could the others. Whatever the case, it gave us an opportunity. I closed my eyes as Drayke flew over the formation. I didn’t want Sarah to know where I was.
“Let me know when I have a clean shot!” I screamed.
I held onto Drayke’s reins with one hand while I readied my wand. Exsanguination didn’t involve any incantations. It was a blast of pure blood magic. I focused my mind, welling up as much power as I could. To cast my spell over all of them was going to take a lot out of me.
Now! Drayke shouted.
I aimed my wand at the dragons below. Looking down at them from above, their forms no longer blended with the night sky. I could make them out. I drew on as much power as I could. With a scream, I released it all from my wand. A red energy splashed around Corbin and the other dragons. Blood blasted out of their bodies like a hundred little geysers. It was beautiful, but also a little gross.
Their forms withered. They were changing. Were they becoming themselves again? I couldn’t tell. There were so many of them and the air was clouded with a mist of dragon blood.
“Tell the wyrmriders to pull back! We don’t want anyone to get sprayed. I don’t know what that shit will do to them.”
Got it... Drayke’s voice faded in my mind. I’d used all the dragon blood in my system. My grip on his reins loosened.
I lowered my lips to Drayke’s body, but I was too weak. I barely had the strength to bite. I missed the soft spot and hit his scales. My body slipped to the side.
The next thing I knew I was flying through space, straight through the bloody mist. I held my breath. There were demons in there. The last thing I needed was to become possessed by one of them just as I’d freed the others.
I didn’t know if holding my breath would work. All I knew was that Corbin drank the dragon blood before. I didn’t want to let any of it into my system.
I was going to hit the ground. The last thing I heard was a loud shriek. Drayke was trying to catch me. He wasn’t fast enough. There was a loud thud. A violent crash like when two cars collide on the highway. A pain flooded over my body. That was the last thing I remembered before everything went black.
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Blood. I tasted blood. A whole mouthful. I swallowed it. It was dragon blood. I gasped for a second, afraid I’d just consumed the wrong kind of dragon blood—was I about to shift into one of Corbin’s brood? I opened my eyes to see Mel’s red hair over my eyes. Her lips were pressed to mine. 
I pressed her off of me.
“Cheers, Hailey!”
I snorted. “Were you giving me mouth-to-mouth?”
“We both were.” I sat up and saw Mercy staring back at me with a wide grin. She had blood on her mouth. “I can see why you like this stuff. I’ve had my fill on dragon blood. Didn’t dare swallow a drop.”
I gasped. “Mercy! Mel! Where’s Joni? What about Sarah?”
Mercy pointed to the side. Joni was seated on Nammu’s back looking as regal and charming as ever. 
“Where is Sarah?” I asked.
“She’s gone,” Mercy said. “Corbin sent her after you to try to stop Drayke from picking you up...”
“And he killed her...”
I am sorry, Drayke said, his voice quivering.
Mercy shook her head. “It’s not his fault. He saved you and you freed us. How are you feeling?”
I scratched the back of my head. “I ache all over. I think I’m doing alright. Good thing I’m a vampire. I have no idea how far I fell.”
“We don’t have time to mourn Sarah,” Mercy said. “You didn’t just free us. You freed them.”
“The demons?” I asked.
Mercy nodded. “Corbin says he can’t control them now. He used something like a sire bond to manage them before. He’d mixed a little of his own blood into what he used to turn us.”
I turned and saw Corbin sitting on a rock. Several other vampires I didn’t recognize were seated around him. All younglings, I assumed, he’d turned into vampires before he made them dragons. He was their sire. They were the only ones still loyal to him—a pathetic lot, if anyone asked me.
I clenched my fists. I stood up. My legs ached. My back hurt. My head still pounded. I didn’t care. With all my strength, I charged after Corbin.
“Hello, love!”
I reared back and landed the hardest punch I could, square on Corbin’s jaw. “What the hell were you thinking?”
Corbin hit the ground and rubbed his jaw. “Damn. You’re a lot stronger than you look.”
“You released demons, you asshole! Are you really so arrogant as to think you could command a legion of demon-dragons?”
Corbin narrowed his eyes. “Do you really want me to answer that question?”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course you’re that arrogant. I’ve never met someone so pompous! So conceited!”
“It wasn’t conceit, love. I didn’t do it for myself. I did it for you.”
“In what fucked up universe would you think that I’d want you to unleash demons and turn my friends into dragons?”
“I intended to bring you along. You could have commanded them alongside me. We could rule the earth and hell besides. You and me. King and Queen!”
“I told you before. I don’t want to be queen of anything, much less your queen!”
Corbin stood up. He stepped toward me. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me on the lips.
I kneed him in the groin.
“Fuck you!”
“Right here? With everyone watching? Sure, if you’re into that, I’m game.”
I slapped Corbin across the face.
“Ouch! Stop that! I love you, Hailey!”
I stomped my foot. “I don’t love you, Corbin. The only reason you think you love me is because of some magic shit I used on you once before. What you feel for me isn’t real love.”
“I don’t care how it happened. I know what I feel. That it came from magic doesn’t change how real it is for me.”
“How many demons did you let loose?”
“You let them loose, love. I had them contained.”
“Don’t put this on me! You did this. How many?”
Corbin shrugged. “A hundred or so. I had the big one, myself. The beast of beasts.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You drank Lucifer’s blood? That’s what made you a demon?”
“I made him my little bitch, that’s what I did. I’m not evil, Hailey. With you, we could have conquered hell.”
“And destroyed the earth in the process?”
“We wouldn’t have destroyed it. We were going to make this world a better place for our kind!”
“For vampires, you mean.”
“Yes, Hailey. In case you didn’t notice, that’s what you are. If you’d let go of your infantile sentimentality for the humans for just a moment, you could see the world I was making for you.”
“You’re one sick bastard. Seven hundred years have really warped your mind.”
“It’s clarity, love. It could have been ours. We could have ended hell. Tell me, wouldn’t those humans you care so much about appreciate that?”
I snorted. “You weren’t going to end hell. You were going to bring another kind of hell to earth. Guess what? It sounds like you did already. Unless you know how I can wrangle up Lucifer and a shitload of demons and put them back in their box.”
“It’s not a box. It’s more like a puddle.”
“I saw the damned portal, Corbin. That’s not the point.”
“The Voodoo Queen and that witch are trying to take them down as we speak. What do you think their chances are?”
“Not great! What’s she doing, blasting them with her soul blade?”
Corbin shrugged. “Trying to, I’d wager. Just between you and me, I don’t like her chances.”
“There has to be a way to stop them. Don’t tell me you’re so dumb to release the devil and a legion of demons from hell without a plan to put them back again if things went south.”
Corbin smirked. “Deep south.”
I huffed. “Stop being a smartass. How do we stop them?”
Corbin tilted his head. “Do you think you’ll ever be able to love me?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Just answer the question. I don’t care if it takes a thousand years. Will you ever find it in your heart to love me the way I love you?”
I shook my head. “Not in a million years.”
Corbin stared at me for a few seconds. “Then go back to your friends. Do what you have to do.”
Corbin turned around to walk away.
“Do you really think I’m going to let you walk away from me like this?”
“What are you going to do, stake me?”
“Well, yes. That’s exactly what I’ll do.”
“You’d never be able to catch me, Hailey. Vampires far faster and stronger than you have tried. Besides, you won’t ever stop these demons without me.”
I snorted. “Are you actually going to do something decent for once and help clean up your own mess?”
Corbin pressed his lips together. “I’ll try.”
“Sarah is gone now because of you!”
Corbin nodded. “I’m sorry about your friend.”
“You’re sorry? That’s all you can say is that you’re sorry?”
“What do you want me to say, Hailey?” Corbin turned and walked away. His younglings crowded around him. I clenched my fists. I felt a hand on my shoulder.
“Let him go,” Mercy said. “We have bigger issues to deal with now. He’ll get what’s coming to him, eventually.”
I nodded. “You bet he will. I’ll make sure of it.”
“I’m sure you will. Come on. Joni has a plan. She needs you on Drayke.”
“A plan?” I asked.
“That’s what she said. I don’t know what her idea is, but she has one.”
I sighed. “Let me guess. She wants to send them all to the void.”
“That would be my guess. Is there a problem with that?”
I shook my head. “Yes, and no. We still don’t know how Corbin is keeping that portal open. Those particular dragons were the guardians of hell itself. They were the ones who prevented those from coming and going as they saw fit. Unless we can figure out how to close that portal, even if we cast all the dragons into the void, there’s no telling how many more nasty demons might emerge.”
No sooner did I say it and the ground under my feet quaked. I widened my feet to steady myself.
“What’s that?” Mel asked. “An earthquake?”
I shook my head. “I’m afraid it’s worse than that.”
The ground over the cave where the hell spring was split open. A geyser of bubbly, bloody liquid shot into the sky like a column of energy. Within it, hundreds of black figures, presumably demons, swirled around.
“Holy shit!” Mel gasped.
“Unholy shit,” I said. “Lucifer just released hell on earth.”
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“Quick!” Joni shouted. “If any of the demons come out and try to materialize, blast them. We’re going to make a void portal at the top of the column. Anything that comes out of hell will go to the void instead.” 
I ran and jumped on Drayke. “Right! Send them out of the fire and into the frying pan.”
“Exactly! You’ve got this!”
“How long do we have to do it? We can’t maintain a void portal here forever.”
“As long as it takes. Until the demons stop trying to come through.”
I shook my head. “Even then, they could just start again as soon as we stop. You can’t hold a void portal there forever.”
“It’s what we can do right now. One problem at a time.”
I wasn’t sure this was a great plan. All the demons that were freed when I exsanguinated them from the vampires were still out there. If they were pulling more devils out of hell, what would they do when they saw the wyrmriders sucking all their buddies into the void?
“Connor, can you hear me?”
He didn’t respond. I probably used whatever power I had from his blood when I cast the exsanguination spell. It was a long shot, anyway. I just thought there was a chance he’d seen where the demons went and, maybe, he could track them. They probably smelled of sulfur.
Drayke spread his wings. He took off and started circling the column. Joni and Nammu flew over it. They channeled their power. Joni was glowing blue. She was siphoning the dragon’s power, amplifying it, and redirecting it with a wand of her own to form a massive black portal over the geyser from hell.
I didn’t see Zale and Smauk among the others. “Where’s Zale?”
He and Smauk are tracking the other demons.
“Glad to hear they have that covered. Is that safe for them? What if they’re spotted? I don’t think they can handle that many demons alone. Hell, I don’t know for sure if they can even handle one.”
They’re just tracking, Hailey. If the demons come close, they’ll alert Nammu and La Sirene.
We continued circling the column. Black forms continued flowing up and down. None of them were moving toward the void portal. So long as they didn’t escape, it was just the same. Hell was contained. In a mystical tube of blood that wasn’t going anywhere.
It wasn’t a complete failure. At least the demons weren’t escaping—yet. It also wasn’t a solution. The longer we circled, more dark devilish figures emerged into the column. Maybe the thing would pop and they’d fly into the void. Or, it would pop and they’d blast out of the thing from the sides and out into the world.
That’s what we were supposed to handle. Acid breath. Nasty stuff.
I heard a loud roar. I looked up. Zale and Smauk were flying toward us. A giant creature made of flames was chasing them. A dozen more appeared in a blaze around him. Several of the wyrmriders broke formation and charged to meet Zale in mid-air.
“Drayke! We have to help!”
We can’t! Look down!
I looked over the side of Drayke and saw Corbin. He was running toward the column. What was he going to do? It couldn’t be good. If he broke that column open, there was no telling how many demons would fly out of it.
“We have to stop him! Can you blast him?”
I don’t know. If I blast the ground around the portal, it might open it wider.
“Take me down to him. I’ll take him out myself if I have to!”
I gripped my wand in one hand. Drayke crashed into the ground with a sound like thunder. I jumped off the dragon’s back.
“Corbin!” I pointed my wand at him. “I can’t let you do that!”
“It’s the only way!” Corbin screamed back. He was holding a vial of blood in his hand.
“Hell no! I’ll exsanguinate you again! You’re not starting this over again.”
“That’s not the plan, love. I’m the bridge. I’m what’s holding the portal open. I severed my spirit. I sent a part of myself into hell to create the portal to begin with. This is the only way to close it.”
“And leave Lucifer and the devils on earth?”
“Trust me, Hailey! I told you I’d try to fix this. That’s what I’m doing. If you don’t want to rule with me, know that my love for you is real. If you can’t love me back, if you can’t be happy with me, then this is the only choice I have left.”
“What are you saying?”
“Goodbye, Hailey.”
Corbin drank the vial of blood. When he did, the largest flaming dragon above turned to smoke. It blasted down and over Corbin’s body. It spun like a tornado around him and a black dragon, like the one he was before, flew out of it. He shrieked into the skies. The other flaming dragons charged after him.
They flew right past him and back into the portal. That wasn’t all of them. There were more out there. How many? I couldn’t say. He gathered those he could and spread his wings. He looked at me and nodded his dragon head before he dove into the portal himself.
He flew up and down the column, gathering the demons from within, then blasted headlong back into the ground.
The column disappeared into a puddle—just as it was before. Then the blood in the portal turned darker. I thickened. It stopped bubbling. It stood still, then turned into molten rock.
I fell to my knees and looked up at the sky. The wyrmriders broke rank and landed on the ground.
Corbin closed the portal himself. He sent himself to hell—and he was in control of Lucifer. I didn’t think for a second that love was his only motive. If he could command Lucifer as a dragon on earth, could he do the same in hell? Had Corbin just made himself the new devil?
There was no way to know exactly what happened. I wasn’t about to bust into hell to check it out, either.
Smauk landed next to me. Zale jumped off his back. I was surprised that when he landed, his legs didn’t buckle. He reached down. I took his hand and he helped me up.
“Is it over?”
“I believe it is,” Zale said. “You saved our queen. You saved your friends. You saved the world. Only you could have reached that vampire the way you did.”
I shook my head. “I did nothing but break his heart.”
Zale smiled. “There’s a magic in that, I suppose. Love is a powerful thing.”
Zale locked his eyes on mine. He was about to kiss me. I heard a howl in the distance.
I pulled back. “That’s Connor. I have to go. There are more demons out there that we didn’t catch. Annabelle and Alexandra are out there somewhere, too, trying to fight them.”
Zale nodded. “I understand.”
I could have climbed back on Drayke. Instead I ran toward Connor’s howl. My legs churned like the blades in a blender. A nuclear bomb could have exploded in front of me and it wouldn’t have stopped me. Okay, well, maybe a nuclear one would. But nothing short of that could have.
I saw a green glow and a white light. Two human figures emerged from the tree line. It was Annabelle with her soul blade and Alexandra with a white light on the tip of her wand.
Another howl. Connor bounded out of the tree line behind them and ran toward me. We stopped face-to-face. Connor returned to his human form.
I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him hard on the lips. He pulled me in close and kissed me back. I don’t know what came over me. All I knew was that my heart desired him. He never left. He helped Annabelle and Alexandra chase down demons. He might have been a wolf, but he had the heart of a dragon.
He pulled away from the kiss and smiled at me. “We found and eliminated three of them. You should have seen Annabelle with that blade. She was a badass. And the witch helped, too. She blasted those demons with water and they fell right out of the sky.”
I grinned. “You helped them find them.”
“There are more out there. I don’t know how many. Did you figure out how to close the portal?”
I nodded. “Sort of. Corbin did it. I’m not sure it’s for the best in the long run. Who knows what he can do from within hell itself?”
“It can’t be any worse than what he’s done here.”
I nodded. I looked down. “You’re naked, by the way.”
Connor smirked. “Want to join me?”
I smiled back. “Maybe later. We have an audience.”
Annabelle and Alexandra made it to where we were standing. The wyrmriders on the backs of their dragons, including Zale, gathered around us.
Joni slid off Nammu’s back.
Connor shifted back into wolf form. He didn’t have clothes. It was probably for the best. I’m sure he felt awkward standing there in all his glory while two queens, a bunch of merman soldiers, and a group of vampires stood around us.
Joni placed her hand on my back. “We’ll try to hunt down the others. We can still send them to the void if we can find them.”
“Do you need me with Drayke?”
“It’s up to you. It might be helpful. There’s no telling how many are out there and what forms they might have taken.”
Mercy sighed. “So Corbin is gone.”
I nodded. “He drank his dragon blood again and took control of Lucifer. Who knows if he’ll be able to maintain that in hell.”
“Most of the dragons that guarded hell before are here or they’re gone,” Mercy said. “There might not be much to prevent him from opening a portal again from the other side.”
I pressed my lips together. “He said he was doing this out of love. He said he realized I wouldn’t love him. This was the only way to give me the world I wanted.”
Mel snorted. “He always wanted to give you the world. Albeit in a screwed way where you and he ruled over all, with legions of vampires at your disposal. But he wanted to give you the world, no less.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, how romantic. If you find mass homicide sweet.”
“Mercy had a valid point,” Annabelle said. “If Corbin really did this out of love, we’re only safe from hell now, so long as he can retain control over Lucifer. I’m not sure how long that will last.”
“Didn’t Lucifer command those dragons from hell already? Would it make much difference how many there are?”
“That’s not exactly true,” Joni said. “Those dragons might have been demons, but when they were in hell originally, they weren’t evil. They were there to prevent Lucifer from escaping. Many beasts to keep the one in check. Even if Corbin took a few back with him, we don’t know if they’ll return to their original purpose. Even if they did, the power in hell will be out of balance in favor of the one who rules it.”
I took a deep breath. “We’ll just have to hope that Corbin can retain control indefinitely. And that he doesn’t get any wise ideas after he’s had a few minutes in hell to reconsider his decision.”
Joni looked up at the skies. “With Lucifer gone, and Corbin not manipulating them, the dragons that are here might also return to their nobler natures. You can sense them now, Hailey. You can call to them. The wyrms, too, were originally meant to protect the void. They still do, only now they do so from this side of the divide between worlds. There are more threats these days from our world who might open the void than those within it. The same might be true of hell. You might need those dragons if anyone ever tries to open a hell portal again.”
I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Annabelle tilted her head. “Are you saying we shouldn’t have killed the ones we did?”
Joni shook her head. “I don’t know. Only time will tell if those dragons remain a threat or not.”
I kneeled down and touched the ground. “This was where Sarah was when she died.”
Mel shook her head. “I can’t believe she’s gone. She was the only one of you stick-in-the-mud vampires who ever played games with me.”
I smiled. “She had a good heart, even for a vampire. I’ll miss her.”
“We all will,” Mercy said. “She was special. Especially to me. Even after I was turned into a vampire, even though she knew I wasn’t buried there, she kept fresh flowers on my grave. All because she knew what happened to me. She knew who I was a long time before I even met her.”
I shook my head. “She won’t be in the same part of hell where Corbin is. She’ll be in vampire hell.”
Mercy shuddered. “It’s a dreadful place. With her abilities, to sense the death of other vampires, to see through their eyes, it might be especially horrible.”
Annabelle glanced at Mercy. “I took you there once before. When we went to save your brother. I don’t know if I can cut a portal there again. It’s not easy. I can try.”
“She won’t have a body to return to,” I said. “If we brought her back, she’d have to come as a spirit. I might be able to help her materialize. I’ll need to do a little digging.”
Mercy nodded. “It’s been done before. Perhaps we can do it again.”
Mel clapped her hands together. “You’re going to mount a rescue in vampire hell? Wait until I tell my guild!”
I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t think that’s information you can share with gamer geeks online, Mel.”
Mel shrugged. “Maybe not. They’d probably just think I was talking about some other game. They still laugh when I tell them I’m a vampire.”
Mercy tilted her head. “You told your online buddies that you’re a vampire?”
“They’re just a bunch of gamers, Mercy. Relax. It’s not like they believe me.”
I sighed. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m ready to get the hell out of this swamp. Pardon the expression.”
Joni hugged me. “If you need us, you can reach out to Drayke or Nammu at any time now.”
I nodded. “I know. Thank you, Joni.”
Zale stepped up to me. “It’s been fun. I wish I could stay.”
I hugged him. “You’re special, Zale. I hope you find a mermaid who sees that.”
Zale kissed me on the cheek. “You’re special, too. It never would have worked between us, anyway.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Besides, I think my heart belongs to someone else.”
Zale looked down at Connor. “He’s a lucky mutt.”
Connor growled.
I laughed. “I don’t think he likes being called that.”
Mercy smiled. “I think he shares that sentiment. He is lucky.”
“You’re an impressive witch,” Alexandra said. “I still can’t believe you pulled off that spell. That’s some kind of power.”
I shrugged. “I cheated a little. You know, being a vampire.”
Mercy laughed. “I’m a vampire and a witch and I don’t think I could have done it.”
I flexed my left arm. “What can I say? I’ve got magic muscles. Even so, I never could have done any of this without each one of you at my side.”
“You saved our queen,” Zale said. “Fomoria will forever be in your debt.”
Joni smiled. “You saved my life. Thank you.”
“You saved all of us,” Mercy said. “And you probably saved billions of people who will never know what you did.”
I shrugged. “They’d never believe it if they knew. A vampire and a witch who saves the world? That would be like the joker saving Gotham City. It would never make the comics.”
Annabelle grabbed my hand. “The world needs tropes. People have a need to see things in terms of good and evil. It helps them sleep at night. Sometimes, though, the real heroes are the villains and the villains are the heroes.”
I grinned. “In that case, if Batman ever shows up in New Orleans, he’d better watch out.”
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I found the perfect spell to materialize a ghost. It took me a few weeks. Connor and I spent a lot of time in my room—some of it was devoted to poring over my grimoires. Probably less than half of it. One needed only a little imagination to guess what we spent the rest of our time doing. 
I didn’t bite Connor when he needed it. Mercy took care of that for him. It wasn’t that he wasn’t willing. I was more than happy to oblige under the right circumstances. Still, there was enough weirdness about a vampire and a wolf-shifter starting a relationship that adding telepathy to the mix seemed wrong. We had to build trust the old fashioned way, to communicate like normal people do when they’re in a relationship. Like a gentleman, Connor thought listening in to my every conversation was a level of relationship-paranoia that exceeded that of scouring one’s social media pages or checking a significant other’s e-mail. Still, if we ever had an enemy and we needed to coordinate our strategies, we knew it was an option.
Annabelle also figured out how to cut a portal into vampire hell. It took her almost as long to do that as it took me to find the spell I needed. Of course, I probably would have found my spell sooner if I knew Annabelle could do it, and if Connor wasn’t with me in the room while we were supposed to be doing research.
Mel was eager to join us on our rescue mission into vampire hell. Mercy nixed that idea straight away. Mel was still a youngling. Going to vampire hell could seriously screw with the progress she was making. Not every vampire returns from that place with all of her wits.
Mercy had an old totem she’d used the time she and Annabelle went there to save her brother. Granted, it didn’t work like they hoped. Her brother attached himself to her instead. That’s what earned Mercy a trip to the Vilokan Asylum for the Magically and Mentally Deranged for a time. Still, the totem was supposed to work. It involved a little voodoo and some bloodwitchery. Annabelle dressed the totem in oils. I had to use a little of Sarah’s DNA to make the totem a worthy vessel for her to temporarily inhabit. Usually, bloodwitchery wasn’t necessary. The problem was that we didn’t have much from Sarah we could use. She was such a neat freak that I had to make do with only a couple strands of hair from her brush. We were reasonably confident it would work. All we had to do was find her, capture her spirit in the totem, and get out of there. Annabelle had to go along. We needed her soul-blade to cut a portal in and out of there.
Pauli showed up with her at Casa do Diabo for the task. He was going to use his rainbow magic to hold the portal open for us. Otherwise, it would involve a long trip to Guinee and a trip back on Beli to get home again. It wouldn’t be impossible, but this was a lot easier.
Mercy stayed back with Pauli, Connor, and Mel to stop any nasties that might find our portal and decide to make a break for it. We’d had our share of hell-bound entities coming to earth already. We didn’t need any vampire wraiths escaping to haunt Casa do Diabo.
I didn’t know what would happen if a wraith made it to earth and I wasn’t eager to find out.
Mercy painted a sugar skull face on Annabelle. As vampires, we can pass through the place without a problem. For a mortal like Annabelle, Mercy said she had to pay her respects. It would protect her from the wraiths who might try to suck the life out of her. I hoped she was right. Annabelle looked beautiful in a skull face. Not that she wasn’t pretty already, but there was something about sugar skull art that I’d always found charming.
Annabelle summoned Beli and carved an oblong portal into the fabric of time and space. It was black as death. Annabelle grinned. “Told you I could do it.”
“Be careful,” Mercy said. “Don’t do any magic there. It will draw the wraiths to you like flies to shit.”
I held the totem in my hand. “No worries. I don’t think I’ll need any magic. We just have to find Sarah and get out.”
I sighed. “Let’s hope we don’t run into Corbin.”
Mercy shook her head. “You shouldn’t. Vampire hell is a different division of hell. It’s under the same management, I suppose, but it sort of runs itself. I don’t think he’ll have any reason to go there.”
Annabelle and I stepped through the portal. I didn’t like this place one bit. There’s a reason it’s called vampire hell. It was dark. The screams of wraiths echoed all around. It was cold.
“Call to her,” Annabelle said. “If she hasn’t become a wraith yet, she should hear you.”
I winced. “I really hope she hasn’t. That would suck after all this work. Wraiths are beyond saving.”
“It hasn’t been that long. I’m no expert on this place, but I think it takes more than a few weeks before a vampire becomes a wraith.”
I nodded and held out the totem. It was supposed to draw her in if we found her. “Sarah!”
A few wraiths blew past us. The cold air that accompanied them chilled me to the bone.
“Sarah!” I shouted again.
“She’s not here, child.” I turned. Moll was standing there.
“You’re in vampire hell? Again?”
Moll nodded. “It’s also a witch’s hell, dear.”
I grinned. “Right. I almost forgot about that. What do you mean that she’s not here? Sarah died. I saw her body get destroyed by a dragon’s acid breath.”
Moll raised an eyebrow. “Acid breath, you say?”
“It’s a long story.”
Moll grinned widely, flashing her crooked teeth. “I have all the time in the world to hear it, though I suppose your companion here does not.”
Annabelle shook her head. “I don’t. We’d like to get out of here as soon as possible. Do you know where we can find Sarah?”
“You won’t find her here. She’s moved on.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean she moved on?”
“Haven’t you heard? There’s a new king in hell. He has a soft spot in his heart for vampires, it seems. He tried to appeal to the celestials to allow the nobler of your kind passage, but they declined. So, he created a vampire heaven of his own.”
I tilted my head. “Corbin created a vampire heaven?”
“Yes, dear. He’s always impressed me, that Corbin. Even in his vampiric life, he was quite the charmer.”
I winced. “Something like that. Are you telling us that Sarah is in vampire heaven?”
“That’s right, dear. Follow me.”
Annabelle and I followed Moll through the darkness until we reached a bright golden gate. A dragon stood perched in front of it.
“That’s the way through,” Moll said. “I don’t believe that the guardian will allow you through. You aren’t dead, after all.”
“But they took Sarah through?”
“She was the first, dear. The new king of hell said he owed it to her. I think he made vampire heaven specially for her. After that, they sent a few more vampires and witches through. It’s not many, mind you. I didn’t make the cut. But there are a handful of those here who have yet to become wraiths that the new devil found worthy.”
Annabelle touched my arm. “Do you want to ask if we can get through?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Even if the dragon let us through, at least we know now that Sarah is in a better place.”
Annabelle nodded. “I think that’s a wise choice.”
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I don’t know why I was nervous. I don’t even know why I bothered to respond to the Meetup online. That’s how I found the coven the first time. That was years ago. It was a visit that kick-started everything in my career as a blood witch. Only two of the three witches who were there that day were still alive—Alexandra and Salene.  
I didn’t expect there’d be many more. There’d be banana bread. There was always banana bread when the witches gathered. I’m not sure why. It’s not like there’s anything magical about banana bread. There’s nothing magical about the nuts they put in it—presuming they were entirely plant-based nuts. I knew Alexandra had used what you might call meat-based nuts in a few spells in the past. 
It wasn’t just a meeting of the coven—which was actively recruiting new witches to their circle—but an open house for Alexandra and Salene’s new place. The first house was condemned as “unsafe” after Corbin turned into a dragon upstairs and blasted through the roof. Darn exterminator couldn’t handle the job. At least Corbin had experience condemning things. He’d make a suitable devil, I suppose.  
Then again, he’d made a heaven of sorts, too. I imagined it was more like a special corner of hell with minimal suffering, probably lots of naked blond girls, and pictures of Corbin. You know, everything he’d want in his own personal version of heaven. I didn’t really know what it was like there at all. All I knew was that’s where Sarah went. 
They say that when people move on, they’re still watching over you. I don’t know if that’s true or not. In Sarah’s case, if she kept her sight, she very well could be watching us. 
I rang the doorbell. I always felt awkward with those video doorbells. Usually they were about breast height. I know they cast a wide angle, but it still felt weird. Then again, I suppose a doorbell staring at me there wasn’t unlike a lot of conversations I had with men. Hello, buddy. Eyes up here!  
Speaking of men—things with Connor were going well. He dropped me off for my meeting with the coven in his Escalade. He literally bought the thing with blood money. Money he’d earned running errands as a wolf-shifter for Corbin. You know, back before we realized he was pre-Satan. Connor and I spent a lot of time together. As much as I enjoyed it, I wished we had spent more time together talking. I mean, really talking. Using words that don’t involve “oh yesses” or “just like that’s.” Things got physical fast. Now I was struggling to carve out time when we could be both alone and have a conversation. It’s hard when you’re a vampire. Okay, with Connor, it was hard whenever he was with me. That wasn’t my point. What I mean is that it’s difficult to find good times to chat when you are confined to the house all day every day and most places were closed only a few hours after I could go out. When he visited me during the day, we went to my room for privacy. One thing led to another. Talking went out the window fast.
When it was nighttime, we went to loud places where talking was virtually impossible. Maybe it’s just my vampiric hearing. My ears are sensitive. But I can’t hear a damn thing when I go to bars and clubs. Somehow, people all around are carrying on conversations while I’m there nodding politely and saying “yeah” or “sure” a lot. Then again, maybe everyone there was pretending. No one could hear what anyone else was saying, but no one wanted to be rude about it either. So everyone just babbled nonsense and pretended to understand one another. It was like going to Sunday School, but with booze. Unless, of course, you were Lutheran. Then Sunday School might come with booze. They believed like the Catholics did that drinking alcohol and blood was cool (they had a ritual where they supposedly did both at the same time) so they were alright with me.  
Alexandra opened the door and let me in. She gave me a hug. There were about a dozen people inside I didn’t know. Salene waved and smiled when she saw me. 
They were all gathered in a circle on the floor. 
No, they weren’t casting a spell. They were planning a bake sale. Fundraising for the coven. 
See, this is why I never joined a coven to begin with. That, and because Moll forbade it and I never saw a reason to join one after she was gone. I’d learned enough by then already.  
When I sat down, Alexandra introduced me to the group. I thought everyone was new. Apparently, a lot of the members had attended in the past but hadn’t been back in some time. The new house and the whole house-warming thing gave them reason to show up. 
There were gifts stacked on a table against the wall. I wasn’t aware that you’re supposed to bring a gift to a housewarming party. Mercy told me it was standard procedure. I mean, we vamps don’t get invited to a lot of housewarmings. You know, once they invite you in and all…
Most people like to kick off their new lives in new homes without a looming fear that one of their guests might come back and eat them some day. I had to grab something at the last minute. I had two copies of the Grimoire of Pope Honorius. It wasn’t like they were mass-produced. We had an original copy, of course, but we also made a few spiral bound versions. While it doesn’t feel quite the same to cast a spell out of a three-ring binder or off the screen of a smartphone as it does when you’re reading from a dusty old book, it works just as well. Most of the time. There were a few rare exceptions where the book itself was enchanted. I gave them the photocopied version. Look, I know it was cheap and corny, but there was some valuable stuff in that book. I doubted most of the witches there, Alexandra and Salene excepted, would have a clue what to do with it anyway, even if they read it. 
After they introduced me to the group, we were supposed to go around, say our names, and something interesting about ourselves. It was like I was back in school again. Nothing anyone else said was particularly interesting. “I’m Nancy, I’m a paralegal,” didn’t do much to inspire me to seek her out for further conversation. 
When they got around to me, I told them the truth. “I’m Hailey, and I vant to suck your blood!  Muahahaha!” 
They didn’t laugh like I hoped. They looked at me with furrowed brows and tilted heads.
“Hailey is a vampire,” Alexandra explained. 
There were a few gasps, but mostly looks of confusion.
“She’s also a blood witch.”
The gasps won out and became universal. 
“You shouldn’t mess with that stuff, deary,” a lady who told me her name was Rose and that she liked to crochet said. “Such things are dangerous.”
I smirked and resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I appreciate the warning. I think I can handle myself.” 
The awkwardness faded when Alexandra started talking about electing new officers. I, sure as hell has vampires, wasn’t going to volunteer for anything. I still fashioned myself a hedge witch, after all. I wasn’t about to become beholden to a coven, especially one more interested in bake sales than brewing spells. I was here to participate, not to join. Not officially, anyway. Alexandra had convinced me that I might learn a few things, that they could also learn from me. So far, all I knew was that cupcakes usually sell fast, and that they had enough money in the treasury to put an ad in the paper. Apparently, some of these witches were old enough that they still thought newspaper advertisements were effective. 
I sat and twiddled my thumbs. There was a young witch with a nice jugular who stole my attention for a few seconds. I don’t usually bite girls, though. Still, it was something to think about beyond whether Dorcas would be interested in serving as the coven’s secretary. Yes, her name was actually Dorcas. Her parents must have been real winners.  
“Now that we have all that out of the way, shall we begin?” Alexandra asked.
Everyone nodded. 
“Tonight,” Salene announced, “we’re going to perform a seance.”
I snorted. “A seance?” 
Salene grabbed a ouija board and set it in the middle of the group. I chuckled. “Oh, we’re playing a game, you mean?”
“This isn’t a toy, Hailey,” Salene said. “It’s certainly not a common board game.”  
“Seriously? You probably bought it at Walmart. Walmart has exactly nothing that’s useful for real spells. Even their ground sage is virtually useless.”  
Salene tilted her head. “I didn’t get it at Walmart. I ordered it on Amazon.”
I smirked. “Right. Amazon. The world’s leading supplier of all things spell-casting.”
Alexandra waved her hand through the air. “You’d be surprised, Hailey. They have some great witchcraft starter kits on Amazon for less than thirty bucks.” 
I huffed. “I was taught to gather or grow my own supplies. Or, at least buy them from someone fresh.”
“In many instances,” Alexandra said, “dried herbs and plain candles work just as well as any you might buy from occult shops.”  
I grinned. “Sure, if low-level blessings and curses that might or might not come true are your idea of effective witchcraft.”  
I looked around. There were more eyes rolling than balls in the bowling alley. There were more than a few contorted faces. Apparently, I was giving off the wrong impression to the group. I didn’t know why. If they thought I was a know-it-all it’s probably because I knew more than any of them did. I couldn’t help that much. Still, I was there to learn what I could. I knew a lot of heavy-hitting spells, but when I trained with Moll, I skipped over a lot of the basics. I bit my tongue, resolved to do more observing and less speaking. 
Salene set the Ouija board in the middle of the group. She mumbled some incantations. She cast some herbs across the board. I didn’t think that was a part of the “how-to” guide that came with the store-bought Ouija boards. 
The coven joined hands. I took theirs. They were warm. I was pretty sure they found me icy cold. You know, being a vampire and all. I could feel the power within the blood of everyone in the circle. The witches started a chant I didn’t know. The power flowed around the circle, almost like we were a single artery, with the blood flowing between us. It wasn’t the actual blood that we were exchanging, but it was like we were pooling our power together. I think I contributed more than all the others combined. They were in for a rude awakening. Whatever we were about to do was going to be bigger than they expected. 
“Come, sister! Rise and speak!” 
I opened my eyes and looked around. The other witches had their eyes closed. Their eyelids were moving as if the eyes in their heads were rolling around as they continued their indiscernible chant. 
A swirl of red and black energy formed over the ouija board. The board clapped shut and flew across the room. 
“I don’t need any of that rubbish to talk to you ladies!” 
I tilted my head. “Eudora?” 
“Oh, Hailey, dear! It’s lovely seeing you. What are you doing here?”
I shrugged. “I finally gave in, I guess. Figured I’d see what this is all about.” 
Eudora huffed. “What do you witches think you’re up to disturbing me like this?”
“We wanted to consult your wisdom in death!” Alexandra proclaimed.
“My wisdom? Take your wand and shove it up your hoo-hah. That’s the wisdom I have for you, ladies!”  
I snickered. “Sounds fun. I know a spell that can make your wand expand, contract, and even vibrate.”
Eudora winked at me even as the other witches groaned. I don’t know why they thought they were so high and mighty. It was a joke. And even if it wasn’t—come on! Everyone does it. Not everyone has a real wand to enhance the experience. I wasn’t only making light of the situation—Eudora was the one who brought up shoving one’s wand in places wands don’t belong—I was offering valuable insight.  
“Hailey, dear, it’s a good thing I saw you! I come bearing a warning.” 
“A warning? Of what sort?” 
“Of the gravest sort, dear.”
I grinned. “Well, yeah. Warnings from dead people tend to be grave. No pun intended, of course.”  
“The guardians have fallen! The Vampire King of Hell seeks to return.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Of course he does. Can’t say I didn’t see that one coming.”
“He’s more powerful than ever before. With him comes suffering, death, and destruction for all who are not of his ilk.”
“This from the same Corbin who created a vampire heaven for good bloodsucking girls and boys who finish their platelets and do as sire says? I really thought he’d turned over a new leaf. It seemed like a noble thing to do.”
“He still lacks one thing he requires to return as he hopes. It is not his resurrection that should trouble you the most, dear. Once he leaves, there will be nothing left, no force strong enough to prevent hell from merging with the earth itself. The fires of torment will blast through the crust of the earth. The oceans will turn to blood. Locusts will consume the crops!”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t forget the frogs, lice, and boils. That crap has happened before.”
“Not like this, dear. You must see to it that what he seeks, the flesh of the child he desires, be protected that he not receive it in sacrifice.” 
I huffed. “Corbin really is that evil, huh? He’s resorting to child sacrifice?”
“He seeks a vessel, child. A new body.”
I shook my head. “I knew he was arrogant. Is he really trying to come to earth as an infant? I knew the guy had a real messiah complex, but that’s next-level.”  
“A child with all the power of hell, with the memory of an ancient vampire, and with a flesh that can grow suited to the power it holds.” 
“Why in the world does he need to do that? It seems he was a lot scarier as a vampire.” 
“He’s coming for you, Hailey. He wants to be what you desire.”
I huffed. “Sorry, not into babies. What kind of sicko does he think I am?” 
“He will grow quickly, dear. Not as a common child. Still, he requires the body. A unique child born of a supernatural, born of one of Adam’s sons.” 
I tilted my head. “Are you talking about Cain’s baby?” 
Eudora nodded. “Indeed. He has dispatched a witch, loyal to Lucifer before him, to seize the child. You must go to the child’s parents. You must help them protect the child from the witch. You are the only one strong enough to thwart her.”  
I scratched my head. “How do you know all of this, Eudora?” 
“Vampire hell is not made only for vampires, dear. And neither is vampire heaven. We witches who are so far advanced in our art as we share a common fate in the life beyond. The message I bring to you comes from the one who sees all and knows all. She knows what the new lord of hell intends to do.”
I tilted my head. “You’re talking about Sarah?” 
Eudora nodded. “Indeed.”  
We broke the circle and Eudora disappeared. The witches stood there with jaws dropped. I shrugged my shoulders. “So, about that bake sale. Who is making the donuts?” 
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I interlaced my fingers with Connor’s as we followed the guided tour toward the LaLaurie mansion. Our tour guide was clueless, but he was friendly. His stories were half-baked, overly rehearsed, and based on a mixture of history, warped legends, and so-called encounters with the ghosts who haunted the French Quarter. 
I knew more about Delphine LaLaurie than the guide. Tommy Tour Guide was a nice enough fellow. He had a flare for the dramatic. He told us about how Delphine LaLaurie used to kidnap, torture, and murder slaves during the antebellum era. She was a genuine piece of work. Cain encountered her ghost several months back.
Cain was the lead psychiatrist at the Vilokan Asylum for the Magically and Mentally Deranged. He was the first murderer of biblical fame, and also the first werewolf. That was the “curse” he received as punishment for his crime. 
Cain endured centuries as a werewolf, coming to grips with the villainy of both his past and present. As long as I’d known him, he was a great guy. He helped supernaturals who also had psychological issues, no matter if they were mystical or medical in origin. 
He also sacrificed his life three weeks earlier to save his infant son.
Long story short. The vampire King, Corbin, was in love with me. He bound himself to the form of Lucifer and subdued the devil in his dragon-like form. Corbin became the new devil himself. The Witch of Endor, Cain’s long-time nemesis, had served the devil and didn’t realize that the devil she served had changed identities. To take human form, again, Corbin needed a human vessel—one born of a son of Adam, one resilient enough to contain his infernal majesty. In en effort to stop the devil, Cain gathered all six infernal flames that channeled the devil’s influence on the earth. He thought it was the way to stop the witch, but he played right into her hand. The Witch of Endor stole a bit of that combined flame and intended to ignite the devil’s incarnate presence in Cain’s son. Cain gave his life to save his son and destroy the witch.
After walking the earth for seven thousand years, Cain was gone. He left Rutherford, his wife, and baby Byron behind. They had a new apartment in Vilokan. More than once, Rutherford insisted that Cain’s ghost was there. Byron could see him. He cooed at his father in a way he didn’t respond to anyone else. I’d have dismissed it as the desperate wishes of a grieving widow if it wasn’t for the fact that I sensed something, too. Cassidy, a werewolf in Cain’s pack who was also an accomplished necromancer, believed she could bring him back—but only if Cain’s spirit was available, and willing.
I’d met with Alexandra, Selene, and the rest of the coven more than once in an attempt to contact Cain’s spirit, but to no avail.
I would have let it be, but Rutherford insisted—Cain was still out there. She sensed his presence, and she believed he was trying to get her attention. We’d done a seance at Rutherford’s new apartment, but the results were the same.
So, Connor suggested we give a ghost tour a try. I was skeptical. The tour didn’t even enter most of the supposed haunted locations. The LaLaurie mansion was only one stop. Our particular tour also took us past my house—Casa do Diabo. I had to bite my tongue as the tour guide told the tale of Alberto Do Leonne, his brother-in-law Ramon, and the rumors that Ramon had become a vampire and buried the dismembered bodies of his victims beneath the lime tree out back. The tour guide’s tale was shockingly accurate. So much so that it elicited a few incredulous chuckles from our fellow tourists. 
“Vampires?” one tourist whispered to another. “What a joke.”
If they only knew...
I was tempted to break away from the tour and head straight into the house. A flash of the fangs would have given them a good scare. I resisted the urge. Our house was shrouded in legends—fantastical enough that very few believed they were true, but frightening enough that no one dared investigate further.
I raised my hand.
Tommy acknowledged me.
“Sorry, but does anyone live in that house today?”
“There are several women, I’m told, who live there.” Tommy’s countenance shifted. He went from “informative tour guide” to a wide-eyed purveyor of scary tales. “They only come out at night.”
Dun dun dun! The imagined sound of a pipe organ echoed in my mind. 
I bit my lip, trying to hold back a laugh. I’d never taken one of these tours before, but screwing with the guy was deviously enjoyable. “It’s night right now. What do you say we hang out and see for ourselves?”
Tommy laughed. “Chances are that the women who live in the place are as normal as your or I.”
I had to clasp my hand over my mouth to prevent myself from laughing out loud. “Chances are?” 
“I can’t say for sure, can you? No matter, I don’t think they’d tolerate our bi-weekly tours if they thought we were stalking them.”
“They might come out for a bite!” Connor piped up.
The rest of the tour laughed.
“They very well might!” Tommy smiled. I was waiting for him to lift his pinky finger to his mouth, Dr. Evil style. He didn’t do it. How disappointing.
I elbowed Connor in the ribs. He snickered.
I raised my hand again.
“Yes, miss?”
“I’m just curious. Are there any ghost stories of the recently deceased? Why are all the stories we’ve heard of spirits who died decades ago?”
Tommy tilted his head and pinched his chin. “I suppose those are the only incidents with enough witnesses that we have the stories to share. It’s kind of funny. When people tell us they’ve seen a ghost, we question their sanity. When we hear old stories about dead people who supposedly saw dead people before they died, they intrigue us.”
“Have you ever seen a ghost yourself?” I asked.
Tommy cleared his throat. “Not many of the ghosts in these stories. But I’ve seen ghosts. I see them all the time.”
I raised an eyebrow. “All the time?”
Tommy nodded. “It’s a gift. Maybe a curse. But yes, I see them all the time.”
Connor and I exchanged glances. I wasn’t sure if Tommy was just doing his job or was dead serious—no pun intended. Sending chills up the tourists’ spines was what they paid him to do.
We finished the tour, saw a few more sites, heard several creepy tales, most of which I imagined Tommy embellished for dramatic effect, even if a kernel of truth inspired each story. After the tour, I handed Tommy a ten-dollar bill as a tip.
He grabbed my arm. “What’s your name?”
I snorted. “I’m Hailey, why?”
“Do you know there’s a spirit following you?”
I cleared my throat. “Excuse me?”
“I can see spirits constantly,” Tommy said. “I’m not trying to scare you. Some spirits haunt buildings. Others haunt people. You have what might be called a familiar.”
Connor chuckled. “A familiar? Are you serious? Sounds to me like we gave you a little money and now you’re fishing to scam us out of more.”
Connor’s accusation did not phase Tommy. He looked as serious as a C-SPAN reporter. “I can’t tell you much more than that. He’s an older man. His clothing isn’t particularly out of date.”
“A family member, perhaps?” Connor rolled his eyes.
Tommy shook his head. “I cannot say for sure. It’s difficult to tell. Ghosts don’t often present with much color, but he appears to be a Black man in khakis.”
I gulped. “Did you say khakis?”
Tommy nodded. “Right. Does that mean something to you?”
I rubbed my brow. “It does. I’m sorry, Tommy. I know you probably have another tour.”
“Nope, you’re my last tour of the night.”
I sighed. “How much would it take if I could bring you with me somewhere? I’d like to try to contact this spirit. It might be very important.”
Tommy chuckled nervously. “I don’t know, miss. Hailey, was it?”
“That’s right. I’ll make it worth your while.”
Connor cleared his throat. He still wasn’t a believer. He thought I was playing into a con artist’s hand. 
“Hailey, I appreciate the offer, but that’s really beyond what I do. I see spirits, but I don’t speak to them.”
I pulled a hundred dollar bill out of my pocket. “How much would it take to convince you to try?”
“More than that!”
Connor coughed into his fist. “Rip off!”  
I pulled another Benjamin Franklin. “Are we talking, yet?”
Tommy took the money. “You have an hour.”
I handed him a third hundred-dollar bill. “Just in case I need three.”
Tommy chuckled. “For a hundred bucks an hour, you can have me as long as you’d like.”
I smirked. “You don’t mean that.”
Connor sighed. “I think he does.”  
“Within reason, of course. Where are we going?”
I pulled out my phone and texted Alexandra and the other witches. It was short notice, but this was a rare opportunity. I called Annabelle and asked her to send Rutherford.
“We’re not seriously going to take him to your place, are we?” Connor asked.
I laughed. “I don’t want the poor guy to piss himself.”
“What do you mean?” Tommy asked.
I grinned, flashing just a little fang. “I live in Casa do Diabo.”
Tommy gulped. “No, you can’t be... those are just stories. You aren’t a vampire. Vampires aren’t real.”
I laughed. “We’re real, alright. But don’t worry, you’re off limits. We need your abilities and I’m full. The last tour guide wasn’t so lucky.”
Tommy’s eyes widened and he gasped.
“I’m screwing with you, dude. I have to feed, yes, but I’ve never killed anyone. Not on purpose, anyway.”  
“Don’t worry,” Connor said. “These vamps are good people. They only bite the willing and the inebriated.”
Tommy tilted his head. “How weird. What’s even stranger is that I’m not running away in terror.”
I shrugged. “Well, I already paid you. That would just be rude! Besides, I have you in my allure.”
“Your allure?” Tommy asked.
Connor chuckled. “You have a lot to learn about what really lurks in the shadows of our magnificent city, buddy.”
“Are you a—“
“Oh, heavens no. I’m nothing so frightening as a vampire. I’m a wolf shifter.”
Tommy rubbed his forehead. He was a handsome guy, all things considered. He wasn’t too tall, just shy of six feet. He was also skinny. His arms were a few inches longer than appeared natural. They dangled from his shoulders, swaying to and fro, as if he barely had control over them. The way he carried himself was awkward, but in a cute and endearing way. A dark stubble, rough like sandpaper, covered the lower half of his face and neck. He had high cheekbones and full lips. His hair was dark, parted in the center, and cascaded down either side of his face like two rivers of chocolate meeting his shoulders. His eyes were round, dark, and fit his face well.
Yeah, Tommy was a handsome fellow, but I wasn’t attracted to him. My heart belonged to Connor. If he shaved his stubble a little closer to the neck, Tommy was the sort who would make a good meal under other circumstances.
Sweat beaded up on the back of Tommy’s neck. I could smell it. I was a predator, after all. Human fear smells a lot like barbecue. 
Tommy took a deep breath and exhaled. “Did you say you’re a wolf shifter?”
Connor nodded. “I know, it’s a lot to get your head around. For a guy who sees ghosts on the regular, though, you surely aren’t too shocked to learn that you’re not the only supernatural weirdo out there.”
Tommy snorted. “I’m not supernatural. I’m just gifted.”
I giggled. “We could all say the same. Seeing ghosts isn’t natural. If it’s not supernatural, what else could it be?”
Tommy tilted his head. “I see your point.”
“Is the ghost you saw before still following me?”
Tommy nodded. “A second ghost has joined him.”
“A second ghost, you say?” I raised an eyebrow.
“He’s shrouded in a dark robe. I can’t say much more about him.”
“Who do you think he might be, Hailey?”
I sighed. “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s one of Cain’s old patients.”
“Who is Cain?” Tommy asked.
“Long story!” Connor and I replied in unison.
I grinned. “We’ll explain later. We’re going to see some friends of mine. They’re witches, by the way.”
“Witches?”
I nodded. “I’m one, too, you know.”
“A vampire and a witch? Good lord...”
I laughed. “They’re good people, but if this ghost in khakis is who we think he is, we’ve been trying to contact him for some time.”
“Was he a friend of yours?” Tommy asked.
I nodded. “You could say that.”
I texted Mercy as we made our way to Alexandra’s apartment—the new “headquarters” for her coven. As a witch, Mercy could help with the seance. Mercy replied quickly and said she’d join us.
“Mercy is coming,” I told Connor.
“Goodie!” Connor said. “The more the merrier.”
“Did you say Mercy?” Tommy laughed nervously. “That’s not a common name. You’re not talking about Mercy Brown, are you?”
I smiled widely. “Of course I am. Let me guess, she’s featured in some of the stories you like to tell your tourists.”
Tommy gulped. “Yeah, a few of them. Is it true that she’s heartless?”
“Not literally,” I said. “Not anymore, at least. There was a time when she didn’t have a heart, but she got a new one. Or she got her old one back. I’m not really sure. Either way, she’s not as scary as your stories probably make her out to be.”
Connor laughed. “She’s scarier.”
Tommy’s eyes shifted back and forth.
I waved my hand through the air. “She’s harmless. Well, most of the time. She won’t hurt you. You have my word.”
“Just think,” Connor said. “Your tours will be a lot more authentic after tonight.”
Tommy chuckled. “My brain is telling me to turn tail and run. For some reason, I can’t. Your allure, again?”
I nodded. “Yup. Cool, right? I can make most boys do pretty much whatever I want.”
“It’s true,” Connor said. “She has me wrapped around her little finger.”
I shrugged. “That’s not because of my allure, baby. It’s because you can’t get enough of this!”
“It’s true!” Connor laughed.
Tommy bit his lip. “Your ghost can hear you. He’s laughing.”
I smiled. “Can you ask him if he’s really Cain?”
Tommy looked past me, then he nodded. “I can’t hear him. I can only see him. But he is nodding his head.”
I clapped my hands. “That’s fantastic. Cain, if you can hear me, don’t go anywhere. Stick with us.”
“He’s smiling. I think he intends to follow us wherever it is we’re going.”
“Thanks, Tommy! You’re a gem.”
“You’re welcome. I think. Better a gem than dinner.”




Chapter 2
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Tommy followed us to Alexandra’s apartment. He never fell more than a few paces behind. My allure was like that. Once I had a man enthralled, he was a like a puppy at my heel until I either fed from him or released him. I had no intention of biting Tommy, of course. He was special and gave us the first real chance we had of speaking to Cain’s ghost. There was still a lot we didn’t know about how he defeated the Witch of Endor, or what he’d done to send Corbin back to hell. Rutherford still hoped that Cassidy might resurrect him. I didn’t have an opinion on that matter but given that Cassidy’s attempts to do that so far had failed I could only assume that Cain refused to come back. 
That wasn’t all that strange on the surface. Cain was seven thousand years old. Who could blame him if he’d grown weary of life? By his own admission, though, he was the happiest he’d been in his entire life. He and Rutherford had a new baby. With the Witch of Endor dead, he was finally in a place to raise his son without worry.
There was a reason Cain was wandering around as a ghost. If he was following me, he was trying to tell me something. I was with him when he collected the six infernal flames. The flames that together gave Lucifer free access to our world. Even without his flames, the devil—now Corbin—could send demons to and fro but he was limited in terms of what he could do himself. I knew Corbin intended to use Cain’s son as a vessel. I wasn’t about to let that happen. What I didn’t expect was that protecting Cain’s son would come at such a high price.
When we arrived at Alexandra’s, Selene was with her. The witches already had candles lit for the seance. Mercy was there, her feet kicked up on the couch.
Connor stepped over to Mercy and handed her his wrist. Wolf shifters, if bitten by a vampire, develop an addiction to the enzymes our bites released. I could have provided that service, but I didn’t want Connor to feel like his relationship with me was based on getting his latest fix. Mercy ensured that Connor never went too long without a good bite. It was a charitable service more than a need to feed. In truth, wolf-shifter blood wasn’t as spicy as you’d think. It was a little sour. Mercy took Connor’s wrist and sank her fangs into his flesh.
Tommy gasped. “What the—“
I grinned. “She won’t take more than a sip. Don’t sweat it.”
“Don’t sweat it? She’s drinking his blood!”
I shrugged. “We’re vampires. What did you expect?”
“Rutherford on the way?” Mercy wiped her lips clean with her wrist.
I nodded. “She should be here shortly.”
Tommy cleared his throat. “So you’re the infamous Mercy Brown, huh?”
Mercy laughed so hard she snorted. “Why don’t you take a seat? I could tell you a few stories.”
“I don’t know, I—“
“Take a seat, young man. I don’t bite.”
Tommy chuckled nervously. “Yeah, right.”
I helped Alexandra and Selene finish the circle for the seance. Candles were only a part of it. Cinnamon, frankincense, and lemongrass helped enhance the psychic energy used to communicate with the dead. We’d tried working with a pendulum in the past, but we had better success with a summoning board.
This wasn’t a kind of magic I was well practiced with. Alexandra and Selene were the experts.
When Moll first taught me the arts, we dove right in to the sort of stuff that most witches never even consider attempting after a lifetime of practicing the craft. I skipped kindergarten through high school and went straight to witchcraft college.
Connor cleaned up his wrist and stepped outside to wait for Rutherford. Meanwhile, Mercy and Tommy struck up a conversation. They were actually laughing. Tommy knew a lot of stories, the kind he told on his tours. Mercy knew the facts. When Mercy told him that the same Ramon, the vampire who used to dismember his victims and bury their body parts under the lime tree at Casa do Diabo, was still alive, human again, and living a normal life in New England, Tommy’s jaw dropped so far I thought it might hit the floor. It’s one thing to tell tales meant to entertain tourists, wondering in the back of one’s mind if there might be a kernel of truth to some of them. It’s another thing to stare a vampire in the eye and hear her recount some of those events from her own first-hand recollection. Mercy was likely censoring some of the details for Tommy’s sake. She didn’t want to frighten the poor boy out of his skin. Then again, Tommy had seen dead people for most of his life. He didn’t tell me exactly when his ability manifested and I didn’t ask, but I had the distinct impression he’d had the gift for the better part of his life.
Connor brought Rutherford up when she arrived. Her face was devoid of expression. This wasn’t the first time we’d called her over and attempted to contact her dead husband. All I could do was give her a hug.
“How’s the baby?”
Rutherford sniffed. “He’s well. Jessie is watching him.”
Jessie was Cain’s protégé at the Vilokan Asylum. She was studying to become a therapist. Cain took her under his wing. She was also a vodouisant. She had the aspect of Ogoun, the Loa of War. Jessie didn’t look like much of a warrior. She was slight of build and had the face of an angel. If you ever needed a little muscle though, someone to deliver an old-school ass kicking, she was your girl. As I understood it, she was also a reliable babysitter. It was for the best that Rutherford didn’t bring baby Byron along. Seances can be tricky. If you ever invoke the wrong spirit, or worse, one that’s lingered in the world looking for vengeance, they can be dangerous.
I wasn’t worried about Cain. Who was this other spirit, though, that Tommy said was tagging along with him through the afterlife? My stomach turned. Cain hadn’t been dead very long. Did ghosts get stronger with time? Was this other spirit using Cain, manipulating him, knowing we were trying to communicate with him? Was he looking for an opportunity to lash out, if not at the people he knew in life, then against anyone who still walked in the land of the living? Some ghosts feed on energy. They look for those channeling psychic power so they can drain it. They’re like a ghoulish version of vampires.
A prayer of protection and a blessing was supposed to ward against all that crap. Alexandra started by invoking the goddess Hecate. I’d worked with the Morrigan before, and the Great Horned God. Mostly, though, my witchcraft was agnostic. There was enough deity, enough power in human blood that I didn’t need prayers to wield my power. Perhaps I owed my irreverence to Moll—my great, great grandmother and mentor. I’d raised her from the dead, from a spell in a grimoire I’d found in my parents’ attic. She claimed to revere the Horned God, but she was secretly in league with Lucifer. Funny how things seemed to have gone full circle. That devil could be a real bugger. Always poking his horns where they don’t belong. Now that Corbin was the devil, I knew where he wanted to poke his horn. There wasn’t a hell’s chance that was ever going to happen.
We spent five or ten minutes in quiet meditation after Alexandra said the prayer. We were supposed to focus on cleansing ourselves of any negative thoughts or energy.
All of us were gathered in the circle. Somehow, we all knew when the time was right. Someone must’ve gone first and the rest of us followed suit. We placed our hands on the summoning board.
Alexandra cleared her throat before she spoke. “Tonight, we bid you, Cain, to visit us and grace us with your presence. Guide us with your words of wisdom.”
Mercy snorted. “Hey Doc, get your ass in here and say something.”
I glanced at Tommy to check and see if he saw anything. He looked back at me as if he sensed my glance. His eyes were wide and his irises were gone, like two miniature cue balls stuck in his skull.
Tommy turned and looked at Mercy. “Hello, Mercy.”
Mercy tilted her head. Her eyes met Tommy’s, and she gasped. “It can’t be...”
“What’s happening?” Alexandra asked.
Tommy stood up and stepped toward Rutherford. He took her hand. “Cain sends his love.”
“Who are you?” Rutherford asked.
“He’s my sire,” Mercy said with a hushed voice. “It’s Nico.”
“Niccolo the Damned?” Alexandra asked.
Tommy grinned. It wasn’t really Tommy, though. “I prefer Niccolo the Blessed.”
“Cain is here?” Rutherford asked.
Nico flashed half a grin. It wasn’t Nico’s face; it was Tommy’s. I didn’t know either guy well. I mostly knew Nico from pictures and Mercy’s stories. There was something about that smile that was distinctly Nico-esque. Something I hadn’t seen on Tommy’s face in the few hours I knew him. “He’s here.”
“Can I talk to him?” Rutherford asked.
Nico nodded, then stepped over to me. “Drink this man’s blood.”
I tilted my head. “Say what?”
“His ability is in his soul, in his blood. As a man, he is only scratching the surface of his potential. You have a special gift, Hailey. With your skill as a witch, and your ability to cycle the abilities in blood, you can gain this gift and take it to another level.”
“Another level?” I asked.
“My progeny, Corbin, still desires you. If he cannot make you his queen on earth, he will make you his queen over hell.”
I furrowed my brow. “I sent Corbin’s scaly butt to hell, and he’s still jonesin’ for me.”
Nico grinned. “He is.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Some men really don’t know when to quit, do they? No means no, dude.”
“How are you even here?” Mercy asked.
“I’m Corbin’s sire. Even in hell, my bond over him retains some influence. Still, I can only do so much. He’s gained too much power. I cannot command him, but he can’t control me, either. He also took a while to learn the ins and outs of managing hell. His incompetence gave me an out. I left vampire hell and found Cain’s spirit.”
“And he still wants me to be his queen in hell?”
“He wants to coronate you in hell and use you to extend his influence over the earth.”
I huffed. “How in the world is he going to do that?”
“Corbin is sending demonic legions to possess every vampire hunter he can find. They’re coming for you. If you’re staked, all he has to do is coronate you as his queen once you’re in vampire hell. If he does, you’ll become his vassal. You’ll be as powerless to resist his will, once he has you unstaked and revives you, as any vampire under a sire’s bond.”
“So we don’t let Hailey get staked,” Mercy said. “Simple enough.”
Nico shook his head. “Corbin has thousands of demonic legions. Exorcise them from one slayer, and he can send them into someone else. If he leads thousands against Hailey, you won’t be able to stop them indefinitely. Even if you could, you’d spend a literal eternity on the run. That’s no way to live. If Corbin wants to stake Hailey, he will.”
“So you’re here to warn us?” I asked.
Nico nodded. “More than that. You and Mercy are not the first two vampires to practice witchcraft. Corbin isn’t the first of my progeny to defy my wishes. There was another vampire, one of my progeny, nearly a thousand years ago who had also dabbled in the mystic arts. Merrick was a sorcerer, born to a tribe of Celtic warriors. I fought alongside him against a barbaric tribe that sought to oppress his people. He fell in battle and I turned him to save his life. Over time, once he learned what he was, he resented me. He consulted the old gods and devised a spell to reverse the sire bond.”
I tilted my head. “To reverse the sire bond? You mean, so he could be free of your influence?”
“More so that he could influence me and, if he gained control of me, all the other vampires I’d turned. At that time, there were many.”
I scratched my head. “What happened?”
“He had the spell but for some reason hadn’t cast it. I had no choice but to end him before he could complete it. Come to find out, he’d entrusted his grimoire to an order of druids. He called it the Grimoire of the Undead. It included his spell to claim a sire bond along with any number of spells he’d crafted through the years. Apparently, if he couldn’t use the spells, he didn’t want anyone else to get their hands on them. The druids sealed the grimoire and cast it into limbo. It was in a place where only those druids, who knew the secret to access the place, and Merrick himself could go.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Limbo? You mean, like purgatory?”
Nico sighed. “They suspended it between the realms of the living and the dead. It is too ethereal to be claimed by human hands, and too material to be seized by the spirits. Only a spirit with the capacity for immense power and a vampire who remains in the land of the living can access it together and bring it back to the world.”
“So you want me to get this grimoire?”
“Together with Cain, yes. Cain’s ability to wield infernal and celestial power, combined with your abilities, should allow you to claim it. Then I want you to cast the spell over my spirit and claim my status in the genealogy of vampires.”
“You want me to become like you, the original vampire?”
“You must claim my sire bond. With your power, and Cain’s ability to drain Corbin of his infernal magic, you can both refuse his attempt to make you his queen and you can cast him out of the devil’s form and into vampire hell where he belongs.”
“How exactly do I do this?”
Nico grinned. “Bite me. Cycle the power in this man’s blood, and we’ll figure it out together.”
I stared at Nico for a couple seconds. “Is Tommy in there?”
Nico nodded. “He is.”
“Then let him tell me to do it. He came here to help us and I gave him my word. I will not drink the man’s blood if he isn’t okay with it.”
Nico closed his eyes. When he opened them, Tommy’s irises were back. “I understand what’s at stake. You don’t have to drain me, do you?”
I shook my head. “Just one gulp should do.”
“Does it hurt?”
I shrugged. “Not that I can recall, but you know, I’ve only been bitten once.”
“It doesn’t hurt,” Connor piped up. “It actually feels kind of good.”
Tommy raised an eyebrow. “It feels good?”
“There’s something in the enzymes, it’s almost euphoric. Don’t take my word for it, though. I’m an addict.”
“Is that something I have to worry about?” Tommy asked. “Getting addicted to the bite?”
“That depends,” Mercy added. “Some humans crave it after the first bite. Shifters like Connor get hooked instantly. I can’t say I’ve ever bitten a medium.”
Tommy chuckled. “I don’t know if I’m a medium. I just see dead people. I think of myself more as a sensitive.”
Mercy smirked. “Sensitive guys. They always taste a little sweet. Watch out, Hailey might be the one who gets hooked on you.”
Connor cleared his throat.
I grinned. “Don’t worry, Connor. My taste for you is more than... well, I was going to say skin deep, but that’s sort of the point. You know what I mean.”
Tommy took a deep breath. “Alright, Hailey. I hardly know you, but for some reason I feel like I can trust you. This feels important. I want to help.”
I nodded. “The neck is faster. I’ll get all the blood I need in just a second. The wrist works, but it might take a little longer to get the blood flowing.”
Tommy nodded and tilted his head. “Let’s do this the right way. The best way. I’m ready.”
I leaned in and sank my fangs into Tommy’s neck. His blood flooded into my mouth. It was sweet but savory at the same time. There was something different about it, a flavor I’d never noticed in my feedings before.
A surge of energy flowed through my body. I tapped into it with my bloodwitchery and cycled it through my soul. I removed my mouth from Tommy’s neck and took a step back.
I gasped.
Nico was standing there in a black cloak and hood. Cain was standing beside him in his usual khakis and button-up shirt.
A blast of energy burst from my eyes.
“Oh my God!” Rutherford cried. “I can see you, Cain!”
Cain stepped over to Rutherford and raised his hand to her cheek. His form passed through her skin. She couldn’t feel his touch, but she could sense it.
“I love you, Rutherford.”
“I love you, too! I can’t believe it’s you!”
Mercy’s eyes were fixed on Nico. He was the closest thing to a father she ever really knew. Her actual father tried to kill her, after all. Once he knew she’d become a vampire. He was a member of the Order of the Morning Dawn. Nico cared for her, he protected her; he loved her like a daughter. I think that was the first time I ever saw Mercy shed a tear.
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Whatever magic I had, combined with the seance, lasted about ten minutes. After that, Cain and Nico disappeared from everyone’s view. Only Tommy and I could still see them, and only I could hear them speak. 
Rutherford hung out with the other witches a while. Mercy, Connor, and I headed back to Casa do Diabo. I expected Tommy would head off in his own direction. I had his ability, and with my skills, it was super-charged. I could see and hear the dead. Still, he followed us close behind.
Mercy turned back over her shoulder. “Looking for another bite?”
Tommy shook his head, chuckling nervously. “It’s not that. I don’t know how much more help I can be, but I’ve had this damned gift for as long as I can remember and not once has it led to anything good. I don’t know much about the devil. I don’t know who this Corbin guy is, but he sounds like a real asshole. If he is coming after you, and he has plans to unleash his assholery on the world through you, well, if my gift can contribute in even a small way maybe I can amount to something more than giving ghost tours to tourists looking for not much more than a little scare.”
Mercy shook her fist in the air. “Down with the assholery!”
I grinned. “Glad to have you with us, Tommy.”
Connor grunted. “Yeah. Cool with me. Are the dead guys still with us?”
I nodded. “Cain stayed back with Rutherford. She can’t see him, but I guess he wanted to stay with her a little while longer.”
Tommy turned and glanced toward Nico’s ghost. To everyone else, it must’ve looked like he was staring into thin air. “So, he’s really the first vampire?”
“He is,” Mercy nodded. “Looks pretty good for such an old guy, right?”
Tommy chuckled. “Looks good for a dead guy.”
Connor tilted his head. “What do most dead people look like?”
Tommy shrugged. “Most of them look human enough, but their expressions are blank. Their eyes glossed over. It’s as if they’ve been wandering so long between the land of the living and the dead that they’ve lost their will to either live or die. They just exist, floating around mindlessly.”
We walked a few more blocks. The streets are hardly ever empty in the French Quarter. Not unless there’s a storm and, even then, there are usually a few intoxicated out-of-towners who won’t let that stop them from getting the most out of their inebriated oblivion. Always seemed like a waste of a vacation to me. What good is a little time away from someone’s busy life if they can’t remember one half of it and they’re hung over the other half? To each one’s own, I suppose.
It wasn’t a stormy night. The humidity was as high as it ever was, but the air smelled cleaner than usual. There were as many people as there ever were traversing the streets, hopping from one bar or club to the next. We’d passed the time of night when the casual tourists turned in. Across the street, a man handed another man a wad of cash and received a small brown paper bag in exchange. On one corner stood a young woman, black circles under her eyes, in a short skirt and knee-high boots. On the opposite corner a man played a trombone, his case open in front of him, hoping to collect some spare change from passersby.
Usually the street musicians were gone by this time of night, but when you’re depending on your hustle to feed your family, you do what you have to do, as long as it takes to do it.
Mercy and I didn’t get as many cat calls as we normally did on the streets at that time of night. Having a couple of men with us helped, I suppose. Tommy and Mercy weren’t a thing, of course, but no one else knew that.
We were about to head up the sidewalk to Casa do Diabo when Nico stepped in front of me. “Stop! They’re coming!”
“Who is coming?” I asked.
I turned around. A man stood there in a ski mask, a crossbow in his hands, his eyes glowing red. He was about to fire at my chest when Tommy jumped in front of me.
The crossbow bolt hit Tommy on the neck. I reached for my wand. It was in a pocket I’d sewn into the leg of my pants. Before I could grab it, Mercy was on the man with a fury. She tackled him to the ground and ripped off his ski mask. She pressed her thumbs into his eyes and screamed.
“Hailey, Connor, get inside!”
I opened the door to the house. Connor ran in. I ran back to Tommy and dragged his body toward the house. His blood was gushing from the wound on his neck faster than I could hope to stop.
By the time I got him inside, Tommy’s clothes and body were so soaked in blood I couldn’t tell if he was still bleeding or if he’d already bled out. I had to try. The poor guy was just trying to help us—and he did. I waved my wand over Tommy’s body. Healing spells weren’t hard. His blood was everywhere. His soul was soaked into his shirt, his pants, and caked in his hair. It was all over my hands. The healing magic blasted out of my wand.
“Hailey, wait!” Nico said.
“I can’t wait. He’s going to die!”
“You don’t understand,” Nico said. “You bit him earlier. He’s drained. If you heal him now...”
Tommy gasped. His eyes turned red. His incisors grew.
I took a deep breath. “I should have thought of that.”
Mel came running in from the living room. Until now, she was the newest vampire among us. She was Mercy’s progeny. “Bloody hell, Hailey! What did you do?”
“I, um—“
The front door swung open again. Mercy was dragging the previously possessed slayer into the house. “Well, looks like dinner is served!”
I tilted my head. “He was possessed by a demon, Mercy. Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“The demon’s gone. Saw it leave him myself. No sense letting a couple of good bodies go to... wait, Hailey, did you...”
Before Mercy could stop talking, Tommy dove on the body of the now slain slayer and sank his teeth into the man’s neck.
I shrugged. “I just tried to heal him. Nico warned me, but it was too late.”
Mercy sighed. “You bit him earlier in the night. Should have thought of that, Hailey.”
Tommy raised his head from the man’s neck, blood dripping from his lips. “Who’s complaining? I know I’m not! This stuff is delicious! Who would have known?”
Mercy smirked. “Well, that’s just what we need. Demon possessed slayers are coming after us trying to stake you to vampire hell, and now we have a youngling to babysit.”
Mel walked over and took Tommy by the hand. “Don’t you all worry about that. I like this one. I can show him the ropes.”
Mercy laughed. “Talk about the blind leading the blind.”
“What?” Mel asked. “I’ve got my cravings under control. Mostly. I have bitten no one randomly in at least a week!”
“We don’t have time for this,” Nico piped up. “The slayers are coming after you. Corbin knows you live here, which means the slayers will, too. We need to find that grimoire.”
“Holy crap,” Tommy laughed. “I can hear you now, too!”
Nico rolled his eyes. “Well, isn’t that brilliant?”
“What’s going on?” Mercy asked.
“Nico says it isn’t safe here. We stopped one slayer. Sort of. More will come soon.”
Mercy nodded. “The last thing we need is to be trapped here during the day. Any thoughts about where we could go?”
I shrugged. “We could go to Vilokan.”
Mercy shook her head. “We can’t bring a youngling there and with Cain dead, I don’t think the Vilokan Asylum is taking on any new vampires at the moment. Not to mention, it’s predictable. Vilokan might be protected, but if we’re talking about thousands of demon-possessed slayers closing in on us, they’ll do whatever it takes to either break into the place or lure you out of there. We need to go somewhere they won’t expect.”
Tommy shrugged. “I have blackout curtains in my apartment. It’s not the biggest place, but you’re welcome to crash there until you can find a better place.”
Mercy slapped Tommy on the back. “For the next several months at least, provided we make it that long, you go where we go.”
Tommy scratched his head. “Alright. So, does that mean we’re crashing at my place or what?”
Mercy nodded. “Let’s go, before any other slayers find us and follow us there.”
“Sweet,” Tommy said. “I have blood in the fridge.”
I tilted my head. “You do?”
“Just kidding,” Tommy smirked and pointed at the body below him. “But I have a lot of jars. Anyone up to doing a little canning?”
Connor gulped. He was the only one among us who wasn’t a vampire. “I think I’ll just order a pizza.”
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Tommy’s apartment wasn’t big, but it was clean. Compared to Connor’s apartment, it was the Hilton. Tommy was also the only one among us who Corbin didn’t know, so his place gave us the best chance to avoid the demon-possessed slayers long enough to figure out how I was going to find this grimoire that Nico thought I’d need in order to stop Corbin once and for all. 
I couldn’t believe I’d sired someone. I didn’t think it was going to work. I knew if I bit someone and drained their blood, they’d become a vampire if they survived. The chances that someone became a vampire without some kind of supernatural intervention were rare. Most people die and their consciousness moves on into the afterlife before vampirism takes over. Maybe one out of a hundred people who are drained become vampires without some kind of mystical intervention. Since modern vampires rarely drink their victims dry, there just aren’t a lot of new vampires who are made by accident. I had a whoops baby, now. On the one hand, the timing couldn’t be more inconvenient. On the other hand, since he had the same ability that I did, now refined by his vampirism, to speak to Nico and Cain and any other ghoul who might cross our path, the timing couldn’t have been better. Maybe his ability would prove useful. I could only hope the benefit of his skills outweighed the pain in the ass he would be as a youngling.
While I was Tommy’s sire, he was taken with Mercy. I think he had a bit of a crush on her. She humored him for the time being. Mercy was pretty perceptive. I think she knew Tommy was into her, but she was a tough nut to crack. I had a better chance of winning the lottery, than Tommy had of landing Mercy, and I never bought tickets. She’d only loved once in her almost two centuries of existence. Sure, Ramon was human now. He had his own family and a normal life, but she still loved him. When she let him go, her heart held on. She couldn’t love Tommy. Besides, he was a youngling. She’d never fall for a youngling. That was just wrong. 
I sat next to Connor on Tommy’s couch and held his hand. I rested my head on his shoulder and he ran his fingers through my hair.
Connor chuckled. “You could really use a shower.”
“Do I smell?”
Connor grinned. “You’re a vampire. You always smell. It’s the curse of being a wolf shifter. I can smell everything.”
“But you don’t think I smell bad, right?”
Connor laughed. “I wouldn’t be with you if I did. It’s the blood in your hair and soaked into your clothes right now that’s turning my stomach.”
“Even if I showered, it’s not like I have a change of clothes here. All my shit is back at Casa do Diabo.”
“Well, who needs clothes? I like you better out of them, anyway.”
I smiled and back handed Connor on his shoulder. “You’re horrible. I’m not walking around Tommy naked.”
Connor laughed. “I honestly don’t think he’d notice. He can’t take his eyes off of Mercy.”
“I’d notice,” Nico said, pacing back and forth in front of the front door.
I snorted. “I bet you would!”
“I’d what?” Connor asked.
I laughed. “Sorry, it was Nico. He said he’d notice.”
“Hey, dead guy! Eyes off my girl!”
Nico turned to me and smirked. “Tell him not to worry. All I can ever do is look but never touch.”
I grinned. “He said you have nothing to worry about.”
“And don’t even think about trying to possess me like you did with Tommy earlier just so you can cop a feel.”
Nico laughed. “Tell him I’d never Patrick Swayze your Demi Moore.”
I chuckled. “Wouldn’t that make Connor Whoopi Goldberg in this scenario?”
“What are you talking about?” Connor asked.
I rolled my eyes. “Nico is referring to a movie, and the metaphor doesn’t work. In that movie Whoopi Goldberg wasn’t the one who loved Demi Moore.”
“You’re right,” Nico said. “But it doesn’t matter. Dead or alive, I’d never make a move on another guy’s girl. Besides, we have bigger issues to worry about right now. Once Cain arrives, we can start our journey.”
“Will Cain find us here?” I asked.
Nico nodded. “Some ghosts bind themselves to a particular place. They haunt a house or a room that was important to them in life. Other spirits bind themselves to a person.”
“Wouldn’t Cain bind himself to Rutherford or his son?”
“He was tempted to do that, as all spirits are. Cain bound himself in life to his patients, the supernatural beings he helped save. Now, he’s bound himself to his mission, to a purpose.”
“What happens after we finish the mission? If we stop Corbin?”
“Then he’ll be free to move on.”
“What about you?” I asked.
Nico rubbed his brow. “That’s a good question. I didn’t become a ghost because I lingered in the world after death. I became a ghost because I left heaven, then hell.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You were in heaven first?”
“Something like that. I’ve been on a mission for a while now. Someone sent me to hell to defy Corbin. When my power wasn’t sufficient to defeat him alone, I came to earth and found Cain. Now, my purpose is to help you defeat Corbin. To help you find the Grimoire of the Undead and use it to transfer my sire bond to you. Once that is done, well, I hope I’ll be able to move on. If not, and I get stuck here, at least I’ll have someone to talk to.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You were sent to hell? Who sent you?”
Nico shook his head. “I can’t recall. All my time in the afterlife is a blur. Time doesn’t work the same way, there. It’s like everything is as it always was and will be. I think I knew this was what I was supposed to do from the moment I arrived.”
Connor sighed. “I’m still here, you know.”
I kissed Connor on the cheek. “Sorry, didn’t mean to make you feel left out of the conversation. Nico is still waiting for Cain and he was telling me a bit about how he got here to begin with.”
“How did he end up becoming a ghost?”
I shook my head. “He isn’t sure. All he knows is that some celestial entity sent him to hell to defy Corbin and from there he came here to join up with Cain, warn me of Corbin’s plan, and help me find the Grimoire of the Undead.”
“Where do we find this grimoire, anyway?” Connor asked.
I turned to Nico. “He asks a good question. What kind of quest are we looking at here? How do we travel into the space between the realms of the living and the dead?”
“Merrick was a sorcerer. So far as I know, his grimoire is hidden in a place no one other than he and a clan of ancient druids have ever accessed. If you can call it a place at all.”
“So we need to figure out what kind of spell he learned to go there?”
Nico shook his head. “I think it’s more complicated than that. There may be a spell involved, but it was more than that. He tapped into an ability he’d gained as a vampire and, like you, he cycled that ability and gained greater control over the ability to traverse between realms greater than anyone except the gatekeepers of the otherworld.”
“That presents a problem. If he gained the ability from human blood, I’m not sure I can acquire the same ability unless I find a human of similar lineage.”
“What if I could take you to Merricks’ bones? Could you extract that power from his marrow?”
I shook my head. “I can’t take the power like I would if I gained it from someone’s blood. I might be able to tap into it. As long as he’s been dead, though, there’s no telling how much of the power remains in his marrow. If we do this, I’ll consume that power when I use it. We might only get one shot at this.”
Nico nodded. “Then that will have to do.”
“Do you have any idea what we might be facing once we enter this in-between realm?”
“I don’t have a clue. That’s why we need Cain. If the grimoire is infused with infernal power. He can sniff it out. Once we go there, everything hinges on his ability to find the grimoire.”
I scratched my head. “You have a plan to get us in there. If there is enough power left in Merrick’s bones to do it, I can pull it off. The bigger question is how we’re going to get home again. If I use the power in Merrick’s bones to open a portal, and I’m not in corporeal form when we go there, I won’t be able to take his bones with me. Someone will have to pull us out again.”
Nico glanced at Tommy, who was still fixated on Mercy. He was telling her something about how he was an orphan, how he didn’t have much of a family at all. Mercy was nodding along politely, but her eyes were glazed over. Mercy was cool. She had good intentions, but she wasn’t the sort that you’d share a sob story with and expect empathy in return.
“Perhaps our new friend can help with that. Combined with the help of a few more witches, let’s hope they can open a portal to bring us home.”
“Alexandra and Selene aren’t proficient in bloodwitchery. Mercy doesn’t mess with it.”
“That doesn’t mean Mercy can’t, Hailey. She’s a witch, same as you. She’s a vampire, too. If she has to do it, she can wield the same power you do.”
I bit my lip. “And you think Tommy can help with that, too?”
Nico nodded. “The one thing I know about the portal that Merrick’s druid friends used when they hid his grimoire is that the portal wasn’t visible from the material realm.”
“If all of this hinges on Tommy, it’s not an accident that we found him on that tour, is it?”
Nico laughed. “You tell me. How did you end up on that tour?”
I turned to Connor. “You got those tickets for the ghost tour, right?”
Connor nodded. “Yeah, they came in the mail. I figured it was something to do.”
“Who do you think sent you those tickets?” Nico asked.
I shook my head. “I don’t have a clue.”
“Were you aware that Tommy was briefly one of Cain’s patients?”
I raised an eyebrow. “At the Vilokan Asylum?”
Nico shook his head. “Cain can tell you that story. Cain saw him years ago, but not in connection with the Vilokan Asylum. He saw Tommy on referral from a child psychiatrist several years ago. Cain still had his records.”
My eyes widened. “And Rutherford found his file. She sent us the tickets and arranged for us to meet.”
Nico nodded. “She was desperate to contact Cain. You and your coven tried several times without avail to contact him. Rutherford set everything up. Cain knew what she was doing, and we made ourselves known when the time was right.”
I chuckled. “Well, Rutherford is nothing if not clever. I’m glad it worked out. Aside from the whole turning Tommy into a vampire thing, at least.”
Nico turned as Cain passed through the door and appeared in the apartment. Cain looked at me and grinned. “Are we ready to leave?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Right. We have to find Merrick’s bones. Any clue how we’re going to get there?”
Cain cleared his throat. “Nico, you didn’t tell her where the bones are hidden?”
Nico sighed. “I was getting to that.”
“Where are Merrick’s bones?” I asked.
Nico pressed his hands together and raised them to his ghostly lips. “For a few centuries, I carried them with me. I was afraid of what might happen if they fell into the wrong hands. Years later, another of my progeny took charge of them and buried them at my behest.”
I took a deep breath. “Another of your progeny? Don’t tell me it was who I think it was.”
Nico nodded. “Corbin buried Merrick’s bones in a graveyard at his castle in Romania.”
I snorted. “We have to go to Corbin’s castle? You can’t be serious.”
“He still has many vampires there who are protecting his property in his absence,” Nico said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re expecting us.”
I gulped. “So, we have to fight our way past a bunch of ancient old-world vampires, dig up a grave, and retrieve the bones.”
Nico nodded. “Pretty much.”
“And we have to get to Romania to pull that off. You understand, I’m sure, that trans-continental flights under nightfall are pretty rare, right?”
Cain nodded. “Come now, Hailey. You know how we’ll have to make the trip.”
I sighed. “We need Pauli.”
Cain smiled. “He can teleport us there using the aspect of Aida-Wedo. Well, he can take you there. Nico and I can get there on our own.”
I took a deep breath and stood up. “Mercy, Tommy, Connor. It looks like we’re going to have to take a trip.”
“I overheard,” Tommy said. “We’re going to Romania.”
Mercy huffed. “I remember Nico telling me about that. Merrick’s bones are buried at Corbin’s castle.”
I nodded. “That’s what Nico said.”
Tommy cleared his throat. “Who is Pauli?”
Mercy shook her head. She and Pauli had a complicated history. She bit him once. He was possessed by a Loa and bit her in turn. It was a whole thing. Ironically enough, that show-down happened when Nico died. It was before my time, but I knew the history. “I hate to admit it, but he’s probably the best option we have if we want to get there fast and avoid slayers on the way.”
I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I’ll make the call.”




Chapter 5
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When you have the aspect of Aida-Wedo, that means you have power over snakes and rainbows. Pauli could turn into a rainbow-patterned luminescent boa constrictor and, using the power of refracted light, teleport you just about anywhere on the globe. 
He wasn’t always that powerful. The first time I met him, he could barely take you across town. Now, he’d gone global. Spreading his personal brand of fabulousness and flamboyance everywhere he went.
I had to send Pauli a picture of the apartment. If he could visualize where he was going to teleport, he could get there. Even a few decades ago, a vodouisant with Aida-Wedo’s aspect might have been more limited just because it wasn’t possible to visualize the destination. In the age of digital media and satellite imagery, there were very few places Pauli couldn’t teleport.
With a multicolored flash, Pauli appeared in the middle of Tommy’s apartment. Tommy jumped back a little.
Mel giggled. “Hey there, Rainbow Bright!”
Mercy huffed. “Rainbow Bright?”
Pauli shrugged. “It works. Peg my holes and I’ll light right up!”
Mel and I laughed. Connor winced, and Nico and Cain ignored Pauli altogether. Tommy tilted his head. “Peg your holes? What does that even mean?”
Mercy shook her head. “If you need me to explain it to you, you don’t want to know.”
Pauli eyed Tommy. “Who’s the new hottie?”
Tommy tilted his head. “I’m actually cold now. More like room temperature.”
Pauli smirked. “Baby vampire? Who did the deed?”
I raised my hand. “He’s mine.”
“Well, how about that? You’re a baby momma!”
I snorted. “No, I’m not. It was an accident.”
“So was I. What’s the diff? He’s your baby now, honey.”
“I’m not a baby!” Tommy protested. “I’m a grown ass man.”
Pauli looked Tommy up and down. “Yeah, your ass is grown enough for me. I’d take you for a test drive.”
Tommy gulped. “Say what?”
Pauli shrugged. “I like bubble butts and I cannot lie!”
Tommy shuddered. “Thanks, but I’m not into men. Could you please put on some clothes?”
“Sorry, honey! I can only teleport as a snake, but I can shape shift into any form I like.”
Pauli quickly shifted into a form that resembled Mercy—except for his genitals. He retained his usual exaggerated shape down under.
Mercy rolled her eyes. “Pauli, you’re disgusting.”
“You’d know, honey! You tasted me once.”
“I bit you, Pauli. You were a bit too spicy for my taste.”
Pauli shifted back to his own form. He licked his finger and touched his right nipple and made a sizzling sound with his mouth. “Too bad you’re not my type, Mercy. Most of the boys find me more than a mouthful.”
I sighed. “We don’t have time for this. Tommy, do you have any clothes for Pauli?”
“Sure, I guess.”
“No need for clothes.” Pauli shifted back into snake form. “You said you needed a trip to Romania?”
I nodded. “We do. Mercy, do you know where Corbin’s castle is?”
Mercy bit her lip. “Sort of, but I don’t know how to find it from here. Get my feet on the ground in the neighborhood and I could get there.”
Nico chuckled. “Search for Corvin Castle. Like Corbin, but with a v instead of a b.”
I pulled out my phone and did a search. “Damn, it’s beautiful. Gothic architecture.”
Mercy nodded. “Corbin doesn’t go cheap.”
I raised an eyebrow. “This place is pretty famous, according to the Internet. They host operas there?”
Mercy scratched her head. “It’s quite the tourist attraction. No one knows much about what goes on there at night.”
I showed Pauli the picture. “Can you take us here?”
“Sure. A few more pictures would help, but it’s no problem. Are you ready to go?”
“Not yet.” I tapped on my phone to check the time difference. “It’s nine in the morning there. It looks like we’ll have to wait a while until nightfall.”
“Well, the night is young,” Pauli said. “I’ll come back in about twelve hours and take you to Dracula’s castle, then.”
Mercy chuckled. “That’s not Dracula’s castle. He lives in Castle Bran.”
I snorted. “Dracula is real?”
Mercy nodded. “Yeah, he’s a real dick.”
“He shouldn’t create any problems,” Nico said. “Dracula is a recluse.”
“I’ve read that book,” Tommy said. “I thought Dracula died at the end.”
Mercy laughed. “You can hear Nico, can’t you?”
“Sure,” Tommy said. “There’s more to the Dracula legend, I suppose?”
Nico laughed. “I told Bram Stoker that story. It was a part of my broader agenda.”
“What agenda?” Tommy asked.
“I had my hands in a lot of vampire stories. I was trying to direct popular lore to our benefit. In those days, it was best that people fear us and steer clear of those castles. Later, as it became clear that it was only a matter of time before our existence became common knowledge, I spread stories more empathetic to our kind. Enough to give people enough pause to consider that we might not all be monsters.”
I smiled. It was awkward whenever Nico or Cain talked and only two of us in the room could hear what they were saying. It left Mercy, Connor, and Pauli standing there in what must’ve felt like an awkward silence.
“Be careful, Pauli.”
“Be careful? Bitch, please. I always use protection.”
I snorted. “Not what I mean. There are demon-possessed slayers out there trying to find me. If they know that you know me, they might come after you to get to me.”
Pauli huffed. “Whatever. Let them try. Funny thing about being a shapeshifter, wolfie here knows this, is that we can heal when we change. Not to mention, I’m a tough snake to catch. Unless you happen to be tall, dark, and handsome.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize you were so particular about your men.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I’ve represented the lollipop guild more than once. Short, pale, and stocky has its appeal. It’s not about the size of the man that counts. It’s all about the size of his manhood.”
Tommy plugged his ears. “Too much information.”
“My point, Pauli, is to be careful. More than usual. Without you, our best shot at getting to Romania is in a shipping crate on a cargo ship.”
“Traveling that way sucks ass,” Mercy said. “The longer we take to get this job done, the more demon possessed slayers we’ll have to reckon with.”
Pauli waved his hand through the air. “Don’t sweat it, ladies. I might just hit the sack and then go to bed.”
“Isn’t that the same thing?” Tommy asked.
I shook my head. “Don’t ask, Tommy. If Pauli can make an innuendo out of something, he will. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he might mean by ‘hitting the sack.’”
Tommy tilted his head a second before his eyes widened. “Oh! I think I get it.”
Pauli snapped his fingers and in a flash of rainbow-colored light, disappeared. I looked around the room. Nico and Cain were floating there in mid-air, bored. Nico was biting his nails. Cain was twiddling his thumbs.
I sighed. “Well, it looks like we have some time to burn. This is your place, Tommy. Any suggestions?”
Tommy’s eyes widened. “We could play Dungeons and Dragons!”
I snorted. “No, thank you.”
Connor chuckled. “When you’re already a witch and a vampire, pretending to be an elf or a dwarf loses its allure.”
Tommy shrugged and laughed. “Maybe vampires and witches would be more interested in role-playing games where they can be accountants. You could get a suit-coat with plus-five account balancing abilities. It would be an escape from reality.” 
I grunted. “I’ll pass.”
“Maybe you could be a lifeguard! You’d get to hang out in the sun all the time.”
I rolled my eyes. “Again, I’ll pass.”  
Tommy scratched his head. “Video games?”
“Yes, please!” Mel piped up. “What system to do you have?”
Tommy smirked. “Better question. What system don’t I have?”
“You two do that,” Mercy said. “Hailey, come with me. Let’s do a little reconnaissance.”
I scratched my head. “Reconnaissance?”
Mercy nodded. “Before we leave town, it’s probably good to get an idea about how many slayers we might be dealing with.”
“We can do that for you,” Nico said. “It’s safer that way.”
I cleared my throat. “Nico doesn’t recommend it. He says that he and Cain can handle that for us without risk.”
Mercy looked around the room. “Where’s Nico standing, exactly?”
I pointed to Nico’s apparition, just to the right of Tommy’s television.
Mercy nodded and flipped him off. “I can take care of myself.”
Nico chuckled as he shook his head. “I should have known better than to tell Mercy to play it safe.”
“I could use a bite to eat!” Tommy piped up.
I huffed. “You just had an entire person before we left Casa do Diabo!”
Mercy grinned. “He’s a growing boy. Best find him a good bite. It’s never good to let a youngling go hungry.”
“I’ll take one, too!” Mel added. She was already digging into Tommy’s video game collection.
Mercy grinned and looked in Nico’s direction. “Go ahead and do your ghostly recon. We’re going hunting.”
Connor sighed. “I was going to order a pizza. I guess it’s too late for that now.”
“A shame,” Mel said. “Supreme pizza with a side of delivery boy. It’s one of my favorite combos.”
“There are frozen pizzas in my freezer,” Tommy said. “You might as well eat them. They don’t sound good to me right now.”
“Pizza’s not bad,” Mel said. “Best with blood for sauce. Has to be fresh though. Otherwise, ew.”
Tommy rubbed his stomach. “That sounds delicious.”
I cringed. There were vampires out there who enjoyed mixing their old human favorites with blood in various ways. I preferred to drink straight from the tap. “We’ll find someone edible and be back shortly.”




Chapter 6
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It was probably a good idea to make sure your youngling was well-fed before dragging him half-way across the world to vampireland.  
I’d never been to Romania. Mercy went there shortly after Nico died to try and rally support behind her leadership of the Vampire Council. Her efforts were rebuffed. Even when Nico ran the council, it was difficult to enforce the council’s precepts across the pond. 
Corbin was Nico’s sole representative in the old world. While Corbin carried out Nico’s wishes, he did so under the pretense that it was according to his own authority as a self-proclaimed king of vampires. That was the problem with sire bonds. A progeny has to obey, but they’re free to exercise any loopholes not protected against by the sire’s dictates. 
Nico didn’t realize what Corbin was doing at the time. Mercy found out rather quickly after Nico’s death when she tried to represent the new council’s authority over the old world and found that the vampires there were wholly loyal to Corbin and cared little for what they called the “American council.”
Corbin first came to New Orleans under the pretense that he was willing to negotiate some cooperation with Mercy’s efforts. It became clear pretty quickly that his agenda was to undermine her authority, to expand his influence and win the loyalty of American vampires to his cause. 
What was his cause? To build up the ranks of vampires enough so that if the time came that our existence was exposed to the world, we’d be too strong for humans to thwart. He wanted to spread fear and dominate the world. His plan was to dominate humanity, to reduce the human population to a “herd” for feeding, and for me to be his queen. 
I’d thwarted his efforts more than once. His last effort was to call forth Lucifer, to bind the devil to his will in the form of a dragon. With the help of the Fomorian Wyrmriders, I foiled that plan like I did his previous ones. When we sent him back to hell, I assumed it was over. Little did I realize that positioning himself as the lord of hell he was only more determined than ever to see his plan carried out—by making me his queen, binding me to his will from hell, and using me as his vassal to rule the world. 
This might have been his most insidious plan yet, and so far the only idea we had to stop him hinged on working with a couple ghosts, recovering Merrick’s bones, and using them to locate a grimoire that was hidden in some kind of in-between realm only Merrick and a clan of long-dead druids had the power to access. 
It was a long-shot, but it was better than trying to hide from Corbin’s legions forever. Nico was right. They’d find me eventually and all it would take is a stake to my heart, and Corbin could complete his plan.
It crossed my mind briefly that I could end my existence. He couldn’t make me his queen, then. 
Then I realized how foolish that was. A stake to the heart and I’d be to blame. I’d give self-love a bad name. I’d still end up in vampire hell. 
Corbin had worked with necromancers, like the Witch of Endor, in the past. Not only was there a chance he’d find a way to bring me back, but I wasn’t the only vampire he could technically use to complete his plan if I wasn’t available. All he really needed was any vampire who he could coronate or use as his vassal to exert his will on earth.
That meant we had to act fast. We had to stop Corbin while he still hoped that he’d be able to have me staked. 
Yeah, Corbin thought he loved me. I was the one he wanted to make his queen. If he thought I was unreachable, though, I wasn’t under any illusion that he’d give up his plan entirely. He’d find another vassal and use her in the same way, at least until he found me. For all I knew, Corbin already had a vampire staked in hiding, ready to coronate and revive.
If we had to hide in a shipping crate and travel to Romania by boat, he might coronate another vampire in the meantime. I wouldn’t have to be his queen, but humanity would suffer just the same.
Tommy’s apartment was far enough from Casa do Diabo that I didn’t expect we’d run into much trouble. After the first slayer came after us, chances were he had others watching our place and waiting for an opportunity to stake me.
I grabbed a backpack and stuffed it full of a few things that might come in handy. Important stuff like makeup, a hairbrush, and deodorant. 
We headed toward Bourbon Street. I realized right away that I forgot a few things—like a change of clothes. Go figure. At least I could have a pretty face, untangled hair, and wouldn’t smell. 
It was on the opposite side of the French Quarter. Not an awful place to find someone we could snatch and grab for a meal. Drunks made ideal targets. We’d feed, our bite would filter the alcohol out of the blood we consumed, and leave the person with a blood-alcohol content high enough that they’d forget the whole thing. 
An extra memory-wiping spell could guarantee it, but with demons afoot, working magic was risky. Mercy and I had faced demon-possessed folks in the past. They were nothing if unpredictable. If we used a spell, they might sense a disturbance in mystical energies and track us down. If we could find someone sufficiently intoxicated, we could avoid the need to use memory-wiping magic.
As we got closer to Bourbon Street, we heard a high-pitched, blood-curdling scream. Mercy and I picked up the pace to check it out. We slipped through an alley and hid behind a dumpster.
We didn’t see who screamed, but we saw at least a dozen pairs of red-glowing eyes moving down the street.
Mercy shook her head. “More possessed slayers.”
I gasped as I saw one of them grab a young woman off the sidewalk. He twisted the woman’s neck, and she fell to the ground.
“Fuck!” Mercy said. “They’re killing people.”
I rubbed my eyes. “She’s not the first. They’re leaving bodies in their wake! We have to do something!”
I was about to grab my wand when Mercy grabbed my hand. “Don’t do it. That’s what they want you to do. They’re killing people to try to lure you out!”
I shook my head. “We can’t just let them murder people, Mercy!”
“How many people do you think Corbin will kill through you if they get you, Hailey?”
I clenched my fists. “We can’t just stand her and watch!”
Red and blue lights reflected off some buildings. Three cop cars sped through the streets. They stopped, and the officers stepped out of the cars and drew their guns.
“Let them handle this,” Mercy said. “We can’t get involved.”
I shook my head. “This will not end well.”
The officers shouted at the demon-possessed slayers to get on the ground. Predictably, the horde pressed forward. The police opened fire. The bullets struck the slayers but didn’t slow them down. They took off after the cops and tore them apart with their bare hands.
“Mercy! We can’t let this happen!”
Mercy tightened her grip on my arm. “We can’t stop them. I don’t care what spell you think you can do, Hailey, they’ll anticipate it. And it won’t do any good. Kill the hosts and the demons will find more people to possess. We have to stick to our plan.”
Several translucent specters rose from the bodies that littered the streets. My hand was shaking. “Holy shit, I can see them.”
“See what?”
“Their ghosts... they’re everywhere!”
Mercy sighed. “Wait until the demons have passed. We’ll bring back a body. Someone who hasn’t died yet, so the soul still coheres in their blood.”
“If we find someone who’s survived, we still have to heal them.”
“We can’t, Hailey! No magic. It’s too risky. But if these people are going to die anyway, there’s no sense letting their bodies go to waste. Tommy needs the blood.”
I bit my lip. Mercy had been a vampire a lot longer than me. She wasn’t thinking about the people’s families. Without a body, they’d never get closure. Still, she had a point. We needed to feed Tommy. “I can use my telekineses. It’s not magic, it’s one of my vampiric abilities. I think I can pull a body toward us.”
Mercy nodded. “Just make sure the ghost hasn’t left the body yet. The blood won’t satisfy Tommy well enough if the soul is gone.”
The way the demons tore through the cops, they weren’t an option. Their ghosts had already escaped their bodies. They didn’t realize they were dead. They were chasing after the demons. They’d realize soon enough that their efforts were pointless. The woman they attacked earlier was still convulsing on the side of the road.
I focused on the woman’s body. She shot through the air toward us and crashed into the dumpster. Mercy and I grabbed the woman’s body. Mercy grabbed her under the arms. I took her by the legs. We carried her back to Tommy’s apartment.
Connor gasped when we stepped inside with the body. “What the hell?”
I shook my head. “Long story. This was the best we could do. It’s not safe out there.”
“It was a massacre,” Mercy said. “Bodies everywhere. The demon-possessed slayers are trying to force our hand, trying to lure Hailey out.”
Connor shook his head. “Corbin knows Hailey. He knows she’s still human enough that she couldn’t resist fighting back.”
Mercy nodded. “That’s what he’s hoping. Thankfully, I was there to stop her.”
I huffed. “I still think I could have saved a few lives.” 
“Temporarily,” Mercy said. “Corbin is playing the long-game. You have to do the same.” 
Mel and Tommy dropped their video game controllers. They sank their fangs into the woman’s body. My stomach turned into knots. This wasn’t right. Nothing about this situation was right.
Nico and Cain reappeared by the front door.
“I’m glad you made it back,” Nico said. “It’s getting bad out there.”
Cain was rubbing his brow. “It’s a nightmare.”
“Everyone needs to stay here and lie low until Pauli gets back.”
I sighed. “If he gets back. I really hope he didn’t go out onto the streets. If he did, if the demons got him, we’ll be screwed.”
Mercy shook her head. “Pauli is a lot of things. One thing he isn’t is dumb. My guess is he’ll tell Annabelle what’s going on. We need to let her do her best to try to slow the demons down. You aren’t the only hero in town, Hailey. Annabelle might be a lot of things, but she’s certainly capable. All we can do right now is wait and hope that Pauli shows up when agreed.”
I took a deep breath. I wasn’t in the mood to feed. Especially not off the dying body of someone Corbin’s demons attacked. “If Corbin can unleash this much terror with just a dozen of those things, what can he do with thousands? He can complete his plan with or without me.”
“That’s true,” Nico said. “But he doesn’t want to. His imagined love for you is his weakness. If we do this, Hailey, you can stop him once and for all.”
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I wasn’t accustomed to being stuck inside at night. Still, given my aversion to daylight, I’d spent more than my share of time indoors with no place to go. After Tommy and Mel had their fill, the woman’s body was devoid of color. I might have been a vampire, but that didn’t mean I was accustomed to being around dead bodies. I didn’t kill people when I fed. That was a line I never planned to cross. 
As a vampire for less than half a day, Tommy had now fed twice on dying bodies. How a vampire feeds his first few times can be formative. It can lead to habits, cravings that the vampire is destined to repeat. I’m pretty sure that’s why Mercy’s ex, Ramon, was so brutal and why it took years before Mercy broke him of his vicious habit of dismembering his victims. He started out wrong and stayed that way.
Between the body in Tommy’s apartment, the pressure of having a youngling under my wing who hadn’t had the best start to his vampiric life, and the screams we heard from outside throughout the night, time couldn’t have passed more slowly. We vampires don’t have to sleep, but we certainly can. I got a shower and slipped into some of Tommy’s clothes. That’s what I got for forgetting to stuff a change of clothes in my backpack before we left. 
Tommy’s clothes were way too big for me, but at least they weren’t stained with blood. He had a washing machine and dryer in his apartment. I had plenty of time to wash them before Pauli returned. Other than that, I spent most of the time snuggling with Connor on the couch. Despite my attempts, I never fell asleep. There was too much on my mind. Nico and Cain looked even more bored than I was. They hovered over the room but didn’t react much to anything. It was like they’d gone into some kind of daze. It was probably a ghost thing. Still, it added to the uneasiness of the situation.
After my laundry was done, I got back into my own clothes. There were a few blood stains that didn’t wash out, but at least the odor wasn’t constantly wafting past my nose. I had my cravings under control, but if I smell blood, it’s just a matter of time before the hunger pangs will strike.
When Pauli returned, he appeared with a change of clothes for himself draped over his serpentine body. Tight leather pants, a lacy black shirt, open-toed stilettos, and a pink feather boa. I was relieved to see him. He quickly got dressed after he shifted back to human form.
“Everyone alright?” Pauli asked.
I tilted my head. It wasn’t like Pauli to show so much concern. By the look on his face, though, he was as shell-shocked by everything going on outside as I was. “We’re alive. Well, most of us are anyway. And some of us are vampires, so I guess that’s a question of semantics. How do you define ‘alive’ anyway?”
Pauli shook his head. “It’s like a war-zone out there. I really hope this plan of yours works.”
“It’s not my plan. It’s Nico’s.”
“It will work,” Mercy said. “It has to work. If it doesn’t, we’re out of options. I don’t have a Plan B.”
“I need to see that picture again,” Pauli said. “It will take me a minute to get my bearings. Teleporting so far isn’t easy, even with a good photo. If you can pull up a satellite shot of the area, that will help, too.”
I already had a screen shot saved of Castle Corvin. I used an address of the castle I found on a website to bring up the satellite image from Google. I took another screen shot. I handed my phone to Pauli. “Just scroll back and forth between the two images. If you need anything else, let me know.”
Pauli took my phone. He sat down next to me on the couch and rubbed his brow. I’d seen Pauli endure some pretty precarious situations over the last few years. He’d bailed out Annabelle, Cain, Mercy and I from more than a few tough spots. Even then, he remained his jovial, flamboyant self. Now, though, he looked as though he was the one who’d just seen a ghost. He was out on the streets. He saw a lot worse than I did. How many people died overnight? How many more people would die before we stopped Corbin? I didn’t want to know. I couldn’t think about it.
Pauli took a deep breath and handed me my phone. “I’ve got it. Everyone ready?”
“I’m ready,” Mercy said.
“Yeah,” I added. “Me, too.”
“Alright,” Pauli said. “I’ve never teleported this many people at once. Y’all are going to have to squish together as close as you can. I’m a big snake. That’s what the boys tell me, anyway. But I need to wrap around all of you to make this work.”
Nico and Cain waved at us. “We’ll meet you there,” Nico said.
I strapped on my backpack. We were looking for bones, after all. Who knew what else I’d end up having to collect on this journey? I’d learned more than once in magical battles with supernatural baddies that I often needed trinkets or weapons and didn’t have enough hands to carry them all. 
Never go into battle without a good backpack. 
Connor wrapped his arms around me. Mercy, Mel, and Tommy squeezed around us as close as they could get. Connor winced. He didn’t mind my scent, but a lot of vampires surrounded him at the moment. He was probably picking up an unpleasant odor. He tucked his face into my hair.
Pauli returned to serpent form, stretched his body around all of us, and in a flash of his trademark rainbow colored light we appeared at the bottom of a hill looking straight up at Castle Corvin.
Pauli unwrapped himself from around us. “I’ll find a place to hide and stay inconspicuous. Maybe I’ll climb a tree or something.”
“Thanks,” I said. “You’re our ride home. Be careful.”
“You too. All of you. I really hope you guys know what you’re doing.”
I looked around. “We don’t have a clue. Where are Nico and Cain?”
“Give them a minute,” Mercy said. “I’m not sure that ghosts travel at the speed of refracted light.”
“We don’t need to,” Nico said from behind us. I turned and saw the ancient vampire spirit standing beside Cain, who still wasn’t saying much. “We exist on a plane beyond the laws of physics. Stay here for a bit. I’m going to check out the castle and see if we have a clear path to the graves.”
Nico and Cain disappeared again. Moonlight illuminated the castle. I realized with a full moon Cain would have normally become a werewolf if he’d been with us as he’d lived for most of his existence. A werewolf would have been handy. If there’s one creature vampires shy away from, its werewolves. A werewolf’s bite leaves a wound on vampires that can take a century or longer to fully heal, and it hurts like hell the whole time. 
We were going to have to settle for the much quieter, pensive, non-werewolf specter of Cain for now. I wasn’t entirely sure what his role was in this. Once we got into hell, he was supposed to help harness the infernal power that bound Corbin to Lucifer’s form. He wasn’t himself, though. In the past, he took charge in situations like this. He was the one who had the plan, the strategy, and the determination to see it through. I couldn’t blame him. He was recently dead. He sacrificed his life to save his son.
There were a few windows in the castle lit from within. The place had electricity which shouldn’t have surprised me. I expected the place to be lit by candles and lanterns. I suppose even old castles like this one had been retrofitted with electric wiring by now. I wondered to myself how many vampires might be inside. The castle was gigantic. An empty moat surrounded it. A lowered drawbridge led across the moat. Why was it lowered? Well, the sun had only recently set in Romania. That meant the vampires who lived there were now free to roam about.
I glanced at Mercy. “I don’t feel right about this. It feels like someone is watching us.”
Mercy nodded. “I agree. You’re probably right. The vampires here are all loyal to Corbin. If they have any way of getting a message to him, you’d better believe they will. Let’s hope they take more time to do that than it takes Nico to find a clear path to Merrick’s grave.
“I can sniff out any vampires who might be around,” Connor said. “They won’t expect a wolf being much of a problem.”
“That’s a good idea,” Mercy said.
I bit my lip. “Are you sure? Be careful, okay?”
Connor kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I want to help however I can. I’m the only non-vampire in the group. Might as well use what skills I have to contribute.”
I kissed Connor back. He stripped out of his clothes and shifted into wolf form. He took his clothes with him in his mouth and took off into the darkness.
I took a deep breath.
Mercy placed her hand on my back. “He’ll be fine. He’s probably safer as a wolf than a human, anyway. If any vampires see him, they won’t think about him as a meal.”
I chuckled. “You’re probably right.”
With Connor patrolling, Pauli hiding in a tree, and the ghosts scouting out the castle, we four vampires were all that remained.
I heard the sound of a twig snapping in two. I turned toward the sound.
“Shit,” Mercy said. “We aren’t alone out here.”
No sooner did Mercy speak and over twenty torches lit surrounding us. From their pale faces, and the fangs that caught the torchlight, they were all vampires. One stepped out from the rest. He was wearing a three-piece suit, had sunken cheeks, and long black hair slicked back and tucked behind his ears.
“Well, if it isn’t Mercy Brown. The prized daughter of he who once thought himself our master.”
Mercy huffed. “Hello, Dracula. Long time no see, you dusty old piece of crap. What the hell are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same thing. Corbin is gone. He has been for some time. In his absence, I claimed his territory. Unlike your brother, Mercy, I have no sire-bond preventing me from eliminating you. I’ll ask you once. Why are you here?”
Mercy darted her eyes back and forth. “Why do you think I’m here?”
“Do you intend to reclaim this castle for your brother?”
Mercy furrowed her brow. “You really don’t know what Corbin has been up to lately, do you?”
“I presumed he was forging an alliance with your council.”
Mercy smirked. “Nope, you couldn’t be further from the truth.”
“Then tell me, girl, what it is you’re doing here. And why are you here with three younglings? Are you really so devoid of power that you rely on infants to do your bidding?”
I huffed. “I’m no youngling! I’ve been a vampire for over seven years now!”
Dracula laughed. “Still a youngling, child. But you are correct. There is something different about you. There’s power within you, so many abilities for one so young.”
I gulped. “You can sense that?”
Mercy waved her hand through the air. “Don’t worry about Hailey. Here’s the thing, Dracula. I imagine you hid away in that castle of yours for years, just waiting for your chance to make a move. Corbin left the country, and you saw an opportunity.”
“Bravo, Mercy. Your clearly have powers of deduction beyond those of an idiot.”
“But you don’t,” Mercy said. “You could stake the four of us. If you did, you’d make Corbin more powerful than you can imagine. Are you such a fool, Dracula, as to think that not one of these vampires remains loyal to my brother?”
“I’m sure there are those whose loyalties would shift back to him were he to appear. Still, I’m the eldest of our kind in Romania. They’d be fools to defy me.”
Mercy shrugged. “Maybe they would be. Unless they knew that by defying you, they’d make Corbin more powerful than any of us could imagine.”
“How can I possibly believe you?” Dracula asked. “You are nothing but Niccolo’s favorite pet. A pretty one, I grant, but poodles are pretty, too. You’re still little more than a pet.”
Mercy chuckled. “Think what you like. Look, if you don’t believe me, stake the four of us and hell will rain down on your pale white ass faster than you can say ‘I vant to suck your blood.’”
Dracula snorted. “I never say that! Why does everyone think I do?”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. It also doesn’t matter how little you think of me. The vampires in North America all look to me as their leader. Ultimately, you and I want the same thing. We want Corbin done away with for good.”
“Are you proposing an alliance?” Dracula asked.
Mercy nodded. “I’ll endorse your position. I’ll tell everyone you’re the new vampire king of the old world. All I need from you is to let us recover something that Niccolo left in this castle a long time ago.”
Dracula narrowed his eyes. “Whatever it is you seek must be something powerful. What is it?”
Mercy shrugged. “Nothing that’s of any use to you. That’s all you need to know.”
Dracula stepped up to Mercy. He took a strand of her hair and sniffed it. “I can see why Niccolo was so taken with you. You are delightful. Though, these younglings of yours are likewise delectable. Maybe I’ll keep you all around for a bit. You’re quite nice to look at. All except for the one.”
“Hey!” I protested. “I’m pretty, too!”
Dracula laughed. “I was talking about the male.”
I grinned. “I know. I couldn’t resist.”
Dracula dropped Mercy’s hair and took a strand of mine. He lifted it to his nose and inhaled. His eyes widened. “You truly are the prize, aren’t you?”
I bit my lip. “What do you mean?”
“I can smell your power. You’re remarkable. Intoxicating, even. Perhaps I’ll play with you tonight. You remind me of one I knew long ago, my dearest Mina.”
I huffed. “You will not! I’m no one’s toy!”
Mercy shot darts at me from her eyes as if she wanted me to go along with it. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement that you’ll find pleasing.”
“Excuse me?” I asked.
“Silence, pet!” Mercy shouted.
I bit my lip. She’d never once called me that. She never would. She was clearly up to something. Hopefully, Mercy had a plan.
“Sorry,” I said.
Dracula grinned. “Or perhaps I’ll have the both of you. Nico’s pet and his pet’s pet. I like to watch.”
Mercy smirked and touched Dracula’s chin with her forefinger. “Honey, you couldn’t handle us.”
Dracula billowed a laugh and turned to the other vampires. “Bring these two to my quarters. Put the other two in the dungeon.”




Chapter 8
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I’d never seen a place so luxurious. Dracula claimed Corbin’s old suite. I wasn’t sure which ancient vampire was primarily responsible for all the gold trim on everything, the velvet furniture, and the renaissance-era artwork on the walls. Either way, it was impressive. Most old vampires had money. Mercy inherited all of Nico’s money and he’d acquired his riches over centuries. These old world vamps were also rolling in it. While Mercy was at least as wealthy as Dracula or Corbin, she was also a minimalist. She grew up the poor daughter of a religious zealot in Exeter, Rhode Island. In all her decades as a vampire, she’d never adopted the refined taste of the likes of the ancient vampires. Even Nico, as wealthy as he was, spent his money functionally more than luxuriously. He had a yacht, several mansions around town, and Mercy now owned all of them. None of them held a candle to Castle Corvin. 
Dracula’s lackeys left us in the room. They took Mel and Tommy to a dungeon somewhere. Dracula was a creepy mofo. The way he sniffed my hair felt like something straight out of a serial killer’s memoir. So much for Nico’s confidence that Dracula wouldn’t pose us any problems.
“They just left us in here?” I asked. “They don’t think we’re going to run?”
Mercy grinned. “Look out the window.”
I walked over to the window. The empty moat was the only thing below. It was too dark to see what might be inside.
I shrugged. “No biggie. I could use a levitation spell and get us out of here.”
Mercy shook her head. “Don’t do that.”
“You really think Corbin’s demons can sense my magic from here?”
“That’s not it,” Mercy said. “This couldn’t be going any better.”
“Excuse me? Dracula is real. He had his henchmen bring us up to his room so he could enact whatever perverted fantasies he might have with us and he put our younglings in the dungeon.”
Mercy shrugged. “How do you know he isn’t planning on enacting his perversions in the dungeon? That’s doubly kinky, right?”
I huffed. “Just stop, Mercy. This isn’t a good situation.”
“Of course it is. Look, if these were Corbin’s vamps and they knew what he was planning, they would have staked us on sight.”
“You realize I know a spell that I could use to blast the blood right out of their bodies.”
“Right. Then we’d be surrounded by ferals. That would have been so much better.”
“Better than letting Count Dickula have his way with us.”
Mercy chuckled. “All that was just for show. Mostly. I mean, he is a perv. But most men are, vampire or not. He acted that way mostly for the sake of the vampires he was leading. A lot of them were loyal to Corbin before. Corbin hated me. How well do you think it would have gone over if he acted like he was happy to see me?”
“You and Dracula are friends?” I raised both eyebrows.
Mercy laughed. “Not at all. I can’t stand the guy. But he’s had a crush on me as long as I can remember.”
I pinched my chin. “So we’re back to where I thought we were. He’s brought us here to have his way with us.”
Mercy shook her head. “He isn’t that bold. He’s an asshole and a dick. But he’s mostly harmless.”
“An asshole and a dick? What’s the difference?”
“Do you really need me to explain the anatomy, Hailey?”
“Not literally! Geez. You know what I mean. It doesn’t matter. Whatever he feels about you, I doubt he brought the two of us up here for tea and crumpets. Not that I know what crumpets are, but you get the point.”
“It’s griddle bread. Still, what do we have to worry about? Best-case scenario, we can sweet talk him into letting us take Merrick’s bones. Worst-case scenario, you blast him with your spell. I stake him while he’s feral, and we take what we came for.”
“How did he know about my power?”
Mercy shook her head. “Dracula has a lot of abilities. No one really knows all of them for sure on account of the fact that he’s kept to himself for the last century or so.”
The door swung open. Dracula stood there grinning widely. “Among those powers is a fantastic sense of hearing.”
Mercy shrugged. “We weren’t saying anything we wouldn’t tell you to your face.”
Dracula laughed. “Perhaps not, love. You were wondering how it was I sensed your power, were you not?”
I bit my lip. “I am a witch. Both of us are. Maybe you sense magic.”
Dracula winked at me. “It’s not magic I can feel. It’s your other powers. Your vampiric powers.”
I scratched my head. “Oh, those. Yeah, we have a few of them.”
“What are they?”
Mercy grunted. “You know what I can do.”
“Right!” Dracula lifted a hand to Mercy’s cheek. “You have compulsion abilities.”
Mercy gasped. Dracula inhaled deeply. “Ah yes, this will be very useful.”
“You stole my ability!” Mercy shouted.
Dracula shrugged. “What? Did you think I was into you two for your bodies? Perhaps I am. Now I can make the two of you do whatever I like.”
I clenched my fist. “Like hell!”
“Are you going to stop me, young lady? This worked out perfectly. I never know if I want to take another vampire’s abilities. Some of them are quite unpleasant. Now I can make you tell me what yours are. I’ll decide for myself what I want. Then we can have some fun.”
I huffed. “Why didn’t you just take our abilities when we were outside?”
“I’m a romantic. What can I say?” 
I rolled my eyes. “Bullshit. The other vampires don’t all know about your ability-stealing power, do they?”
Dracula shrugged. “That’s none of your business.”
“That’s why you didn’t steal our abilities in front of them. There are still a few among them whose abilities you haven’t stolen yet.” 
“Think what you wish.” 
I glanced around the room. I knew how Mercy’s power worked. She could compel people to do what she said, but there were loopholes. Unless she told someone not to do something specifically, she couldn’t stop them. She hardly ever used her ability. She said it brought out a darkness within her she couldn’t control. I had to think fast. Before Dracula could take my ability, I had to use it. I spotted a wooden chair on the other side of the room. It would have to do.
“It’s Hailey, isn’t it?”
I nodded. “That’s right. You’ve heard of me?”
Dracula nodded. “Tell me what it is you can do?”
I nodded. “I can see ghosts.”
“Interesting. There’s more, though, isn’t there?”
I grinned. “I have telekinesis.”
Before Dracula could touch my face and steal my abilities, I visualized the chair. It flew toward me as I visualized it—legs first. One of them plunged through Dracula’s back and into his heart.
The count fell to the ground.
“Holy shit! I just staked Dracula!”
“Good job!” Mercy clasped her hand over her mouth as she laughed.
I shook my head. “He stole your ability.”
Mercy nodded. “That’ll be a problem if he ever gets unstaked. I’m not all that upset about it. I don’t like the power much, anyway. I can’t imagine what he’d do with it, though. Use fire magic. Burn out his heart.”
I pulled out my wand. “This is going to be a little hot.”
I pressed my wand directly over the wound that the chair leg created when it blasted through his back and out of his chest. I unleashed flames directly into the wound. When I did, it reduced Dracula’s remains to ash and bone.
I smirked. “Done in by a ‘pet.’ The other dead vampires in hell are going to give him all kinds of shit about that.”
Mercy snorted. “Yeah, about that. Corbin’s going to know that Dracula’s there. That means it’s probably just a matter of time before Corbin figures out what we’re doing here. We have to move fast.”
I nodded and looked around. “Where the hell are Nico and Cain?”
“How am I supposed to know? You’re the one who can see them.”
“We need them. You don’t know where Merrick’s bones are, do you?”
Mercy shook her head. “I don’t have a clue.”
I sighed. “Alright. Well, do you know where the dungeon is? Maybe we’ll find them on our way there. We have to free Tommy and Mel.”
“We’re going to have to fight our way through a lot of vampires who are loyal to Dracula to get there.”
“Feral vamps are easier to kill than intelligent ones. I’ll blast them. You stake them. There’s another chair against the far wall.”
Mercy nodded. She took the chair and grabbed a leg. With her vampire strength, it snapped like a twig. “Perfect, it didn’t break straight. Nice and pointy.”
This was about to get messy fast. There’s no clean way to exsanguinate vampires. At least it wasn’t likely that any of the vampires on the premises had any special abilities. If they did, Dracula would have taken them for himself. Dracula’s ability was pretty damn frightening. If I hadn’t staked him when I did, there was no telling how powerful he’d become. 
So far, Dracula had done little other than take over Corbin’s domain. I doubted that was where his plans ended. All’s well that ends well, though. Dracula wasn’t an issue anymore. Not on earth, anyway. 
Mercy was right. Killing Dracula might have complicated things. How long would it take before Corbin knew we were there and sent his demonic legions to possess humans in the region? How long would it take for them to find us? Hopefully longer than it would take for us to free Tommy and Mel, and find Merrick’s bones.
We headed down the hall. I had my wand in my hand and my exsanguination spell ready to go. No sooner did a vampire spot us around the corner and I blasted the blood out of his body. Mercy lunged at him and staked him before his feral nature took over. I quickly burned out his heart. One down, who knows how many there were left to go. 
We were going to need more stakes. If we ran into a group of these vampires, we wouldn’t stand much of a chance of taking them out one by one. I could blast them all at once. I could even try to burn them where they stood, but burning down the castle wasn’t a part of the plan. There was also a good chance it wouldn’t work. It takes a lot of burning to get through flesh to the heart. Without a fire spell aimed directly into the heart, I couldn’t finish off a vampire quickly.
“We’re not going to take all of them out,” I said. “We’re still better off sneaking our way down to the dungeon and only attacking those we have to.”
“Agreed.” Mercy nodded. “This way.”
We continued down the hall. When we heard a group of vampires approaching, we ducked into one of the side rooms and let them pass.
“We need to hurry,” Mercy whispered. “If they find Dracula’s bones and ashes, or that other vampire, they’ll know something is wrong. They’ll start looking for us.”
I nodded. “Alright. How far do we have to go?”
“There’s a stairwell at the other end of the hall. We should be able to follow it down to the dungeons.”
We made it to the stairwell, encountering no other vampires. We ran down the stairs using our enhanced vampiric speed.
When we got to the dungeon, we found Mel in the middle of the room, not in chains, straddling another vampire. She looked up at us.
“Look what I did!”
Mercy laughed. “You staked him. Good job!”
Mel nodded. “Fucker grabbed my ass. He was dumb enough to have a stake on him. I think he meant to use it on us. That’s what he gets for messing with me.”
I chuckled. “Angry bitches aren’t to be trifled with.”
Mel extended her hand. “High five on that one, sister.”
I slapped Mel’s hand. “Where’s Tommy?”
Mel shook her head. “I think Nico and Cain found him. Tommy managed to escape, too, and followed them. He said something about a graveyard around back.”
“I know where that is,” Mercy said. “Let’s hope Nico knows exactly where the bones are buried.”
“Pretty sure he does,” Mel said. “Come on. Tommy followed the ghosts through a door around back.”
“That’s right,” Mercy said. “Been a while since I’ve been here, but that should lead to an exit close to the graveyard.”
We made it out back. I could see Nico and Cain from a distance. As ghosts, when I saw them, they had a faint glow to them that shone brighter in the dark than under light. They were huddled around a small unmarked plot of ground. Dirt was flying everywhere. When we got closer, I saw why. Connor was still in wolf form, digging through the dirt with a fury.
I was relieved. I’ve done a little digging in my time. Usually on the rare instance when I was caught outside at sunrise and had to take cover in a makeshift temporary grave. With our strength and speed, vampires could dig fast. That didn’t mean we liked it. I certainly didn’t like it. Digging a hole is only one half of the task. After that, it’s the arduous process of digging the dirt out from under my fingernails.
Connor was already a few feet deep when we arrived.
“More vampires are coming looking for us,” Mercy said. “If they found Dracula’s ashes, you can bet they’ll be pissed.”
Nico grinned. “Dracula’s ashes?”
I shrugged. “He could steal vampires’ abilities. He took Mercy’s compulsion. He tried to take my telekinesis. I telekinetically staked him before he could.”
“Then you burned out his heart.”
I nodded. “Yup. All in a witch’s day’s work. Well, night’s work since I’m also a vampire, but you get the idea.”
Cain was staring off into the distance. He whipped around fast. “The vampires are the least of our problems. Corbin must know we’re here. More demons are heading here now.”
“How do you know that?” I asked.
Cain shook his head. “I can sense their infernal power.”
Nico raised an eyebrow. “You can? You mean, like you could sense the power of infernal relics as a werewolf?”
Cain nodded. “I can’t explain it. Maybe some of my powers are still with me. It might have taken me some time to acclimate to being a ghost. Maybe being in New Orleans, with so much infernal power all around, it all blended together. Whatever the case, yes, more demon-possessed persons are on their way.”
“Any idea how many?” I asked.
Cain shook his head. “I can’t say. It’s a lot of power. Not as much as I absorbed when I took the six infernal flames, but it’s more than a single flambeau, certainly more than five or six demons. Maybe ten. Could be twenty or thirty. I really don’t know.”
“What’s going on?” Mercy asked.
I shook my head. “We’re about to get some unwelcome visitors on two fronts. Vampires and demons. Connor, can you dig faster?”
Connor didn’t respond, but he kept digging.
“Pauli!” Mercy whispered. “If you’re nearby, we might need you the second we get these bones.”
“He can’t hear you whisper,” I said.
“Yeah, but I don’t want the vampires to hear us. Enhanced hearing, and all.”
Pauli didn’t show up. We were on the opposite side of the castle. I didn’t know if he knew to follow us around here. He certainly couldn’t hear us if he was still coiled up on a branch on the same tree he was in before.
I took a deep breath. “We can’t count on that. If he doesn’t show up, we need another plan. I don’t think we can fight that many vampires and demons all at once.”
“Not the demons,” Nico said. “But what if they were out of the picture?”
“Think we could handle the vampires alone?” I asked.
Mercy nodded. “Sure. Your magic and my skills at kicking ass. Why not?”
“Get the bones,” Nico said. “Do the spell. If we succeed, the demons won’t be an issue. We’ll all come back, right here and now, and you can help Mercy and the others take down the vampires.”
Five vampires stepped out of the castle, through the same door we took to the graveyard. I turned and saw what looked like several strings of red Christmas lights making their way around the moat toward the drawbridge.
“Boys!” Mercy approached the vampires. “Nice to see you are looking well!”
“What did you do to our master?” one vampire asked.
I knelt down over the grave as dirt continued flying out of it. “Connor, I hope you’re getting close.”
Connor grunted. Then something blasted out of the grave toward me. I grabbed it. I almost shrieked. It was a skull.
“Do it now!” Nico shouted.
I held the skull. It was old. There wasn’t much marrow, but it was rich. It made sense. Skull bone marrow is important to brain function. One of a few tidbits you pick up when you’re studying bloodwitchery and learning the best ways to tap into the power latent in blood.
I focused my energy and drew on the power in the skull. It wasn’t as potent as it must have been when Merrick was alive, but it was there. Nico and Cain rested their hands on my shoulder. A surge of energy flooded into me. They pressed their essence into my body.
The skull glowed with a surge of red energy. It coursed up my arm and enveloped my body.
The next thing I knew, I was standing in a clearing in the middle of a forest. I slipped my backpack off, unzipped it, and placed Merrick’s skull inside. I was about to swing it back over my shoulders when I felt a hand rest on my back. 
“Hello, Hailey.” It was Cain’s voice.
“I can feel you!”
“The boundaries between the material and immaterial realms aren’t so clear in this place,” Cain said. 
Nico placed his hand on my shoulder. “Welcome to the in-between. Let’s find that grimoire.”




Chapter 9
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I looked all around. The clearing in whatever forest we were in wasn’t just circular. It was a  perfect circle. The thing about nature is that it’s perfectly imperfect. The chances of a perfect circle occurring randomly in the middle of a dense forest are practically nil.
“Who built this place?” I asked.
Nico shook his head. “I can’t say.”
“The better question,” Cain added, “is why is the realm in-between life and death represented by a forest? And why are we flesh and blood?”
“Are we really?” Nico asked. “I’m not a hundred percent sure I understand all of this, but when I was in charge of the Vampire Council, I had several commissions of scientists and parapsychologists.”
Cain chuckled. “William James was a renowned scientist and also served as the first president of the American Society for Psychical Research.”
Nico grinned. “I know. Who do you think was their leading benefactor?”
Cain cocked his head. “Jung theorized a realm where the mental and physical realms interact in ways that conventional science cannot explain. He used the term synchronicity to describe the phenomenon. Freud was his mentor and mine.
“I think that’s what this might be,” Nico said. “This isn’t just a realm between life and death, it’s where the outward material world and every spiritual force, every kind of magic intersects.”
Cain laughed. “Quite impressive. I didn’t know you were so well versed in parapsychology and its various theories.”
“When you’ve lived as long as I did, you have a lot of time for self-study.”
I snorted. “This is fascinating, guys. Really it is. Can you save your nerd-bonding for another time in your afterlives? We need that grimoire.”
“It’s not an irrelevant discussion,” Cain said. “Given what we’re looking at, I’m guessing we’re standing at a locus of druidic magic.”
I bit my lip. “That makes sense. Merrick was from the part of the world where the druids flourished. If he was in league with a clan of druids who sent his grimoire here, maybe he was one.”
Nico shrugged. “He was a sorcerer of a sort. That tracks. However, the power you accessed was in his marrow. It’s more likely he bit a druid. That was his bridge to the in-between.”
“If that’s true, we probably arrived exactly where Merrick did when he came here. That means the grimoire should be nearby.”
Cain sniffed at the air. “My werewolf senses are still active here. We aren’t alone.”
“What do you mean, we’re not alone?”
“I mean exactly what I said. There are others here. They don’t smell human. They certainly aren’t vampires or werewolves.”
Nico sighed. “If there are other entities here, what are the chances they’ve left the grimoire wherever Merrick put it?”
“What entities are we talking about?” I asked.
Cain shook his head. “It’s not just one kind.”
Something caught my eye in the trees. It was black, like a shadow. “Did you see that?”
“See what?” Nico asked.
Cain sniffed the air. Then he pointed at the trees about twenty degrees clockwise from where I saw it the first time.
Nico narrowed his eyes. “It’s a wraith. The wraith of a vampire’s spirit.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
Nico nodded. “I’ve never seen one outside of vampire hell.”
I snorted. “That’s a vampire spirit who can’t be unstaked. Someone whose heart has been burned out. Do you think it’s Dracula? Maybe he followed us here.”
Nico shook his head. “It’s not Dracula. It’s Merrick.”
“I thought you burned out his heart. How is his wraith here?”
“It must have something to do with his ability. Skipped out on hell and came to the in-between instead.”
“Should we follow it?” I asked.
Cain nodded. “We can. Are you sure it’s safe?”
I raised a hand. “No magic. I know that much about wraiths. Cast a spell and they’ll be on you like a teenage boy at the buffet.”
Nico nodded. “My sire bond might impact him, still. It’s worth a shot. He might lead us to his grimoire.”
Cain nodded. “It’s either follow the wraith or start searching randomly.”
I scratched my head. “Alright. Are you sure your sire bond is still effective here? While he’s a wraith at that?”
“Being a wraith shouldn’t matter. I can’t say what does or doesn’t work in this place.”
“My werewolf abilities seem to be intact,” Cain added. “So is the power I have from Damballa’s aspect. I’m guessing the same applies to the vampires and their abilities.”
I focused my eyes on a small stone on the ground five feet ahead. Using my telekinesis, it flew from the ground into my hand. “Yeah, vampire abilities work.”
“Sire bonds aren’t an ability. Either way, he’s just a wraith. You don’t want to get hit by one. It’s unpleasant. It will try to feed on your soul if it hits you. A wraith can’t steal your soul, though. It’ll leave you immobile with chills for a little while, but it can’t kill you.”
Cain shook his head. “It’s circling us. I’m not sure following it is going to do much.”
Nico narrowed his eyes. “Unless he’s trying to get our attention. I think he wants us to follow him. Maybe he’s trying to show us the way to the grimoire.”
I chuckled. “That would be convenient. Too convenient. My gut tells me it won’t be that easy.”
Nico smiled. “It’s almost never that easy. Still, I’m not one to punch a gift horse in the mouth.”
I tilted my head. “You shouldn’t punch any horse. That’s crappy behavior.”
Nico rolled his eyes. “You know, the older you get, the more cliches you pick up.”
“It’s true,” Cain added. “And I’m even older than Nico. But you know what they say. Seven thousand is the new fifty.”
“I’m not even half that old. I’m a spring chicken!”
“Are we going to chase this wraith or stand around watching it while we exchange cliches?”
Nico grinned. “Merrick’s wraith is circling us. I say we chase it.”
“We’re off!” Cain exclaimed. “Like a cheap toupee in a windstorm!”
I shook my head. “Good Lord, you guys are bad.”
Nico led the way. Cain and I followed close behind. If Nico’s sire bond worked, we figured it was best he was the wraith’s first contact. 
The wraith broke away from the tree line and headed deeper into the forest once we went after him. Was he leading us to the grimoire? He was taking us somewhere. 
Nico was faster than me. With vampires, aging has the opposite effect that it does on humans. It’s rare that an elderly person can outrun someone in their twenties. Vampires only get faster and stronger the older they get. 
Cain could run a lot faster than me. Now that he’d gained the aspect of the voodoo Loa, Damballa, he had full control over his shifts. 
“Go ahead and shift,” I told Cain. “Keep up with him. I’ll keep up as best I can.”
Cain nodded, shifted into werewolf form, and took off bounding over a fallen tree and a boulder in pursuit of Nico and Merrick’s wraith. 
I ran as fast as I could, but I wasn’t any match for Nico or Cain, not to mention the wraith. The lighting in this forest was dim. I wasn’t sure what the source was. There wasn’t a sun there, strictly speaking, but everything had a faint glow to it. 
Cain disappeared from view. I continued on the same trajectory. Eventually, I hoped I’d catch up to them. Once Merrick led them to his destination. 
A howl echoed in the distance. It was Cain. He was a clever old dude. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could follow the sound. 
A bright green orb flew over my head. I wasn’t sure what it was. It moved so fast it was a blur. I turned after it passed me. It pivoted and shot back in the other direction. Cain mentioned there were various entities in the forest. Merrick’s wraith was one of them. Whatever this thing was must’ve been among the creatures that populated the realm. 
The orb stopped again in the distance and turned back toward me a second time. 
What the hell? 
Whatever that thing was, it was following us, watching us. When it came back, Cain came running beneath it in wolf form. 
Cain stopped next to me. He craned his neck around, signaling that I should hop on his back. The green orb hovered above us. I didn’t question it. I climbed on Cain’s back and took two tufts of fur in each of my hands. He took off back toward the clearing.
Cain stopped in the middle of the circle. The orb stayed above us. “What the hell is going on? And what in the world is that thing following us?”
Cain shifted back into human form. I half expected he’d be naked. For some reason he was still clothed. I suppose the usual rules didn’t apply here in the same way they did on earth. I was relieved I didn’t have to see Cain’s cane. It wouldn’t have been the first time I saw him post-shift in the buff. 
“They compromised Nico.”
“What do you mean, he’s compromised?” 
Cain shook his head. “Merrick must’ve used that damned grimoire to alter the sire bond. Nico can’t control him. It’s quite the opposite. The wraith has taken control of Nico.”
“I can’t fight him. Not without magic. Even then, I’m not sure how my spells would work here.”
Cain shook his head. “I will not bite him. Not unless I have to. Even if I did, it would hurt him, but it wouldn’t stop him.”
“He’s too fast. I’m too young. I can try to stake him, but I’d fail.” 
“The good news is that the grimoire must be here. We have to find it. If Merrick has Nico’s sire bond, the best chance we have to stop Nico is to do what we came here to do. Only now, you’ll need to steal the bond from Merrick.” 
I shook my head. “I knew this would not be so simple.”  
The green orb over us pulsed like a strobe. It flashed and expanded around us, forming a shield around the circle. When it did, Nico and Merrick’s wraith slammed into the energy and flew back into the forest. 
The floor beneath us changed. New trees with foliage of red, pink, and green replaced the old trees. The green glow disappeared and a strange figure appeared floating in mid-air, its wings fluttered like a hummingbird’s. 
“Well, hello there!” the creature said.
I tilted my head. “Um, hello. I’m Hailey.”
“Yes, yes, yes. And that’s Cain!”
“You know who we are?” I asked.
“Sure do! Sure do!”
“Who are you and where did you take us?” 
“My name is Willie!  I’m known as Wee-Willie Winker!” 
I snorted. “Sounds like an unfortunate nickname earned in a high school locker room after someone saw you in the shower.”
Willie tilted his head. “I don’t understand.”
I grinned. “Never mind. What are you and, I’ll ask you again, where are we?” 
“I’m a faerie! You’re still in the in-between, but this is the Seelie Forest.”
“Seriously?” I raised an eyebrow. “A faerie?” 
Cain tilted his head. “I thought the Seelie Forests were in Eden.”
Willie laughed and flew a circle around us. “The Seelie Forests are everywhere and nowhere at all!” 
I bit my lip. “What about the Unseelie Forest?” 
Willie gasped. “We don’t talk about that place. Bad place. Very bad.” 
“I didn’t know there was such a place. Sorry for mentioning it.” 
“It’s okay, Hailey-boo!”  
“Hailey-boo?” I chuckled. 
Willie pinched his chin. “Why have you come? The in-between is not a place meant for the living.”
I shrugged. “Well, I’m undead. So, I’m not totally alive.”
“Yes, yes, yes. One like you came to the in-between before.”
I nodded. “Right. That was Merrick. He’s the wraith. He took control of our friend.”
“Niccolo! Yes, he did. Not good. Nope, nope! Not good at all!” 
Cain cleared his threat. “Excuse me, Willie. We need to save our friend. Niccolo came here with us.”
“Came there, you mean. Shouldn’t have come. No, you shouldn’t have.”
“We didn’t have a choice,” I said. “We need the grimoire that Merrick left here a long time ago.”
“A long time ago? What is a long time? Things in-between have happened but still have yet to occur.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I get it. Time doesn’t work the same way in the in-between. That doesn’t change the fact that we need that grimoire. It’s the only way to save Nico and to stop the vampire who has taken over Lucifer’s form in hell.” 
“Hell is bad! Lucifer is bad! You should leave him be!” 
“We don’t have a choice,” Cain said. “Corbin, the vampire who harnessed Lucifer, is trying to take Hailey and make her his queen. If we get the grimoire, Hailey can stop him.” 
“Yes, a queen of hell would not be nice. Not nice at all! The earth would not be happy about that.”
“The people on earth wouldn’t care much for it, either,” Cain added. 
“Willie could help you, but Willie might get you into trouble with the Faerie King.”
I shook my head and chuckled. I wasn’t aware the faeries spoke of themselves in the third-person. “Look, I don’t know much about faeries or your politics. I’d rather piss off the Faerie King than become the devil’s queen. No offense to His Highness.” 
“Piss off of him? I do not think the king would let you on top of him and pee from his back.”  
Cain laughed under his breath. “She means it’s better to anger your king than become a puppet of hell.”  
Willie slapped himself on the forehead. A shower of golden glitter-like energy blasted from his head with each strike. “Willie might get in trouble. Been in trouble with the king before for helping humans.”
I shrugged. “Well, I’m not human. Not entirely.” 
“Neither am I,” Cain added. 
With a flash of green energy, a large rock appeared in front of us. Willie hovered over it and lowered himself onto the stone. He crossed his legs and resting one elbow on his knee, rested his chin against his fist. “You are both corruptions. Corruptions of nature. We are not supposed to aid what is unnatural.” 
I shook my head. “I’m all natural. Nothing about me is fake, I swear.” 
Cain chuckled. “I don’t think he’s talking about your figure.”
I took a deep breath. “I know. Look, Willie, I get it. You’re probably not supposed to help creatures like us. Forgive me for being presumptuous. Until about two minutes ago, I wasn’t sure faeries were real. I can relate to that. Most people don’t think I’m real, either. The point is that the little I know about faerie lore is that an imbalance in the cosmic realms is probably a lot worse than a few creatures who defy nature.”
“Yes, yes. You’re correct, Hailey-boo. If a vampire is controlling hell, that’s bad. So, so, so, bad!”
“And if he has his way,” Cain added, “a vampire will rule the earth as well. He’ll oppress humanity by using Hailey as his vassal queen.” 
“Bad! Bad! Bad!” 
I nodded. “I agree. We don’t want bad things to happen. If you help us, we can stop all those bad things from happening. Surely your king would understand.”
“To do bad to stop bad? That’s bad, too! It’s bad times two, especially if both bads happen!” 
Cain bent at his waist, resting his hands on his knees. “I understand. The ends don’t justify the means. You said you helped humans before.”
“And Willie got in trouble! Big trouble! Helping humans is one thing. Helping a vampire and werewolf is worse! So much worse!”
Cain grinned. “Perhaps that’s true. But you aren’t just helping us. If Corbin has his way, many people will suffer. If you don’t help us for our sake, do it for the sake of all humans.”
“And for the sake of preserving the order,” I added. “I don’t think your king would be pleased if he knew you learned of a plan to bring hell to earth and did nothing at all.”
“I know the Faerie King! He would say that there is another way. If this vampire in hell wants to bring hell to earth, and he is going to use Hailey to do it, then we could take Hailey so the vampire can’t get her!” 
I shook my head. “That wouldn’t work. All that would do is make Corbin angry. He wants me to be his queen, but he could claim any vampire as his queen if push came to shove. I’m his first choice, sure. But he will not abandon his plan if I’m taken off the board.”
Cain looked Willie in the eye. “And if Corbin learns that the faeries have taken Hailey, he’ll use whatever power he can find to attack your Seelie Forest. He won’t stop until he gets her back.”  
“Vampires and demons in the Seelie Forest? That would be…”
“Bad,” I said. “Very, very, bad.”  
Willie wiped his forearm across his brow. “Very well. Willie will help. But do not think that the Faerie King will understand. He will not be pleased.” 
I nodded. “Understood. We’ll deal with that later. First, though, we need that grimoire.”  
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Willie led us through the Seelie Forest. There weren’t just colorful trees, but gigantic mushrooms that coursed with a kind of magic I’d never touched. I didn’t dare try to tap into it. We were already taking a risk. I didn’t know who this Faerie King was, or why Willie was sure he’d be angry if he helped us, but I got the impression that he was powerful, if not terrifying. If he looked anything like Willie, I wasn’t sure how scary the Faerie King could really be. Willie was sort of cute. He had pointy little ears, a round button nose, and had a body that was the size of a human infant, but without the baby fat. Almost like an ill-proportioned miniature adult.  
“Why are we here?” I asked. “Isn’t the grimoire back in the in-between where we were before?”  
“Yes, yes. Of course it is. But you can’t go back there where you started. Not unless you think you are a match for the vampire.”
Cain shook his head. “We have to avoid Nico at all costs.”
“At all costs?” I raised an eyebrow. “Everything has a cost.”
“No reason to worry right now,” Willie said. “His Highness doesn’t yet know you are here. Do not touch the mushrooms. He will know if you do.”
“Right,” I huffed. “Stay away from the magic mushrooms. That’s good advice in every realm.”
Cain raised an eyebrow. “Tell me about it.”
I snorted. “You’ve tried magic mushrooms?” 
Cain grunted. “I don’t want to talk about it. I had a hippie phase.”
I laughed out loud. “You were a hippie?” 
“Like I said, it was a phase.” 
“I can’t picture you in tie-dye and bell-bottoms.” 
Cain smiled and placed his hands about a foot over his head. “My hair was out to here. What can I say? I’ve always been anti-establishment. Even back in the beginning.” 
I giggled. “I went to a Christian school. I know your story. Saying you were anti-establishment is a bit of an understatement, don’t you think?” 
“I’m not saying that I reacted the right way. Then again, I didn’t rebel against the authorities in my life by resurrecting an old witch and becoming a vampire.”
“Hey, I didn’t know Moll was going to be such a ho. And I didn’t become a vampire by choice.”  
Cain laughed. “I’m not judging you, Hailey. I’m simply saying that it’s one thing to oppose the establishment. It’s another thing to ride the pendulum all the way to the other side. Your response was reasonable. I went too far, and I took my anger out on someone who didn’t deserve it.”
“I’m not sure how killing your brother was an anti-establishment move.” 
Cain grinned. “You’re right. It was ninety percent envy and anger. Then again, my brother shed blood. He sacrificed from his flock and his sacrifice was accepted. I offered grain. A part of me thought, well, if it takes shedding a little blood to get your attention, Big Guy in the Sky, then take this!”  
“So killing Abel was like giving God the middle finger?” 
Cain shrugged. “Sort of. It was wrong. I’m not trying to justify what I did. After that, I spent my entire existence coming to terms with it all. I had to endure a lot of therapy.”
“With Freud?” I asked.
Cain nodded. “That was a part of it. I don’t think I truly atoned for my sin until I sacrificed myself.”
I shook my head. “You have a baby at home, Cain. You didn’t have to do that to make amends for your past.” 
“It was more than that. I had to face my own darkness. I had to confront the infernal power that I brought into the world when I killed my brother. I had to defeat myself.” 
“By taking a silver dagger to the gut?” I raised an eyebrow.
Cain nodded. “By giving my life out of love, rather than taking a life out of hate or resentment.”
Willie was whistling a tune I didn’t recognize. He turned back over his shoulder. “Almost there!” 
I smiled. “Still, Cain. You have a woman who loves you and a baby who needs his father.”
Cain sighed. “I know.” 
“You realize that the necromancer in your pack tried to resurrect you.” 
“I know. Cassidy is a good girl. I expected she would.”
“You paid the price. Why didn’t you come back? Your family still needed you.”
Cain stopped and rested a hand on my shoulder. “My family needs me. Perhaps I’ll find a way back into the land of the living, eventually. If not, though, you were my patient.”
“I wasn’t technically your patient, Cain.”
Cain laughed. “Not officially. I had a file on you. Ever since you became a vampire, Annabelle brought you to Vilokan, and we first met. I considered you a patient. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for one of my patients. When I died and Nico came to me, when he told me what Corbin planned, I had to help.”
“You’re doing this for me, not to save the world?” 
Cain smiled widely. “I’ve saved the world before. It’s not as fulfilling as you’d think.” 
I scratched my head. “I get it. I guess I’ve played a part in saving the world once or twice.”
“How did it make you feel?” 
I shrugged. “Meh.” 
“Exactly,” Cain chuckled. “We might not be humans, technically speaking. When it comes to the things that really matter, though, we’re more human than many vampires or werewolves would care to admit. Saving the world is nice. Saving people you love and care about means more than the world.”  
I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have abandoned your kid for my sake. You love him, too.”
“I do,” Cain said. “But how good of a father would I be if I left my son to grow up in a world where you became the queen of hell and unleashed Corbin’s demented vision on everyone?” 
I sighed. “That makes sense, I guess. Still, if there’s a way to bring you back, don’t think I won’t try it.”
“I’d appreciate that. Still, Hailey, even if you fail, it was worth the price I paid. If I can’t come back, at least I’ll know that the most powerful witch I’ve ever met is alive, fighting on the side of good, and helping sustain a world where my son can grow up safe and happy.”
I nodded. “Sounds nice, Cain. Really, it does. I’m still going to resurrect your ass.” 
Cain smirked. “That would be nice. If you do, though, try to resurrect the rest of my body along with my ass. I’d rather not live out the rest of my existence as a floating butt.” 
I giggled. “How ironic would that be? You’d no longer have to worry about the full moon because you’d be one!” 
Cain clutched at his gut, laughing. “I’d be the terror of New Orleans! And a real crappy conversationalist!”  
Willie turned around and raised his index finger to his lips. “Shhhhh!” 
“What is it?” I whispered.
“We’re almost there.”
“Where are we going, exactly?” Cain asked.
“Back to the in-between. But we have to get to a different portal. We’re close, but we have to pass through a cave to reach it.” 
“I’ve been in caves before,” I said. “No problem.”
“Have you ever gone through a cave that doubled as a den of ogres?” Willie asked.
I gulped. “Nope. Can’t say that I have.”
“I’ve treated an ogre or two at the Vilokan Asylum,” Cain said. “They can be troublesome creatures.”
“If you met an ogre on earth,” Willie said. “He must’ve been civilized.”
“And these ogres aren’t?” I asked.
“These ogres are hungry. They eat flesh. Any flesh.”
“Even vampire or werewolf flesh?” Cain asked.
Willie nodded. “Like I said, any flesh. Don’t fight them. Best avoid them. That means no more talking.” 
I twisted my fingers over my mouth. I was used to being at the top of the food chain. As a vampire, I wasn’t accustomed to being something’s prospective dinner. By the look on Cain’s face, he wasn’t especially thrilled by the prospect of sneaking through an ogre cave, either. If this was what we had to do to go back to the in-between and retrieve the grimoire, well, we didn’t have a choice. At least we were fast. I knew little about ogres, but I doubted they’d be as cute and cuddly as Shrek. 
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I’ve been in my share of caves. A lot of bad guys like to hide in them. There aren’t a lot of caves in Louisiana, but I’d seen a few of them. This was nothing like any cave I’d ever explored. First, it was huge. It made sense. I didn’t know how big an ogre was, but I imagined they were enormous creatures. They wouldn’t set up a den in a cramped cavern. 
The one thing this cave had in common with every cave I’d ever seen was that it was dark. It wasn’t a problem for me. As a creature of the night, I could see well in the dark. Cain could, too. Willie emitted a constant glow. He wasn’t bright, but he gave off enough light that I could see where we were going and what was ahead.
The ground beneath us vibrated. A constant groan, like a chorus of snores, echoed through the cavern. Nothing small could produce a sound like that. While the sound ebbed and flowed, it never stopped. That meant a lot of ogres. There was no guessing what they’d think of us if any of them saw us. We were meals on legs.
The place smelled like farts. As natural predators, both vampires and werewolves have keen olfactory senses. My stomach churned with the urge to hurl. Usually, when I get nauseous, my instinct is to take a few deep breaths and push through it. That would not work. No mouth-breathing. Smelling ogre ass was bad enough. The scent was so pungent I was afraid if I took a gasp of air through the mouth I’d taste it as well.
Cain’s face was a shade of forest green. Light of complexion, I probably looked like Kermit the Frog. Or the Geiko Gecko. I wasn’t sure if it was because of nausea or the glow that Willie’s body cast over us. It was probably a combination of both. No, it isn’t easy being green and if this was really so easy a caveman could do it, I might take that gecko up on his offer to save fifteen percent or more on car insurance. I could really use a caveman at the moment. I didn’t get the impression that either Wee-Willie Winker or Cain were great spelunkers. While I’d only known Willie for minutes, he also didn’t strike me as a master of subterfuge. If we woke an ogre, at least Cain could werewolf out and stand a fighting chance.
Ogre versus Werewolf is a card I’d pay money to see. You’d think the werewolf would have the advantage. He could only die from silver, after all. Conventionally, at least. I doubt a werewolf could survive an ogre’s digestive tract. I don’t care how supernatural you might be, or how immortal your kind is supposed to be. If you encounter an ogre fart, it will either kill you outright or make you wish it did. No ifs, ands, or ogre butts about it.
Then again, could you really die in a place like this? Cain was already dead. Technically speaking. What happens to dead people who die again? Do they become extra dead, or does the double-dead-negative cancel itself out?
I had to wonder about things like that. Anything to take my mind off the smell. I also had to cloud my mind with thoughts to prevent doubt from creeping in. How did we know we could trust this faerie? Would you trust a guy who called himself Wee Willie Winker? Anyone who winks at wee willies is suspect in my book.
We entered a large atrium. Several large, bulbous ogre bodies were cuddled up around the perimeter. The room was maybe forty feet high and a few of them had bellies that reached high enough that if you climbed up there, somehow, you might touch the ceiling. They weren’t all so large. A few of the smaller ones were roughly elephant size.
These definitely weren’t the kinds of creatures you wanted to anger. I had to wonder if the ogre Cain said he treated was anything at all like these beasts. There’s no way any of these things could get into Vilokan, much less the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged.
Willie extended his index finger as if to tell us to wait. He buzzed around the room tossing some kind of dust out of his hands onto the ogres. He didn’t have a pouch. Whatever kind of faerie dust he had either came out of his hand or his hand could grab across some kind of trans-dimensional gateway to get the stuff. Whatever it did, it amplified the snoring.
“That should do!” Willie said as he made his way back to us.
I tilted my head and cupped my hand around my ear. “Say what?”
“That will do! They don’t call me Wee Willie Winker for nothing. That’s my speciality. I can put you to sleep straight away!”
My jaw dropped and I laughed. “Oh! That’s what’s meant by ‘winker.’”
Willie tilted his head. “What did you think it meant?”
“I thought it meant you had a thing for itsy bitsy teenie weenies. Why else would you wink at wee willies?”
Willie narrowed his eyes. “You think you’re the first one to come up with that? Faeries go to school, you know. It doesn’t matter what species you belong to. Kids are cruel.”
I pressed my lips. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
Willie smirked. “Gotcha! No, if it makes you feel any better, I don’t wink at willies of any size. Willie is my name. I’ve always been small, even for a faerie. And given my special gift, well, the name makes sense, right?”
“So these ogres are really asleep?” Cain asked.
Willie nodded rapidly. “They won’t wake up until Monday. No matter what I do, ogres always wake up on Mondays.”
I grinned. “Everyone is an ogre when they wake up on Monday. It’s to be expected.”
“That’s awfully strange,” Cain said. “Why would ogres wake up on Mondays?”
Willie shrugged. “I don’t know. Why do humans wake up when it’s morning?”
I scratched my head. “Not that I’m a human anymore, but I used to be. It’s because the sun comes up. It’s when the day begins in human society.”
Willie nodded. “And Monday is Ogreday.”
I glanced at Cain. He shrugged. “Doesn’t make sense to me, either. Just go with it.”
We tip-toed around the ogres. Yeah, Willie used his sleepy dust on them, but I wasn’t exactly a true believer. A part of me still wondered if the eccentric faerie was leading us into a trap, and the dust he cast around the room was seasoning meant to make us taste better. Think about it. If ogres existed in this realm, and faeries did, too, Willie had reason to curry their favor. Then again, the ogres were sleeping. The dust Willie dispersed didn’t smell like curry or any other spice. He also cast it on the ogres, not us. Maybe he really was trying to help us out. We’d find out for sure soon enough.
There was a narrow crevice in the wall at one end of the atrium. No ogre could fit through it. It was tight even for us. We turned sideways to squeeze through.
The crevice led us out of the cave into a small field surrounded by tall stone walls. The sky above sparkled with pinks and yellows. There was a swirling pool of golden energy, almost like water, in the middle of the space.
“Here you go!” Willie exclaimed.
I tilted my head. “What are we looking at?”
“It’s a portal, silly! Just swim to the bottom. It will take you to another cave in the in-between. You’ll find the grimoire you’re looking for there.”
Cain cleared his throat. “You’re certain about this?”
Willie nodded. “Of course! After that other vampire came and used the book, we faeries took it from him. Naughty, naughty, vampire! He was just a spirit, like you, Cain. Now, he’s something else.”
I nodded. “We call it a wraith.”
Willie giggled. “That sounds so evil!”
I grinned. “Yeah, no one wants to cuddle with anything called a wraith.”
“He’s a spirit that’s lost himself. Now that he’s had a chance to use his power over the other vampire who came with you, though, he might not be a wraith anymore.”
Cain and I exchanged glances. “A spirit that’s turned into a wraith can find itself again?”
“Sure!” Willie nodded matter-of-factly. “Why not? The in-between isn’t hell. If you’re in the in-between you have a chance to be lost or found. Good thing I found you two!”
I bit my lip. “If Merrick used the grimoire and your king sent you to steal it from him, he’s going to know if we use it, won’t he?”
“Sure will. Told you, helping you might get Willie in trouble. A whole heap of it.”
I took a deep breath. “Do you know anything about the spell that Merrick did, before? Like, what ingredients are required?”
Willie shook his head. “I can’t say. Faerie magic doesn’t rely on ingredients.”
Cain tilted his head. “What if we can’t find the ingredients we need here for the spell?”
I sighed. “That’s a possibility, but we know Merrick did the spell once. He came here with nothing. Nico was the one who staked him and ended his life.”
I looked down at the pool. I glanced at Cain. “Ready to dive in?”
Cain nodded.
“Wait!” Willie said. “Not yet! You’ll be trapped there if you go in now.”
I sighed. “What do you mean?”
“The king had me put the grimoire there in hopes of trapping the vampire who used it. You can’t escape that place without a faerie.”
“So you’re coming with us?” I asked.
“Not exactly.” Willie extended both hands. Ropes of braided green and golden magic burst from his palms and wrapped around our waists. “Give me a tug when you have the book and Willie will pull you back!”
I huffed. “So after we get the grimoire, we have to sneak past the ogres again?”
Willie nodded. “Don’t worry, Hailey-boo! It’s still three faerie days until Monday.”
Cain scratched the back of his head. “How long is a faerie day, exactly?”
Willie shrugged. “About ten of your minutes.”
My jaw dropped. “So we have half an hour to get the grimoire and escape the cave?”
“Sure, Haliey-boo! Plenty of time!”
Cain and I looked at each other. I gulped. “Alright, well, we’d better hurry.”
“Chop chop!” Willie said. “No time to spare!”
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Swimming through a pond of faerie magic is strange. There was no doubting the power that coursed through the water. It was thicker than regular water, but not too thick that we couldn’t kick our way to the bottom. When we reached the bottom, a force pulled us through a narrow tunnel. We couldn’t go through side-by-side. I went through first. 
I emerged on the other side. When I hit the surface, I gasped for air. We weren’t in a pond. We emerged in a cauldron. It was bubbling with the same magic that filled the pond on the other side. I grabbed the edge of the cauldron and pulled myself out of it.
I took a step back and examined it. I’d seen this cauldron before. There was no mistaking it. It was the same cauldron the Morrigan used when Mercy and I were fighting against Moll and Lucifer before. It was the cauldron that turned Ramon, also a ghost at the time, human again.
My heart raced when Cain emerged from the cauldron. He climbed out of it and landed on his feet.
“What in the world...” Cain rubbed his brow.
“It’s the Cauldron of Rebirth. I’ve seen it before.”
“My senses are gone. My wolf is gone.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Cain pinched his forearm with his opposite hand. “I think I’m human. I have actual flesh and blood!”
I bit my lip. “Look in my eyes. Am I still a vampire?”
Cain nodded. “You are.”
“I had a body when we came to the in-between. You didn’t. Cain, I think you were reborn!”
“Will it change me back to a ghost when Willie pulls us through again?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. You have a body now. It didn’t change me when we came through it the first time. I think you’re alive again, Cain!”
“I’m not sure if that’s good news or bad news.”
“What do you mean? Of course its good news! You can come back to earth with me! You can return to your family!”
Cain took a deep breath. “But I don’t know if I can still harness infernal power. It was because I was a werewolf and more resilient than a human that I could contain that power before.”
I hugged Cain. “It’s okay. We’ll find another way. If we get this grimoire, I’ll still be able to claim Nico’s sire bond. I can still stop Corbin.”
“Right, but if his infernal power consumes us, what good will that do?”
“You came here originally as a ghost. You could still wield infernal power in your spirit, right?”
Cain nodded. “I believe so.”
“There is a way to traverse as a spirit even if you have a body. Ever hear of astral projection?”
Cain nodded. “Of course. Can that work if I send my astral form into hell?”
I pressed my lips together. “I don’t know. Look, we have a chance to save your life. You can live a regular human life with Rutherford and your son. We just have to get you out of here.”
“My resolve is the same, Hailey. I can’t go back if we can’t ensure that the world is safe. We still have to stop Corbin.”
“We will! Look, Cain. You might not be totally powerless. Do you still have Damballa’s aspect?”
Cain rubbed his brow. Then he widened his eyes. “I think I do!”
I nodded. “Maybe you can use that to help. We’ll figure this out one way or another. First, we have to find this grimoire.”
We were in a similar area that we had passed through before. There were tall stone walls all around us. Faerie magic filled the skies above. There was a tunnel leading back into a cave, identical to the one that led to the ogres in the other cavern. “It must be through there.”
Cain looked down at his waist. “Let’s hope these magic ropes can stretch far enough to get it.”
We entered the small crevice and followed it back to an atrium like the ogre den on the other side. There weren’t any ogres there. There was a single stone pedestal in the middle of the room. An old, dusty book sat on top of it.
“That’s it!” I exclaimed.
“Grab it and let’s go.”
I nodded and approached the pedestal. I examined the cover of the grimoire. It was in a thick, black binding and the words “Grimoire of the Undead” were embossed on it in silver lettering. I grabbed the book with both hands.
A dozen green orbs formed in the air above us. One of them was larger than the rest. At once, they all took shape. They were faeries, like Willie. The large one wore a golden crown. He looked at me with fury in his eyes. ‘
“Seize her!” the Faerie King commanded.
“Lets’ go!” Cain shouted.
We tugged at the magical ropes around our waists. With a force I couldn’t have resisted if I wanted to, Willie tugged us back through the tunnel and into the cauldron.
We emerged in the golden waters and kicked our way back to the surface. When we climbed out of the pool, we weren’t wet at all. That was good news. I wasn’t sure the grimoire could survive actual water.
“You did it!” Willie exclaimed.
I nodded. “Yeah, but we have a problem. Your king showed up with several other faeries.”
Willie nodded. “I expected that. Come, let’s go. He knows where we are. We don’t have much time to get you back to the in-between.”
“One more thing,” Cain said. “The cauldron changed me.”
Willie smiled from ear-to-ear. “It did. And, you’re welcome.”
We took off back through the crevice. “One thing,” Willie said. “I might not make it. Head back to where we first appeared. You’ll find a portal back to the in-between.”
I shook my head. “I haven’t done the spell yet. If we go back there, we’ll still have to fight past Merrick and Nico.”
Willie nodded. “Let’s hope you have everything you need for that spell.”
“We can’t fight them. I’m not a werewolf anymore. We won’t stand a chance!”
Willie stopped and looked at Cain. “You don’t need to be a werewolf. You still have power.”
“I have Damballa’s aspect, but—“
“Exactly!” Willie clapped his hands. “Use it!”
We continued moving with our shoulders turned sideways to squeeze through the crevice. We reached the large atrium. The ogre snore still vibrated through the ground. It wasn’t Monday. Not yet, anyway. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, so we needed to move fast. 
The ogres were still asleep when we entered the atrium. More green orbs appeared in the room. 
“Damn!” I muttered. 
“It’s the Faerie King!” Willie said. “Hurry! He can waken the ogres! Monday or not!”  
Cain and I took off, but we weren’t fast enough. The Faerie King appeared. Three of his legion seized Willie, binding him in chains of magic not unlike the ropes Willie used to tether us through the portal to the cauldron. 
The ogres stirred. They roared so loud my ears ached. 
“Run, Hailey,” Cain shouted. “I’ll do what I can!” 
“No, you’re coming with me!” 
“I’ll be right behind you! Run!” 
Cain’s body expanded. He wasn’t a werewolf, but with Damballa’s aspect, he could turn into a giant, white, serpent. He was large. He shot through the room and wrapped himself around the largest ogre that was blocking my exit. I ran as fast as I could, clinging to the grimoire. 
“After her!” the Faerie King shouted. 
Cain squeezed the first ogre until it passed out. I ran around it and turned back to see Cain open his massive jaws. He swallowed one of the faeries. 
I didn’t know what I could do to help, but if I didn’t get away, all this would be for nothing. I turned back a few times as I ran through the Seelie Forest. I didn’t see any green orbs, no massive ogres in pursuit. I didn’t see Cain, either. 
He bought me time. I clenched my fists. I couldn’t just leave Cain there, but he did what he did so I could escape. I could only hope he’d prevail and slither his way back to the in-between. 
I looked at the Grimoire of the Undead. It wasn’t a thick book so far as grimoires go. The pages were yellowed with age and crisp. They crackled as I turned them. There were a lot of neat spells I’d have to research later. At the moment, I needed just one of them. 
Claiming a Sire’s Bond
The words at the top of the page told me I was on the right track. The first ingredient was obvious—my own blood. What was surprising was that the next ingredient wasn’t really an ingredient at all. It involved the ritual sacrifice of another animal. It had to be a beast with as much mass as the one whose sire-status I hoped to claim. A mouse or squirrel wouldn’t do. 
This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill sacrifice to a deity. It was more like a transformation. I had to consecrate the animal in my blood, say a few incantations, evoking the power of Baron Samedi, and name the animal as a proxy of the sire in question. I had to bite the animal, drink all of its blood, and restore it in its consecrated state. I didn’t know if I had to bite the thing before or after the consecration. It didn’t seem to matter. Still, it was hard to know when it came to spells like this. Not every author of grimoires wrote their spells in a user-friendly format. 
I wasn’t sure if it would infect the beast with vampirism, but it didn’t matter. After I healed the animal, the spell dictated staking its heart and burying it in hallowed ground.
“Hallowed” is a tricky word. It means different things to different people. The area around an altar is hallowed to a Catholic. Cemeteries at churchyards are consecrated. If Merrick’s sorcery was influenced by druidry, though, I knew what it meant. Druids liked to conduct their rituals in circles, formed either by large stones or trees. The place we emerged when I first used Merrick’s spell to take us to the in-between was precisely such a place. 
There was one way to break the spell. Unstake the sacrificial beast.  
This was going to be complicated on more than one front. I couldn’t just do the ritual and claim Nico’s bond. Merrick already did that. That’s how he manipulated Nico to attack us. There wasn’t anything in the grimoire about how competing claims over a bond might function. Was it the first, or the most recent, sacrifice that prevailed over the other? Maybe we’d have to split time. He’d get Nico on weekdays and I’d have weekends and holidays. I didn’t know how the hell it worked. The best way to make sure it worked properly was to find the staked corpse Merrick used when he conducted the ritual. It was probably in that ritual circle in the forest. Then, I’d have to find another beast I could slay and redo the same ritual myself. I’d have to do all of it while avoiding Merrick, or at least completing the spell before he had a chance to redo it himself. 
I knew what I needed to know. I unzipped my backpack and shoved the grimoire into it, squeezing it behind Merrick’s skull.  
Something didn’t quite line up about the spell. If the spell allowed me to claim a sire’s bond over his progeny, how the hell did Merrick manage to claim dominance over Nico?  Nico wasn’t ever sired. He was turned into a vampire, the first vampire, by Baron Samedi. 
So far as I knew, Nico wasn’t “bound” to Baron Samedi in the way a vampire’s progeny is to his sire. Maybe the spell also sired the sire. That kind of made sense. To overwhelm a sire’s bond over his progeny, one would need to have some kind of power greater than the sire’s bond. Like the sire’s, sire’s, bond. Perhaps it allowed one to both function as the sire of the one named in the ritual and to claim his bond. 
The only problem with that was that it was little more than a barely educated guess. There was a good chance I was wrong. Something else could be going on. What worried me the most was that I didn’t have a clue what it could be.  
I went back to where Willie first brought us from the in-between to the Seelie Forest. I didn’t see a portal. Something in my backpack rattled. I dropped my bag on the ground and unzipped it again. Merrick’s skull was glowing with magic of gold and green, not unlike the magic I saw the faeries use. This must’ve been what Willie meant. The skull took us to that clearing from earth, before. Now that Willie made a portal connecting these two places, the power that remained in the skull somehow resonated with the lingering magic that formed Willie’s portal. 
I took Merrick’s skull in my right hand and held it out in front of me. I moved it around, watching the light pouring from its eye sockets, nose holes, and mouth intensify as I got closer to the exact spot where the portal opened up before. 
The skull shook in my hand so hard that I had to grab it with my other hand to steady it. I wasn’t sure of the precise spot where the portal was before. I just knew the general area. It wasn’t a detail I was keen to memorize at the time. When it happened, when Willie brought us to the Seelie Forest, I was more concerned with where it was we’d gone and who this faerie really was who saved us from Merrick and Nico. 
I used the skull like I’d use dowsing rods. Instead of two rods crossing, the strength of the vibrations in the skull let me know if I was getting hot or cold. When I reached the right spot, the skull shook itself right out of my hands and blasted against the ground, shattering into a hundred pieces. 
“Shit!” I shouted. That skull was our ticket back home. How the hell were we going to get back to Romania where we left, at the moment we left, without it? One more problem to add to my growing list. 
When the skull hit the ground, a beam of light shot up from the ground and enveloped me. It took me back to the clearing in the in-between. I looked around. I didn’t see Merrick or Nico. The last time, though, it only took a few moments before Merrick showed up as a wraith. I didn’t expect I had much time. Somehow, I had to find the sacrificial animal that Merrick used in the circle. I had to find it and unstake it. Finding something buried in such a large space could take days. If I had minutes, I’d be lucky. 





Chapter 13
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Even if I knew where to dig, my chances of digging deep enough before Merrick and Nico found me were slim. On top of that, I was worried about Cain. He never made it back to me. I could only hope he defeated the faeries and ogres, or at least escaped. Cain wasn’t a werewolf anymore. He was human. He was powerful on account of Damballa’s aspect, but he was basically an untrained hougan. He’d picked up a few things over the years working at the Vilokan Asylum, but he wasn’t a vodouisant. All I could do was press forward and hope I’d find a way back to save Cain later. I sure as hell would not leave him there in the Seelie Forest to be hunted down by the Faerie King. 
Most of the ground in the sacred circle was covered in green grass. How long had it been since Merrick conducted the ritual and buried the sacrifice? Time didn’t pass the same way in a place like the in-between that it did on earth. There was a small patch of ground at the very center of the circle that wasn’t covered in grass or weeds. I didn’t remember seeing the patch of dirt before, but maybe I’d only missed it. I wasn’t looking for something buried there.
There wasn’t any guarantee that it was the right spot. Perhaps the sacred circle concentrated its energies there, and that’s why nothing grew there. Then again, I’d seen a few druid circles in my time. Many of them had tall trees at the center. Druids wielded the power of life itself, power drawn from the Great Tree in Annwn, or Eden, or Guinee depending on what mystical tradition you followed. Three names for the same place. This circle was like the inverse of most druid circles. Life flourished all around it. Nothing grew at all in the middle.
It was as good a place to dig as any. So much for keeping my nails clean. I was about to dig when I heard something move in the trees. Nico was fast. If he saw me, he’d be on me faster than I could say, “oh, shit!” 
I had another idea. I didn’t know what animal Merric used as a sacrifice, but I knew what a stake looked like. I didn’t have to picture it exactly as it was. If there was anything close enough to what I visualized in the area, if I focused, I could use my telekinesis and it would come to me. The only way it wouldn’t work was if there was a stone or something denser than wood between the stake and me.
I pictured a stake in my mind. Something crude. What it might look like if you were in the woods and all you had were your bare hands and had to make one out of a broken tree branch.
The bare patch of ground shook and cracked. A half-second later, a make-shift stake flew out of the ground and into my hand.
I heard footsteps running my direction. I pivoted, ready to stake which ever vampire it was who was coming for me. A large hand stopped my arm in mid-air. It wasn’t Nico. It was a vampire with long, scraggly red hair and a long beard to match.
“Who the hell are you?” I asked.
“I’m Merrick.”
“Seriously? Where the hell is Nico?”
“You don’t want to know. He might be here. He could be in hell. If he finds you, you’re in trouble.”
“What do you mean? I thought you and he were in cahoots. Didn’t you use a sire bond to control him?”
Merrick tilted his head. “Nico doesn’t have a sire.”
“Yeah, but you know, I figured maybe it also controlled the person whose sire bond you claimed.”
Merrick sighed. “No, that’s not how it works.”
“Then what did you do to Nico? Why’d he turn against me before?”
“The wraith you saw before wasn’t me. Niccolo only thought it was because he sensed my presence deeper in the woods. A sire can always sense when his progeny is nearby.”
I bit my lip. “I’m a new mommy, myself. I get it. Sort of.”
Merrick raised an eyebrow. “A mommy?”
“You know what I mean. Whatever. What the hell is going on here? If that wraith wasn’t you, who was it?”
“It was Dracula. He went to hell when you killed him. He came with a newly acquired ability.”
I huffed. “Mercy’s compulsion.”
Merrick nodded. “When Corbin learned you were coming here to seek my grimoire, he sent Dracula to stop you. I didn’t know what was happening. I was told that if I helped Dracula, I could leave vampire hell. I could stay here.”
“So Dracula couldn’t compel you to do it?”
Merrick shook his head. “I’m older than Dracula. Not by much. But it doesn’t matter. The ability Dracula gained doesn’t work on vampires older than he is.”
“Then how is he manipulating Nico?”
Merrick sighed. “Dracula performed the ritual. He stole Niccolo’s sire bond.”
“I thought the ritual didn’t work that way.”
“It doesn’t, but when he took Nico’s sire bond, it changed the rules. I don’t know how it works, but it became as if he was older than Nico. Dracula used Nico’s sire bond to control me. He used his compulsion ability to control him.”
“When you came running after me a second ago, you weren’t planning on having this conversation, were you?”
Merrick shook his head. “Dracula told me to grab you and take you to him so he could take your abilities. When you pulled the stake from the proxy sacrifice, it broke his sire bond.”
“Then he can’t control Nico now, either.”
Merrick nodded. “He can’t issue any new orders to Niccolo, but until someone claims his bond again, any outstanding commands that Dracula gave him will remain in effect.”
I huffed. “Let me guess, Dracula gave Nico the same orders he gave you.”
Merrick nodded. “I imagine he did. We have to perform the ritual again.”
“I have the grimoire.”
Merrick grinned. “I have the ritual memorized.”
“Seriously? Well, fuck! You mean, I had to bust into that faerie cave and steal the grimoire, losing Cain in the process, all for nothing?”
Merrick laughed. “Not for nothing. There are other spells in that grimoire that might help you.”
I sighed. “I lost your skull.”
Merrick tugged at his beard. “That’s not something you hear every day.”
“Is there a spell in there that can get me into hell and out again?”
“There’s much more in there than that. My natural ability, acquired as a vampire, allowed me to enter the in-between. It didn’t give me a way to enter other realms. Over time, studying with the druids and one druid in particular, I learned of various gateways, spots of mystical convergence, all around the world. I charted them out in that grimoire. If you can open those gateways, you can get back to the Seelie Forest. You’ll be able to save your friend.”
I nodded. “One thing at a time. What are our chances of beating them if Dracula and Nico come after us?”
“Dracula may be a wraith. He’s phased between both forms. I’ve never seen a vampire do that before so easily. I think even in hell, he managed to steal a few abilities from other vampires.”
I shook my head. “The time disjunction between realms really messes with my mind. For me, I staked Dracula just a few hours ago. To hear that he went to hell, Corbin sent him here, but he got here some time in the in-between’s past, before I got here, and did this ritual, before I even got here is insane. How do you even defeat a devil who schemes like that? It’s not just that he’s one step ahead of me, it’s like he’s one step behind me at the same time.”
Merrick placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a good thing that Niccolo hasn’t found us yet.”
I sighed. “I’m more worried about Dracula. If he can move like a wraith and steal my abilities on contact, why hasn’t he yet?”
Merric looked around the sacred circle. He rubbed his brow. “I don’t think they’re here.”
“Well, yeah. Duh. We’d be fighting for our lives if they were.”
“No, I mean I don’t think they’re still in the in-between?”
“Where the hell would they go?”
“That’s exactly where they’d go.”
“To hell?” I huffed. “Right, you said they might be here or in hell.”
“You broke the spell. You retrieved the grimoire. Corbin knows that if you claimed Niccolo’s sire bond, you’d be able to control him.”
“Then let’s hop to it. Let’s do the spell and rain our own personal version of hell on hell itself.”
Merrick smirked. “Don’t mistake my kindness at the moment for a willingness to join you in this fight. I’ve been in hell too long. I did my part and earned my freedom. This isn’t my battle.”
I snorted. “Right. Of course it isn’t. Why are you even talking to me?”
“Because you have my grimoire.”
“I’m not giving it to you.”
“I didn’t expect you would. Look, you asked why we don’t just do the spell here and now. It wouldn’t work, that’s why. The magic can’t reach between realms. You can consecrate a beast with your blood, give it Niccolo’s name, but if Niccolo isn’t here, it will be like he doesn’t even exist. The ritual would accomplish nothing.”
I bit the tip of my thumb. “Which is why Corbin recalled Dracula and Nico.”
“I believe so.”
“Why both of them?” I asked.
“Perhaps Corbin doesn’t wish to do you the same harm that Dracula does.”
“Of course he doesn’t. Corbin thinks he loves me. Thank you, Voodoo Love Goddess, for that.”
“That makes sense. Corbin only wanted us to stop you from acquiring my grimoire. He didn’t want us to harm you. Dracula took it upon himself to take advantage of the situation and ‘stop’ you by stealing your abilities.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Is telekinesis really that enviable a skill?”
“It allowed you to best a vampire much older than you, did it not?”
“Yeah, I staked Dracula from across the room with the leg of a chair.”
Merrick winced. “Ouch!”
I took a deep breath. “You said you’re only here playing nice because I have your grimoire. What did you mean by that?”
“I had it brought it here for a reason. The spells in that book, if they were common knowledge among our kind, can you imagine the chaos that would ensue? It’s not that hard to claim a sire’s bond over another. Add to that the information about traversing between realms and bypassing any gatekeepers in the process. If this grimoire fell into the wrong hands, it could give the vampire who held it the ability to end the world as you know it.”
“My lips are sealed and I don’t have aspirations like that myself.”
“Even if you told me you’d never take your hands off my grimoire, I couldn’t trust it. All it would take is one vampire to get lucky with an arrow or a stake, and that would be it.”
“Then why tease me with the information in the book?”
“Because I do not intend to see my sire suffer at the hands of Corbin or Dracula. As you noted before, time doesn’t pass here like it does elsewhere. Study the grimoire as long as you like, but when you’re done, it stays with me.”
“You don’t think the faeries are going to come for it again?”
Merrick laughed. “Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. But if you want to break into hell to save Niccolo, you’re going to need a spell in my book.”
I huffed. “Nico escaped hell before. The celestials sent him there and he found a way out.”
“Right. Before Corbin knew what he’s doing. That’s no longer the case.”
“Maybe I don’t need your spell. I could stake myself and have someone I trust unstake me later. Easy peasy.”
Merrick scratched his head. “Alright. Fair enough. But without the grimoire, your friend, the werewolf, stays in the custody of the Faerie King. You might be able to get in and out of hell yourself, but what of your friend? What of Niccolo? You need the spells I’ve written in this book. I just can’t let you take it with you.”
I grunted. “Fine. Then we’d better find a comfortable spot because I have a lot of studying to do and I’m not keen to waste any time.”
“Like we discussed, you have as much time as you need here.”
I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yeah, well, technically, that might be right. But I can’t stand sitting here a moment knowing that the two ghosts—well, one’s a former-ghost—who came here with me are in enemy hands. I’m sure Nico’s suffering a lot of hell courtesy of Corbin. No one knows what kind of sadistic torture Cain might have to endure at the hands of the Faerie King.”
“Tickling.”
“What?” I asked.
“That’s what they do. They’ll tickle him nonstop.”
I shuddered. “How horrific. I hate getting tickled! At least they aren’t pulling out his fingernails with pliers, or poking his eyes out, or shoving power tools up his butt.”
Merrick raised an eyebrow. “Power tools?”
“Sorry, I forgot that you’ve been dead for a long time. It’s hard to explain. Mind helping me learn this book of yours? It’s not every day when I’m studying a grimoire that I have the pleasure to examine it alongside it’s author.”
Merrick laughed. “It’s been a long time since I wrote those words, but it would be a pleasure.”




Chapter 14
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It’s crazy how many so-called places of mystical convergence there were around the world. It struck me how modern some of Merrick’s knowledge was about what he called “the new world.” Nico was his sire, so it made sense. Nico was born in the twenty-first century, after all. It wasn’t until after he was made the first vampire that he was sent back in time and thus became ancient. He was ancient and modern. The original retro chic. 
Merrick must’ve spent a lot of time as a young vampire learning about the future at the feet of Nico. Some of the towns he labeled in his grimoire I was pretty sure hadn’t even been founded yet when Merrick penned the book.
What was striking was how much the locations he labeled made sense. There were places of mystical convergence in parts of the world you might expect—Cairo, Glastonbury Tor, Jerusalem, places like that. There was also a hot spot in the French Quarter of New Orleans, a place in the Ozarks where I’d met a few druids before, just north of there in St. Louis, and in Exeter, Rhode Island, where Mercy grew up and nearly died of consumption before Nico turned her into a vampire. There were a dozen more spots around North America, more in South America, and hundreds scattered around the globe.
I just shook my head as I examined the makeshift world map that Merrick created at a time when most people still believed the world was flat. “How in the world, no pun intended, am I going to remember all this stuff?”
“The tricky part is learning which spells can open portals in which spots and where they’ll take you if you do.”
I huffed. “How did you even figure all this shit out?”
Merrick grinned. “I didn’t. The grimoire as a whole includes information from a number of sources. Sorcerers, witches, even demigods of the old world. When it comes to the gates and the convergences, well, let’s just say I once had an encounter with a very famous druid who was also a gatekeeper in the otherworld.”
I ran my tongue across my front teeth. “You met Merlin! He was one of the druids you were working with back in the day?”
“How’d you know?”
I shook my head. “It’s a long story. I met him as a kid, you know, before he grew up, left the twenty-first century, and hooked up with King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table.”
Merrick chuckled. “Just like Niccolo, Merlin was not from when he was supposed to be.”
“Look, I know you said I can’t take the grimoire with me. Maybe I could take a few notes?”
“Only if the notes provide only enough information that you could fill in the gaps with your knowledge.”
I nodded and grabbed my phone out of my pocket. I opened the grimoire to Merrick’s world map. It had all the convergences marked with codes that corresponded with various realms. Some of them had multiple codes. Merrick said it depended on the season.
I started taking pictures.
“What is that contraption?”
I grinned. “It’s a note taker!”
Merrick ran his fingers over his moustache and down his chin, across his beard. “What sort of magic powers it?”
I snorted. “Electricity.”
“Is this a modern school of sorcery?”
I chuckled. “Of a sort. This device includes a battery. It stores electric energy.”
“Like a crystal or stone might contain mystical energies?”
I pressed my lips together. “Actually, yes. I was going to say it’s more complicated than that, but it probably isn’t. The only difference is that crystals and stones occur in nature. Humans make batteries.”
“But this electricity is not a human power?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s natural. Sort of like any other kind of magic. I guess the difference between electricity and sorcery is that people understand a lot more about how electricity works and know how to harness it and direct it.”
“Is it dangerous if mishandled?”
I nodded. “Very. It can kill you if you don’t know what you’re doing.”
Merrick closed the book. “No more note taking devices. These spells are just as dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“This is a lot of crap to memorize, Merrick!”
Merrick narrowed his eyes. “In my day, we had no choice but to learn such things by heart. Do you know how many years it took to complete this grimoire? It was not easy to get so much paper or to bind it in this manner. You moderns depend too much on writing things down and your strange electric devices that your minds have gone numb.”
“You’re the one who said that you were eager to see the grimoire again because you couldn’t remember all of it. Don’t judge, Judgy Mcjudgerson.”
“Much of this is nonsense to me. I’m not aware of much of the world that I drew at Merlin’s behest.”
I shook my head. “Why did Merlin show you all this stuff, anyway?”
Merrick rested a hand on my shoulder. “Because he said one day someone would need it. A young witch and vampire.”
I stared at Merrick a moment. “Seriously? That’s me, right?”
“It must be the case.”
I shook my head. “I don’t understand. Did he say why I needed this information? Was it to stop Corbin and save Cain?”
“I can’t say. Though I had the impression that it was bigger than that.”
“Bigger than a vampire who took over hell and wanted to dominate the world through an enthralled queen?”
Merrick nodded. “All I can say is that what he described was an enduring condition, a new kind of world. Defeating Corbin might be a necessary step, I suppose, and I cannot blame you if you use this information to save your friend. What Merlin described, though, was something inevitable. Something he said that was beyond what the gatekeepers could thwart alone. A few unique guardians on earth would stand against a threat the world has never known. You are one of those guardians. You must also share what you learn with Mercy. She will play a pivotal role in the future as well.”
I shook my head. “Why would Merlin rely on ghosts from the past, dead vampires at that, to pass that message along?”
Merrick tapped on the grimoire with his fingers. “Because this isn’t information that was safe to leave hidden in a cave, or buried in a shallow grave. He knew we would one day meet one another, and that is why he chose me to write the grimoire. It’s also why I must ensure it never leaves these realms. Only a few trusted guardians should be privy to the information within. You and Mercy were named. Merlin’s own father will also play a pivotal role.”
“I know Merlin’s dad. He’s a nice guy.”
“You must learn this contents of this book and ensure that the other guardians learn its contents.”
I pressed my lips together. “You realize, if I do the spell and get Nico’s sire bond, I’ll be like Mercy’s sire. Kind of bass ackwards, don’t you think?”
“What do fish have to do with it?”
I grinned. “Never mind. I still have to figure out how to complete the ritual in hell.”
“It’s possible,” Merrick said. “First, though, you must learn what you can.”
I sighed. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I thought when I became a vampire that I was done with school.”
“Life is school,” Merrick said. “You are never done learning. Not unless you are dead and, as recent events have shown, even ghosts and ghouls have a role to play.”
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I’m not sure how long I was in the in-between with Merrick and his grimoire. Time was weird there. It felt like I’d barely arrived, but at the same time it was as if I’d been there poring over those spells for years. By the time I was done, I knew that book like the back of my hand. Considering I’d had the same hands my entire life, I knew it well. 
Merrick and I also came up with a plan. I learned how mystical convergences between realms were made. They were left behind when beings of various sorts created portals from one place to another. It made sense. There was a convergence in New Orleans because we’d traveled to several different places using Annabelle’s soul blade over the years. It also made sense that there were convergences where the druids roamed in Missouri. A few supernatural showdowns through the years also occurred in Mercy’s home town of Exeter. When someone creates a portal between realms, it pierces a veil, it pulls the fabric between different realms closer together.
Since Corbin sent Merrick and Dracula to the in-between and also recalled them back to hell, we discovered a convergence in the forest close to the sacred circle.
I didn’t have to memorize the specifics of every spell. Many of Merrick’s spells I could incant to my wand. We dug a cistern in the ground to function as a cauldron. We cooked up one spell after the other. I dipped my wand into the various potions and spoke a chosen incantation. I didn’t have to learn all the spells because my wand could remember them. I could pass those along to Mercy by using my wand to create a duplicate later.
My mentor, Moll, used to come up with cheesy rhymes as incantations. I had a style of my own. A few little sayings I wouldn’t forget but wouldn’t likely repeat in casual conversation—thus causing my wand to misfire.
Merrick hugged me. It was a strange relationship. During my time in the in-between, I came to see him as a sort of weird uncle. It fit. He was the sort who didn’t show up often, but when he did he left a distinct impression. No one knew what he was up to when he left and few cared to ask. Still, he was your weird uncle. You loved him, despite his eccentricities.
We ruled out the idea that he might stake me to hell. If I did that, I’d go there like any vampire. The devil, aka Corbin, would know it immediately and he’d rally his demonic legions to usher me to his throne room and enthrall me as his vassal queen. The only way to avoid that was to break into hell like a master thief. Thankfully, Merrick had spent a bit of time there. He knew the lay of the land. He also knew of a few creatures I might sacrifice to complete the sire bond spell.
Slaying a dragon in hell was a possibility. I’d fare better against a hellhound. Hellhounds weren’t cuddly puppies. There were colossal beasts, large enough to qualify under the spell’s requirement that it have more mass than the vampire whose sire bond I had to steal. They also weren’t eternal like demons. I wasn’t sure how to convert demon years into hell hound years. The math doesn’t work when you’re dealing with immortal beings. The important thing was that they had a life-cycle relative to the years they lived in hell. I could kill them.
All I had to do was bite one before it bit me. If I drained it, as the spell required, he’d die. I could stake it—I had the same stake I pulled from the beast in the ground before—consecrate it in my blood, and bury it in hell’s ashen soil.
It would make Corbin my bitch.
Since Corbin had already created portals from hell to send his demons to us at Castle Corvin, I could use that covergence, along with one of my newly incanted spells, to go back and save Mercy, Mel, and Tommy from the vampires. The problem was, once I used Nico’s sire bond to exorcise Corbin from Lucifer, I’d have the actual devil to deal with. Would he be grateful that I handled Corbin for him, or would he just be the asshole everyone expected the devil to be and kill me just because he could? 
Worst-case scenario, I’d stop Corbin and hell would go back to the hell that’s tormented souls forever. Provided I got off the spell before Corbin stopped me. Either way, there was a damned good chance I’d end up damned myself.
Merrick walked me to the convergence in the woods. I had my wand ready. Merrick hugged me. It took me by surprise. He hadn’t shown much affection at all since we met. I hugged him back, just like I might my weird uncle.
“You can do this, Hailey.”
I nodded. “I’ll do my damndest.”
“More damn puns to prepare for your trip to hell?”
I grinned. “Damn straight!”
Merrick sighed. “Remember what you learned. You have everything you need.”
I nodded. “I know. Thank you, Merrick. Enjoy eternity. I hope you like it here.”
Merrick grinned. “After centuries in hell, this is paradise.”
I gripped my wand. I knew my incantation. I didn’t have a cheesy poem. I used a cheesy song instead.
I had to do my best Lionel Richie impression. I always thought I had a fairly pleasant singing voice, at least by karaoke bar standards. I cleared my throat.
“Hell. Oh, is it me you’re looking for?”
Red magic blasted out of my wand. A small tornado of energy formed over the mystical convergence. I turned and looked back at Merrick one last time. He smiled at me, flashing his fangs. I smiled back and stepped into the portal.




Chapter 16
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I knew there was a lot of fire in hell. Next to wooden stakes, fire was the greatest threat to a vampire. Since I was there in the flesh, I couldn’t be too careful. I also had to move fast. I was an intruder. How long would it take before Corbin realized I busted into his domain? 
What I didn’t anticipate was the agonizing screams that filled the air. Tortured souls all around. It was deafening—especially for a vampire with acute hearing.
Merrick told me that the hellhounds were likely to find me before I found them. They weren’t especially intelligent creatures. Still, they’d sniff out flesh, even vampire flesh, as if I was a raw cut of meat. What I didn’t expect was an entire pack of hellhounds bounding over one of the ashen hills, splashing through molten lava as they charged after me.
I had to move fast. Hellhounds weren’t smart, but they were the devil’s eyes and ears. Now that they spotted me, it was just a matter of time before Corbin knew I was there.
I had to bite one of them. Doing that, draining the beast, and performing the rest of the spell without the others tearing me to pieces would not be easy.
I had to separate one of them from the pack. They moved fast, but not as fast as me. I took off in the other direction to put as much space between me and the pack as possible. The more space I had, the more time I’d have before the rest were on me. Now that they saw me, the more time I took to do this, the more likely it was the Corbin would arrive to stop me.
I couldn’t drink all the blood in a hellhound. It was basic physics. My stomach just couldn’t handle that much volume. I also didn’t have time to wait for one to bleed out. I had to speed things up.
I used my telekinesis. I focused on one of the hellhounds and when I had enough space between myself and the pack, I drew it to me. The creature flew through the air and landed on me. The thing had big teeth. It also had bad breath.
It was going to bite me. I had to deal with it Cobra Kai style—Bite First, No Mercy!
I sank my fangs into the beast’s shoulder. The hellhound whimpered. The thing’s blood tasted like burnt ass, if you can imagine what that might taste like. I forced myself to gulp down as much as I could, then I jammed my wand into its gut and cast an exsanguination spell. I bit my own wrist and consecrated the hellhound in my blood, speaking the name of the vampire whose sire bond I intended to steal.
“Niccolo Freeman.”
I cast a quick healing spell over the hellhound. I was basically following the process of turning someone into a vampire. Before it revived, I slammed my stake into the creature’s heart. 
I glanced at the horizon. The rest of the pack was getting close. I started to dig. The ashen soil was hot. It burned my fingertips as I clawed through the ground.
I wasn’t going to finish in time. The pack comprised six other hellhounds, and they were going to tear me apart before I could get my hellhound in the ground.
A loud roar pierced through the sound of the wailing of the damned. I turned and saw a dragon flying overhead.
It was Corbin.
If the hellhounds didn’t tear me apart, Corbin would stop me.
In dragon-form, Corbin dove toward me. I continued to dig. It was all I could do.
I turned and prepared to fire a spell at Corbin. It might not kill him, but maybe I’d slow him down.
I couldn’t get it off in time.
Corbin flew right over me. He dove after the other hellhounds and blasted them with fire.
Was he trying to save me?
It gave me enough time to finish the grave. I dragged the staked hellhound to my makeshift grave and dropped it in. I looked up. Corbin was standing there in human form.
“You don’t have to do this, Hailey.”
“You saved me from the hellhounds.”
Corbin nodded. “I love you, Hailey.”
I huffed. “I have to finish this.”
“You don’t have to! Hailey, if you do what you’re planning, I won’t be able to protect you. Lucifer doesn’t love you. I love you! Do you really think he’ll let you leave?”
I snorted. “I’ll take my chances.”
“You don’t get it. We can rule hell as king and queen.”
“And you’ll use me as your vassal to take over the earth as well, right?”
“We’ll still be together. We’ll rule together. You know the future I’ve planned for us. Are you really willing to let Lucifer return to power?”
I started pushing dirt into the grave. “Stop it, Hailey! Don’t make me do this. I don’t want to hurt you.”
I pressed my lips together. I didn’t know what Corbin planned to do. Yeah, he loved me. He wouldn’t kill me, but I didn’t know what he’d have to do to coronate me, to enthrall me to his will as his vassal.
Corbin extended his hands. A small crown of onyx formed in his hands. “I’d rather you take this willingly. If I have to force it upon you for you own good, that’s what I’ll do.”
I rolled my eyes. “Right, because you love me.”
“I do love you! Why can’t you accept that?”
I bit my lip and shrugged. “Yeah, well, fuck off Corbin.”
I dove into the grave. I focused my mind on the ashen dirt around me and pulled it over me with my telekinesis.
I was buried with my sacrifice. I was buried alive. Sort of. I wasn’t alive. I was undead. I’d crawled out of a grave or two in my day.
A surge of energy coursed through my body. The spell worked. I had Nico’s sire bond. I clawed at the hot dirt that entombed me.
I punched through the surface. Someone grabbed my hand. Corbin pulled me out of the grave and before I could speak and use the power I’d just gained he forced the crown on my head.
I narrowed my eyes. “You piece of shit.”
Corbin grabbed me and kissed me on the lips. I pushed him off of me. “Finally! My Queen!”
“Go to hell!” I shouted.
Corbin tilted his head. “Already there.”
“You can’t control me, asshole. I have Nico’s sire bond. I’m not some wraith. I’m here in the flesh.”
“But you’re my vassal! You must also obey me!”
I rolled my eyes. “Misogynistic prick.”
Corbin tilted his head. “I can command you across realms. Now it’s time to fulfill my plans.”
I narrowed my eyes. I had an idea. If it worked, I wouldn’t need to make a portal. I wouldn’t have to find a convergence in hell. “Fine, but if you’re going to send me to earth, I want to go back and save Mercy and my progeny. I need loyal subjects!”
Corbin smiled widely. “Yes, My Queen. Of course!”
Corbin raised his hand. A tornado of red and black energies formed behind me.
“Now, my queen, go to earth!”
I looked past Corbin at the portal behind him. I couldn’t just run past him. If all worked according to plan, I wouldn’t need to.  I knew how commands and compulsions worked. Mercy told me all about it. “Corbin, set Lucifer free!”
Corbin’s eyes widened. Then he screamed as black energy poured out of his body. The energy split in two. A part of it formed itself into the shape of the dragon that Corbin assumed before. But what was the other part? 
The dragon blasted Corbin with its fire.
Then Lucifer turned to me, his eyes ablaze and puffs of smoke blasting from his nostrils. I had to get to Corbin’s portal before the devil shut it down—or turned me into barbecue vampire. 
I’d hoped it would take a minute before the devil re-forged his scaly ass—but we were in his realm. How in the world (when you say that in hell, it’s the equivalent of saying ‘how in hell’) was I going to get past him? 
I’d run my cute little butt off—and hope my rump wasn’t a roast before I got through.
I clenched my fists and ran. The devil was more pissed at Corbin than me—but Corbin’s body was already engulfed. That’s the thing about hell. You burn, but you never burn up. Corbin charged the dragon-devil, but with a whip of Lucifer’s tail, my vampire-stalker went flying. 
When Lucifer pivoted to strike Corbin I took off. My feet blasted against the charred hellgrounds. Maybe it was adrenaline—if that was a thing for vampires. Maybe it was sheer determination. I’d never ran faster.
If you ever find yourself in hell—and I hope you never do—here’s a bit of advice. You can’t outrun the devil. The bastard spun around like a Texas tornado and grabbed my leg by his giant teeth. His incisors pierced my thigh. I screamed in agony. The surge of pain spread down my leg and up my body. 
I’d heal—fast. If I wasn’t in hell. I wasn’t thinking about that. All Lucifer needed to do was pick his teeth with one of his claws and flick me down his throat. If you couldn’t burn in hell, could you get digested by the devil? Would you become devil shit? I was about to find out.
Then a black figure—something like a wraith—blasted the devil in the face. I’d never seen a wraith act with any sort of intelligence, much less had I ever encountered one bold enough to confront freaking Lucifer. 
Whoever—or whatever—it was that challenged Lucifer hit him with something he didn’t expect. Lucifer shook his head as he roared a combination of rage and pain that I flew right out of his jaws and crashed to the ground...
… with a clear path between where I landed and Corbin’s portal. 
I didn’t see Corbin. The devil’s tail-lash sent him flying so far through the smoky sulfer-filled skies of hell I didn’t know if he was even in the vicinity. 
Trying to stand up and run with the use of only one leg is a lot harder than I ever expected. I had to get to that portal. I clawed at the ground, pulling myself along with both hands, kicking with my good leg while dragging the other one behind me. There was no way I’d make it before Lucifer regrouped. Sure, he’d dropped me on the ground but I doubted the devil was beholden to the limits of the five-second rule. 
The mystery wraith was still wrangling with the devil. Then, the black energy flew to me. It had strength. It blasted a part of itself into my leg and my wound healed. 
Never look a gift wraith in the mouth. I jumped up, invigorated, and ran as the wraith’s dark form flew beside me. 
As I stepped into the portal, the last thing I saw was Corbin out of the fog toward us… greeted by another blast of devil flames. Nothing but a wraith—not Caspar, my friendly wraith, but Corbin in a devolved state, flew out of the smoke and vanished in the haze. 
Lucifer turned back toward me. He was about to blast me with his breath. Would his flames dispell the portal? They’d certainly do a number on me. I wasn’t about to find out.  
I flipped off the devil as I disappeared into the portal—the mystery wraith at my side.  
When I got through the portal, the wraith was gone. I made a mental note to thank whatever sprit, or whatever it was, who’d come to my aid in hell.  




Chapter 17
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I reappeared in the graveyard at Castle Corvin. The demon-possessed slayers saw my crown and immediately took a knee. 
“Go home,” I told them.
The demons blasted out of the humans they possessed and shot into the dark of night. I turned around and stared down at the other vampires who’d emerged from the castle.
“You boys really want some of this?” I asked.
One of the vampires gulped. They turned and went back inside the castle.
Connor returned to human form and wrapped his arms around me. I slapped him on his bare butt. “Get some clothes, babe.”
Mercy approached me carefully. “Hailey, is that crown what I think it is?”
I winced. “Yeah. I guess I’m the queen of hell now. But at least Corbin is gone.”
“Wait,” Connor said. “You defeated Corbin?”
I nodded. “I did.”
“How did you pull it off?” Mercy asked.
I smirked. “Hey Mercy, stand on one leg.”
Mercy did as I said.
“Sing ‘I’m a Little Tea Pot’ and do all the gestures.”
Mercy sang the song in a broken pitch. She had a handle, a spout, and poured it out.
I giggled. “This is fun!”
“You got Nico’s sire bond!”
I nodded. “Yeah, about two seconds before Corbin slammed this damned crown on my head. Worked out, though. He can’t control me. I used the sire bond to force him out of Lucifer. Last I saw, Corbin was just a wraith.”
“Be careful with that thing,” Mercy said.
I shrugged and removed the crown from my head. “I’m not keen to wear it unless I have to. I’m pretty sure Lucifer won’t share Corbin’s affections for me. I don’t know if he can manipulate me with it, but at least I know I can boss around a few demons if I need to.”
“Where are Nico and Cain?” Mercy asked.
I sighed. “I’m not sure about Nico. I’m pretty sure he’s in hell. The spell I had to do to take his sire bond wouldn’t have worked otherwise. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later. I’m sorry I couldn’t take Nico’s ghost back with me. Things happened so fast. For now, though, we have to try to save Cain.”
“Where is Cain?” 
“I think the Faerie King captured him.
Connor chuckled. “Did you say the Faerie King?”
Mercy sighed. “That’s not as funny as it sounds.”
“You know about faeries?” I asked.
“I’ve heard about them. They don’t look all that frightening, but they’re insanely powerful.”
I nodded. “He’s also human again. He emerged from the Cauldron of Rebirth.”
Mercy’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? That’s incredible.”
I nodded. “And he’s more vulnerable than before.”
Mercy sighed. “Even if I thought we could rally the troops and save him, I’m not sure how to get to the faerie realm.”
I smiled widely. “I can handle that. You’re right, though. We need more help. There’s a chance Cain isn’t even alive.”
Mercy shook her head. “After everything Cain has done for all of us, we have to try.”
“There were ogres, too.”
Mel giggled. “Ogres? Really?”
Mercy didn’t find it so funny. “They aren’t a joke.”
“If the faeries didn’t capture Cain, the ogres might have eaten him. I don’t think so, though. Cain isn’t a werewolf anymore. When he was reborn, he lost that. But he still had Damballa’s aspect. He turned into a big white snake. He helped me escape. I’m with you. I don’t care how powerful the faeries might be. We have to try to save him.”
Mercy nodded. “We need to head back to New Orleans and gather as many as we can who will help.”
Tommy cleared his throat. “I’m hungry.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course you are.”
Mel nudged Tommy in the ribs. “Don’t worry about that. What do you say you and me go get a bite while the rest save the good doctor?”
Tommy looked at Mercy and me.
I shrugged. “Just be smart about it.”
“We’ve got this!” Mel said.
“Works for me,” Mercy said. “Sounds like you have a date, Tommy.”
Tommy tilted his head. He’d had a crush on Mercy before, but he looked at Mel with fresh eyes, as if he’d been blinded by his obsession with Mercy and was only looking at her for the first time. “Alright, I guess I do.”
We made our way back around the front of the castle. Pauli was still coiled up on a branch on a nearby tree. We huddled up, and he took us back to Vilokan.
[image: image-placeholder]Pauli took us to Annabelle’s office. She volunteered to gather as many as possible who were willing, and planned to meet us at her old plantation which now served as an extension site for the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged.
When we arrived at the plantation, all the wolves were there. Donald was the alpha wolf of the rougarou. Cain’s brother, Abel, was also a werewolf and had a pack of his own. Jessie was a badass in her own right. She had the aspect of Ogoun, the Loa of War, and was an asset in any fight. Rutherford was in tears as she saw how many people—vampires, werewolves, and vodouisants—rallied to go save her husband.
“I can’t go,” Rutherford said. “My baby needs me.”
I nodded. “We don’t expect you to go. Cain wouldn’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way. He told me he did everything to secure a future for you and Byron.”
Rutherford wiped a tear from her eye. “That sounds like Cain.”
Abel gave Rutherford a giant hug. “Don’t worry. We’ll bring him back.”
Rutherford sniffed. “I know you will.”
I smiled at Rutherford. “You should know, Cain might not be exactly the same.”
Rutherford nodded. “Is it true what Annabelle told me? Cain is human again? He’s no longer a werewolf?”
I nodded. “He’s also mortal. He’ll have a normal, hopefully long, human life. But without eternity staring him down through the windshield, things might be different.”
“I understand that. Thank you, Hailey.”
“The pack is ready to fight!” Donald declared. “We’re behind you a hundred percent.”
“As are we!” Abel added. “We’re bringing my brother back, no matter the cost.”
I nodded. “Now, we have to talk about how we’re going to get to the Seelie Forest. There are convergences, places all around the world, where portals have been forged in the past.”
Annabelle chuckled. “That’s fascinating, Hailey. I’m eager to learn all about that. But getting to the Seelie Forest isn’t a problem.”
I raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t?”
Annabelle smirked. “The faerie realm isn’t a realm of its own. It’s in Guinee. I can take us there. We won’t arrive right in the forest, but it’s less than a day’s journey on foot.”
I snorted. “Seriously? I spent months working with a dead vampire and studying his grimoire trying to find a way to get there. The best shot we had was a convergence at Glastonbury Tor.”
“As much as it pains me to say it,” Mercy added, “I like Annabelle’s plan. The faeries might sense our arrival if we appear in the middle of the Seelie Forest. They won’t see us coming if we journey through Guinee to get there.”
Abel rubbed his brow. “Guinee is basically Eden, right?”
I nodded. “Or Annwn, depending on your tradition.”
Abel chuckled. “Back to Eden. Let’s hope the angels don’t get involved.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Annabelle said. “Isabelle is with me. She’s connected to the Tree of Life. She’s guaranteed us safe passage.”
I chuckled. “Out of hell and into paradise. All in the day’s work of a blood witch.”
Annabelle grinned. “Don’t get me wrong, Hailey. It is a paradise in the garden groves. Once we reach the Seelie Forest, it’s something else entirely.”
I nodded. “Trust me. I know all about it. I’m ready if everyone else is.”
Annabelle smiled. “One more advantage we’ll have is Beli. He’ll cut a portal for us here.’
I grinned. “But once we get there, he’ll be a dragon, right?”
“Exactly!”
I nodded. “Alright. Let’s go kick some faerie ass.”
Pauli giggled. “Kicking it wasn’t my idea of a good time. But to each her own, I suppose.”
“What were you thinking?” I asked.
“Don’t ask!” Annabelle interrupted. “You coming or not, Pauli?”
“Are you kidding me? The chance to confront the Faerie King? Bitch, please. I’m the Faerie Queen. He won’t know what hit him. From behind, of course.”
I chuckled as I shook my head. “Alright, Annabelle. Summon Beli and make us a portal. Let’s bring Cain home.”




Chapter 18
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I left my crown back in Annabelle’s office. I didn’t anticipate encountering any demons in the Seelie Forest and, honestly, the thing gave me the creeps. So long as I wasn’t wearing it, Lucifer couldn’t touch me. I was pretty sure Corbin’s plan was to use his thrall to force me to keep the thing on. Good thing it never worked out. Good riddance, so-called vampire king. 
The air in Guinee was clean and pure. None of that city smog and the combined scent of alcohol, vomit, and cajun cooking I was used to in the French Quarter. The in-between smelled like forest. A lot of pollen. The Seelie Forest has a similar but sweeter odor to it. It wasn’t the garden groves, though. That place was like the earth might have been if humans never discovered fossil fuels, invented industry, or had to develop methods to dispose of human waste.
Not that creatures in paradise didn’t poop. I’m sure they did. Everybody poops. Read the book if you don’t believe me. In Guinee, though, it was just a part of the ecosystem.
The werewolves could run fast. It wasn’t a full moon, but one of the wolves, Julie, carried a celestial flame that allowed them to shift any time. Mercy and I could keep up—just barely. Jessie, Pauli and Annabelle rode on Beli, now appearing in all his glory, and flew over us, leading the way to the Seelie Forest.
We had a long way to go. In this paradisiacal realm, though, I never ran out of breath. I didn’t get tired. We just kept moving at full-speed until we reached the edge of the Seelie Forest.
The faerie kingdom might have been a part of Guinee, but it was almost like a realm within a realm. The second we crossed the tree lines, everything changed. It was just as I remembered it from before. There were a lot of trees and mushrooms. Some of the shrooms were as tall as trees. The sky above us sparkled in faerie magic.
Annabelle and Jessie dismounted Beli and joined us. If we needed the dragon again, Annabelle could call him.
A translucent figure caught my eye in the distance.
I raised my hand. “Wait up.”
“What is it?” Mercy asked.
“I think I saw something.”
“Like what?”
I shook my head. “I can see ghosts, remember?”
“There’s a ghost here?”
I nodded. “I think that’s what it was. Stay here. Let me check it out.”
Mercy sighed. “Be careful, Hailey. It might be a trap.”
I took off after the figure I saw. He didn’t run away from me once he noticed I was following him. I found him standing on the opposite side of one of the many towering mushrooms of the Seelie Forest.
“Nico?” I asked. “I thought you were in hell.”
Nico laughed. “I was.”
“What do you mean?”
“When you unstaked that beast, Dracula couldn’t use his compulsion on me any more. When you took out Corbin there was a brief moment before Lucifer took over. The gateways out of hell were open. I escaped there once to earth. This time, well, the closest convergence was the one I came through when I left the in-between. I went back there.”
I chuckled. “I can’t believe you made it. It scared me you’d have to endure Lucifer’s tortures forever.”
Nico nodded. “Trust me, I didn’t want that, either! After I returned to the in-between, Merrick helped me forge a portal here through a convergence left behind by that faerie who brought you here to begin with.”
I scratched my head. “Don’t get me wrong, Nico. I’m glad to see you. Thrilled, even. But why did you come here?”
“For more than one reason. Merrick might think the in-between is his paradise, but I was a hougan before I became a vampire. This place has always been my version of heaven.”
“And the other reason?”
“I knew you’d be back for Cain. I thought you could use some advance intelligence.”
“You know where he is? Is he okay?”
Nico nodded. “He’s fine. They’re tickling the dickens out of him, but other than that, he’s well.”
I stared at Nico blankly. “Don’t ever use the phrase ‘tickling the dickens’ with me again.”
Nico chuckled. “Sorry. It doesn’t mean what it sounds like.”
I smirked. “I get it. Well, I’m the only one who can see you. The others probably think I’ve lost my mind about now.”
“The faeries can’t see me, either. I thought they’d be able to, but for some reason they can’t.”
“I have something of yours, by the way.”
‘Nico nodded. “Use my sire bond well. And be nice to Mercy.”
I smirked. “I already made her sing ‘I’m a Little Tea Pot.’ It was epic.”
Nico laughed. “I wish I could have seen that.”
I held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor, though. I won’t mess with her. Not too much, anyway.”
“You were a scout?” Nico raised an eyebrow.
I shook my head. “Nope. So, I guess my promise doesn’t mean much, does it?”
Nico rolled his eyes. “Behave, Hailey.”
I nodded. “I will! I’m one of the good girls, you know.”
Nico pinched his chin. “Boy bands.”
I furrowed my brow. “What about them?”
“Mercy hates boy bands. Just thought you should know.”
I grinned widely. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“I’ll go ahead of you and come back and let you know if anything is amiss. You should find Cain held in a burrow about a mile straight ahead the direction you’re moving. There are a lot of faeries there, though. Are you sure you’re up for this?”
“Any tips on how to swat down a faerie?”
Nico shook his head. “The wolves will certainly freak them out. Use them as a distraction. You aren’t going to swat the faeries. They’re too strong for that. You might stand a chance if you can sneak past them.”
I nodded. “Got it. Thanks, Nico.”
Nico nodded. “In the words of Mercy’s least favorite group, ever. Bye, bye bye. For now, at least.”
I snickered. “See you later.”
I returned to the group.
“What was that about?” Mercy asked.
“Nico sends his regards.”
“Nico is here?” Annabelle asked.
I nodded. “He has been for a while, I guess. He already scouted out the faeries. Cain is bound in a burrow straight ahead a couple miles. We need to provide a distraction. We can’t beat them in an all-out fight.”
“What kind of distraction?” Annabelle asked.
“I need everyone attacking from one side. Try and draw the faeries out. I’ll sneak into the burrow and get out of there with Cain. We’ll run back this direction. Remember, no magic. It won’t be any match for the faeries. We have to use subterfuge to pull this off. Just don’t let them capture anyone. We all get out of here together, understood?”
“Got it.” Annabelle nodded. “What about Beli?”
“Can you call him and have him meet us? When I get Cain out of there, we stand a better chance if we can fly out of the forest.”
“Fine,” Annabelle said. “But I’m going to have to come with you.”
“I will too,” Jessie said. “Cain’s my mentor. Not to mention, if magic doesn’t work against these faeries, a little extra muscle might come in handy. Of course, Beli is my ride out, too. I can’t run fast like the wolves.”
Mercy cleared her throat. “Sounds like a plan. About Nico, is he okay?”
I nodded. “He is. If all works out, he gets to spend his eternity haunting paradise rather than as a wraith in hell. I’d say that’s a win for him.”
Mercy took a deep breath and exhaled. “That’s good to know.”
I shrugged. “Besides, you never know. The Cauldron of Rebirth is in this forest somewhere. Maybe we can bring him back again.”
Mercy shook her head. “I wish he would. Nico had that chance once before and passed it up. I think he’s ready to move on.”
I nodded. “Well, at least we know he has the eternity he deserves.”
Pauli appeared on Annabelle’s shoulders. “I’m going with y’all.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. Can you teleport here?”
“Not very well,” Pauli said. “It’s hard to get my bearings here. The energy is all different. Still, I might be able to move someone around a little here or there. I don’t think I’d be able to handle taking all of you out of the burrow and back to the garden groves. Anything out of my line of sight doesn’t seem to work here.”
I nodded. “That could come in handy.”
“Who wants a handy? Ten bucks, that’s all I charge!”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “You don’t have hands at the moment.”
Pauli huffed. “At the moment is the key phrase, honey!”
I smirked. “That’s not why we’re here. Still, I appreciate the help, Pauli.”
Mercy, Donald, and Abel led the wolves around one side of the faerie burrow. They went ahead of us, howling along the way. The thing about faeries is that we’d be able to see them from a distance. We couldn’t guarantee that they’d lure away every faerie from the burrow, but they’d certainly thin out the swarm.
They didn’t have to charge for long before a couple dozen green orbs floated out of the forest from the direction of the burrow. The wolves and Mercy pivoted and headed the opposite direction.
That meant we had to move fast. Once the faeries chased the wolves out of the forest, they’d be back.
When we reached the borrow I found Nico waiting for us. “The coast is clear outside. The Faerie King is inside. So is that other faerie who helped you before. They have him in a cage next to Cain.”
I turned to Annabelle, Pauli, and Jessie. “The Faerie King is in there. So is a friend of mine. He’s a faerie named Wee Willie Winker.”
“Poor guy!” Pauli said. “Nicknamed for his wee willie?”
I chuckled. “I expected you’d have something to contribute. Look, I don’t know how we stop the Faerie King. If you can get Willie out of his cage, Pauli, I think he might be able to help with that.”
“Take Willie out of his cage? Honey, you really can’t leave something like that hanging out there if you don’t want me to stroke it.”
I smiled. “Just bust him out of the cage, Pauli. Jessie, Cain is in bindings. Try to use your strength to break them. If Willie can distract the Faerie King long enough, we might make a run for it.”
“What about me?” Annabelle asked.
“Stay outside and get ready to summon Beli. You’re our getaway.”
I could hear the werewolves howling in the distance as the green glow emanated from the mass of faeries chasing them faded from view. Nico directed me into the burrow. Jessie followed.
Cain was bound in chains of gold. I didn’t know where these faeries got their gold, but damn. Willie was buzzing around in an oversized bird cage that hung from the ceiling.
“Well, lookie here! If it isn’t the vampire who evaded my capture before! Delightful!” The Faerie King had a smug smirk on his face as we stepped into the burrow.
“Let our friend go and we’ll leave you be.”
The Faerie King tugged at a tuft of white fur that sprouted from one of his cheeks. I didn’t expect he’d agree. He pulled a feather from his faerie crown and ran it against Cain’s right bare foot.
Cain winced.
“He isn’t all that ticklish. He’s no fun at all!”
“It’s alright, Doc. We’re here for you.”
“He can’t hear you, little miss! We’ve shut out all his senses aside from touch. Usually, that makes someone more susceptible to our tortures.”
I snorted. “Your tickles, you mean?”
“He ate one of my best warriors!”
“As a snake, you mean?”
“Yes! We can’t let him go. I don’t know about you, but snakes aren’t welcome in these parts.”
I chuckled. “Right, because this is the Garden of Eden.”
“Not exactly, but yes. This isn’t the garden. It is Eden. That’s one of many names for our world. We can’t allow snakes to roam free. Bad news, those slithery nasties are!”
I huffed. “He’s not technically a snake. He’s a man. He has the aspect of a Loa who allows him to become one.”
“And would you take it kindly to a human who allowed himself to become a devil?”
“Look,” Jessie said. “He’s a good man. He helps a lot of people.”
“He’s one of Adam’s sons, is he not?”
“Well, yeah,” Jessie said.
“Bad news, bad news! And he ate a faerie!”
We were buying time for Pauli to figure out how to get into Willie’s cage without being seen. When Paulie was a snake, he was hard to miss. His body literally glowed. Now that the Faerie King revealed that snakes were public enemy number one, it was a good thing that he was being careful.
“Let him go!” Willie said. “So what if he can become a snake? He’s the son of the deceived. What of it? He’s not supposed to be here. Let them take him home!”
“Silence, traitor!” the Faerie King snapped.
I noticed a light on the wall behind Cain. We were in a burrow. Pauli must’ve dug his way through the ground. His head was poking through.
“Look, we don’t mean any disrespect, your Highness. Cain isn’t the evil man you might think. He’s lived a long time and atoned for his errors. He has a new baby boy at home who needs his dad.”
The Faerie King shook his head. “I cannot allow him to go. I’m sorry. You’re lucky I don’t imprison you two as well for encroaching on my realm.”
I smirked. “Why haven’t you?”
“My army is chasing werewolves!”
I laughed. “Yup, they sure are. Let me guess, you don’t think you’re strong enough to take us.”
The Faerie King narrowed his eyes. He extended his hand. A ball of sparkling pink light forms in his palm. “Do you want to test me, vampire?”
In a flash of light, Pauli teleported into Willie’s cage.
“Free Willie, bitch!” Pauli shouted. Then he teleported Willie out of the cage. Willie blasted the Faerie King’s pink ball of whatever it was he was about to cast with a green ball of his own. The two magical orbs collided and produced a shower of magical energies that scattered through the room.
“Jessie! Get Cain!”
Jessie nodded. She extended her hand and evoked a giant club. That must’ve been her soul weapon. She blasted Cain’s chains.
When she did, Cain gasped. The magic that blinded him must’ve been in his bindings.
“Hailey! Jessie!”
“Don’t forget Pauli, you handsome former-werewolf, you!” 
“Another snake!” the King shrieked. “What have you done? You’ve brought more snakes into my realm.”
“Shut up,” Willie said. “These people aren’t your enemies.”
“You are my enemy now, Willie!”
The two faeries exchanged punches. Each blow produced another shower of golden magic. The magic didn’t dissipate. The magic they made blew all around the room.
“Run!” Willie shouted.
“You can run, vampire! But I’ll find you. I don’t care what realm you flee to. I’ll have you punished for violating my realm.”
“Bitch, please,” Pauli draped himself over my shoulders.
“That’s right,” I said. “Bitch, please!”
Jessie helped Cain to his feet, and we took off out of the burrow as Willie continued battling with his king. I felt a little bad leaving him behind. Once the rest of the king’s army returned, they’d surely punish him. They might even execute him. I didn’t know how faerie laws worked, but I imagined that assaulting the king was treasonous. In most societies, treason was punishable by death.
Annabelle saw us as we ran out. She summoned Beli who dove to our position through the canopy above. We climbed on his back.
“We can’t leave Willie.”
“We have to go!” Annabelle said. “The other faeries are turning around.”
Pauli sighed. “Maybe I’m partial to him because his name is Willie. But I agree. He helped us escape.”
“Hurry!” Annabelle said.
Pauli nodded. He flashed off my shoulders and slithered back into the burrow.
The king shrieked. “Snake! Snake! Snake! Eeeeek!”
In a streak of rainbow colored light, Pauli appeared on Annabelle’s shoulders and Willie flew out of the burrow.
“Willie!” I shouted. “Come with us!”
Willie flew over to me and grabbed onto my shoulders.
“Let’s go, Beli” Annabelle commanded.
The dragon spread his wings and took off into the sky. Willie was on my shoulders and Jessie held onto my waist. Cain held on to her. We flew out of the Seelie Forest and saw the werewolves making their way back toward the garden groves.
“You saved me!” Cain shouted, the wind in our faces.
I looked back. “All of us did. We couldn’t have done it without your wolves.”
Beli landed back in the green grasses of the garden groves. The wolves gathered all around us. Julie extinguished her celestial flame. The wolves were all naked but, I suppose, since this place was known by some as the Garden of Eden, walking around naked wasn’t so obscene as it was retro.
Cain hugged his brother first, then Donald. Watching naked men hug was awkward, but Pauli was in the middle of it, still in serpent form, squeezing himself around all the naked men he could find.
Cain hugged Mercy last and kissed her on the forehead. “You’re a gem, Mercy Brown.”
“And you’re a gift,” Mercy said. “To all of us. We love you, Doc.”
I smiled as Cain approached me. I extended my hand to shake. He took it and pulled me into a hug. “You did all of this, didn’t you?”
I nodded “I guess so.”
“Did you stop Corbin?”
I nodded. “I did.”
“What about Nico? What happened to him?”
I glanced past Mercy. Nico was standing in the green grasses, watching us from a distance. A wide smile split his face.
“He’s here, with us. I can see him.”
“He’s staying here?” Cain asked.
I nodded. “I think that’s what he wants.”
Cain followed my eyes toward Nico. “Is that where he is?”
I nodded.
Cain waved at the air. Nico waved back. Then he approached Mercy. He touched her cheek.
Mercy gasped. “Nico! I can see you!”
Nico nodded. “There’s a lot of magic here. I can use it to show myself for a little while.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to come home? Hailey said that the Cauldron of Rebirth is in the Seelie Forest. We can go back. We can take you there.”
Nico shook his head. “I could go there myself, Mercy. If I wanted to.”
“Then why don’t you?” Mercy wiped a tear from her eye.
Nico brushed a strand of dark hair out of Mercy’s face. I was shocked that he had enough substance that he could do it. “I’ll always be here. You can come visit if you’d like. My time has come to an end. This is my peace.”
Mercy grunted. “Well, if you get bored being dead in paradise...”
Nico laughed. “I know where the cauldron is.”
“I still have most of your clothes at Casa do Diabo. Couldn’t bring myself to throw your shit out.”
“You should move on,” Nico said. “I’m happy here.”
“Yeah, for now!”
“I love you, Mercy.”
“I love you too, damn it!”
Nico took a step back. Mercy gasped when he disappeared from her view. I could still see him. I watched as Nico walked away through the green grasses of the grove.
“Everyone ready to go home?” Annabelle asked.
“I’m ready,” Cain said.
“Me too,” I added.
“Can you send us back to where and when we left?” Annabelle asked.
Beli nodded. He took a deep breath and exhaled a torrent of golden magic that formed a portal in front of us.
Willie was still on my shoulders. “Should I come with you?”
I smiled. “You’re welcome to stay with me. My home is your home.”
Mercy turned her head around. “Correction. My home is everyone’s home, apparently.”
Beli’s portal was big enough that all of us could step through it at once. When we appeared in front of the old Mulledy mansion, I saw Rutherford with Byron in her arms.
Cain ran to her and embraced both of them.
I couldn’t hold back the tears.
They were a family again.
I looked off toward the horizon. The sun was rising.
“I’d love to stay and celebrate, but we have to go.”
“Thank you, Hailey!” Rutherford cried.
Cain turned and smiled at me. “Hailey Bradbury. You’re one of a kind.”
I smiled and wiped the tears of joy from my eyes. “You’re welcome.”




Chapter 19
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Mercy and I had to hurry home. Mel and Tommy were already back at Casa do Diabo. Apparently, they found a drunk in the French Quarter for dinner. Mercy hammered them with about twenty questions. The short story was that they didn’t kill the guy. They fed the way they were supposed to. I was impressed with both of them. For one young vampire to help another one eat properly was unique. Mel wasn’t a slouch. Mercy raised her well. Cain even played a role in helping her tame her cravings in the early days. Tommy was still a work in progress, but he had promise. He had a sparkle in his eye when he looked at Mel. Love was in the air. I didn’t know how to raise a youngling, much less one that was falling in love, but I’d defeated the vampire king. I stormed hell itself, and thwarted the schemes of a Faerie King. How hard could guiding a couple of new vampires really be? 
Who was I kidding? It was probably the most daunting thing I’d ever faced!
Willie buzzed around the place. I hoped he’d make himself at home. This wasn’t the Seelie Forest. Our world was strange to him. I also had a sinking feeling that we hadn’t seen the last of the Faerie King. We were harboring a faerie fugitive, after all. I’d have to learn whatever I could from Willie about how we might thwart the king if he came after us. For now, though, things were quiet. We were safe. Corbin was gone. 
Rutherford texted me. She wanted to invite Connor and me over for dinner. A double-date, perhaps. They were staying in Vilokan. They used to have an apartment downtown but it burned down because of an incident involving infernal power and the Witch of Endor. She was gone, too, of course. She’d been Cain’s nemesis for some time, and since she’d always done the devil’s bidding, his enemy and mine became the same. It only made sense that Cain and I defeated their demonic duo together. 
I wasn’t sure if they were going to stay in Vilokan forever. It made sense. Both Cain and Rutherford worked at the Vilokan Asylum. Living there certainly shortened their commute.
When Connor and I arrived at their place, I was surprised to see that they had two suitcases and a few boxes stacked by the door. They lost all their stuff in the fire so didn’t have much.
“Are you guys moving? Did you find a new apartment?”
Cain smiled. “No apartment, but we are moving.”
“What’s cooking?” Connor asked. “It smells delicious.”
Rutherford pulled a large dish out of her oven. “It’s my famous casserole. We wanted to have you over to say thank you.”
I shrugged. “You already did.”
Cain laughed. “Words aren’t enough. You risked your life for me. I’ll forever be in your debt.”
“Nah. Consider your debt paid.”
“There’s no blood in the casserole,” Rutherford said. “Sorry about that.”
I chuckled. “It’s okay. I can eat regular food. It doesn’t really do much for me, but I enjoy it.”
Cain smiled. “We know. We’ve treated a few vampires through the years.”
I grinned. “Right. Of course. So, where are you two moving to?”
Cain shrugged. “Here and there.”
“What do you mean by that?” I asked.
Cain took a deep breath. “I’m mortal now. The Vilokan Asylum is in capable hands with Jessie and Freud. I’m going to purchase an RV. The werewolves here don’t need me. I’m not a werewolf anymore, after all. Still, there are supernatural beings of various sorts all around the world who don’t have anyone who understands, who can help them sort through their problems. I want to do what I can.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So you’re going to be a traveling therapist?”
Cain chuckled. “Something like that.”
“I think that’s incredible,” Connor said. “You’re right. We’ve been incredibly lucky having you here so close to home. A lot of others could really benefit from your unique skills.”
“What about Byron?” I asked.
“Well, for now, it’s not an issue. Eventually, maybe we’ll homeschool. Perhaps we’ll find a place to settle down for a while so he can have some stability.”
“We’ll make those decisions when they come,” Cain said. “We might come back to new Orleans eventually but, for now, we’re leaving.”
I pressed my lips together. “Something is coming.”
“What do you mean?” Cain asked.
I shook my head. “Something to do with the mystical convergences, the places around the world where the veil between worlds is thin. I don’t know exactly what is going to happen, but when I was in the in-between Merrick told me I needed to prepare myself to become a guardian when the other realms break into our world.”
Cain smiled. “You’ll be up to it. If anyone can do it, Hailey, it’s you.”
Connor put his hand around my shoulders. “She’s impressive, isn’t she?”
I blushed a little.
“She most certainly is,” Cain said. “You’re a lucky guy.”
I smiled. “He really is.”
Everyone laughed.
“And I’m a pretty lucky girl, too.”
Rutherford placed her casserole on the table. Paper plates were already set along with plastic forks and spoons. They were moving, after all. I didn’t expect they’d bring out fine dinnerware. I took the serving spoon and put a modest amount of the casserole on my plate. Connor served himself next.
“Remember one thing,” Cain said. “Love sometimes gets a bad rap. It comes with pain and, at times, heartache.”
“Tell me about it!” Rutherford jested.
“It also makes us better. It’s what makes us human.”
I laughed. “Well, I haven’t been human for some time.”
Cain shook his head. “It’s not what you are that makes you human, Hailey. It’s what you do. Even more, it’s what’s in your heart. In all my years, I’ve never known a better human than you.”
My eyes welled up with tears. “That means a lot. It means the world.”
Byron cried from his bassinet. Rutherford stood from the table and brought the baby to me. “Would you like to hold him?”
I gasped. “I’d love that!”
I took baby Byron in my arms. He stopped crying. He looked up at me with his wide brown eyes and cooed. I didn’t know what challenges I was going to face. I didn’t know what this business involving the mystical convergences meant. I didn’t know how soon the Faerie King would come after Willie and me looking for revenge. For a second, though, as I looked into the face of that baby, everything was right in the world.
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Connor and I arrived back at Casa do Diabo. The house was quiet. I imagined Mercy was out with Mel and Tommy for another night of feeding lessons. I wasn’t about to complain. It gave Connor and I a little time alone. 
At least I thought we were alone until I heard a bang coming from upstairs.  I’d forgot about Willie. 
Connor snorted. “Am I about to get cock blocked by a faerie?” 
I chuckled. “Willie blocked. Get it right.”
“You’re hilarious.” 
“I know. Let’s try and sneak past. Maybe he won’t notice. If we can get to my room and close the door…” 
We tip-toed up the stairs trying not to alert Willie to our presence. Then I heard another bank—and a voice. A female voice. It couldn’t be…
I took off running. I knew that voice. I knew where it was coming from. I could see and hear the dead. That must’ve been what it was. I swung open the door to Sarah’s old room and there she stood, Willie buzzing around her. 
She didn’t look like a ghost. The last I’d seen her, her body was disintigrated by Corbin’s dragon-acid breath. I stood there with my jaw dropped as Connor stepped up behind me, equally aghast.
“Is it really you?” 
“In the flesh,” Sarah grinned. “I’d say living and breathing but, well, I’m still a vampire so I’m not technically doing either.”
I shrieked and ran to Sarah, squeezing her so hard that if she wasn’t a vampire, I might have killed her all over again.  “How is this possible?”
“What do you mean? I saved your ass in hell, little girl!” 
I furrowed my brow. “Wait. That wraith. That was you?” 
Sarah laughed. “Sure was. I wasn’t really a wraith. I was some kind of unformed energy. It was the strangest thing.”
I tilted my head. “Wait a second. I tried to save you. I went to vampire hell. Moll was there. She said Corbin had let you into vampire heaven?”
Sarah sighed. “Some kind of joke that was. When a psycho like Corbin says he’s inviting you to heaven, he probably means something very different than what you think heaven is.”
I shook my head. “No kidding.” 
“He bound me to his dragon body. He needed another vampire to maintain his control over Lucifer. When you used Nico’s sire bond to blast him out of the dragon, I was free as well.”
“But you got a body back? How did that happen?”
Sarah shook  her head. “Like I said, I wasn’t a wraith. Not exactly. I was something more primal. I’ve never encountered a power like it before but once I came to earth I had the sense I could become anything I wanted to be. Funny how that works. In the end, all I wanted to be was me.”
I nodded understandingly. “There’s something about going through hell—metaphorically or literally—that changes your perspective on life. It gives you more appreciation for all the things you took for granted before. If I could become anything I wanted to become, I can’t say I wouldn’t make the same choice. I’d still be me. Still, a power like that. You said you became a primal energy? That happened in vampire hell?”
Sarah nodded. “It’s like becoming a wraith, without the angst, I suppose.”
I turned to Willie who was fluttering through the air picking at his toenails. “Ever hear of a power like that, Willie?” 
Willie smiled widely. “The power of creation itself, I think. Not unlike faerie magic. It’s the magic in everything. The magic responsible for everything. I can’t say I’ve ever encountered power like that in its raw form, but it has to be real. Nothing would be real without it!” 
I sighed and scratched the back of my head. “Well, I’m just grateful you’re back Sarah. Let’s hope that kind of magic isn’t something anyone can harness and use. If it’s really even magic at all.”
“Not magic,” Willie said. “Magic would be the result of that kind of force. This is the force behind magic, behind life, behind existence. It’s not proper to our world. I don’t think a mortal—or a semi-immortal like you and me—could ever harness something like that. Only a god could really wield it and direct it.”
“Then how did I manage to harness that power?” Sarah asked.
I sighed. “There’s only one person who might know what really happened to you, and given the choice between accepting that mystery or going back to hell to find Corbin—who might not even be himself since he was a wraith last I saw him—I’ll choose acceptance and gratitude.”    
The Blood Witch Saga Continues in…
Faeries and Fangs 
Did you miss Cain’s Saga? Check out his entire nine-book story in The Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged.
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Chapter 1
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I grabbed a vial of blood from my shelf. It wasn’t to drink. It was one of my regular donors—willing humans on call willing to meet my dietary needs. With my blood magic, all I had to do was dip my wand into the vial and cast a simple summoning spell. Jonathan would show up within the hour, craving my bite. 
I called it my Grubhub spell. Ready to eat meals delivered to my door at a warm ninety-eight point six.
It wasn’t for me. It was for my new progeny, Tommy. He planned to share with Mel—Mercy’s progeny and Tommy’s new girlfriend. He had the whole evening planned. A romantic candlelight feeding. The string quartet he’d booked was due to arrive at any minute. We didn’t often welcome outside observers when we fed. The quartet hailed from Vilokan—members of the Voodoo Academy’s orchestra. They were hougans and mambos. That’s what voodoo folk call their priests and priestesses, respectively. They knew about vampires already. So long as the youngling lovers didn’t leave a cold body behind, their presence wasn’t a problem. The scene might traumatize them a bit, but I was paying them well. Besides, Vilokan offered great mental health services. The resurrected Sigmund Freud himself was the head psychiatrist at the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged. He took Cain’s place and was doing admirable work. I told Annabelle—the Voodoo Queen—to reserve a few sessions with the famed psychotherapist the next day. The quartet might need it.
Connor was relaxing on my bed in nothing but his boxers. A bit overdressed for my taste—but we’d already had our fun. Given my aversion to sunlight, when I wasn’t owning the night, Connor and I owned the day—in bed. What better way to pass the time when the sun was up?
Given the hot yoga routine Connor and I just completed under my sheets, he’d sleep through the night like a baby.
With Jonathan summoned, I kissed Connor on the lips and tucked him into bed. By the time I got dressed and left my room, he was already snoring.
The string quartet was setting up downstairs. They were tuning their instruments. Mercy and Sarah were discussing something in her room. Their voices were raised. It didn’t sound like an argument, but whatever they were discussing was serious.
Sarah had a unique gift. She could sense other vampires. For centuries, her gift was more like a curse. She felt it every time a vampire was killed. It made her something of a recluse. Before she joined us in New Orleans, she lived where Mercy grew up—back in her human life—in Exeter, Rhode Island.
They were surely discussing council business. Mercy was the leader of the council. Sarah and I were both members. The council’s authority took a serious blow during the ordeal with Corbin. He’d sowed seeds of doubt among vampires in North America. Could a council truly govern vampires? Vampires understood powerful authority figures. The sire bond probably had something to do with that. We all had our mini-kings, our sires, who we had to obey. Well, most of us did. Annabelle killed mine seconds after he bit me. I was the exception rather than the norm. Most vampires grew up into the bloodsucking life following orders, obeying someone stronger and more powerful than they were. If a youngling survived, and didn’t get staked the first few months when the cravings were at their worst, it was because they followed their sire’s lead.
Now that Sarah could both sense the deaths of vampires and the emergence of new vampires, we could keep tabs on vampires all around the country. Any time more than two or three younglings appeared in an area, Sarah got anxious. She wanted to investigate. Mercy was more inclined to delegate those investigations to council loyalists. Noble and well-behaved vampires strategically stationed in every major city across the country.
If I were to guess, they were discussing something Sarah picked up with her abilities. I’d sat through my share of those arguments in the past and they always ended the same way.
In about five minutes, Sarah would emerge, her face contorted in disgust. She’d stomp past me. I’d ask what happened. She’d give me the “talk to the hand” gesture and retreat to her room to mope. Meanwhile, Mercy would make a call to the loyalist nearest to the situation and get the skinny on what was going on.
I wasn’t about to wait around for that. I needed to get downstairs to chaperone Tommy’s in-house date with Mel. I couldn’t trust the two younglings to exercise restraint. When vampires fed together, it was a semi-erotic experience. Easy to lose control. If they bit each other after they were done, it was euphoric. It also allowed the vampires to accelerate their maturation. A helpful trick for a couple of younglings still working to master their cravings. I had to make sure that our human donor was safe.
When I got downstairs, someone knocked on the door. I welcomed Jonathan in. He was one of my favorites. He was a good-looking, clean cut man of twenty-two. He was sweet. I’m not talking about his personality. I’m talking about his flavor. He was like cheesecake. Sweet, rich, and filling. The perfect date meal.
Tommy was busy setting the table. He was dressed to the nines. He was a tall man with dark shaggy hair. Wee Willie Winker—the faerie refugee who’d helped me escape the Seelie forest and defeat Corbin once and for all—was flying around the dining room lighting candles with his magic. Tommy must’ve had a hundred of them scattered around the room.
It would be a lie if I said I wasn’t a little jealous. Connor was sweet, but he wasn’t the grand gesture type. Connor was a spur-of-the-moment romantic. Tommy had planned this meal for almost a week. If he hadn’t won Mel’s barely beating heart yet, he would by the end of the night.
He wasn’t proposing or anything like that. Vampires rarely married. This wasn’t a special occasion. That’s part of what made it so sweet.
“Is Mel ready?” Tommy asked.
I shrugged. “She’s still getting ready in her room. Need me to check?”
Tommy nodded. “How much time do we have if we fill the wine glasses with Jonathan’s blood? You know, before the blood loses its potency.”
I smiled. “It’ll be good for a half-hour or more. You don’t want to feed straight from the tap?”
Tommy shook his head. “I’d rather keep it intimate. Make it more about us than the meal.”
I turned to Jonathan. I patted him twice on his chest. His pectoral muscle wiggled when I touched it. I chuckled. What a show-off. Meals like Jonathan were always eager to please. “Wait here.”
I headed back upstairs. I passed Mercy’s room. She and Sarah were still arguing. I knocked on Mel’s door.
“Come in!”
Mel was from England. Mercy didn’t turn a lot of people. I didn’t either. I’d turned Tommy by accident. You could say he was a whoops baby. That didn’t mean he wasn’t mine. I was proud of him. He was the only vampire I’d ever sired.
Mel was wheelchair bound before Mercy turned her. Her fibromyalgia was crippling. Becoming a vampire took away the pain. It gave her back her legs. It allowed Mel to resume the passion of her youth. She was a dancer, and a damn good one. My dance skills were limited to shaking my butt and the macarena. Mel was an artist. She was graceful. Becoming a vampire was the best thing that ever happened to her—and that Mercy was her sire was like winning the lottery. I couldn’t think of a better mentor for a young vampire taking her first literal steps into immortality. It almost made me feel bad for Tommy. I wasn’t the best sire around. In vampire years, I was practically a toddler. Then again, my bloodwitchery allowed me to mature faster than most. 
Mel was as pretty as a picture. Her long red hair was curled and pulled back. A few stray strands fell over her face. She was wearing a stunning black dress that showed a lot of leg and a feast of cleavage. I wasn’t sure if Tommy could keep his eyes up where they belonged.
“You look beautiful.”
“Thanks, love! You, too!”
I laughed. My hair was a mess. I was in sweats and a tank top. “You’re lying. But thanks.”
“You look like I’d expect after all the sounds that were coming from your bedroom all day. Nothing more beautiful than that!”
I smirked. “Yeah. Good thing vampires heal well. My hips are all out of joint.”
“Maybe if I play my cards right, I’ll get some of the same! Been too long since I had a good pounding.”
I chuckled. “Play your cards right? Honey, you could drop deuces and threes and you’d do just as well as if you laid down a royal flush. That boy is pulling out all the stops.”
Mel blushed a little. “I’m a lucky girl.”
“Not half as lucky as he is. You’re a prize. He’s just about ready. What’s your ETA?”
“Five minutes. I’m almost done.”
“Come down as soon as you can. I’ll let him know.”
When I got back downstairs, the orchestra was playing. I took Jonathan’s wrist in my hands and bit into it. I held his wrist over both wine glasses and massaged his arm, squeezing enough blood out to fill each glass half way.
It didn’t take much blood to satiate a vampire’s hunger. If a vampire drained someone, it was either because they went into a frenzy and couldn’t control themselves or because they were greedy. This was enough blood to keep both Tommy and Mel satiated for the night.
No need for a bandage. The enzymes in my bite would do the trick. I pressed my hand over the wound and channeled a little healing magic to speed up the process even more. “You’re free to go.”
Jonathan nodded. “Thank you!”
I shook my head. “No, thank you! I’ll call you again soon.”
Jonathan headed out the door. Tommy waited anxiously by the table. Willie flew over to me and landed on my back. Faeries are small, about the size of a newborn baby, minus any of the baby fat. He held on to my shoulders as I stepped aside to watch from afar. With Jonathan gone, though, Tommy and Mel didn’t need much supervision.
Mel came downstairs, her heels clicking against the hardwood steps.
Tommy’s jaw fell so far I was afraid he might have to pick it up off the table.
Mel giggled. “Like what you see?”
Tommy gulped and shifted his feet. “Uh huh!”
Mel giggled. She moved to her side of the table. Tommy scurried around to Mel’s side of the table. He almost tripped over his own feet. He pulled out her chair for her. I always found that form of chivalry a bit demeaning. What girl can’t pull out her own damn chair? Still, it was the sentiment behind the gesture that counted.
I headed back upstairs to give the two love birds their privacy. I didn’t want to hover. No one likes a helicopter sire.
When I got to the top of the stairs, Mercy’s bedroom door swung open. I waited for Sarah’s inevitable retreat. Instead, Mercy came out.
“Hailey, would you join us for a moment?”
I tilted my head. “Sure. What’s up?”
Mercy cleared her throat. She gestured toward her open door. I stepped through and Mercy closed the door behind me.
“Tell Hailey what you told me.”
Sarah sighed. “Someone has sired fifteen new younglings in Exeter.”
I raised one eyebrow. “In Rhode Island? That’s Prince Ladinas’ territory.”
Mercy shook her head. “Ladinas usually has his area locked down tight. I got off the phone with him a minute ago. He needs our help.”
I snorted. “If he turned fifteen younglings, I hate to say it, but he’s asking for it.”
Sarah shook her head. “He isn’t the one who did it. It’s a young vampire in his domain.”
“How could a youngling even pull that off? Turning that many people, what are the chances? He’d have to drain them and heal them somehow before they died.”
Mercy nodded. “Ever hear of Mug Ruith?”
I shook my head. “Can’t say that I have.”
“He’s a sorcerer. A blind, ancient, druid. He’s appeared several times throughout history. Initially, the second century before the common era. Some legends put him in Jerusalem at the time of Christ. He also served in the court of High King Cormac mac Airt in the third century.”
I tilted my head. “That’s some lifespan.”
Mercy nodded. “If he’s still around today, that’s not the half of it. His name appears in the records of nineteen Irish kings. He disappeared from the record for centuries and hasn’t turned up again until now.”
I bit my lip. “He either has some kind of immortality magic or he’s a vampire. There’s no other way to explain it.”
Mercy nodded. “That he’s creating a coven of vampires might lend credence to the latter theory. Though he isn’t turning them himself, so perhaps it is his magic that sustains him. Either way, he has to be stopped. Whatever he’s planning can’t be good.”
Sarah nodded. “No one makes so many younglings in such a short amount of time unless they’re up to something nefarious.”
“You said he’s blind?” I asked.
Mercy nodded. “He relies entirely on his spirit gaze. It’s a power most druids possess that allows them to see through the power of the mind. It allows him to see shadows in the physical world. When it comes to magic, he can see everything. If you have so much as a tingle on the tip of you wand, he’ll spot it from a mile away.”
Sarah grabbed a book off of Mercy’s desk and pointed to a passage she’d highlighted. “That’s not the worst of it. There’s a prophecy here, attributed to Saint Columba. Mug Ruith possessed some kind of flying machine. The saint’s prophecy indicates that he’d return in his Roth rámach, a flying wheel of some kind, and lay waste to Europe before the last judgment.”
I scratched my head. “A flying machine? He had this thing thousands of years ago?”
Mercy nodded. “According to the legends, he did. I’m not sure how much of what’s written is true to history, but it was said it blinded anyone who looked at it, deafened anyone who heard it, and killed anyone struck by its weapons. Chances are the stories are embellished. They usually are.”
I sighed. “Perhaps another theory is at work. If Mug Ruith is a druid, and he could travel between the gates, he could also move through time. What if he has some kind of modern fighter jet, maybe a military grade helicopter, and he used it to kill people in the past?”
“I had that thought as well,” Mercy said. “Whatever the case, I’m not especially keen to allow Saint Columba’s prophecy to come true.”
I shuddered. “This guy sounds like a genuine piece of work. It’s certainly more than what Ladinas can handle alone.”
Mercy nodded. “I’ve already put a call in to Pauli. He’ll teleport us there within the hour so we can meet with Prince Ladinas and come up with a plan.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I’ll go get changed.”
“Don’t forget your wand,” Sarah said. “Our best chance is to fight magic with magic.”
I grinned. “Please. You know what they say about a witch and her wand? Don’t leave home without it.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “That’s American Express.”
I shrugged. “Same principle applies. Besides, it’s not like anyone would ever give me a credit card. Are you kidding?”
Mercy shook her head. “I certainly won’t be giving you mine again soon.”
I shrugged. “You’ve got Nico’s money. You can afford it.”
“That’s not the point. There’s no reason you needed twelve pairs of shoes, Hailey. You can only wear one at a time.” 
I snickered. “You sound like someone who grew up during the Great Depression.”
Mercy stared at me blankly. “Hello. I sort of did. I was still a relatively young vampire in those days.”  
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like blood supply was affected by the economy.”
Mercy shook her head. “Stalking unemployment lines for a meal isn’t quite as thrilling as the clubs. Then again, it’s funny. Even though not a lot of people had much in those days, there were just as many drunks then as now. Talk about pissing away whatever money you had. Still, have you ever fed on someone down and out? The blood tastes like oatmeal.”
“Gross! Oatmeal sucks!”
“It’s edible. Fills the hole. More boring than anything else. Especially for a young vampire who craved a spicy feed. To quote Dickens, it was the worst of times, it was the shittiest of times.” 
I tilted my head. “I don’t think that’s the right quote.” 
“I know. It wasn’t the best of times, no matter how you look at it. Things are much better these days.”
“Even with the council in disarray and one bad guy after another threatening our existence?” 
Mercy shrugged. “At least it keeps things interesting. Gather your things. Make sure you’re wearing something suitable for a fight if it comes to that.”
“I’ll come along.” Willie hopped off my shoulder and fluttered his wings. “I know a few tricks myself, you know.”
“Are you okay with that, Mercy?” I had to ask. Willie was cute as a button but, well, you know Mercy. She’s not exactly a sucker for the adorable. To say that Willie grated on her nerves would be an understatement. He could be a bit much. His high-pitched, ear-piercing voice didn’t strike the vampire’s ear well at first. He was also like an Energizer battery. Once he started talking, he kept going, and going, and going. He’d kept me up late into the day on several occasions. Ironic for a faerie known for his ability to put people to sleep—hence the name Wee Willie Winker.
Mercy sighed. “I suppose his unique abilities could come in handy.”
I smiled widely. “The more the merrier!”
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Prince Ladinas was a real prince. His royalty didn’t come by way of self-proclamation, like when Corbin declared himself the Vampire King. Ladinas was a prince in his  human life. I didn’t know the exact situation, but there were a lot of princes-turned-vampires in the sixteenth century, when the Ottoman empire took over the Romanian principalities. It was one reason Transylvania became the vampire capital of the world. To help the Romanians resist Ottoman control, an underground sect of the nobility banded together and accepted the bite—courtesy of the late Count Dracula.
Yeah, Dracula was dead. Thanks to yours truly. I’m not usually one to brag, but come on. I killed freaking Dracula. If that didn’t earn me some badass cred, what would?  
There were vampires who lamented Dracula’s death, but few in North America. It didn’t put me at odds with Ladinas. Dracula and the other Romanian vampiric nobles parted ways long before my time. Then again, I’d never met the prince in person. He came to the states after Nico died and Mercy went to Europe to secure the support of the old world vampires. He was among the few who accepted the authority of what they called the “American Council.” He fled Romania when Corbin claimed control over the vampires in the region. He helped secure the council’s authority in New England. Now, though, with seeds of doubt sown across vampire communities around the country, many vampires were clamoring for stronger leadership.
Vampires didn’t respect the popular vote. There was only one way for vampires like Mercy—older than most, but hardly the oldest vampire in the country—to gain respect. Eventually, she’d have to prove her merit through strength. If that meant staking her opposition, that’s what she’d have to do. We’d hoped to avoid that, but with an ancient druid who might have been a vampire on the scene, we had little choice.
Mug Ruith wasn’t only a threat to Mercy’s authority. His emergence also presented an opportunity. If we could stop him, any vampire who wanted to challenge Mercy would think twice about it.
A flash of rainbow-colored light signaled Pauli’s arrival. He was one of the most powerful voodoo hougans I knew. He had the aspect of Aida-Wedo, the Loa of rainbows and snakes. In his boa constrictor form, he had impressive, multi-colored bioluminescent scales. He could also teleport over vast distances. When he wrapped himself around us, he could take us with him.
“Pauli’s here, bitches!”
I laughed. Pauli was known for his entrances—and his flamboyance. He was a gay man and an equal-opportunity flirt. If you were a man, he’d come on to you. A lot of gay men reciprocated his flirtations. Pauli saw straight men as a challenge. If he couldn’t seduce them, he got his kicks out of making them squirm.
Mercy showed Pauli her phone. “Can you take us here?”
Pauli huffed. “Is this an all-girl trip?”
Mercy nodded. “Sarah’s staying here to keep tabs on Tommy and Mel. It’s just Hailey and me.”
“Don’t forget Wee Willie!” Willie piped up.
Pauli grinned. “Wee Willie Winker wants a ride on Big Willie Pauli! More than happy to oblige.”
I glared at Pauli. Perhaps the most unsettling thing about working with him was that when he shifted between his snake and human forms, he was naked. He used his shape-shifting abilities to elongate his “big willie” beyond what was natural.
“Please return to your snake form.” I rolled my eyes.
“This is my snake form, honey!“ Pauli did a little dance, his legs wide, as his oversized member smacked between his knees.
Mercy snickered. “Just take us to Exeter, Pauli.”
Pauli stuck out his tongue and blew a raspberry. “You’re no fun.”
With Willie on my back, Mercy and I hugged. Not to display our affection—Mercy never showed affection. It allowed Pauli to wrap himself around us in his actual snake form.
With a flash of colorful light, we appeared on a small street in Exeter. Since it was an hour later there, it was already dark.
“Call me when you’re ready to go home,” Pauli said.
Mercy nodded. “Thanks, Pauli.”
I cleared my throat. “Where do we go from here?”
Mercy pointed at a manhole cover on the ground under my feet.
“You can’t be serious. Ladinas lives in a sewer?”
Mercy grinned. “Don’t judge a vampire’s domain by its manhole cover.”
Pauli giggled. “I can find innumerable pleasures inside a man-hole!”
I took a deep breath. Pauli disappeared in a flash of light as he returned to New Orleans.
Mercy chuckled as she reached down and pulled the cover off the hole. “Follow me. We have a bit of a hike ahead of us.”
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It’s a common misconception that New Orleans doesn’t have a sewer system. There is one—but because of the city’s altitude below sea level, it wasn’t much of a haven for vampires. It was much more limited than what they had in Rhode Island. 
Mercy and I both pulled out our wands. Almost any magic could double as a flash-light. While Mercy wasn’t a blood witch like me, she was talented. It was in Exeter, as a young girl, where she first met Moll and learned the craft.
Willie flew beside me with a bubble of gold and green faerie magic surrounding his form. Our combined magics gave us more than enough light to see where we were going.
The floor was damp and littered with puddles. I was glad I was wearing my boots. Our voices echoed through the sewers. Given how well vampires can hear, I realized how setting up a lair in the sewers could be advantageous. The acoustics amplified every sound, including our footsteps. Ladinas would know we were coming well before we arrived in whatever chamber he called home.
This wasn’t Mercy’s first trip through the sewers. She visited Ladinas once or twice before. I didn’t join her those times. The sewers were a maze. All the tunnels looked the same. Somehow, Mercy knew where to turn.
We were in the sewers about half an hour before we arrived at a large, sealed door. Ladinas had a small security camera mounted above it. Mercy knocked three times. The lock clicked, and the door swung open.
A young blond-haired boy greeted us. He was young for a vampire—couldn’t be over fifteen.
“Hello, Demeter.”
The boy nodded. “Good to see you, Mercy.”
“Demeter is older than he looks,” Mercy said.
“Just celebrated my two-hundredth vampire birthday last week.”
I chuckled. “Never would have suspected.”
Demeter grinned. “I get that a lot. This way. Ladinas is expecting you.”
We stepped into the chamber. My eyes surveyed the place. Who would have thought a place so luxurious could exist in the middle of the sewers? The walls were lined in polished mahogany. The floors were a brilliant white marble. Several glass oil lamps mounted to the walls illuminated the room. The furniture was built of mahogany which matched the walls. Red velvet padding covered the seats and backs of the half-dozen couches and chairs. There were several rooms off the perimeter of the primary chamber. A hint of frankincense with notes of rose swirled through the air. The fragrance called to mind the St. Louis Cathedral back in New Orleans.
The room was more like a high-roller lounge than a throne room. Still, there was a single tall-backed chair at the front of the room where Prince Ladinas sat.
He stood when he saw us.He approached Mercy with a wide smile and open arms. Mercy wasn’t a hugger. She smiled and extended her hand before he could wrap his arms around her.
“Hello, Ladinas.”
“Mercy Brown. Why is it that every time we meet, you’re more beautiful than the last?”
Mercy shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because your pickup lines each time we meet are more desperate than the last.”
Ladinas chuckled, then he looked at me. “You must be the delectable Hailey Bradbury.”
I snorted. “I prefer the badass Hailey Bradbury, but you know, to each his own.”
Mercy snickered. “You’d do well to keep your flirtations to yourself. After Corbin’s advances, Hailey’s understandably cynical when old world vampires take an interest in her.”
I huffed. “Besides, I got a man.”
Ladinas shrugged. “What’s your man gotta do with me?”
I laughed. “I don’t wanna hear that, see.”
Ladinas winked at me, then he turned to Mercy. “This one’s a firecracker. I can see why you like her.”
“Don’t underestimate Hailey,” Mercy said. “She’s only been a vampire for seven years, but she’s the strongest witch I’ve ever met. Moll included.”
Ladinas nodded. “Then you may be exactly what we need. Mug Ruith’s abilities are unlike anything I’ve seen in five hundred years.”
I bowed my head slightly. “We also have a faerie here to help.”
“I noticed! What’s your name, little guy?”
Willie flew a circle around Ladinas. “Wee Willie Winker. The one and only!”
Ladinas laughed. “I’ve heard of you. Is it Winkie or Winker?”
“I’ve been called both. Why do you ask?”
Ladins chuckled. “There was a Scottish woman in my court back in Moldavia. A blood maid. She sang a little rhyme about you to her child.”
I snorted. “A blood maid?”
Mercy nudged me. “It’s like a milkmaid. But she provides blood.”
I shuddered. “That’s some kind of life.”
“We revere our blood maids,” Ladinas said. “They live lives of luxury. They also allow our kind to live in relative peace without the need to feed on the general human population.”
“What was this nursery rhyme?” I asked.
“I don’t recall it word-for-word. It speaks about how Willie here visited children at night to help them sleep.”
Willie nodded. “That’s right! Haven’t done that job for a while. But those who revere the fae often summoned me to perform such a task.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re like melatonin?”
“With more personality! In other parts of the world, I’m known as the sandman.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Is the tooth faerie real, too?”
Willie shuddered. “She is. But she joined the unseelie court about three hundred years ago. Summon her now, and she’ll yank every tooth out of your mouth and stuff a roll of quarters down your throat. If you wake up the next morning, consider yourself lucky.”
I winced. “I’ve had that dream when all my teeth fell out. I hate that nightmare. My parents played the role of tooth fairies when I was a kid. I’m grateful they didn’t invoke the real thing.” 
Ladinas shook his head. “Faeries are no joke. I’m certainly glad you’re on our team.”
“One question,” Mercy said. “If the tooth faerie belongs to the Unseelie court, and you’ve been exiled from the Seelie kingdom, does that make you an Unseelie faerie?”
“Faeries are the guardians of otherworldly magic. The difference between the Seelie and the Unseelie is less a divide between good and evil and more about philosophy. The Seelies believe that magic from the otherworld should only be granted to those who prove themselves worthy. The Unseelies bestow power on those who pay the price.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What is that price?”
Willie shrugged. “It depends on what the Unseelie court desires or demands. Sometimes it’s the completion of a particular task. The court is also known to accept human souls as payment.”
“So you can sell your soul to the unseelie faeries and get power in exchange?”
Willie shook his head. “That’s demons, not faeries. The Unseelie court collects souls offered in sacrifice.”
Mercy tilted her head. “Human sacrifice?”
“That’s right. It’s given some of the ancient druids a bad name. Most of the druids were a peaceable people, they honored and revered nature. They were granted power on that account. There were some, however, who sought power from the Unseelie realm. Most of them paid for that power with souls.”
“Is that how Mug Ruith gained his power?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I’m not privy to the Unseelie court’s dealings.”
I bit my lip. “What does the Unseelie court do with human souls? Do souls give them power or something?”
“Not at all. They eat them. Human souls are a delicacy for our kind. Quite scrumptious, I’m told, but it’s not a part of the Seelie diet.”
I bit my lip. “I know a couple of druids in Missouri. Elijah and Emilie Wadsworth. Do they get their power from the Seelie king?”
Willie shook his head. “Good friends of mine, they are! They’re different. Elijah’s mother is a dryad, a protector of the Tree of Life. Their power comes directly from the source. That’s why they’re more powerful than common druids.”
I pinched my chin. “Exeter is the location of one of several mystical convergences on earth. When I was in the in-between and met Merrick, I learned that something was changing. The era of the gatekeepers was over. We’ve entered an era when the gatekeepers could no longer protect the world from the gates to the otherworlds. He told me in the absence of the gatekeepers, the responsibility to protect the world from forces that emerge from other realms would fall to several appointed guardians. I’m one of them. So is Mercy. I wonder if that has something to do with Mug Ruith’s arrival.”
“It’s possible,” Ladinas said. “I knew Merrick well in life. No vampire I’ve ever known knew the druids better. If he was worried about such things, we should be as well.”
Mercy tilted her head. “Where exactly is Mug Ruith gathering the younglings?”
“In the forest just east of town.”
Mercy sighed. “That’s what I was afraid of. Those are the forests where Moll gathered her coven when I was still just a girl. It’s where she taught me the craft. If there’s a place here where there’s a mystical convergence, I’d bet dollars to dog nuts, that’s it.”
I chuckled. “It’s dollars to doughnuts.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “It is?”
I smiled. “That’s the saying. Who would want dog nuts? Gross!”
Mercy furrowed her brow. Clearly, my revelation had rattled her world. 
“Do you think we can stop them?” Ladinas asked. “My thought was Mercy could use her compulsion ability to chase off the younglings. Then we could take on Mug Ruith three-to-one.”
Mercy winced. “About that. Dracula stole my compulsion ability right before Hailey killed him.”
Ladinas grunted. “That certainly complicates things.”
“No worries,” I said. “I can exsanguinate the vampires. It’ll turn them feral, but it should free them of any sire bonds that might compel them against us. I don’t know how powerful this Mug Ruith is, but I haven’t met a sorcerer that I couldn’t take.”
Ladinas smiled. “If you bested Dracula, far be it from me to underestimate your skill. The sooner we take him out, the better. At the rate he’s gathering young vampires, there’s no telling how many he might have in his company if we wait even another day to attack.”
I twirled my wand between my fingers. “Let’s go kick some ass.”
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Ladinas led us through a door off his chamber. Demeter was with us. The door opened to a long hallway that ended with an elevator. 
“Seriously? There’s an elevator that leads down here?”
Ladinas chuckled. “It’s not common knowledge and will only work for me.”
Ladinas pressed his palm on a small screen on the wall next to the elevator. The screen flashed a green light and the elevator doors parted. We stepped inside.
Ladinas pressed his face to a retinal scanner inside the elevator and pressed a button with his thumb.
“High tech!” Mercy laughed. “I like it.”
Ladinas nodded. “It’s important that we old world vamps keep up with the times. Especially with our security measures. It sure beats a trek through the sewers every time I come and go.”
I chuckled and did a quick sniff-check of my pits. So far, I was tolerable. “Tell me about it.”
The elevator opened up into an armory. I’d never seen so many guns in my life. Not a lot of vampires used guns. Why would we? There were also several swords and daggers. One wall featured bows, crossbows, and a table that had what looked like grenades. There was a room filled with lockers. Presumably, the vampires who worked with Ladinas had personal armor and weapons that weren’t available for common use.
“Holy crap,” Mercy said. “I didn’t know you were so stacked!”
Demeter reached into a cabinet and pulled out a few vests. “Put these on. They’re bullet proof. More importantly: stake proof.”
I grinned. “Nice! Why don’t we have these?”
Mercy shrugged. “That’s a good question. Mind if we keep a couple?”
Ladinas nodded. “Help us stop Mug Ruith, and you can have whatever you like. I can always get more. I have a military connection.”
Demeter grabbed a large rifle and slung it over his shoulder.
“Guns against vampires?” I raised an eyebrow.
Demeter laughed. He grabbed a small metal box from one of the cabinets and showed it to me. “Wood-tipped bullets. As good as a stake.”
I tilted my head. “Sure, if it doesn’t go straight through the heart. Unless the bullet stays in there, the vampire will revive fast.”
“Not necessarily. These rounds shatter on contact. It throws a dozen splinters into the chest. They aren’t a hundred percent, but given my aim, there’s a better-than-average chance it’ll stake the vamp and, short of performing open heart surgery, there’s no way to remove the splinters.”
“Damn.” Mercy shook her head. “I’m impressed.”
“Without a lot of practice,” Demeter said. “You’re better off fighting the way you know. I’ll have your back. I should be able to drop quite a few younglings.”
I nodded. “I’ll exsanguinate them as well. Even so, ferals are unpredictable. Keep them off of me so Willie and I can engage Mug Ruith.”
Demeter grabbed a crossbow and tossed it to Ladinas.
“No rifle for you?” I asked.
Ladinas shrugged. “I’m a better shot with this.”
Mercy and I each took a couple of stakes for good measure. We weren’t about to use any of the other weapons that the Exeter vamps had in the armory. Demeter is right. Without training, this wasn’t the time to experiment. Besides, Mercy and I were there more for our skill as witches than warriors.
We left the armory. We had to pass through a series of doors, also protected by retinal scanners. When we got to the last door, two vampires stood guard holding rifles that matched the one Demeter had over his shoulder.
“Impressive security,” Mercy remarked. “We’re not half this stacked at Casa do Diabo.”
I smiled. “That’s because no one there is dumb enough to screw with us.”
Ladinas nodded. “You have magical protections. Not to mention, who is going to walk into the home of a couple of badass vampire witches? We don’t have the aid of magic here, so we have to rely on more conventional methods.”
I raised my eyebrow. “I’d say this is beyond conventional.”
Ladinas laughed. “Perhaps. We do what we can.”
The building housing all that badassery was unremarkable. It looked like an abandoned warehouse. Three military-grade ‘Humvees’ were parked outside.
“No need to drive,” Ladinas said. “It’s not a long walk from here.”
“I know the way,” Mercy said. “Even after all these years, some things you never forget.”
Willie flew beside me as Mercy and Ladinas led us down a street, through an alley, and into an old neighborhood.
“This is where I grew up,” Mercy said. “Most of the houses are gone, of course. All new constructions.”
Ladinas nodded. “Most of this area has been rebuilt a couple of times since then. I have copies of almost all the historical records back at my base.”
Mercy pointed down a street as we passed it. “That’s where the cemetery is where they buried me.”
“You were buried?” Demeter asked.
Mercy nodded. “It’s a long story. People thought I’d died of consumption. After Nico turned me, I rested in my grave awhile. My own father exhumed my resting body after I’d fed on my brother and cut out my heart.”
“That didn’t kill you?” Demeter asked. “How can a vampire live without a heart?”
Mercy smirked. “Moll performed a spell. Fed the ashes of my heart to my brother. It kept me alive while it damned him to hell. For years I lived without a heart at all.”
“The infamous heartless vampire,” Ladinas chuckled. “Kept alive by magic.”
“Technically, not having a heart gave me a few advantages. But having my heart back again also has its perks.”
“How so?” Ladinas asked.
Mercy shrugged. “I can feel more than I did back then. When you’re a heartless vampire, you don’t have a lot of remorse. You don’t feel much at all.”
“Not even love?” Ladinas asked.
Mercy chuckled. “Especially not love.”
“Not true,” I added. “You loved Ramon.”
Mercy sighed. “I’d rather not talk about that.”
“His family isn’t far from here,” Ladinas said. “They’re doing well.”
“You’ve been keeping tabs on Ramon?” Mercy asked.
Ladinas shook his head. “He reached out to me a few months back. He was concerned about the vampire presence in the city. I assuaged his worries. His family, along with the rest of the humans in the area, are under my protection. I haven’t heard from him since. He was told how to reach me if he needed help. I presume he’s well.”
Mercy would never admit it, but she still had feelings for Ramon. She’d never interfere in his new life. He became human again—thanks to the workings of the Morrigan and the Cauldron of Rebirth. He had another chance at a normal life. The last thing Mercy wanted was to pull him back into the world of vampires. She certainly didn’t want to turn him again. Ramon never made a great vampire. Even after a couple hundred years, he’d never got total control over his bloodlust. Still, Mercy felt responsible for him. I could tell from the look on her face she was relieved that he was well, and that Ladinas intended to protect him. Still, concern accompanied her relief. Her narrowed eyes and curled lip gave it away. Not that she didn’t trust Ladinas. It was the looming larger threat that concerned her. If we didn’t stop Mug Ruith and eliminate his newly turned younglings that night, she wouldn’t leave town until we did. She didn’t say it outright, but I knew Mercy. Even if we killed Mug Ruith and his vampires, Exeter was still home to a mystical convergence. There was no telling what might emerge from there in the coming months if the gates to the otherworlds were truly shattered and unguarded.
We reached the edge of the forest. There was magic in the air. Most people couldn’t sense it, but I wasn’t most people. It was potent stuff. Almost as strong as the magic I could wield by drawing on the mystical properties latent in blood.
A flame from what was probably a campfire flickered in the distance.
Mercy sighed. “That’s exactly where Moll used to gather her coven. Let’s try to get a good look at what we’re facing before we charge in.”
“You know a good place to look over the clearing where we can’t be seen?” Ladinas asked.
Mercy nodded. “I think so. Follow me.”
Mercy took us up a steep hill. “Stay low. There aren’t as many trees up there to hide behind.”
Mercy was right. The hill she led us up gave us a view of the clearing below from over the treetops, but there wasn’t much we could hide behind. If we could see them, they could see us. Since vampires can see as well in the dark as in light, we had to be especially careful.
The clearing below included the campfire we spotted before. Several large boulders surrounded it. It resembled a druidic circle.
“That’s new,” Mercy remarked. “Mug Ruith must’ve constructed the circle himself.”
I counted the surrounding vampires. “There are only five inside the circle with him. Where do you think the others are?”
“There’s no way to know,” Ladinas said. “They’re probably off feeding. That’s another problem altogether. One thing at a time. We should take advantage of the situation while Mug Ruith’s numerical advantage isn’t as great as it could be.”
We commando crawled on our bellies down the hill until we were back under the forest’s cover. Willie didn’t have to crawl. He just walked on foot. At his stature, he was as low as the rest of us already.
“I’ll open fire first,” Ladinas said. “The crossbow isn’t as loud as a rifle. I can probably drop one or two before they know what’s happening.”
“I’ll open fire on the rest. It’s up to you ladies, and Willie, to deal with Mug Ruith.”
We got into position. Mug Ruith was facing the opposite direction. That gave us an advantage. If he didn’t see us coming, I could exsanguinate him before he struck us.
Ladinas shot his crossbow. One youngling dropped. I aimed my wand and released my exsanguination spell at Mug Ruith. Another vampire dropped beside him. My spell hit some kind of barrier surrounding the sorcerer. It radiated with red magic before fading again from view. He turned and looked at me. His face was like leather and wrinkled. He was bald. He had a long crooked staff in his hand.
Demeter opened fire. One shot after the next, the other vampires fell. Mercy pointed her wand at Mug Ruith and blasted him with fire magic. The flames poured over his forcefield but didn’t penetrate it.
“I can take it down,” Willie said. “It’s magic from the Unseelie. Take your shot when his shield falls.”
Willie flew circles around the sorcerer, lobbing balls of golden light at him. His forcefield weakened with each strike. Mug Ruith slammed the butt of his staff against the ground.
Several arms blasted out of the ground from within the circle. Vampires crawled out of the ground, their bodies caked in mud.
Demeter fired again. Ladinas continued shooting bolts at the vampires. It worked, but they weren’t fast enough. Three of the younglings charged after me. I raised my wand and cast an exsanguination spell. The blood exploded from their bodies.
I tightened my grip on my wand. I inhaled and drew in the power from the blood. Willie’s magic was working, but it was taking time. I had to do something before Mug Ruith launched a counter.
I gathered the blood and formed a shell. I allowed my magic to connect to the blood in the air and formed a prism around the sorcerer.
A stream of blood flowed between the prism and my wand. Mug Ruith touched his staff to the prism. A red magic sparkled around the tip of his staff and it spread through the prism. It flowed from the prism through the stream that connected it to my wand. When it struck me, I flew back with an incredible force. My body struck a tree, and I went into convulsions. It was all I could do to maintain my grip on my wand.
“Hailey’s down!” Mercy cried. “Retreat!”
The sound of Demeter’s gunshots echoed around me. The world was spinning all around. Something grabbed me from behind and lifted me from the ground.
It was Willie. I didn’t realize he was so strong, but he took off, pulling me through the trees.
I gasped for air. My vision faded to a blur. Everything went dark.




Chapter 5
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I woke up on one of Ladinas’s red-velvet couches. Willie was sitting on my chest, his bony faerie feet on either side of my face. He had his hands on my head. He was channeling some kind of magic into me. 
“What’s going on?” I groaned.
“She’s awake!” Willie shouted.
The sound of footsteps was followed by Mercy’s concerned face looking over mine. “Is she better?”
“For now,” Willie said. “She’s been infected by an Unseelie curse. I can hold off the effects for a time, but I can’t cure it.”
I snorted. “A curse?”
“I’ve slowed down its progress. It’s dormant for now. Eventually, it will adapt to my magic and I won’t be able to stop it.”
“What happens if it spreads?” Mercy asked.
Willie sighed. “She’ll die. I think.”
“You think?” I groaned. “That makes for a shitty day.”
“Let’s assume the worst. How much time does she have?” Mercy asked.
“A day. Two at most.”
“You said you can’t cure it here,” Ladinas said. I couldn’t see him but I recognized his voice. “Where can you cure her?”
“I need several ingredients. They’re only found in the Seelie Forest.”
I shook my head. “You’re a wanted faerie. I can’t ask you to take me there. If the Faerie King catches you--”
“Let me worry about that,” Willie said. “I will not let you die.”
“Is there any other way to stop it?” Mercy asked.
Willie sighed. “Only if we kill the sorcerer and use his staff to withdraw the curse.”
I grabbed the back of the couch and pulled myself up. Willie hopped off my chest and fluttered his wings. He hovered in front of me. “Then that’s what we’ll do. We’re going to kill the sorcerer.”
Mercy took a deep breath. “I don’t know that we can.”
“I just need a clean shot. I can do it.”
“The curse weakens your magic,” Willie said. “It won’t work.”
“Then I’ll use my telekinesis. I can throw something at him and knock him out.”
“It’s too risky,” Mercy said. “We threw everything we could think of at Mug Ruith and nothing phased him.”
“The faerie is right,” Ladinas said. “We managed to eliminate the younglings, but it’s just a matter of time before he either revives them, pulling the splinters from their hearts, or makes more to replace them.”
“Then this is our chance! We take him out now!”
I stood up. My knees buckled under me. Mercy caught me by the arm. “You’re in no shape to fight.”
“We’re going to the Seelie Forest,” Willie said. “It’s the only chance we have. Besides, there might be a few things we can pick up while we’re there to help defeat Mug Ruith.”
“A few things?” I asked.
“Once we heal you in the Seelie Forest, we need to bust into the Unseelie Realm. Somehow, Mug Ruith has a staff vested with their power. We can find something just as strong, if not stronger, that can neutralize his power. We can fight his faerie fire with some of our own.”
“What if you get captured, Willie? What will we do then? You know as well as I do that the Faerie King thinks vampires are an abomination. Helping us is forbidden.”
“Then I’ll come with you,” Mercy said. “I’ll help protect Willie and you both.”
I grunted. “Fine. We’ll go. Can you make a portal here?”
Willie shook his head. “We need a mystical convergence. One we know that’s already connected to the faerie realm.”
I shook my head. “If the sorcerer is still there, how the hell are we going to pull that off?”
“We fight,” Ladinas said. “I’ll mobilize every vampire in the area. We’ll come after him with everything we’ve got.”
“Do you think you can take him?” I asked.
Ladinas shook his head. “Not without magic that works against his power. We don’t need to take him. We just have to draw him away from the convergence and buy you enough time to go through.”
“What if he catches you? A lot of vampires could die.”
Ladinas shook his head. “He’s one sorcerer. There are openings to the sewers everywhere. He might be powerful, but he doesn’t know the way. We can lose him. How much time do you need, Willie?”
“Just a few seconds. It’s simple enough, but we can’t pull it off while he’s guarding the convergence.”
Ladinas nodded. “Then it won’t be a problem. We can buy you the time you need. Just get back here as soon as you can. Come back with a way to kill him and we’ll end this once and for all.”
I gulped. “Blood. I need some blood. I’m weak.”
Ladinas snapped his fingers. A few seconds later, Demeter appeared with a young man in tow. He looked like a young professional—from the neck up. Below that, he was wearing nothing but Speedo shorts.
I raised an eyebrow. “Is this your preference?”
Ladinas smiled widely. “I enjoy variety in my meals. Mercy chose him for you while you were asleep. We have several willing blood maids at our disposal.”
I chuckled. “Mercy certainly knows my preferences. Good thing he’s clean shaven.”
“I’m with you,” Ladinas said. “No one likes a mouth-full of beard.”
“Amen, brother!”
The man approached me, his face devoid of any emotion. What was the “male” equivalent of “maid”? Manservant? That seemed awfully archaic. The word “maid” was a bit off-putting in its own right. Blood bitch? Men could be bitches. Blood person might be the most politically correct term, but isn’t everyone who isn’t dead a blood person? Whatever. He was a ready and willing meal.
The man tilted his head back, exposing his neck.
“You’re seriously cool with this?” I asked.
The man looked at me and bowed his head. “It is an honor to be of service.”
I bit my lip. “Do you also do foot rubs?”
Mercy cleared her throat. “Just take your fill, Hailey. You heard Willie. You’re short on time.”
“Look, if I’m going to die, there are worse ways to go than having an almost-naked adonis at your feet.”
“You will not die!” Mercy stomped her foot.
I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Fine. Chill. I’ll bite him!”
I sank my teeth into the man’s neck. Ladinas curated his stock well. This guy was delicious. More savory than sweet. The meat and potatoes of blood bitches.
I knew when to stop. After a few years, it’s an instinct. When feeding, a vampire can hear her meal’s pulse. The rate of blood flow into my waiting mouth was another sign. I pulled away. Ladinas handed me a handkerchief. I took it and wiped my mouth.
“Would you like another?” Ladinas asked.
I smiled. “I’d love another, but I shouldn’t. That will keep me satiated long enough. After all, I only have a couple of days before I kick the bucket.”
“Stop it!” Mercy huffed. “I told you. We’re going to save you.”
I shrugged. “I hope you do. If not, well, I guess it’s off to hell. Corbin will be thrilled to see me.”
“How can you be so cavalier about this?” Mercy asked. “Do you realize how many people’s lives depend on you pulling through and stopping this sorcerer? Do you know how much you mean to your progeny?”
I shrugged. “He’d get by. If I die, I’m sure you’ll pull something out of your ass and beat the sorcerer. Mercy always wins.”
“I have nothing in my ass at the moment that can thwart faerie magic.”
I smirked. “Then call Pauli. You never know what he has up there!”
“This isn’t a joke, Hailey. I can’t lose you!”
I tilted my head. “Excuse me?”
Mercy took a deep breath, held it in for a moment, then released it in a long, drawn-out exhale. “You heard me. I can’t lose you. You’re like a daughter to me. You’ve never seen me at my worst.”
I bit my lip. “What are you saying, Mercy?”
“Damn it. Are you really going to make me say it?”
I smiled widely. “Yes, I am.”
“I fucking love you, Hailey. If you die, it’ll destroy me. I’d be a terror without you.”
I smirked. “Fucking love you too, momma!”
Ladinas tilted his head. “Mercy is your sire?”
I shook my head. “My sire was killed just seconds after he bit me. I don’t think of him as a sire. Just a bite donor. In all the ways that matter, Mercy is my sire. Even though I am technically Mercy’s step-sire now.”
“Say what?” Ladinas asked.
Mercy shook her head. “Long story. She had to claim Nico’s status on the vampire family tree in order to defeat Corbin in hell. That means, if she wanted to, she could exercise Nico’s sire bond over me.”
“Merrick’s spell?” Ladinas asked.
I nodded. “That’s the one. I don’t really use it. It seems wrong to force my will on someone. I wouldn’t do that to Mercy. She is like a mother to me.”
“Not to mention, if you ever tried, you’d have to add a qualifier to any command you issued. ‘And when you’re done doing what I said, don’t shove your boot up my ass’”
I laughed. “Fair enough.”
“And if you don’t fight for your own damn life, I’ll shove my boot up the ass of your corpse.”
I shuddered. “Well, that’s graphic.”
“Not to mention,” Willie piped up. “What about that wolf-shifter boy waiting for you back in New Orleans?”
I took a deep breath. He had a point. Connor had lost a lot of people as of late. He lost his old girlfriend. His father was also killed during our conflict with Corbin. Sure, Connor’s father got involved with the Order of the Morning Dawn. Join up with those anti-vampire, anti-witch bigots and you deserve whatever you get. Even so, he was Connor’s father. Connor and his dad might not have seen eye-to-eye on a lot of things, but when someone is gone, a lot of those issues that seemed to be so important before suddenly don’t seem like big deals at all.
I wasn’t eager to die. Don’t get me wrong. Allowing some kind of unseelie curse to eat away at my insides didn’t sound like a pleasant experience. At the same time, I’d never had to fight for my own life before. Not really. 
I’d always risen to the occasion when I had to fight for someone else. I wanted to woman-up and go kick that sorcerer’s ass. That’s the way I wanted to save my life. Giving Mug’s ugly mug a swift punch to the face, followed by an exsanguination spell targeted directly at his skull. That was one of several visions of the sorcerer’s demise I had in mind. 
I had quite the imagination. Bind him in chains. Use my telekinesis to send him flying. I’d drop and impale him on a flagpole. I could bind him in blood chains and sink him into the ocean. Preferably into a school of tiger sharks. The blood chains would whip them into a frenzy. There was always the wood chipper option. They say vampires can only die when you burn out their hearts, or lop off their heads. Werewolves were supposedly only vulnerable to silver. Wood chippers trumped all. There wasn’t a creature on earth—supernatural or not—who could survive that gruesome fate.
If I had to kill the sorcerer, I’d find a way. Going to the faerie realm? It might be the best chance we had to save me, but it also meant risking Willie’s life. The plan to distract Mug Ruith involved luring the sorcerer away from the convergence with an army of Ladinas’s vampires. How many vampires might the sorcerer kill before they got away? Why was my life more valuable than theirs?
Then again, if I died trying to kill Mug Ruith in my condition, which was likely, Mercy would have to fight him alone. Mercy was a great witch. Don’t get me wrong. She was an even better vampire. A much better vampire than I was. This was more a witch-battle than a vampire-battle. That meant I was the best shot anyone had to defeat Mug Ruith—and I had to be at full strength to do it. If we could steal a weapon, a power of some kind, from the Unseelie faeries that would level the mystical battlefield, we had to try.
This plan might put some people’s lives at risk. Failure would put the lives of everyone—not just in Exeter, but throughout the world—at risk. After all, some dead saint once predicted that Mug Ruith would destroy all of Europe with some sort of mystical flying machine. Just because the prophecy was about Europe didn’t mean he wouldn’t destroy North America first. We didn’t see any evidence of the sorcerer’s flying machine but, if the legends about Mug Ruith and the saint’s prophecy held any water at all, he had something that could fly and destroy civilizations. Maybe it was a modern aircraft. Maybe it was something more supernatural. Despite my curiosity, it was better if we never found out. The only way to ensure that his murder machine didn’t launch was to kill Mug Ruith before he got that far.
I popped my knuckles. “Alright, Ladinas. Assemble the vampires. We’re going to the faerie realm.”
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Ladinas sent a group-text to the local vampires. There’s a stereotype about older vampires that they’re clueless when it comes to technology. It was definitely true with Corbin. Mercy wasn’t entirely helpless, but she still tended to fall back into old habits. She was as likely to forget her phone at home, leave it sitting on the charger, as she was to have it with her. Half the time she had her phone, the battery was dead. She made some of the funniest autocorrect errors I’d ever seen.  
Some of her typos were classic. She once attempted to text me to say that she was going to kick my ass when she got home. Well, the “k” and the “l” are next to each other on the keyboard. 
Ladinas was the exception to the technologically inept ancient vampire stereotype. He’d not only used technology to make his underground lair a secure fortress, but he used it to communicate with loyal vampires in the region.
Ladinas pocketed his phone. “We’ll be ready to move within the hour.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “You can coordinate an attack in an hour?”
Ladinas nodded. “We run drills. I operate a well-oiled machine.”
Mercy grinned. “Talk about leadership.”
Ladinas shook his head. “Leadership isn’t my forte. I’m a strategist. These vampires don’t follow me because they believe in me, Mercy. They still believe in you and your cause. They follow me for your sake.”
Mercy bit her lip. “Seriously?”
Ladinas nodded. “You’re a hometown girl, the progeny of Niccolo the Damned, and you’ve defeated Moll, twice, as well as Corbin.”
Mercy shook her head. “Hailey played a larger role in our defeat of Corbin.”
“Under your leadership, she did. There are some who doubt the efficiency of a democratic council. Most of the vampires around here would rather see a centralized leader, something closer to a monarchy. Still, they’re more loyal to you than they are to any theory of vampire governance.”
Mercy took a deep breath. “I had no idea.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re pretty oblivious sometimes. Sure, Mercy, there are powerful vampires who oppose you. That’s because you’re a threat. You’re a threat because so many more vampires want to follow you.”
Ladinas pointed at me. “What she said. When I sent out my group text indicating you needed our help, you wouldn’t believe the eager responses I received. They’re still coming in. I had to turn off my notifications.”
“Hailey needs their help as much as I do.”
I shook my head. “Witches follow me. When it comes to leading vampires, Mercy, you’re the bloody queen!”
Mercy bit her thumbnail. “Thank you Ladinas. Make sure everyone knows I’m grateful. I don’t know how long this venture into faerie land will take. I’ll thank them myself when we return.”
“Come back with everything we need to defeat Mug Ruith, and you’ll have every loyal vampire in the region ready and waiting to fight at your side.”
Ladinas and Demeter took us back up to the armory. This time, the place was buzzing with vampires. When we stepped into the armory, every head in the place turned to look at us.
I nudged Mercy. “I think they’re star-struck.”
Mercy grunted. “Shut up.”
I snickered. They say the best leaders are the ones who don’t want to be leaders. The ones who come to power out of necessity, out of the sheer force of their virtue rather than the lust for power, are the leaders that people want to follow. Not because they are afraid of their leader, but because they believe in their leader. That was Mercy—even if she didn’t realize it. The fact that she didn’t see it was exactly why she was a strong leader.
“Everyone clear on the plan?” Ladinas asked. “The goal is not to engage the sorcerer. I don’t want to lose any of you and, trust me, we won’t stand a chance if we have to fight him head-on. Our mission is to buy Mercy and Hailey time so they can escape to the faerie realms. They’ll return with a weapon we can use to stop him.”
One of the vampires—an older gentleman I’d never met—raised his hand. “What of the younglings?”
“We eliminated most of them,” Ladinas said. “That also only bought us a little time. We don’t know if Mug Ruith is a vampire himself, or if he’s using a vampire to turn his younglings. Either way, we have to assume that a vampire allied with him is still out there. That means he’ll replenish his youngling army sooner rather than later.”
Mercy stepped forward. “Thank you, everyone, for your willingness to help. I promise, we’ll come back with what we need. In the meantime, while we’re gone, make sure any younglings that Mug Ruith revives or makes, remain in check. We can’t have dozens of new vampires terrorizing Exeter.”
The vampires nodded in agreement. The same older vampire who spoke before stepped forward and bowed his head in Mercy’s direction. “It’s an honor to fight for you, my liege.”
Mercy released a nervous laugh. She wasn’t used to this kind of treatment. She certainly hadn’t ever been anyone’s “liege.” “The real honor is to have each of you fighting at my side, having my back.”
“We’re both grateful!” I piped up.
My words didn’t carry the same authority with the vampires as Mercy’s, but they weren’t rude about it. Several vampires made eye contact with me, grinned, and nodded.
The vampires suited up in stake-proof vests. Many of them took rifles and side-arms from the armory. Demeter distributed the firearms. A few vampires took bows and quivers. Some of them took crossbows, like Ladinas. Almost all of them carried swords, sheathed, and strapped to their backs. They also had daggers in smaller sheaths on their belts and strapped to their legs. Some of the daggers were made from oak rather than metal. Fancy stakes, shaped like knives, but more effective against vampires.
Demeter led the vampires out of the armory. Ladinas pulled up the rear with us. Willie hovered behind me. He fluttered his wings like a hummingbird. They were a constant blur. He could move like one, too. Impressive given his size. He was a wee Willie, but compared to any other creature that could move like that, he was large. 
Ladinas had a headset on that he was using to communicate with Demeter. 
“Once the convergence is clear, Demeter will let me know. They’re going to haul ass out of there and draw the sorcerer as far away as possible.”
“We’ll move fast,” I confirmed. 
Mercy put her hand on my shoulder. “Can you move fast? You were pretty weak when you woke up.” 
“I feel a lot better since I fed. My natural abilities are sustaining me well enough. There is something off, though. I can feel the curse lurking under whatever magic Willie used to restrain it. It’s like a pressure-cooker of nastiness, ready to explode.”
“That sounds right,” Willie said. “We should be prepared. I cannot say for certain where in the faerie realm we’ll emerge once we pass through my portal. Since Mug Ruith is using power from the Unseelie faeries, there’s a good chance we’ll start in that realm. The ingredients we need to heal you, however, are in the Seelie Forest.” 
I nodded. “We’ll do what we must. If we hit the Unseelie Forest first, perhaps we can gain what we need there before we get the ingredients we need to dispel the curse.”
Mercy shook her head. “Saving you comes first.”
I snorted. “Saving the fucking world comes first, Mercy.”
“And how much good will any magical weapon do if we don’t have you to wield it? I might be a witch, but I’m not on your level. You are the top priority, and that’s that.” 
I grunted. “Don’t make me use Nico’s sire bond.”
Mercy smirked. “You wouldn’t dare.”
We took the same route we did before to the forest. We waited behind the trees. Several gunshots fired in the distance. The vampires shouted war cries. It wasn’t the tactic one would use if they intended to take the sorcerer by surprise, but that was the opposite of the mission. They were trying to lure him away from the stone circle. 
Ladinas touched his earpiece. “It’s working. Mug Ruith is in pursuit. Time to move in.” 
Ladinas and Mercy led the way. We reached the convergence. Gunshots still sounded in the distance. No screams, so at least there was that. Given that we didn’t know the full extent of the sorcerer’s power, I was anxious about what he might do. 
We didn’t have time to worry about it. As soon as Willie cast his magic, there was a good chance Mug Ruith would sense it and return to the convergence. 
Willie flew around the circle. He lobbed orbs of magic at each of the stones and carried it with him until something like a large green and gold tornado swirled over the site. 
“That’s it!” I shouted. “That’s the portal.”
“Looks just like a druid portal,” Mercy said. “See you on the other side.” 
Ladinas looked at both of us. “Good luck.”
I nodded back at him. Mercy and I dove into the portal. Willie jumped in with us. The magic swirled around us and the next thing I knew, a force I couldn’t explain pulled us through what looked like some kind of wormhole, a channel, or a thread of mystic energies connecting the realms.  
We landed on our feet in a dark forest. I looked around. Gigantic mushrooms surrounded us. The trees were tall and their branches full. 
“Where are we?” I asked. 
“Just as I suspected, we arrived in the Unseelie Forest. We must move fast before anyone notices our presence.”
“How far from here is the Seelie Forest?” Mercy asked. 
“Not far. But don’t think we’ll be safe when we arrive. Remember, my king isn’t any more welcoming than the Unseelie King. “
I nodded. “Lead the way, Willie.”  
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I clutched at my chest and fell to one knee. 
“What’s wrong?” Mercy asked.
I shook my head. “That damned curse. It’s like coming here awakened it.”
Willie nodded. “It’s to be expected. We’re in the Unseelie Forest, the place where the curse originated. Once we get back to the Seelie Forest, my magic will be stronger. It will help restrain the curse longer.”
Mercy nodded. “Like I said, Hailey. We can’t get what we need from here until you’re well.”
I sighed. I hated to admit it but I couldn’t deny what I was feeling. It was as if the curse was sucking the air out of my lungs every time I took a breath. As a vampire, I didn’t have to breathe, strictly speaking. I could survive under water if I had to. That didn’t mean struggling to breathe wasn’t uncomfortable and painful. It was like I’d inhaled metal shavings.
The skies above us were illuminated with a dark violet magic. It gave the illusion of night. In these realms, there wasn’t a sun. Whether it was light or dark depended on the magic in the air.
The air was sweet, but the scent didn’t hit my nostrils right. I sneezed. The pain spread across my chest.
“Damn it!” I screamed. “It’s like I’m allergic to these damned mushrooms and trees.”
Mercy shook her head. “Magic mushrooms are no joke.”
I chuckled. “Like you’d know.”
Mercy shrugged. “I was around in the sixties and seventies. Shrooms never did much for me, but I enjoyed the residual effects when I fed on hippies.”
I bit my lip. “I didn’t know it worked like that.”
“Our bites filter out alcohol. Other hallucinogens get through.”
Willie huffed. “Unseelie magic fills everything in this forest. Don’t touch the mushrooms.”
I grunted. “The spores are in the air. I’m not sure touching them is the problem.”
“Then don’t breathe,” Mercy said. “You don’t have to. It might be less painful not to breathe than to inhale this stuff.”
I winced. “This stuff doesn’t affect you at all?”
Mercy shrugged. “I feel nothing unusual. It must be on account of the curse.”
“Keep up the pace!” Willie said. “Less talking, more walking.”
“He’s right,” Mercy said. “We don’t have to breathe to live. We have to breathe to talk.”
I scratched the back of my head. She had a point. The more we talked about it, the more air I inhaled. The more air I inhaled, the more my lungs burned.
Several red lights floated in the distance. They looked like fireflies but a different color.
“What are those?” Mercy asked.
“Unseelie faeries,” Willie said. “They’re watching us.”
“Are they going to come after us?” Mercy asked.
“So long as we’re fleeing the forest, I think they’ll leave us be. There’s a treaty between the Seelie and Unseelie that allows for safe passage so long as we don’t take anything.”
I huffed. “Well, that will not hold when we return to get what we need.”
“Stop talking!” Willie and Mercy said in concert.
“Sorry.”
Mercy glared at me. Even saying “sorry” violated the no-talking rule.
The glow of the Unseelie appeared to get closer as we followed Willie down a long and winding trail.
“Are you sure they’ll leave us be?” Mercy asked.
“They should. Unless—“
“Unless what?” Mercy asked.
“Hailey’s curse. It’s Unseelie magic. They think we stole something.”
I stomped my foot on the ground. Willie and Mercy turned to me. I pointed straight ahead and grunted.
“Grunting takes breathing,” Mercy said.
I pointed more forcefully ahead. How much clearer could I be without using words?
“She’s right,” Mercy said. “We should pick up the pace.”
We took off running straight ahead. Until a woman appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the trail. Her eyes were dark. Red magic glowed from her eye-sockets, down her cheek. It resembled the look of a drunk girl with too much makeup who’d spent the night crying at a bar.
“Hello, ladies.”
Mercy tilted her head. “Who are you?”
The woman looked at Willie. “Care to introduce me to your friends, Wee Willie?”
“Leave us be,” Willie said. “I’m trying to save one of them from an Unseelie curse.”
“Since your faerie guide is so rude, I’m the Leanhuam-Shee. You are vampires, are you not?”
Mercy nodded. “What is it to you?”
“Don’t talk to her,” Willie said. “We don’t have time for this.”
“You can call me Leann if it’s easier.”
“What do you want, Leann?” Mercy asked.
Leann stepped past Mercy and approached me. She placed her hands on my forehead. A tingle passed through her fingertips. The pain in my chest subsided. “That should help for a time.”
I grunted. “Thanks. I think.”
“Don’t thank her! We must keep moving!”
Leann raised her hand. “Quiet, Willie.”
“I know your curse,” Leann said. “Let me guess. Mug Ruith is responsible.”
I nodded. “How did you know?”
Leann smiled. “He’s the one who got away.”
“You two were lovers?” I asked.
“Leann!” Willie piped up. “We don’t have time for this.”
“I’ve given her time. You should thank me, Willie. If you don’t like what I have to propose, you can go with Willie. Try to find your cure. Has he told you the ingredients required?”
“Not specifically.”
“We have everything we need in the Seelie Forest!” Willie shouted. “That’s all that matters.”
Leann laughed. “Most of the ingredients are common. The spores of a mushroom connected to a faerie ring. Water drawn from a Seelie spring. A scrape of moss from the north side of a fae-wood oak. It’s the last ingredient that will be a challenge.”
“What is the final ingredient, Willie?” I asked.
“Are you going to tell them, or should I?” Leann asked.
Willie grunted. “The blood of the Faerie King.”
I gulped. “The same king who wants you dead or exiled?”
Willie folded his arms around his chest. “What other king is there?”
“Willie!” I shouted. “I told you, I won’t put you at risk to do this!”
“It’s not a risk! You can draw on his blood. That’s what you do!”
I bit my lip. “Maybe. I can access the power in blood, but I’ve never dabbled in faerie blood before.”
Leann raised her finger. “That’s what I’m here to offer you.”
“Do you know what she is?” Willie asked. “Don’t trust her!”
I tilted my head. “What are you?”
“I’m a faerie, of course. I don’t have wings. Faeries come in many sizes and shapes.”
“You’re not telling them the truth,” Willie said. “She’s a vampire faerie!”
Mercy smirked. “I wasn’t aware there was such a thing! Were you made by Baron Samedi?”
Leann laughed. “I was the inspiration and pattern of the Baron’s creation. Like you, I consume human blood. I feast on their souls. You’re not so different from our kind. You are to humans what the Unseelie Faeries are to our kind. I am invisible to women. On earth, at least. I seduce men, I make love to them, and feed on their souls through intercourse. I only consume their blood when I’ve taken all I can recreationally.”
“She kills everyone she feeds upon,” Willie said. “She’s not like you two.”
Leann shrugged. “There are differences between our kinds, I grant you that. When Baron Samedi created the first vampire, he fused Niccolo Freeman with my essence. I was the prototype. Fascinating history, of course, but that’s not why I’m here.”
“Why are you here?” I asked. “What do you want from us?”
“I want what you want. I want the one who got away back in my thrall. I want to finish what I started with the one called Mug Ruith.”
I shrugged. “Fine with me. We just want him gone.”
“And you should! Let me guess. He’s rallying vampires to his cause.”
I nodded. “He’s been turning younglings. Probably not himself. We think he’s using another vampire to do it.”
“Why do you suppose he’d do that?” Leann asked.
“We don’t know,” Mercy said. “I suspect you’re about to tell us.”
“Because my magic, my essence, is a part of your kind. He’s not making an army of vampires to fight. He’s using vampires as a source of power.”
“Like batteries?” I asked. “If you know what batteries are.”
“I visit earth from time to time,” Leann said. “I know what batteries are and the analogy is accurate. He’s creating vampires, but using a bit of the power he stole from me to prevent the Baron from claiming their souls. He’s using their souls, combined by their nature, to gain faerie magic for himself.”
“Why is he using a convergence to connect to this realm?” I asked. “If he’s getting the power he needs from vampires, why bother?”
“Like attracts like. The more power he gains from the vampires, the more he can draw from our realm. He won’t rest until he’s drained all the power he can from our realm. He’ll use that power to terraform the world. Then create an Unseelie Forest of his own where he’s the Faerie King.”
I glanced at Mercy. “The prophecy.”
Mercy nodded. “There’s a saint of old who said that Mug Ruith intended to use some kind of flying machine to destroy Europe.”
Leann nodded. “A vessel forged from the trees of our realm, granted flight by our magic. When all is said and done, he’ll leave the Unseelie Forest little more than a shade of what it is now.”
“Where has he been all these years?” I asked. “It’s been centuries since he showed his face on earth.”
“That’s because he was my prisoner. I made the mistake ages ago of seducing him. I underestimated the power he’d already gained from our realm through human sacrifice. He warped that power, corrupted it through a magic I do not know. When I took some of his power, he infected me in turn. The magic he used has spread slowly through the centuries through my form. I held him prisoner, I tortured him, I begged him to tell me how he did it. How to cure the curse he cast upon me. He never broke. Over time, the infection weakened me. He escaped my prison and returned to earth.”
“So Mug Ruith isn’t a vampire?” I asked.
Leann shook her head. “He is not. But he could be.”
“You want me to turn him?” I asked.
Leann nodded. “If you can do that, he’ll be beholden to your sire bond. You can compel him to return to me, where I can bind him forever.”
“Don’t listen to her!” Willie pleaded. “There’s another way.”
Leann raised her finger. “I believe Mug Ruith infected you with a curse like mine. However, I cannot approach the Faerie King. If you can acquire the cure, I only ask that you secure a dose for me as well. Curses like that are like viruses. Once you’re cured, the same curse cannot afflict you twice.”
“That might be true. I still can’t get to him. We tried. He’s powerful.”
“I can give you what you need. Consider it a simple trade. The cure for the power to resist any spell Mug Ruith might cast against you.”
“What happens after you’re cured?” I asked. “You come back to earth and start feeding on people again?”
“Dearest witch, I’ve never stopped feeding on men. I will do nothing more than I’ve always done. Trust me, those I choose are men who deserve it. You’ve never heard of me until now. I can promise you, unless you come upon me by chance, you’ll never hear from me again.”
“Can we trust that you’ll stick to your word?” Mercy asked.
“Ask Willie.”
“Willie? What’s the truth?”
“Faeries cannot lie. They can deceive. What she says is true, but it is likely she has other plans and schemes she’s yet to reveal.”
I tilted my head. “That applies to both the Seelie and the Unseelie faeries?”
Willis pinched his chin. “I think so! I’m not really sure now that you mention it. It’s not a topic we think much about. It’s sort of like your digestion system. It’s just the way it is. Not suitable for civilized conversation.”
Leann waved her hand through the air. “This realm courses with dark magic, but it is faerie magic. There are legends of Unseelie faeries who gained the power to speak untruths. I am not one of them. My schemes do not concern the earth.”
I rolled my eyes. “Which is exactly what an Unseelie faerie who could lie would say.”
Leann snickered. “That’s true. You’ll have to decide for yourself. You can trust that I’m speaking the truth and take this opportunity to both save yourself and defeat Mug Ruith. Or you can go about your business and fend for yourselves.”
I pressed my lips together. “Suppose we do this. We still have a problem. How can we get the Faerie King’s blood without putting Willie at risk?”
“Or being taken prisoner by the Seelie Faerie King ourselves,” Mercy added.
Leann pinched her chin. “You wield the power of blood, do you not?”
I nodded. “In a way.”
“What kind of power can you gain from blood?” Leann asked.
“There are powers in all blood I can wield, like any witch who dabbles in blood magic might. As a blood witch and a vampire, I can access other powers latent in the soul.”
“You can gain vampiric abilities, new skills, by cycling the blood through your soul.”
I narrowed my eyes. “That’s exactly correct.”
“Bite me,” Leann said. “Use my power to seduce the Faerie King. He’ll give you whatever you desire. Including his blood.”
“Are you sure that’s safe?” Mercy asked. “I’ve never fed on a faerie before. What will it do to her?”
Leann laughed. “It will not harm you at all. We are more alike than different. The only side-effect I can imagine is that with my blood, you’ll be more like me. Your soul will once again be your own. The Baron will have no leverage over you and if you ever die, your eternal destiny will depend on you alone.”
“I won’t be damned to vampire hell?” I asked.
Leann shook her head. “You’ll join me here if you like. It’s not paradise, I grant, but it certainly beats hell.”
“You’re telling me that if I ever die I’ll be an Unseelie Faerie like you?”
“I suspect so,” Leann said. “Of course, it’s never been done before. And it may never happen if your earthly form never perishes.”
“And before I die?” I asked. “How will I be different after I do this?”
“Again, there’s no way to say for sure. You will live. I can promise you that. Given your current predicament, I’d say that’s a step up.”
I took a deep breath. My lungs didn’t hurt. Whatever power she’d used to restrain the curse, albeit temporarily, was working. “What are your thoughts, Willie?”
Willie shook his head. “I cannot make this decision for you. It could work. There is still another option.”
“Your original plan. We take the king’s blood by force. If by some miracle we escape the Seelie Forest, we still have to come here and steal a power or a weapon that we can use against Mug Ruith.”
“Attempt that,” Leann said, “and every faerie in the Unseelie Forest will rise up to stop you. You’ll never make it back to earth.”
“Is this true, Willie?”
Willie sighed. “It was always a long-shot. She’s right. Our chances of escape are slim.”
I grunted. “Alright, Leann. I’ll do it.”
Leann tilted her head to the side. “Take and drink.”
I bit the faerie. Her blood tingled in my mouth. The power penetrated my body. It didn’t cure the curse, of course, but it was like I’d fed on a thousand men at once and cycled the power latent in their blood.
After releasing Leann, I took a step back. “I can feel it. I’m changing.”
“You’re cycling my power. You have everything you need to secure our cure.”
“One question,” Mercy said. “If he cursed you the same way he cursed Hailey, why aren’t you dead?”
Leann shook her head. “That’s where vampires and I differ. It is not easy to kill me within the confines of the Unseelie Forest. The power here sustains me. So long as I am here, the curse is dormant. I can only make brief trips to earth where I must go to feed. My trips to the Seelie Forest are even more dubious. You are my only hope. Complete this task and I will give you what you need to stand against Mug Ruith.”
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Leann was kind enough to escort us to the border of the Seelie Forest. Then again, I suspected kindness had little to do with it. She couldn’t get what she needed without me. 
Now came the less-than-delightful part. Find the Faerie King and seduce him. If he was anything like Willie by appearance, it was going to take an Oscar-worthy performance to pull it off.
This wasn’t the first time I’d had a seduce-and-betray mission. The first time I met Corbin, the plan was to seduce and assassinate him. Things didn’t go quite according to plan post-seduction. At least Corbin was attractive. We were the same species. Of course, I didn’t have to sleep with the king. I just had to get close enough to bite him and collect his blood.
We crossed the border into the Seelie Forest. The green and pink magic that filled the skies made it brighter than the Unseelie Forest.
Mercy nudged me in the ribs. “Ready to go represent the lollipop guild?”
I huffed. “Shut up.”
“Nothing wrong with screwing a faerie!” Willie piped up. “Size isn’t important.”
Mercy and I exchanged glances and laughed. I bit my tongue. I wasn’t trying to offend Willie but, you know, that’s the sort of thing one would expect a wee little man to say.
“I’m not going to screw him. I just have to seduce him and convince him to trust me so I can get his blood.”
Mercy snickered. “What? Doing a faerie isn’t on your fuck-it list?”
“What the hell is a fuck-it list?”
Mercy grinned. “Everyone you want to fuck before you die.”
“I don’t have a list like that. Besides, I’m with Connor! Do you have a list like that?”
Mercy shrugged. “Maybe. None of your business.”
“I know you’re a fan of Interview with the Vampire. You realize, Brad Pitt isn’t an actual vampire, right?”
Mercy sighed. “One of my few regrets. I should have turned him while he was still young.”
“He’s still young enough. Who are you to complain? You’re old enough to be his great-great grandmother.”
“I look good for my age, don’t I?”
I chuckled. “One of the many perks of being a vampire. You’re a regular g-gilf.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow? “G-gilf?”
“A gilf with a stutter. What do you think it means?”
Mercy chuckled. “I suppose we’d better gather all the simpler ingredients first.”
Willie flew around me and grabbed onto my back. “There’s a field of mushrooms not far from here. We’ll be there soon.”
We continued hiking straight ahead. Willie flew off my back to lead the way down a small trail between two large trees.
“Don’t touch the trees.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Faeries live within the trees. Touch one and you’ll be sucked into someone’s home.”
“Don’t touch any tree?”
“There’s no telling which ones are occupied.”
“How many faeries live inside a tree?” Mercy asked.
“Depends. Some of them house hundreds.”
I scratched the back of my head. “How do so many fit inside a tree?”
Willie smiled from ear to ear. “Magic! Duh!”
We continued down a path. I’d call it a trail, but since the faeries didn’t walk a lot, there wasn’t much of a beaten path. The grasses were full and green. Flower blossoms of every color imaginable were scattered throughout.
A green orb appeared ahead from behind one of the trees. It moved in our direction.
Willie ducked behind me. “I’m not here!”
“What’s the deal?” I asked.
The green glow materialized into the shape of a faerie about Willie’s size. She had pink hair and a cute button nose.
“What are you doing here Willie?”
Willie peeked over my shoulder. “Wanda! Fancy seeing you here.”
“I live here. I thought you were in hiding. Are you mental? If the king finds you--”
I cleared my throat. “I’m Hailey. Nice to meet you.”
Wanda grunted. “Look at me when I’m talking to you, Willie!”
Willie took a deep breath and flew around me, his head hung low. “I had to come.”
Mercy tucked a strand of her dark brown hair behind her ears. “I take it you two know each other?”
“You could say that.”
“Could say that?” Wanda huffed. “I’m his wife!”
I almost choked on my tongue. “You’re married?”
“Have you been poking humans? Have you poked these vampires, Willie? Tell me the truth.”
I shook my head. “He’s never poked me.”
“Me neither!” Mercy said. “Haven’t seen him do any poking at all.”
Wanda folded her arms in front of her chest. “I don’t believe you. Like you could resist Wee Willie.”
I bit my lip. “He’s a stallion, but no. I swear. He’s been faithful.”
“That better be true, Willie. If I find out you’ve been poking around, Wee Willie will become No Willie.”
“Damn,” I chuckled under my breath. “She’s not playing, Willie.”
“She never does. I promise, baby! You’re my one and only.”
Wanda smiled. “Better be. Now, what are you doing here? It’s not safe, Willie!”
“Hailey was cursed by Mug Ruith. We’re here to gather the ingredients for the antidote.”
“I knew you weren’t the smartest faerie in the forest, Willie, but that’s suicide. You can’t possibly get the last ingredient. Not when the king wants your head on a pike.”
I wasn’t sure if it was wise to tell Wanda our plan. Even Willie wasn’t a fan of it and given that Wanda hadn’t exactly presented herself as an open-minded faerie, telling her about Leann wasn’t likely to go over well.
“We’re going to keep Willie out of it. We don’t want to put him at risk. I’m going to approach the king myself.”
Wanda stared at me blankly. “Good luck with that. You’re a vampire. The king thinks your kind is an abomination.”
I shrugged. “If he knows what’s at stake, how Mug Ruith is using faerie magic, and intends to create a new Unseelie Forest on earth, I’m hoping he’ll be empathetic to our cause.”
Wanda pinched her chin. “Good luck with that. I suppose you need a few more ingredients.”
I nodded. “We do.”
“Follow me!”
We didn’t need Wanda to show us where to get what we needed. Willie already knew. Still, she was there and wasn’t going anywhere. She was less interested in helping me than she was in making sure that we got in and out of the forest as quickly as possible. She was worried about Willie. I couldn’t blame her. I was worried about him, too. It was the primary reason I was reluctant to come to the faerie realms to begin with.
Willie joined Wanda and flew ahead of us. They were bickering about something. Probably Willie’s foolishness. He helped me to begin with, which was why he was exiled from the forest. Now, he was helping me again and put himself at risk to do it.
We stopped at a tree. Wanda flew right into it.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“This is our home,” Willie said. “She’s getting a few supplies.”
“Does she know we need two doses?”
“I told her we want to make more than one. Just in case Mug Ruith curses someone else.”
“Smart,” Mercy said. “Probably shouldn’t tell her the full truth.”
Willie sighed. “I know. If she finds out, though, she won’t like it.”
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Wanda emerged from the tree. It was sort of strange. A knot on the trunk twisted open and closed as she came and went. Wanda was roughly the size of Willie. The tree wasn’t large. Its girth could barely accommodate one, much less a family of faeries. Magic must’ve shrunk them down to the size of ants when they went inside for a tree of such diminutive proportions. 
Wanda’s arms barely fit around two beakers
They were nearly half her size, but when she handed them to me, they fit easily into my palms.
“I can ask my neighbors if you need more.”
I shook my head. “Thank you, Wanda. Two should be sufficient. I don’t need to drink an entire beaker for this to work, do I?”
Wanda shrugged. “Hard to know? Not sure the proper dosage for giants.”
I chuckled. “I’m not a giant. I’m human.”
“What’s the difference?”
“I haven’t met a lot of giants. I assume it’s mostly a difference in size. Giants are bigger than humans.”
Wanda shook her head as she flew past me and grabbed Willie’s hand. “Big folk all look the same to me.”
Mercy and I looked at each other and laughed. We followed Willie and Wanda through the trees until we reached a field of faerie shrooms. Several small creatures buzzed around. They glowed with a white light and had human-like bodies. They were five or six inches tall.
“What are those?” I asked.
Willie turned back. “Pixies. Another kind of faerie.”
“Faeries and pixies aren’t the same thing?” Mercy asked.
Wanda huffed. “Why do they always think we’re all the same?”
I cleared my throat. “You just said big people all look alike.”
“That’s true, though! We’re clearly different from pixies!”
I snickered. “Clearly? I see the difference. I’m guessing their magic is different?”
Willie nodded. “Pixies are like your honeybees, but way smarter. They’re as intelligent as any faerie. However, their purpose is to nurture the forest. Our purpose is to protect it and to ensure that our magics aren’t exploited by outsiders.”
Mercy smiled. “Outsiders like us?”
Willie nodded. “Pretty much.”
Willie and Wanda darted around the mushrooms. A pixie buzzed around me, sniffing at me as if confused about what I was. I handed Mercy the beakers. I held out my hand and the pixie hovered over it. She waved something like a wand at my face. I sneezed.
She flew off, giggling.
“What was that about?” Mercy asked.
“Just how they say hello,” Willie said. “Don’t mind them. Pixies don’t bite. Just watch your eyes.”
“Watch our eyes?” I raised an eyebrow.
“I said they don’t bite. They poke people in the eyes instead. You’ll be fine so long as you stay calm and don’t make any sudden movements.”
Wanda flew around the mushrooms, gathering spores. Willie darted in and out of the trees on the perimeter. They each flew back and dropped various ingredients into each of the two beakers in Mercy’s hands. The pixies flew around both of us, examining us, speaking to each other in such a high pitch that I couldn’t make out their words. Then again, they were probably speaking Pixish. If that’s a thing.
I watched as the two faeries navigated between the mushrooms and trees, playing with the pixies as they went about gathering the ingredients. The beakers were about half full by the time they were done.
“All that’s left is the Faerie King’s blood,” Wanda said. “You sure he’ll agree to help?”
I shrugged. “What choice do I have? It’s that or I die.”
“And if she dies,” Mercy added, “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to take on Mug Ruith alone.”
Wanda sighed. “Well, we certainly don’t want that sorcerer making a new Unseelie Forest. That would be dreadful.”
Willie was turning purple holding his breath. Apparently he was afraid if he opened his mouth he’d give away our real plan.
“Where do we go next?” Mercy asked.
“Willie can’t come with you,” Wanda said. “And I’m not leaving his side. You’ll have to go looking for the king alone.”
I tilted my head. “Could one of these pixies lead the way?”
“Sure,” Wanda said. “But they’re known for taking the scenic route. Follow a pixie’s lead and she’ll give you a tour of every tree between here and your destination.”
I cleared my throat. “Alright. Well, you’re right. It’s probably best if Willie keeps his distance. How do we find the Faerie King?”
Wanda shook her head. “You don’t find him. He finds you. It’s a wonder he hasn’t yet. Get as far from here as possible and we’ll go in the opposite direction. Don’t leave the forest. Not if you want the king to find you. If you want to speed things up a bit, whistle a tune.”
“Whistle, what kind of tune?” Mercy asked.
“Doesn’t matter! Just purse your lips and blow. The Faerie King can’t resist a good whistle!”
I sighed. “Yeah, well, I can’t whistle for shit.”
Wanda giggled. “You’re not whistling for shit, silly. You’re whistling for the king!”
Mercy snickered. “She means she doesn’t know how to whistle. I suppose I’ll have to do it.”
“You don’t know how to whistle, Hailey? It’s easy peasy! I’d show you, but then the king might show.”
I bit my lip. “Yeah, well, I’ve tried to whistle more times than I can count. My lips just don’t work that way.”
“It’s more about breath control than your lips,” Wanda said. “You’re probably blowing too hard.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “That’s what he said.”
I stifled a laugh. “We don’t do that! He’s afraid of my fangs.”
“He thinks you’re going to bite it right off or something?”
I grinned. “Probably. No skin off my back. I’d rather not do it, anyway. Yuck.”
“Do what?” Wanda asked. “I’m not following.”
I sighed. “You don’t want to know.”
Willie flew over to me and wrapped his arms around my neck. “You be careful. Come find me when you’re done.”
“How are we going to find you?” I asked.
“Easy! We passed our tree before. That’s where I’ll be.”
“And how do I find that tree? The trees all look similar.”
“Don’t worry,” Wanda said. “I’ll be on the lookout. Can’t be too careful when your hubby’s a wanted faerie. Just head back this way and I’ll find you.”
I nodded. “Alright. Well, thanks for the ingredients. Is there anything I need to do once I collect the blood to make this elixir work?”
“Not much,” Willie said. “Just make sure it’s well mixed and it should do the trick.”




Chapter 10

[image: image-placeholder]

Mercy and I headed off through the forest while Willie and Wanda left in the opposite direction. We barely left the mushroom and pixie clearing when I heard a lot of high-pitched screaming and shouting. It was coming from the direction Willie and Wanda took when we parted ways. 
“Damn it! We have to go back.”
Mercy grabbed my hand. “It sounds like a lot of faeries out there. If we go after Willie and Wanda our presence will only confirm that he’s helping us.”
I yanked my hand out of Mercy’s grip. “Once we reveal ourselves to the king do you really think he’ll assume it’s a coincidence that Willie returned at the same time we came to the forest? They’ll know he was the one who brought us here.”
“Do you really think the king is there? He wouldn’t be out on patrol looking for Willie. They’re probably lackeys. Soldiers, if the faeries have soldiers. If they see us, they will not be concerned with taking us as prisoners. They’ll either kick us out of the realm or kill us.”
I huffed. “I’d like to see them try.”
“You don’t understand how powerful faeries are. If Mug Ruith got his power from faeries, how powerful do you think actual faeries are? Besides, even if we could fight them and get away, we’re not really sure how to kill them. If it’s possible to kill them at all.”
I grabbed my wand from the pocket I’d sewn into the thigh of my pants. “I’ll take my chances. Willie came back here to help us. I won’t allow them to arrest him.”
Mercy grabbed my wrist and wrested my wand out of my grip. “I know you can use Nico’s sire bond to make me give this back. Listen to me for one second before you rush in there and compromise this entire mission.”
I clenched my fists. “Fine.”
“It’s too late. They have Willie. Our best chance to save him is to stick to the plan. We go to the king. You use Leann’s seduction ability to convince him to both give you his blood and free Willie.”
I snickered. “Free Willie.”
Mercy shook her head. “That movie was lame.”
“Was not. It’s a classic. Whatever. I guess you have a point.”
Mercy nodded and placed my wand back in my hand. “We’ll save him. You will, anyway. Who knows what they’ll do to me?”
I took a deep breath. “Go back to Wanda. She’s not the outlaw. If my plan fails, it will fall to you two to save Willie and me.”
Mercy pressed her lips together. “If the plan fails, there won’t be any saving you. The curse will take you if the faeries don’t.”
I shook my head. “There’s more than one way to take someone’s blood. If he won’t give it to us, if Leann’s abilities don’t work, there’s no one who I’d trust to do what has to be done more than you.”
“I already told you. We don’t know how to kill faeries.”
“Maybe not. I bet Wanda does. And even if you can’t, you don’t have to kill one to take his blood.”
Mercy sighed. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”
Mercy turned to leave.
“Mercy.”
“Yes, Hailey?”
“Be careful.”
Mercy nodded and handed me the beakers. I ripped off the bottom of my shirt and tore the piece in two. I tied the cloth around the tops of the beakers to keep the ingredients contained.“You too. You’ve got this.”
The shrill faerie screams stopped. That meant they probably had Willie. Hopefully, we were right that they wouldn’t arrest Wanda. Aiding and abetting, or whatever. Faerie laws weren’t human laws. There was no way to know for sure.
All I could do was run as far away as possible. One problem I didn’t think of when I sent Mercy away—I didn’t know how to whistle.
It’s always the minor but crucial details that I overlook in the heat of the moment. All I was thinking about was Willie—and keeping Mercy safe. She was right. We didn’t know how to fight the faeries. I thought if I sent her to Wanda I could carry out the plan, seduce the king, save Willie, and be done with it. Mercy would be fine. No risk of something bad happening to her while I was attempting to seduce the king. I’d take the elixir, bring Leann her share, and we’d leave together to stop Mug Ruith.
If only I could whistle.
I pursed my lips and blew. Nothing but the sound of air escaping my lips. I tried that thing that some people do where they put their thumb and forefinger in their mouths to whistle. I ended up with spit on my fingers, but that was it. I wiped my fingers off on my shirt.
I tried to mimic the sound of a whistle by throwing my voice into falsetto. Nothing happened.
I sat down in the grass. There had to be a way to get the king’s attention. If I couldn’t whistle with my lips, maybe I could use something else to make a similar sound. When I was a girl, I used to use blades of grass to make a high-pitched squeak. I’d put the blade between my thumbs and blow on it. I plucked a blade from the ground and made the sound. It wasn’t close enough to a whistle.
I set the beakers beside me. I looked at them for a moment.
That might just work.
I pulled the remnants of my shirt off one beaker. I emptied the contents into one hand. I was careful not to drop any. I didn’t know how precise the quantities were for the elixir and didn’t want to risk screwing it up.
I placed the rim of the beaker on my bottom lip and blew. It produced a sound a lot lower than a whistle, but it was a whistle of a sort. I repeated the sound a few times before I put the ingredients back into the beaker and tied the cloth from my shirt over it again.
I looked around and waited. It was a long shot, but unless I could train myself to whistle the usual way—something I’d failed to do after years of trying—it was the best shot I had.
Three glowing green orbs appeared in the distance. They emerged from a tree straight ahead. If that was the king, that tree was his castle.
The orbs didn’t take shape. I had no way of knowing if one of them was the king or not. But if the king sent them, if they were more of his soldiers, I knew where to find him.
I’d encountered the Faerie King once before. When I entered the faerie realm on my quest to recover Merrick’s grimoire. If the faeries showed their true forms, I’d know if the king was with them. I didn’t know how to force them to do that. I didn’t know if any spells I had would do a darn thing to slow them down. What I knew how to do was run. As a vampire, there was a chance I could outrun them.
I took off toward the tree they had emerged from. They came after me. I juked my body like an NFL running back. I wasn’t much of an athlete, but when you have adrenaline on your side, there’s no telling what’s possible.
Two of the three faerie orbs collided. They shrieked. The other orb shot at me. I ran so hard that if the ground had feelings, it would scream in pain.
I held the beakers tight with one hand and gripped my wand with the other. I aimed my wand at the ground. My magic might not hurt the faeries, but I could still use it. The force sent me flying fast toward the tree.
All I had to do was touch it. That’s what Wanda said. My body slammed into the trunk—but it didn’t hurt. It didn’t stop me. Instead, golden magic surrounded me. It flowed around me like sap.
My feet landed on a wooden floor. I looked up and saw the Faerie King sitting on a throne grown from vines. Green and pink blossoms sprouted from it.
The king stood from his throne. Now that I was in his domain—inside his tree—we were of a similar size and stature. “The blood witch returns. I’d say it’s a pleasant surprise, but it’s neither under pleasant circumstances that you’re here, nor is it a surprise.”
“What are you talking about?”
The Faerie King smiled at me. “I’ve been expecting you, Hailey.”
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“What do you mean you’ve been expecting me? I thought this was going to be a surprise.” 
The Faerie King stood from his throne as he laughed. “For centuries the security of our realm was secured by the gatekeepers. Merlin and Lilith traversed the fabric of time and ensured no one could enter our forests, or pass between any realms, without their permission. There were rare exceptions, of course. There were always ways to bypass the gatekeepers, but such incursions were rare enough that we could deal with it. Such is no longer the case.”
“You’re talking about the mystical convergences.”
The Faerie King nodded. “That’s one word for it, I suppose. Despite the gatekeepers’ ability to move through time, there was always a point in the future in every realm they couldn’t move beyond. Naturally, we assumed it was the end of time.”
“Well, we’re still living and breathing.”
The Faerie King nodded. “The time the gatekeepers could not move beyond came and went. I have a theory if you’d like to hear it.”
I shrugged. “I’m all ears.”
“The gatekeepers were mortal. Descended from dryads, yes. Their power came from the Tree of Life. But they were mortal, no less. Given enough time, they could only do so much. They could only keep the gates for so long. Every mortal is finite. The realms are infinite. Inevitably, a time would come when they’d done all they could do.”
I tilted my head. “I’ve met Merlin. He’s just a boy. He lives with his father in Missouri. He’s supposed to go back in time later, go to Camelot, go to Annwn to guard the gates.”
“And he will go back. He cannot go forward. While he exists in many times, past and future, his life still has a beginning and an end. Nonetheless, the gatekeepers themselves knew this was true. They allowed the gates to open, they strategically granted power to a few who were worthy, so that when their time ended, when the era of the gatekeepers passed, the era of the guardians could begin.”
I pressed my lips together. “Merrick told me I was a guardian. So was Mercy.”
“Merlin’s father, Elijah Wadsworth, is numbered among them as well. So is your old friend, Nicky or Nyx, in Kansas City. There are more who you do not know and still more who must become guardians. Vampires are especially well-suited for this role.”
“Because we can live forever?”
The Faerie King nodded. “I believed your kind to be an abomination. Now, I believe your creation was planned all along by the gatekeepers.”
“You’re telling me that Merlin and Lilith schemed to create vampires? I thought we were made by Baron Samedi. Made from the essence of the Leanhuam-Shee.”
The Faerie King tilted his head. “Perhaps Baron Samedi was simply doing what the gatekeepers told him he must. To create a formidable race that might protect the gates in the future. However, I must ask, how do you know of the Leanhuam-Shee?”
I took a deep breath. I hadn’t expected this conversation. Leann said I’d have to seduce the Faerie King. I had to make a choice. Tell the Faerie King the truth or stick to the plan. Was this conversation just a way to distract me until the Faerie King’s legions could return and bind me? Or was it Leann who deceived me? She was among the Unseelie, after all, a murderess who fed on human souls. I had to find out more. That meant telling the Faerie King as much as I could—except that I’d cycled Leann’s power. I had to keep that ace in my back pocket, just in case.
“Mug Ruith escaped the Unseelie Forest. He came to earth through the convergence in Exeter. He started making vampires. That’s what got our attention.”
The Faerie King narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean he escaped?”
“He was a prisoner in the Unseelie Forest, wasn’t he?”
The Faerie King huffed. “Hardly. He ruled the Unseelie Forest. There isn’t a creature there who doesn’t do his bidding.”
I gulped. “Including Leann?”
“Especially Leann. She is his queen, bound to him by a curse.”
I grunted. “Well, isn’t that dandy?”
“What is it you’re not telling me, Hailey?”
I took a deep breath. “Mug Ruith hit me with a curse. That’s why I came here. I needed a cure.”
“My blood.”
I nodded. “Right. Leann found us when we passed through the convergence. She asked me to bite her. She said her power could be used to seduce you into giving me your blood. All she wanted in return was a dose of the cure herself and she said she had something she could give us that would allow us to overpower Mug Ruith’s magic.”
The Faerie King shook his head. “You’ve been deceived.”
I snorted. “Yeah, I was picking up on that.”
“Mug Ruith’s curse afflicts all of the Unseelie. It’s a part of what makes them Unseelie. It’s one reason why our forests are divided. They don’t serve him willingly. They do so because they have no choice.”
“Like a sire bond with vampires?”
“Similar, yes, but it’s more than that. The Unseelie are irrevocably corrupted. Even if the curse was removed, their nature would remain warped, tainted, and power-hungry.”
I tilted my head. “If Mug Ruith’s curse corrupted them, what about Leann? She said she’d attempted to seduce and feed upon Mug Ruith. That’s when he cursed her.”
“A half-truth. Leann is a faerie, but she is also a demon. A succubus.”
I gulped. “Some kind of nasty hybrid?” 
“You could say that.” 
“Well, that tracks. Succubi drain people’s souls through intercourse, right?”
“Precisely. Faerie magic isn’t passed through blood that way. If you cycled her power, she infected you not with faerie power, but with demon blood.”
“Is there anything we can do to fix that?”
The Faerie King shook his head. “The power will transform you if you use it. Until you do, it will have no power over you.”
“So she wanted me to seduce you so I’d transform?”
“That’s a part of it. She wanted my blood for the cure, just as you assumed. She also knew if you used her power against me, it would kill me. Her goal is not merely to spread the Unseelie Forest to earth. She wants to corrupt all the faeries, to claim my forest as her own, and from there, all the otherworld.”
“So if I don’t use her power, we stop her, right?”
“She intended to help you kill Mug Ruith both so that she might have her revenge on him, but also so that you, the protector, might become like her. Her counterpart on earth. You must never use her power.”
“Wait. Does that mean no sex?”
“No intercourse at all. If you do, you’ll both kill your lover and begin the transformation into a succubus yourself.”
“Well, isn’t that fantastic? Connor is going to be thrilled.”
“Who is Connor?”
I sighed. “My wolf-shifter boyfriend. Are you certain there’s no way to fix this?”
“There is one way, but it won’t be easy.”
“I’m up for the challenge.”
“You must kill Leann before your power takes hold. It will not cycle through you completely until you use the power. If she dies, her essence within you will fade.”
“Let me put these pieces together. Mug Ruith’s curse can only be cured with an elixir brewed from your blood. Leann knew that, which is why she tricked me into all of this. Mug Ruith knew it as well, but he also knew she could never come to the Seelie Forest herself to secure your blood for herself.”
The Faerie King nodded. “She is not at all averse to spreading the Unseelie Forest to earth. She simply wishes you, as her progeny, to be the one who spreads it. Not Mug Ruith, who still controls her through the curse.”
“If I’m like her progeny, does that mean she can manipulate me, too?”
“Only if you cycle her power and become a succubus yourself.”
“How do I kill a succubus?”
“Leann was not wrong. Vampires were made in part from the blood of a succubus but you are also very different. You only consume souls through feeding. You need not kill everyone you bite. That is to say, you are a weaker version of what she is. The same principle applies to how you might be killed. A stake through the heart will kill you, though only temporarily. Your heart must be burned. A succubus can be killed if staked once. There is no need to burn her heart.”
“Alright. Well, that makes this a lot easier.”
The Faerie King extended his finger. “Except the stake must be forged from the Tree of Life.”
I bit my lip. “Alright. Well, the Seelie Forest is connected to the garden groves, correct? We can get to the Tree of Life from here.”
“Herein lies the problem. Leann’s power has not matured within you, but it’s still a part of you. The Tree of Life will not yield the weapon you require to you so long as you’re corrupted.”
I pressed my lips together. “I brought a friend with me. She’s a vampire and a witch as well. Can she get the stake?”
“Perhaps. If she’s worthy. Still, to remove Leann’s infection, you will have to be the one to drive the stake through her heart.”
I nodded. “Alright. So, Mercy gets the stake. She gives it to me. I do the deed. Badda bing. Badda boom. I can screw my boyfriend again.”
“Again, this presents us with another complication.”
I sighed. “Of course there’s another complication. Should have seen that coming.”
“In your hand, a living branch or, in this case, a stake from the Tree of Life will burn. The pain you’ll have to endure to use the stake will be unlike anything you could imagine. If you do not finish the deed quickly, it may even kill you.”
I scratched the back of my head. “Alright. If that’s what it takes. I can handle the pain.”
“There’s still one more matter that must be addressed.”
“My cure?” I asked.
The Faerie King laughed. “Yes. I’ll give you what you need. However, with Leann dead, you’ll still have to deal with Mug Ruith.”
“If I’m cured of his curse, he can’t use that against me again, though, right?”
The Faerie King nodded. “That is correct. You will be immune to the curse. There are many other ways, however, that he might kill you. He will not be easy to defeat.”
I shook my head. “I’ll find a way to handle him. Immunity won’t hurt. How about that cure?”
The Faerie King glanced down at my hand. “Give me the beaker. I trust the other necessary ingredients are ready?”
“Willie and Wanda took care of that.”
The Faerie King smiled. “Yes, Wee Willie Winker. He’s been a thorn in my side for years. I hope his exile, however, has proven useful to you.”
I tilted my head. “He’s been invaluable.”
The Faerie King nodded. “Just as I’d hoped. Willie is not our prisoner. We took him before for his protection. When you leave, should he wish to go, he may still serve as your guide. He may even be able to help you defeat Mug Ruith.”
“What about Wanda?” I asked. “Surely he’ll want to go back to his family.”
“Do this, Hailey. Defeat Leann, and I’ll lift Willie’s exile. I will grant him free passage in the Seelie Forest. He can come and go between earth, to accompany you as a guardian, and here where he may live his life with Wanda.”
I smiled. “Sounds like a deal.”
“Give me the beaker. I only need one. The other can be discarded.”
I handed him both. “You can get rid of the second one yourself.”
The Faerie King tossed one beaker aside. He removed the cloth from the top, bit his hand, and his golden blood flowed into the beaker. “Well, how about that? Not everyone bleeds red.”
The Faerie King swirled his blood with the ingredients in the beaker and handed it to me. “My blood is different, even from the other faeries. Drink this, and Mug Ruith’s curse will fade.”
I took the beaker. I raised it toward the Faerie King. “Bottoms up!”
I drank the elixir. A tingle swelled through my body. My vision blurred. The Faerie King took my hand and helped me down to the ground. “This will take some time. You must rest.”
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I woke up in an egg-shaped chamber. The grains of the oak and the glowing golden sap that seeped through suggested I was still inside the Faerie King’s tree. I knocked on the wood. 
“Hello! Your Highness?”
No one responded. Why was I trapped in a tree? Why would the Faerie King heal me if he intended to put me into some kind of faerie prison the moment I lost consciousness?
There must’ve been a reason. Willie said faeries couldn’t lie. Leann was a succubus, a demon, and a faerie at the same time. Not even Willie knew that about her. She’d been among the Unseelie for so long we have assumed her demonic nature to be a quirk of her particular “brand” of faerie. The Faerie King knew better. I didn’t know how old he was, but I had the distinct impression he’d been around a lot longer than faeries like Willie and Wanda.
“Hello!” I shouted again. Still no answer.
At least the elixir worked. The curse was gone. I wasn’t going to die. At least not because of the curse.
One side of my egg-shaped prison glowed green. I was about to touch it, to see if I could push myself through, when another body passed through and struck me in the chest.
I fell back, and Mercy was on top of me.
“Damn faeries!”
“What happened?” I asked.
Mercy shook her head. “Wanda sold me out. Tried to make a deal with some of the Faerie King’s lackeys. Let Willie go free and they could have me.”
I sighed. “Well, I’m cured at least.”
Mercy tilted her head. “Are you serious?”
I told Mercy about my conversation with the Faerie King. How I was damned to abstinence until we killed Leann. How she’d have to be the one to secure a stake from the Tree of Life.
“If that’s the case, why are we stuck in this... whatever it is... like prisoners?”
I shrugged. “Beats me. The Faerie King added his blood to the beaker. I drank it. He told me I needed to rest. It would take time for the elixir to work. The next thing I knew, I woke up in here.”
“Any sign of Willie?”
I shook my head. “He wasn’t in the Faerie King’s throne room. They must’ve taken him elsewhere. The Faerie King said he’d be free. Once all this was done, he could come and go at will between earth and the Seelie Forest.”
Mercy huffed. “Would have been nice if the faeries explained what was going on before they grabbed me and threw me in here.”
“Did you fight back?” I asked.
“I didn’t have a chance. Those little buggers are fast. I didn’t even see them coming.”
I shook my head. “There must be a good reason.”
Mercy shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t trust us. Just because faeries can’t lie doesn’t mean they can’t be deceived. And like you pointed out before, we don’t know that she can’t lie. If she’s a demon, well, that’s sort of what they do.”
“If I was trying to trick him, why would I tell him everything Leann wanted us to do?”
Mercy shrugged. “Maybe he wasn’t sure that was the truth. One’s fiercest enemy will always present himself first as your friend.”
I nodded. “Like Leann.”
“Right. But perhaps the Faerie King needed to do a little digging to see if your story checks out. You might have told him the truth, but he doesn’t know that. It would be irresponsible for him to simply take you at your word. There’s too much at stake.”
I took a deep breath. “Maybe you’re right. I wonder if I could blast us out of here with a spell.”
Mercy chuckled. “It might work, but trying to escape wouldn’t do much to convince the Faerie King that we’re on his side.”
I bit my lip. “Yeah, you’re right. I suppose a little patience won’t hurt. Especially now that I don’t have to worry about the curse.”
Mercy and I sat down beside one another. I was still tired. Being cursed and cured took a lot out of me. The Faerie King’s blood in the elixir didn’t satiate my vampiric needs like human blood might. What I would have given for a nice, young, clean-shaven man like Johnathan, ready and willing to open his veins. Usually I could go awhile between feedings. A few days to a week. I could go longer than that if I had to. Doing magic, especially blood magic, made me hungry a lot sooner. Drinking from a succubus, having a sorcerer’s curse tear me apart from the inside, and getting cured again, all stoked my appetite.
I rested my head on Mercy’s shoulder. She grunted at first—she didn’t like to be touched. Then she relaxed and wrapped an arm around me. She ran her fingers through my long, blond hair.
“Hang in there, Hailey. We’ll get through this.”
I closed my eyes and drifted off. I’m not sure if I totally fell asleep. My body jerked a little. That happens sometimes when I’m falling asleep. Vampires don’t have to sleep, but as a witch, I slumbered more than most. My magic was stronger when I was well-rested. A little sleep also helped with my cravings.
Mercy shook me awake. When I opened my eyes, I saw another green patch appear on the side of the shell of our cage. Willie flew through and landed on my lap.
“Hailey-boo, and Mercy, too!”
I laughed. “You’re well! We were worried about you.”
“Understandable! The Faerie King told me everything, but it’s all hush-hush. He wanted me to tell you that all was going according to plan, but he couldn’t have you two running free. It was best if everyone thought he’d taken you two as prisoners. Can’t let anyone know what’s happening. There are faeries who engage with the unseelie. Can’t risk word of what’s going on reaching Leann.”
I took a deep breath and released it. “Well, that’s a relief. I thought he’d turned on me. Tricked me into drinking that elixir so he could imprison me.”
“No worries, Hailey-boo! Glad to hear you’re cured!”
I smiled. “You had the right recipe.”
“Of course I did!”
The egg-prison started to shake and shift. The change sent Mercy rolling over onto me. She quickly rolled back. “What is happening?”
“We’re moving!” Willie said. “Carried by faeries out of the Seelie Forest and into the garden groves!”
Mercy tilted her head. “What are the chances I’ll be able to get the weapon we need from the Tree of Life?”
“No clue!” Willie said. “I imagine there will be a test.”
Mercy grunted. “I hate tests. I’m guessing it isn’t multiple choice.”
I shrugged. “Could be worse. Short essays suck, too.”
Mercy bit her lip. “Been a long time since I went to school. I’d think essays would be better. At least then I could bullshit my way through it. I suspect it’s more like a trial than a test. Something to examine my worthiness or some shit.”
“That’s exactly what it is!” Willie said. “At least, I assume, that’s what will happen. The Tree of Life doesn’t bless just anyone. I recommend against bullshitting. The dryads will see through it.”
I smiled. We were joking about the test format, of course, but only because Mercy and I were both skeptical we’d pass. I already knew I couldn’t do it. Mercy had a lot of virtues, but she also had a lot of skeletons in her closet. There are times in her past when they were literal skeletons.
If this was the only way we could kill Leann, and the only way to get rid of this power she tricked me into taking, we had to try.
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Faeries don’t fly straight. I’d seen it in the forest before. Even those faerie soldiers, when they were coming for me, didn’t fly in straight lines. Mercy and I were like jelly beans in an Easter egg. When the faeries bounced, we bounced. 
Willie didn’t hang around with us. I couldn’t blame him. He was probably one of the faeries carrying us through the forest on our way to the garden groves and the Tree of Life. When he flew out through the oaken shell that formed our little prison he told us to hold on tight.
Hold on to what exactly? Our asses?
I don’t think I’d ever heard Mercy drop so many f-bombs in such rapid succession. I let a few fly myself. When you’re being jostled around and thrown into walls and each other, gosh darn it, and gee whiz don’t cut it.
As vampires we could take a beating. We heal fast. When Mercy and I bonked heads, I’m pretty sure it gave me a concussion. I saw stars. Nothing I couldn’t overcome in a minute or two.
In the words of the King—not the Faerie King, the King of Rock ’n’ Roll—we were all shook up.
The shaking stopped suddenly.
“About damn time,” Mercy rubbed the back of her head.
“At least now we know what it feels like to be a scrambled egg.”
“That’s not funny.”
I smirked. “It’s a little funny.”
Mercy held out her arm and rubbed away a bruise. I had a few, too, but they were fading. Vampire healing rocks.
The light coursing through the surrounding sap turned from gold to an emerald green. The dome over us parted at the apex of the egg and split open. The light of the garden groves hit my face.
I gasped. On earth, sunlight was a problem. Here, it didn’t hurt us at all. Then again, there wasn’t a sun there at all. The light emanated from the sky itself. This realm was light—pure and warm. I could have stood there staring into the light for hours. I hadn’t stood in the sun since I was sixteen. That was going on eight years ago. Since then, the few times I’d ventured out into daylight, I was running to take shelter as it burned my flesh. More than a minute or so would leave scars that wouldn’t heal as fast as other wounds. This light was healing. My entire body tingled.
When the egg fell away, Willie flew around us. Five other faeries, including the Faerie King, hovered in the air straight ahead. A giant tree, full of green foliage and adorned with a red, bulbous fruit, stood behind them.
I gulped. “The Tree of life.”
Mercy nodded. “It’s beautiful.”
“Follow me,” the Faerie King said. “We must appeal to the dryad within and hope he’ll sympathize with our situation.”
I cleared my throat. “By the way, King whatever your name is, if you have the need to transport me in one of those things again, mind adding a little padding?”
The Faerie King laughed. “My name is Oberon. I apologize for the rough ride. It was the only way to bring you here with no one knowing I was helping you.”
I nodded. “Right. We wouldn’t want Leann to find out. I get it.”
“More than that!” Oberon rested his bony hand on my shoulder. “I have a reputation to uphold. Aiding vampires violates my own laws. Those laws haven’t changed. You two are a necessary exception.”
“What about these other faeries who helped carry us out?”
“They are my most loyal and trusted subjects. They understand what’s at stake. Come, let us summon the dryad.”
Oberon approached the Tree of Life. Mercy and I followed him and Willie flew up close behind us.
Oberon tugged on his beard. It was only about six inches long, but nearly reached his waist. He took a deep breath and with green magic in each of his palms, he placed them on the trunk of the Tree of Life. He squeezed his eyes shut. Was he concentrating or communicating with the dryad-protector of the great tree?
The bark on the tree was moving. Almost like it wiggled. A shape that matched the tree’s bark stepped out of it. Then a hand. Soon, an entire tree-like creature was standing in front of us. It’s strange to see something that looks like it would move like an animal. It was human-shaped mostly, but the limbs were long and gangly, and the creature’s head was boxy and had a face nearly twice as long as the average human’s.
Oberon fluttered his wings and backed away from the dryad.
“Lugh!” Oberon giggled. “You’re looking fantastic!”
Mercy nudged me. “I wonder if he barks.”
I snickered. “Was that a tree joke?”
“Thank you, Oberon,” Lugh said. “I see you’ve brought two of the chosen guardians.”
I waved my right hand through the air. “Hey there!”
Lugh tilted his head and narrowed his eyes--which looked almost like knots in the trunk of a tree. “Hello. Oberon, may I have a word?”
“Yes, you may!” Oberon exclaimed.
Lugh walked off in the grass, and Oberon followed. The dryad must’ve known we could have heard what he was saying on account of our enhanced vampiric hearing, so he spoke a tongue I’d never heard. Mercy’s furrowed brow suggested the language was foreign to her as well.
I sighed. “My parents used to speak Pig Latin around me when they were trying to keep secrets. It didn’t take me long to figure it out.”
Mercy grinned. “This language is distinct. I’ve picked up a few languages through the years. It’s not like anything I’ve ever heard.”
I snorted. “Sort of sounds like Klingon. Do you think they’re speaking Klingon?”
Mercy laughed. “It’s not Klingon, Hailey.”
“Do you know Klingon?”
“No. But I seriously doubt that the Tree of Life’s protector-dryad and the Faerie King speak a made-up language attributed to a war-hungry fictional race.”
I shrugged. “Maybe the otherworld is infested with trekkies. You don’t know.”
“Do you see a television set anywhere?”
I shrugged. “Maybe he has one inside the tree. You’d be surprised what you can fit inside a tree with a little magic. Besides, if I lived inside a tree, I’d be bored, constantly.”
“Don’t you mean you’d be a board?”
I shook my head. “The tree jokes keep coming.”
“I think Lugh has wood for you, Hailey.”
I rolled my eyes. “He has wood for everyone.”
“He’s covered in bark but isn’t wearing clothes. Is that a twig between his legs, or is he just happy to see you?”
I laughed. “You’re horrible. You really think you’re going to pass this test of virtue?”
Mercy sighed. “I can hear him telling me already. Yeah, we’ll overlook all those people you killed back in the day, but you told penis jokes. That’s unforgivable.”
I tilted my head. “How many people have you killed?”
Mercy sighed. “There was a brief period where I gave in to my urges and accompanied Ramon on one of his dismemberment binges. We only killed people who deserved it, though. Heroin dealers. Politicians. People like that.”
“You put drug dealers and politicians in the same category?”
“Depends on the politician. This one was running the heroin dealers and using the cartel to fund his campaigns. Plus, he was harassing his intern. Couldn’t have that.”
“So you were acting as an angel of wrath.”
Mercy chuckled. “I did it to feed and indulge in my darker urges. Ramon and I targeted scoundrels just so we could justify it to ourselves.”
“Well, it’s your past. It’s not like you still do that kind of thing.”
“Then, there was that time I castrated a priest. He deserved it, too.”
“I’m not going to ask why. I can connect the dots.”
“When I was first turned, I fed on my younger brother.”
“This isn’t confession time, and I’m not a priest. Even if I was, I don’t have anything you could lob off.”
Mercy snickered. “I’m just saying, if this test involves a catalogue of my past indiscretions, there’s no way I’ll pass.”
I shrugged. “He just said we’re both guardians.”
“Right. Because we kick a lot of ass. That doesn’t mean he’s going to give us a stake to kill Leann.”
“Doesn’t mean he won’t.”
“Think about it, Hailey. This is the Tree of Life. Killing shit isn’t exactly its modus operandi.”
“By that reasoning, why would it give a stake to anyone, no matter one’s resume of virtue or record of vice?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe to save me from becoming a fucking succubus.”
Mercy smirked. “That’s redundant, Hailey. You realize that’s what succubi do, right?”
I snorted. “Right. They literally screw people to death. Not exactly my idea of the best way to cap off a romantic evening.”
“Then take the purity pledge. Lots of people do it, you know.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. Religious tweens take the purity pledge. Most of them break it. What you’re talking about is like a nun’s lifetime celibacy vow. I’m not built for that!”
Mercy snickered. “Well, hopefully, the dryad values your sex life as much as you do.”
“It’s more than that. Oberon explained it all to me. If I ever give in, even once, that’s the only way I’ll be able to feed. Every time I do it, my victims will die.”
“Then don’t give in. Even once.”
“Whose side are you on, anyway?”
“I’m on your side. I’m just telling you, I’m not exactly optimistic that the dryad is going to be as quick to help as you’re hoping.”
I shook my head. “Oberon wouldn’t have brought us here if there wasn’t a chance this would work.”
“Oberon wants Leann dead as much as you do. She’s a threat to the Seelie Forest.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I know. Hopefully Lugh sees it the same way.”
Oberon was raising his voice. Lugh was shaking his head. I didn’t know what they were saying, but it didn’t look good. When Oberon threw his hands into the air and Lugh returned to the tree, the news he brought would not be good.
Oberon flew over to us. He was shaking his head.
“What’s the verdict?” I asked.
“The Tree of Life will not provide a weapon meant to kill.”
Mercy nodded. “Could have seen that coming.”
“So we’re screwed?” I asked. “Is there nothing we can do?”
“There is one option, but I don’t like it.”
I shrugged. “I’m listening.”
“The Tree of Life will not provide a weapon. This is not the only tree that might give us something that can be used against the succubus.”
Mercy shook her head. “The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil?”
Oberon nodded. “Also known as the Wayward Tree. You’ll have to venture into the land of darkness, into Samhuinn. The Wayward Tree is protected by thorny vines. If you can retrieve a thorn from the Wayward Tree, it can kill the succubus.”
I bit my lip. “I’m guessing there’s a catch.”
Oberon nodded. “You’ll be able to wield it without pain. That’s the good news.”
“And the bad news?”
“The Wayward Tree is also vested with powerful magic that will invigorate the darkness within you. It may awaken Leann’s essence and transform you the moment you touch it.”
“What if I use it?” Mercy asked.
“Hailey still needs to use it to kill Leann. It’s the only way to purge Leann’s essence. You might kill Leann if you strike her with it, but it won’t cure Hailey.”
“What will it do to Mercy if she holds it?” I asked.
“Temptation. Beyond what you could imagine. There is no reason to corrupt the both of you. Hailey must take and wield the thorn.”
Mercy shook her head. “But you said it will change her, maybe the second she takes it. What will happen to her if she uses it and stakes the succubus?”
“That is why this must be done quickly. When Hailey strikes Leann, it will be as if she plunged the thorn into her own heart at the same time.”
I bit my lip. “What if I don’t touch it at all?’
“How can you possibly strike the succubus if you don’t?” Oberon asked.
I smiled. “Telekinesis. It’s one of my abilities.”
Mercy cleared her throat. “We’d still have to bring the thorn to Leann. How are we going to get it to her in the Unseelie Forest if we don’t touch it.”
I pinched my chin. My shirt was already torn. I’d needed it for the beakers. There wasn’t much left. “What if we wrap it in material? I could rip my pants. Maybe Mercy could tear off a piece of her dress.”
“I cannot say. Take extreme care to ensure it doesn’t come into contact with your skin. Not until it strikes Leann. Then, however, you must touch it if you wish to be cured. If you can wait to touch it until the moment before it strikes her heart, you might purge her essence from you before it transforms you.”
“How much time are we talking?” Mercy asked.
Oberon shook his head. “I cannot say. The transformation won’t take more than a few moments. It must be simultaneous.”
“And if I hold the thorn too long before I strike her?”
“It may kill you when it kills her. Once your essence transforms, and nothing of what you are remains, destroying the succubus will destroy you.”
I nodded. “Alright. We’ll have to be careful. I still think we can pull this off. We just have to make sure that the thorn is in position, that I call when I’m ready to strike, and I make sure it’s my hand rather than my telekinetic ability that plunges it into Leann’s heart.”
Mercy nodded. “It could work, but only if Leann doesn’t see it coming. Demons are fast and formidable.  So are faeries. She’s a bit of both. It’s essential she suspects nothing.”
“That will be difficult to ensure,” Oberon said. “The trees of the Seelie Forest are connected to the Tree of Life. The root system extends deep into the soil of the garden groves. The Unseelie Forest is connected in the same way to the Wayward Tree.”
“What does that mean, exactly?” I asked.
“Faeries can travel through the root system,” Willie piped up. “If the Wayward Tree is wounded, if someone takes a thorn from the vine that protects it, the effects will radiate throughout the Unseelie Forest.”
Oberon nodded. “That’s why I didn’t suggest we use the Wayward Tree from the start. If you acquired a stake from the Tree of Life, Leann would never know. There is a risk. She’ll know what’s happening before you even leave Samhuinn. Any faerie in the Unseelie Forest will see what’s coming.”
I bit my lip. “Fair enough. Maybe she’ll know we’re coming for her. That makes this harder, but not impossible. She still won’t expect me to use my telekinetic abilities.”
Oberon crossed his arms in front of his chest. “If I were her, and I found out you’d taken a thorn from the Wayward Tree, I’d do whatever I could to ensure that you touch it. If you’re changed before you use it against her, and if you staked her with it after you’re changed, you could die.”
Mercy nodded. “It’s a fair point. Just by forcing you to change, Leann could ensure her own safety. She’d both eliminate you as a threat and turn you into the creature she wants to use as her progeny on earth.”
I took a deep breath. “You’re absolutely certain that I will die if the thorn transforms me before I can use it?”
“If it happens too soon, Leann will control you. It may not matter if you live or die.”
“It’s like a sire bond, right? And since I have Nico’s bond, if I’m turned into a succubus will that still be active?”
“It is likely,” Oberon said. “I cannot say for certain.”
Mercy’s eyes widened. “That means Leann might not only be able to control you, but she could use you to control me as well.”
“How many vampires are still alive who Nico turned?” I asked.
Mercy shook her head. “Not many. Corbin is gone, for instance. His lineage would not be affected. Still, probably half the vampires across the world can trace their lineage to one of Nico’s living progeny.”
I clenched my fist. “If I touch that thorn and don’t kill her fast enough, Leann will not only have me. She’ll have a vampire army. All she’d have to do is manipulate the chain of command via sire bonds.”
Mercy shook her head. “This might not be worth the risk. Celibacy is still an option, Hailey.”
Oberon shook his head. “It’s not much of one. You’re not the only one who could take a thorn from the Wayward Tree. If Hailey does not give in and become a succubus, all Leann would need to do is capture Hailey. Since your portal home goes through the Unseelie Forest, and the trees there are all connected to the Wayward Tree, I suspect Leann won’t allow you to return to earth until Hailey’s transformation is complete.”
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This was an awful plan. The problem was that it was our  only plan. We had little choice. I couldn’t stay in the Seelie Forest or the Garden Groves forever. I was still the best chance anyone had to stop Mug Ruith back on earth. I had to stake Leann with a thorn from the Wayward Tree. I couldn’t touch the thorn and I had to go into the Unseelie Forest to do that. If they captured me, Leann could take me into a tree. Since the Unseelie forest was connected to the Wayward Tree, if I so much as touched a tree in that forest, the influence of the Wayward Tree could catalyze my transformation into a succubus.
I was a fly, Leann was a spider, and the Unseelie Forest was her web.
Willie, Mercy, and I headed out from the Tree of Life toward the blighted Samhuinn. I wasn’t looking forward to it. I’d been to hell—and this place was just as bad. Annabelle had gone there several times. Mercy once or twice. Their stories about the place weren’t exactly inspirational. The place was pure nastiness. The weather there was bad enough—hot as hell, dry as a desert.
There were also monsters. Dragons were a problem. Especially when traveling on foot with no comparable beasts of our own to fight against them. If we saw any, there was only one thing to do—run. The place was also home to a few vile demigods. Snakes were a problem. The most famous of them all was Nachash. Cain dealt with him before. It was the same snake that tempted his parents and earned humanity a permanent exile from the garden groves. I wasn’t sure how much of that story was true. Suffice it to say, though, that if a creature holds a part of the blame for the worst of all human inclinations, it’s not the sort of creepy crawlie you want to engage. I didn’t know what else we might encounter but it was a pretty sure bet that anything we met wasn’t going to be cute and cuddly.
The plan was to get in and out of there as soon as possible. The longer we lingered in the realm, the more likely it was we’d encounter something dangerous. As if we hadn’t already had a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.
Crossing the border from the garden groves into Samhuinn was jarring. Sort of like hopping out of a hot tub and directly into a pile of snow—except in this scenario what we were jumping into wasn’t freezing cold but unimaginably hot. It was like when the timer goes off, and you bend over to take a pan of cookies out of the oven, and are greeted by a blast of hot air. One degree more and I’d be a vampire roast—all the better for the creatures of this God forsaken realm to serve up for dinner.
Pity the monster who ever tried to make a meal out of Mercy. She was saucy, but also tough. If a dragon tried to swallow her whole, she’d kick out his incisors from the inside. Provided he didn’t burn her to death with his breath first. The moral to the story—no matter how much a bad ass you might be, don’t get eaten by a monster.
Willie said he knew the way. Some kind of faerie rite of passage. When faeries came of age, they made pilgrimage to both the Tree of Life and the Wayward Tree. Since each tree was connected by its roots to the Seelie and Unseelie forests, respectively, Willie said visiting each tree helped young faerie’s natural magic mature. It’s how they could discern the difference between Seelie and Unseelie magic.
Willie wasn’t phased at all by the heat. The ground was so scalding that I smelled the rubber of my shoes melting.
Vampires don’t usually sweat much. Even when I was still human, I perspired less than most. From both the heat of the place and my exertion, my clothes were soaked. The air was so arid that my eyes were dry. They also burned from the sweat.
I could barely see Willie as he flew ahead of us. Mercy wasn’t fairing much better.
When you’re in hostile lands, home to innumerable deadly creatures, the last thing you want to lose is your eyesight.
My hearing was still intact. I wondered how long it would take before it was also compromised. There were a few times back when I was human that I worked out so hard my ears felt like they were pressurized, like when you go up in an airplane. That hadn’t happened to me as a vampire, but this was uncharted territory. I was supposed to be extremely strong and fast, but in this place, I felt mortal.
There was something tall and shadowy in the distance. My vision was still too blurred to make it out. Since we were heading straight for it, I hoped it was the Wayward Tree.
As we got closer, the shape crystalized. It was definitely a tree and, so far as I knew, it was the only thing that grew in Samhuinn’s arid soil.
As we approached the tree and slowed down, my vision returned to normal. The Wayward Tree was flourishing, as if it hogged every last nutrient the soil in this place could offer. It was almost like the tree made the land desolate. If the Tree of Life fed the garden groves and made those lands flourish, this tree did the opposite.
We approached the tree. The vine encircling the trunk was covered in black blossoms. The thorns were almost two feet long.
“How are we going to break one off without touching it?” Mercy asked.
I grunted. My pants were too hot in this place as it was. I dug my nails into the material and ripped it across my thigh, just under the pocket where I kept my wand. I did the same with the other leg.
“We only need one, Hailey.”
I nodded. “Yeah, well, if I’m going to wear cut-offs, both legs need to match.”
I slipped my legs out of the torn portions of my pants. “Are you sure we can even break these thorns off?”
Mercy nodded and pointed at the vine. “Looks like one was broken off already. You can do it.”
“Who would break off a thorn?” I asked.
Mercy shrugged. “Willie?”
Willie was flying around, keeping watch. He looked at the vine. “Could be anything. There’s a reason the Wayward Tree is protected. Any number of creatures could have attempted to steal one of the tree’s fruits and broke a thorn by mistake.”
I sighed. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s get this thorn and get the hell out of here.”
Mercy yanked the pant leg out of my hand. “Let me do it. If I touch it by accident, it might awaken some of my primal vampiric urges, but it won’t change what I am. It’s safer this way.”
I nodded and watched as Mercy placed my pant leg around one of the thorns and snapped it off. She tied each end of the pant leg shut. “Got it. Now let’s go kill a succubus.”
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We didn’t run so hard leaving Samhuinn. We hadn’t encountered anything on our way to the Wayward Tree so we weren’t as anxious about the return trip. 
We were about halfway back to the garden groves when the ground under our feet shook.
“What the hell is that?” Mercy asked.
Willie gulped. “Earthworms.”
I chuckled. “Worms? Why would earthworms make that happen?”
“These aren’t worms like you know from earth,” Willie said. “These are big. Enormous.”
I tilted my head. “How big exactly?”
The ground under our feet cracked.
“Run!” Willie screamed.
We took off as fast as we could. I looked back over my shoulder just in time to see a giant worm-like creature, with massive jaws and pointed teeth, break through the ground where we stood before, chomping at the air.”
I grimaced. “Nasty!”
“They can’t see or hear. They sense their prey by vibration.”
“So we stand still?” Mercy asked.
Willie shook his head. “It will sense the last place you stepped. It’s coming here next. The only way to get away from an earthworm is to run faster than it can burrow. And it’s best if you keep some space between you. Multiple vibrations might confuse it.”
Mercy and I looked at each other and nodded. We took off at opposite angles, both heading toward the garden groves. An earthworm broke through the ground just behind me. Another one blasted through the ground near Mercy.
“There are two!” I screamed.
“Probably more!” Willie shouted back. “Keep running!”
I didn’t stop to ask questions. I ran as fast as I could. More earthworms were shooting out of the ground. I counted six at once and two more a half-second later. There were probably even more.
Another one blasted out of the ground about twenty feet ahead of me. Were these bastards anticipating the direction we were moving? I changed my angle and ran harder. The more I changed my path, the more confusion. That was the theory anyway. I didn’t have a chance to stop and ask Willie questions. Willie flew ahead and took chunks of ground and rock and threw them around. The vibrations distracted the earthworms. The little guy was downright brilliant sometimes. The worms were taking the bait and emerged wherever he directed them.
Willie was making bigger vibrations than the pitter-patter of our vampire feet. It was working. He was luring them away from us.
When we reached the edge of the garden groves, I collapsed in the grass. I laid there a moment, staring at the bright sky and took several deep breaths.
Willie landed beside me, giggling. “Well, that was fun!”
I turned and saw Mercy strolling through the green grass, heading toward me. I looked back at Willie and tilted my head. “You have a strange idea of fun.”
I stood back up. What clothes I had left were still soaked. I smelled like a gym bag. Mercy wasn’t half as wet as me. Maybe I was sweating out Leann’s essence. How lucky would that be? It couldn’t be that simple. It never was.
Mercy looked me up and down. “You look like shit.”
I laughed. “Gee, thanks. That’s what I was going for. I hear the shit look is in this season.”
“We have one more problem.”
I rolled my eyes. “There’s always one more problem.”
“We have to go through the Seelie Forest to get to the Unseelie Forest.”
I shrugged. “Why is that a problem?”
“Because Oberon doesn’t want anyone knowing we’re running free.”
Willie giggled. “Don’t you worry about that! I have that covered.”
“Please tell me that doesn’t mean another ride in a wooden egg.”
Willie pressed his lips together and grunted. “Okay.”
“Okay, what?”
“You told me not to tell you it means another wooden egg. So I will not tell you!”
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The first time was bad enough. This time, I was sweaty and stinky. I felt bad for Mercy. No one wants to be stuck in a confined space with someone who smells like a foot. As many times as we bounced off of each other on our trip back through the Seelie Forest, my stench was all over Mercy as well. At least we matched. We were odor twinsies. 
It was a good thing Mercy had that thorn double wrapped in my two torn-off legs. I thought it was overkill, but given our rough ride, and how sharp those thorns were, it was likely to bust through like a single-bagged milk jug.
The egg shell opened as before when we arrived at the border of the Seelie and Unseelie forests. The Faerie King wasn’t there but his lackeys were—they’d helped Willie carry us through the forest.
I had a small egg on the top of my head that matched the one we rode in. I didn’t have a mirror to check, but I took the heel of Mercy’s foot in my eye on the ride and probably had a black eye.
I also broke a nail. That would take time to grow back. The faerie realm’s public transit system sucked pixie balls.
We stepped out of the egg and onto the dark and damp ground of the Unseelie Forest.
“How are we going to do this?” Mercy asked. “Until we know where Leann is, it’s hard to make any definitive plans.”
I nodded. “I’ll approach her once we find her. She’s expecting me to return with the elixir. Get the thorn into position. Untie one end so I can pull it my way with my mind.”
“The easiest way to stake her would be to make sure she’s between us. You might not get credit for the kill, though, if you aren’t touching the thorn when it kills her.”
I nodded. “Right. Which is why you need to position yourself somewhere to the side. Make sure there’s a straight path to my hand that won’t hit Leann or anything else. Once I have it in my grip, I’ll stake her. Hopefully, I’ll be cured, she’ll be out of the picture, and we can turn our worries back to Mug Ruith.”
Mercy tilted her head. “Didn’t she say before that she’d find us when you came back with the elixir?” 
I nodded. “I believe so. We’d best put a little distance between us if we’re going to pull this off.”
“I’ll stay with you.” Willie hopped on my back. “She’ll expect that I’ll be with you.”
“She’ll expect I’ll be here, too,” Mercy said. “But if she asks, I guess you could tell her we split up looking for her. You know, to cover more ground.”
“Sounds reasonable enough to me. I don’t see why she’d question that.”
“Hopefully, the other Unseelie faeries won’t bother us.” Mercy turned past one of the trees to find another path. She had to be far enough away that it looked like we’d split up, but not so far I couldn’t call the thorn. There had to be a clear flight path between Mercy and me, so the thorn would arrive when I needed it.
We hiked through the Unseelie Forest for nearly half an hour and hadn’t seen a single faerie, much less Leann. Willie hopped off my back and with his wings aflutter, he stretched out his arms and legs. “Maybe we should look closer to the portal where you first arrived.”
I took a deep breath and glanced through the trees at Mercy, who looked back at me. She shrugged. “It’s worth a shot. Do you know how to get there? I’m lost. Everything here looks the same.”
Willie giggled. “Every tree is very different! No two trees are alike, Hailey. You just have to have the eyes to see and appreciate the differences.”
I scratched my head. “I get it. No two trees have exactly the same branch pattern. They don’t have the same number of leaves. The bark is like a fingerprint. Those aren’t the kinds of differences I can easily commit to memory. Maybe if we had something to mark the trees with so I could identify them and make sure we weren’t going in circles.”
“We’re not going in a circle. The gate back to earth isn’t too far from here.”
I rubbed my brow. The one positive development since arriving in the Unseelie Forest was that it was cool. My sweat dried up, but my clothes were still damp. The breeze chilled the material against my skin. “Lead the way.”
Willie flew a few paces ahead of me. He didn’t move too fast. He was a lot faster than most bi-pedal mammals. As vampires, we could keep up fairly well, even if he flew ahead at full speed. If reaching the destination was our goal, moving faster would have made sense. We were surveying our surroundings, keeping an eye open for Leann or any other faeries who might be in the area.
Mercy maintained her distance. When Willie and I arrived at the clearing where we’d first appeared when we arrived in the Unseelie Forest, I examined the area. Still, no Leann. I turned and looked for Mercy. She was staring at the ground with one hand over her mouth.
“Did you find something?” I shouted my question through the trees.
Mercy looked up and her eyes met mine. Even from a distance, I could tell she was troubled. I ran over to her and Willie flew behind me.
When I saw what she was looking at, I gasped. There was blood—more violet than red—smeared all over her body. A large thorn was stuck in her chest. Her mouth was agape, as if she’d been taken by surprise.
I opened my mouth but couldn’t find the words.
Mercy shook her head. “Someone killed Leann before we could.”
My heart thumped hard in my chest. “Who the hell killed her?”
“Who do you think?” Willie asked. “There’s only one person who had something to gain by murdering Leann.”
Mercy nodded. “Mug Ruith. He must’ve learned of her plan.”
I fell to my knees and rested my face in my palms. “I can’t be cured. I can’t be with Connor. I can’t be with anyone.”
Mercy rested her hand on my shoulder. “We’ll find a way to fix this. There has to be another way.”
“If there was, don’t you think the Faerie King would know it?”
Mercy shook her head. “Not necessarily. Leann wasn’t only a faerie, Hailey. She was a demon. Oberon doesn’t know everything.”
“Who the hell might know? Demons aren’t exactly open about their weaknesses and secrets.”
“You’re still a vampire, Hailey. We both are. That means you have a connection to Baron Samedi. he can see everything we can see. We are his eyes and ears in the world. Perhaps he will help.”
I huffed. “You expect Baron Samedi to come to my rescue?”
Mercy sighed. “He’s the one who first made vampires by using the essence of a succubus to forge our kind out of Niccolo’s spirit. He managed to turn Nico into a vampire, a hybrid between a human and a succubus demon. If there’s a way to isolate Leann’s essence and purge it from your body, he knows how to do it.”
I bit my lip. “We’ll need Annabelle or another powerful mambo to summon him. We might be his eyes and ears, but he can’t materialize out of nothing.”
“What do we do now?” Willie asked.
I stood back up and took Mercy’s hand. “There’s only one thing we can do. We have to go back and try to stop Mug Ruith. We know what he’s planning now. We’ll deal with my problem later.”
“Are you sure?” Willie asked. “We could always go back and ask Oberon if he knows another way.”
I shook my head. “If he knew another way, he wouldn’t have sent us to the Wayward Tree to recover the thorn. Mercy is right. Baron Samedi is the only one who might have the answer. With Leann off the map, though, Mug Ruith still has control over the Unseelie Forest.”
“Do you think he’s still here?” Mercy asked. “If he’s the one who killed Leann, he must’ve been here recently.”
Willie grunted. “If he was here, he’d use the faeries in the Unseelie Forest against us. It’s reasonable to assume he’s already returned to Exeter.”
Mercy kicked a rock at Leann’s staked body. “We still don’t know how to kill him.”
I stared up at the sky, clenched my fists, and screamed.
Mercy put her hand on my shoulder. “Calm down, Hailey.”
I shrugged off her hand and stomped away from her. “Don’t tell me to calm down! We’re just as screwed as we were when we came here. The only plan we had is fucked. I’m fucked because, well, I’ll never get fucked again. Chances are that ass hat sorcerer is already growing shrooms in Exeter and he’s getting more powerful with every vampire he turns.”
“That’s not true,” Mercy said. “You’re immune to his curse now. Plus, you aren’t dying.”
I huffed. “Might as well be.”
“Stop whining. So you can’t make love to your boyfriend for a while. Boo fucking hoo. You can resist the urge until we find an answer.”
I shook my head. “You heard what Oberon said before. It’s only a matter of time before someone finds a way to turn me. If Mug Ruith stole a thorn from the Wayward Tree before us, who is to say he won’t use one on me and complete my transformation? He’ll use me the same way we feared Leann might. He’ll force me to use the sire bond to control other vampires.”
Mercy shook her head. “The only reason he could manipulate Leann was because of the curse. He doesn’t have that kind of control over you.”
I grunted. “You’re right. This might be pointless, but we might as well give him our best shot.”
Mercy stepped up next to me and put her arm around my shoulder. “Back to Exter?”
I nodded. “I don’t know what else to try.”
We started to move back to the portal when something grabbed my ankle. I looked down, and a root had wrapped itself around me.
“What the hell?”
Mercy bent over to pull at it, but when she did, another root shot out of the ground and wrapped itself around her body. It pulled her down into the ground. The soil enveloped her. Then the root on my ankle tugged hard. The ground under me cracked.
“Willie! What is happening?”
“It must be the Unseelie Court! I’ll try to free you!”
Willie lobbed a green ball of magic at the root around my ankle. The root loosened just in time for another one to shoot out of the ground. It wrapped itself around my waist, my chest, then my neck.
“Let go of me!” I screamed.
The roots yanked me down into the ground. A violet magic enveloped me as it pulled me deeper.
With a thud, I fell onto a hard surface. Mercy was there as well, her body still wrapped in roots. I tried to move, only to discover the roots remained firmly wrapped around my body as well.
A faerie woman approached us. She was like Willie, but her skin was a deep shade of purple, her hair long and black, and her eyes glowed with violet energy. She was as tall as we were—just as Oberon was when I entered his tree.
“Who the hell are you?” I asked.
“My name is Malvessa. I’m the Empress of the Unseelie Court.”
I snorted. “I thought Leann was in charge here.”
“She is not one of us. She has never been one of us.”
“But didn’t she rule this place?”
Malvessa narrowed her eyes. “She exploited us for power. That hardly makes her a queen.”
“What do you want with us?” Mercy asked.
“I want what you want. Mug Ruith is a threat to all of us. He did us a favor, I suppose, by killing Leann. We are free, now, to operate in our own flesh however we wish. Still, he draws power from our realm and seeks to enslave many of our kind to serve him in his new forest on earth. We’d very much prefer that not to happen.”
I struggled against the roots that constricted my body. “you and me both, sister. If you want our help, choking me out isn’t the best way to get on my good side.”
Malvessa laughed. She raised one hand, and the roots loosened and fell from my body. They returned to the domed black ceiling above. “I simply needed to be sure you’d listen. I’ve been observing you since you returned to the Unseelie Forest. When I heard you intended to go after Mug Ruith I intervened.”
“I thought you wanted us to kill him.”
“I do! But if you’re going to attempt it, I’d prefer to see you succeed.”
Mercy glanced at me and shrugged. “She has a point. A few tips wouldn’t hurt.”
I took a deep breath. “What do we need to do? Do you have a weapon we can use against him? A spell, perhaps?”
Malvessa laughed. “You already have the weapon you need.”
Mercy held up the thorn, still wrapped in my pants. “The thorn from the Wayward Tree?”
Malvessa nodded. “Mug Ruith is powerful in his own right, but the greater dose of power he’s accumulating is coming through the sacrifice of your kind. He’s creating vampires that he might draw power from what your kind has in common with the succubus. Now that he’s eliminated Leann—a necessary move since she was scheming to betray him—he requires another vampire whom he might bind and turn into her replacement.”
I shook my head. “I’m already cured. That won’t work.”
“Not you,” Malvessa said. “The older and stronger the vampire he corrupts, the better. Your power as a witch must’ve been a draw for him before. However, this one will do just as well.”
Mercy grunted. “The name’s Mercy. Not this one.”
Malvessa smiled. “Pardon me for failing to ask. Time is of the essence here. The longer this takes, the more power he’ll accumulate. He’s already taken more than he needs to complete his mission and create a new Unseelie Forest.”
“Are you saying that Mercy is who he is after?”
“I’m suggesting that she might make fine bait.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “Bait? You can’t be serious.”
“Since much of his power has been extracted through vampires, and through the succubus, he can be weakened in much the same way that he killed the Leanhuan-Shee. The thorn you hold will not kill him. He is not a succubus, himself. It will give you a chance to beat him.”
“Why is he planting his forest, then? Why does he need it if he can curse vampires and make succubi for himself?”
“An Unseelie Forest of his own will give him access to immense power. The larger his forest, the stronger he might become. That is why you must act fast.”
I furrowed my brow. “One question. Once he’s gone, that convergence will still be open, connecting our realms. What are your plans once Mug Ruith is gone?”
Malvessa grinned widely. “My interest is in my own realm. I cannot close the gate between worlds. I can dislodge it from the Unseelie Forest. What realm it might connect to after that will be your problem.”
Mercy sighed. “You’re saying that there’s no telling what monsters might come through the convergence next?”
“Monsters? Angels? Gods? How could I possibly know what will happen. I simply intend to ensure that no other sorcerers from earth take an interest in my domain.”
I glanced at Mercy. “That means Willie won’t be able to move freely between the Seelie Forest and earth. He’ll have to choose where he goes.”
Mercy nodded. “It would be best if he remains with Wanda. You’re right, though. It’s his choice.”
I interlaced my fingers and popped my knuckles. “Alright, Malvessa. Send us back. It’s time to take the fight to Mug Ruith.”
“One question before we go,” Mercy piped up. “Do you happen to know how to purge the succubus essence from Hailey?”
Malvessa shook her head. “If I knew how to do that, the Unseelie Faeries would not have endured the Leanhaun-Shee for so long. I know even less about your kind. I am sorry that I cannot help.”
I bit my lip. “No problem. You’ve helped enough. Thank you for the assist.”
Malvessa laughed. “I’m hardly the virtuous King Oberon. My interests are my own. Still, if it so happens that saving my realm and our faeries from Mug Ruith also protects the people of the earth, then so be it. Do not mistake this assist, as you called it, for an alliance. Should we cross paths again, under circumstances that are not suited to our mutual benefit, we may very well be enemies.”
“Noted.” Mercy nodded. “The same goes for you. Don’t get any funny ideas about taking over and making an Unseelie Forest on earth after we get rid of Mug Ruith.”
“Please.” Malvessa rolled her eyes. “Earth is a lesser realm. My ambitions remain here.”
I smiled and bowed my head. “Let’s keep it that way.”
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Malvessa channeled more roots to carry us back to the surface. I wasn’t sure if we were inside a tree or some kind of cave when we were speaking to her. Magic was involved. Whatever the case, her roots dropped us back on the ground next to Leann’s bloodied body. 
Willie was sitting on a large rock with his elbow on his knee and his chin on his fist. When he saw us, he flapped his wings and flew circles around us.
“You’re back! Willie was so worried!”
I smiled. “We’re fine. It was Malvessa.”
Willie shuddered. “You’re lucky to be alive at all!”
“Our interests align for now,” Mercy said. “She told us how to stop Mug Ruith. We just have to get back to earth and use the thorn against him.”
“Right-o!” Willie exclaimed. “Let’s go!”
“One thing.” I raised my hand to get Willie’s attention. “Malvessa said she’s going to try to separate the convergence from the Unseelie Forest after we stop him. If you come with us, Willie, you might not be able to get back here.”
“You should probably go be with Wanda,” Mercy added.
Willie waved his hand through the air. “Nah. She’s a nag! Besides, the veil between the worlds is like swiss cheese. If this convergence won’t get me back, there are many others that might. What’s important now is to stop that sorcerer!”
I grinned widely. “Alright. Glad to have you on the team.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to tell Wanda goodbye?” Mercy asked. “It might be a while before you get back to see her again.”
Willie shook his head. “Wanda will be fine. Earth will not. She will understand.”
I bit my lip. “Are you sure about that? She didn’t seem to be especially understanding, before.”
“Don’t worry about her. I’ve made my choice. Willie wants to fight!”
I smirked. “You really should choose between the first and third person and stick with it.”
Willie tilted his head. “Who are these persons you speak of? I see two of you. I am the third. That means we are three persons together!”
Mercy snickered. “Mercy thinks he has a point, you know. It’s not exactly a shocker that Wee Willie Winker never attended human grammar school.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Hailey finds Mercy annoying sometimes.”
We returned to the convergence. It wasn’t visible to the vampire eye, but we knew it was there. Willie activated it before when we were back in the forests outside Exter. Would any magic do? It didn’t take much. All Willie did was lob one of his magic balls at the clearing.
Magic balls. Not the best name for what he did, I suppose. I wasn’t sure what else to call it. Referring to them as faerie balls was ripe for confusion.
No one wants to get blasted with faerie balls. That’s the sort of thing that will really ruin your afternoon.
Green and golden magic swirled around the clearing.
“Cannon ball!” I jumped in and tucked my knees. It didn’t make a splash, but it worked well enough. Mercy probably belly-flopped in behind me. Willie might have performed a swan dive. He wasn’t anything like a swan, but he was the only one who had wings, so he was the best candidate.
We landed in a forest of gigantic mushrooms.
“What the hell?” I asked. “Is this Earth or did it take us back to the Seelie Forest?”
Willie sighed “It’s Earth, alright.
Mercy pointed at the sky. “Look at that.”
I followed Mercy’s finger with my eyes to what looked like a massive wheel of oak floating through the sky. Something like gigantic oars swept through the sky as if the wheel was floating down a river. “Is that what I think it is?”
Mercy sighed. “It’s Mug Ruith’s flying machine. Roth rámach. The one from Saint Columba’s prophecy. He’s terraforming the forest.”
“This looks more like the Seelie than the Unseelie forest.”
Willie nodded. “You’re right. It makes little difference. It’s still a great source of power. It’s not the trees or mushrooms that make the Seelie Forest seelie, or the Unseelie Forest unseelie. It’s the connection of each to the Tree of Life or the Wayward Tree, respectively. It’s the decisions made by the faeries who inhabit and rule it.”
“Which tree is this place connected to?” 
“Neither,” Willie said. “There is no master tree to norm the magic of this place. Everything here is connected, but it operates according to the sorcerer’s will.”
Mercy sighed. “How are we going to get to him? I’m betting he’s up in that giant wheel.”
“I can fly up there!” Willie fluttered his wings.
I shook my head. “We aren’t sending you up there alone. We have to do what Malvessa suggested. He wants more power. That means more vampires and a succubus. All we need is a hook and a worm.”
Mercy shuddered. “I have seen enough worms today to last my immortal existence.”
“You realize I’m not talking about literal worms.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “I know. I’m the bait. The oldest vampire with the most influence who he might use in his quest to expand his power. If I’m the worm, though, and the thorn is the hook, how are we going to reel him in?”
I narrowed my eyes. “Not by going after him like this. We need to know more about what’s happened since we left. We should go back to Ladinas and find out what he knows.”




Chapter 18

[image: image-placeholder]

There was no way to get past Ladinas’s security measures to go through the armory. He had cameras around there, but he didn’t tell us they were monitored. Unless they triggered an alarm, or he or one of his vampires was watching the monitors, they wouldn’t see us anyway. The only way to get back to his lair was to reprise our journey through the sewers. Yes, I called it his lair. Birds have nests. Dogs have dens. Men have caves. Vampires have lairs. At least some of them do. Why didn’t I have a lair? I wanted a lair! 
Casa do Diabo was cool and all, but you can’t have an above-ground lair. At least, if you do, it has to be hidden from view. You might get away with a lair at the top of a skyscraper, for instance, if it was hidden behind the façade of a Fortune 500 executive office. The key to a lair was that no one knew it was there. With Casa do Diabo we took the opposite approach—we were hiding in plain sight. There was even lore about the vampires who lived there. Most people laughed it off, but the stories were well-enough known that people steered clear. It worked but, damn it, it just wasn’t as cool as a lair!
So, we went all Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle and headed for the sewers. Why couldn’t Ladinas’s lair be behind something more sanitary? The basement of a deodorant or pot-pourri factory, perhaps.
Add the sewage smell to my body odor and killing Mug Ruith might not take any effort at all. I’d just show up and raise my arms and say, “take a whiff, buddy!” He’d gag. Death by asphyxiation. Victory: mine.
If Ladinas wasn’t home, we were wasting time. If he wasn’t home, chances were Mug Ruith had him. Could a dude become a succubus? I’d heard of an incubus before. They were a nineties rock band. Also, a demon who can bone the soul right out of someone. I had to wonder, if I became a succubus, could I do an incubus? Would we kill each other or would our soul-killing sex cancel each other’s out?
I had to chase those thoughts out of my mind. This wasn’t about me. Not right now. Still, you try having demon blood in you that wants to transform you into a homicidal horn ball and see if you can focus on anything else. 
Saving the world was old hat. Been there, done that, killed the bad guy and got the t-shirt. 
What I was going through was existential. It was like when I became a vampire. It felt like the world I knew before was being yanked away from me and a new life was being thrust upon me. That word “thrust” was going to take on a whole new gruesome meaning if Leann’s essence took over.
I still didn’t know how Mercy found the way, but we arrived back at Ladinas’s door. She knocked. The camera focused on us. I could hear the little mechanisms in the camera moving as it turned and zoomed in on us. The door clicked and opened.
Willie was on my back. He hadn’t said much since we got back, which wasn’t normal for him. Something was bothering him but I didn’t know what it was.
Ladinas welcomed us in himself this time. Demeter was somewhere across the room, most likely, but there were too many vampires in the room to know for sure. If it wasn’t for the unusual quiet, I’d have thought a party was going on. You don’t get that many vampires in one room without a lot of chatter and noise. The air was thick with stress. It was almost like a funeral and when I walked in, it was like I was the widow everyone felt bad for. Everyone wanted to say something to me but no one could think of the right words to use without resorting to trite cliches.
Then again, maybe they were responding to Mercy, who walked in behind me. She was the famous one, after all.
Either way, these vampires weren’t here because they delighted in Ladinas’s hospitality. They were hiding.
I guess when a giant wooden wheel is rowing through the skies, younglings are being bred faster than rabbits, and a nasty sorcerer was out there extracting power from vampires, taking cover was a rational response.
“Are you well?” Ladinas asked.
I nodded. “I’m cured. The sorcerer made a lot of progress while we were gone.”
“How long ago did he go Proud Mary?” Mercy asked.
Ladinas tilted his head. “Proud Mary?”
“You know. Big wheel keep on turning.”
I chuckled. “Right. Tina Turner.”
Mercy huffed. “Try Creedence Clearwater Revival. I was living in New Orleans when the song came out. Fogerty’s version, the original version, is more my style.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know who that is.”
“Seriously? Kids these days.” Mercy shook her head. 
I furrowed my brow and looked at Ladinas. “More to the point, what do you know about this flying machine? What can Mug Ruith do with it? Does it ever land? We know he’s planting a faerie forest. How much land has he covered so far?”
Ladinas narrowed his eyes. “We know little. So far, all he’s done is fly around and blast the land with a green beam of magic. The trees change shape. Giant mushrooms sprout up everywhere. It’s like he’s engaged in some kind of high-level botany project.”
“Has he spread into Exeter at all?”
Ladinas shook his head. “So far, he’s stuck to the surrounding forests. That doesn’t mean Exeter is fine. All the vampires he’s been making mean a lot of missing persons. I suspect he isn’t transforming the city because he’s treating the place like a farm. Raising up humans until he can harvest them as vampires.”
Mercy nodded. “He can draw power from the vampires. It connects him to the Unseelie Forest. At least it did. Now that he’s gained enough power to grow a forest of his own, I suspect he’ll be able to draw as much power as he needs from his new forest. Especially if he enslaves faeries from the otherworld to tend to the forest.”
“What is his end game?” Ladinas asked.
I huffed. “He’s a bad guy. He wants to take over the world like most bad guys do. Seems kind of dumb, if you ask me. Way too much responsibility.”
Mercy chuckled. “It does get a little old. The whole power-trip thing, right? You’d think, eventually, the bad guys would learn that it just isn’t worth it.”
I snorted. “If I was a villain, and I might be one sometime soon, I wouldn’t take over the world. If anything, I’d take over an Island in the Caribbean. Use my powers to fill my island with naked men—preferably a few who have massage skills, cooking skills. You know, things that are useful.”
“You’re a vampire, Hailey. The islands aren’t nearly so enjoyable at night.”
“I’m just saying, maybe there’s more to it that world domination. Corbin only wanted to take over the world because he thought it was the only way to ensure a secure future for vampires. It wasn’t just because he got off on power. There has to be more to it than that for Mug Ruith.”
Ladinas shrugged. “Well, good luck finding out. We’ve tried to reach out to him several times. The man isn’t much for conversation.”
Mercy stared at me. “What are you getting at, Hailey? Are you second-guessing our plan?”
I shook my head. “Not really. I mean, we learned most of what we know about his plans from a succubus and from a self-proclaimed empress of the Unseelie Forest. It would be nice to know what he’s really up to and why before we drive a thorn through his heart and I exsanguinate his ass to hell.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “He cursed you before. You were going to die. He turned dozens of people against their will just so he could use the vampires like batteries to charge up his power. Whatever his end game, we can’t let him realize it.”
I nodded. “I know. You’re right. We still have to get his attention. We need him to make a move. Ladinas, where can we bring Mercy so that he’ll see her? We think he won’t be able to resist coming after her. She’s the most powerful vampire around.”
Ladinas tilted his head. “I’m older.”
“But Mercy is also a witch. She’s like a poor man’s me.”
Mercy raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“Only when it comes to witchcraft! You’re the queen when it comes to bloodsucking.”
Mercy smiled and nodded. “Damn straight.”
Ladinas pinched his chin. “I don’t have any way to fly you up to his ship. We might be able to go back on the hill where we were before. We could shoot up some flares to get his attention.”
I scratched the back of my head. “What if Mug Ruith only takes Mercy and leaves me behind?”
“Then I try to stake him by myself. I have the thorn.”
I sighed. “He’s strong. I don’t know if you can get close enough.”
“I’m a determined bitch. I’ll find a way. But if he tries to take me, you come along if you can. Same plan that we had for Leann except, this time, you can’t touch the stake. Killing him won’t purge her essence from you, but you can still use your ability to pull the stake through the air. He doesn’t know you’re telekinetic. We might be able to take him by surprise.”
I nodded. “We’ll only get one shot at this.”
“We’ll have to act fast. The first chance you have, you have to take it.”
“The stake won’t kill him. Malvessa made it clear it will only weaken him. He might still wreak a lot of havoc with his ship if we don’t kill him as soon as we stake him.”
Ladinas turned to the rest of the vampires in the room. “Alright, everyone! Time to arm up!”
Mercy grinned. “If he gets away from us, take him down.”
Ladinas smirked. “This is what we do. All we need is an opening, and that sorcerer is going down.”
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Willie pulled me aside as Mercy followed Ladinas, Demeter, and the other vampires through the security door to the armory. 
“What’s up, buddy?”
“Something about all of this doesn’t feel right. That forest he was making, it was like the Seelie Forest.”
“Right. He’s still in charge of it. He’s using the power himself.”
“I understand that. I said it before. It’s the character of the one wielding the power that matters. That forest isn’t evil. There’s good magic there. If there’s a way to use it, to save it, we should try. Especially since it’s over a convergence.”
“Do we know what will happen to the forest if we kill him?”
Willie shook his head. “Someone will have to take charge of it. Someone who can handle magic.”
“Ladinas doesn’t have anyone here who can do that.”
“I can,” Willie said. “What I’m trying to say is this. If you stop Mug Ruith, I’m not going back to New Orleans. We can’t let that forest fall into the hands of someone unseelie.”
I chuckled. “Wee Willie Winker as a Faerie King. I like it! You might even bring Wanda back as your queen.”
Willie winced. “Yeah. I’ll have to think about that.”
I chuckled. “Well, your marriage is your business, Willie. Whatever the case, I think it’s a splendid plan.”
“I am sorry I cannot come back to help you get rid of Leann’s essence.”
I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that. If I need your help, I’ll know where to find you.”
“But first we have to stop Mug Ruith!”
I gave Willie a thumbs up. “That’s right. We’ve got this.”
Willie thumbs upped me back. “Right-o Hailey-boo!”
Willie and I pulled up the rear and followed the rest of the Exeter vampires through the security door, up the elevator in groups of six or seven at a time, and to the armory. Ladinas had to stay in the elevator to activate the palm and retina scanners. The vampires knew what to do. Some of them had their own lockers with stake-proof armor. Demeter fitted Mercy and me into a set of our own again. Since my shirt was shredded, mine wasn’t covered. It didn’t matter. It would stop a stake if Mug Ruith or any vampires with him knew I was wearing it or not.
I touched my leg. My wand was in my pocket, ready for action. I didn’t need rifles or crossbows. My magic was my weapon.
We headed out through a few more security doors and went outside. We were fortunate  when we returned from the faerie realm that it was night. It was still dark. We had plenty of time before sunrise. We didn’t know how many vampires Mug Ruith had with him. He might have been more vulnerable during the day. He wouldn’t have any vampires to protect him. Provided they would protect him. He was sacrificing them for his cause. Still, we couldn’t fight him during the day any more than the vampires at his side could fight alongside him.
Mug Ruith had created most of this new faerie forest during the day while Mercy and I were gone. If we didn’t end this at night, now, there was no telling how much more he might do the next day. We didn’t know how much more powerful he might be the next night if we missed this chance.
The vampires marched through Exeter to the edge of town. We had to go straight through Mug Ruith’s faerie forest to reach the hill. It was risky. We were in his domain. He had control of the magic that flowed through the trees and mushrooms.
I expected vampires to jump out at us from behind the trees. Maybe more would blast up from under the ground like before. If not vampires, maybe more roots like Malvessa used to pull us into her chamber.
The magic radiated off of everything. As a witch, I could feel it. It wasn’t a magic I knew how to harness, but I knew if I could, there would be very little I couldn’t do. That scared me—because at the moment, Mug Ruith controlled all of it. He knew how to use it. Why, then, didn’t he stop us then and there? Perhaps he didn’t know we were coming. He was still in his flying wheel soaring above, blasting the ground around the perimeter of the forest, planting more trees and sowing more seeds and mushroom spores. Every second that passed made him stronger.
We made our way to the top of the hill without any interference. We didn’t crawl on our bellies this time. We were trying to get the sorcerer’s attention. Mercy and I stood at the apex of the hill. Demeter launched a series of flares toward Mug Ruith’s flying machine as it flew overhead.
The giant wheel violated every principle of aerodynamic science. There was nothing about its shape or structure that suggested it could fly. Faerie magic powered it—a lot of it.
The wheel turned slowly in the sky. The oars on the side continued to row. It crept its way back toward us and hovered over where we stood.
A green beam of magic blasted from the bottom of the wheel and enveloped Mercy and me. It didn’t hurt. It tickled a little. It tugged at us until we found ourselves floating over the ground. Like a tractor beam on the Starship Enterprise, it drew us into the hull of the wheel.
When the magic faded, Mercy and I were standing alone in a closed room. It wasn’t egg-shaped at least.
Mercy huffed. “Well, great. We’re in a prison.”
“I’m not so sure. I guess he left Willie behind. He was on my shoulders when the beam struck.”
“He doesn’t want a faerie interfering with his faerie magic.”
I nodded. “Probably not. Stand on the opposite side of the room. If he shows up, we need to be ready.”
The ceiling above us turned green—just like the egg shell did when Willie passed through it.
“I think he’s coming.” Mercy untied the top of the pant leg that was still holding the thorn from the Wayward Tree. “Be ready to do this. Don’t hesitate.”
I nodded and watched the green glow get brighter. Mug Ruith passed through it and floated down to the ground.
“Welcome, guardians. It’s high time we had this conversation.”
“No conversation!” Mercy shouted.
I tilted my head. “What are you doing here? What is your purpose?”
“I’m doing my part to save the world!”
I snorted. “Save the world?”
“Hailey!” Mercy shouted.
I furrowed my brow. “No, I want to hear this.”
Mug Ruith looked my direction. His eyes were blank, his irises faded. I almost forgot he was blind. He was looking at us in spirit gaze. Maybe he sensed my magic as a witch. Still, it was as if he was looking through me rather than at me. “I was imprisoned in the Unseelie Forest for centuries. When the gates failed, I escaped.”
“Yup,” Mercy said. “Knew that already.”
Mercy stared daggers at me across the room. I couldn’t do it. I had to hear him out.
“You’ve been sacrificing people’s lives. You really expect us to believe you’re saving the world?”
“I am a druid! The earth is and always has been my home. Do you know what the Leanhuan-Shee intended to do? I knew this gateway was the key to her plan. I had to gather power by any means necessary to protect and seal the portal.”
I shook my head. “You still took people’s lives. You turned dozens of humans into vampires. How did you do it?”
“There are some of your kind who understand what I’m doing.”
“I need a name!” Mercy demanded. “What vampire is helping you?”
Mug Ruith shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You don’t know him. He’s not among those who were with you when I brought you here.”
“You cursed me!” I shouted. “I was going to die.”
“You attacked me first. The curse never would have killed you. You’re a guardian. I can only protect this portal. There are others elsewhere and you’re needed. Still, I had to do what I had to do.”
“Leann is dead,” Mercy said. “She’s no longer a threat. You can stop this. We can guard the convergence.”
Mug Ruith tilted his head. “She’s dead?”
“You killed her!” Mercy shouted.
Mug Ruith shook his head. “It wasn’t me. Though I would have done it if I had the chance.”
“How many more people have to die?” Mercy asked.
“This is just the beginning. I must maintain my power. I must get stronger. The powers from the other side are infinite.”
I tilted my head. “You won’t stop sacrificing people so you can gain power? This is how you intend to protect the world?”
“You don’t understand what’s at stake. You don’t know the Unseelie Faeries like I do.”
“I’ve heard enough,” Mercy said. “This has to stop.”
“I am sorry. I cannot stop. The sacrifice is necessary for the sake of the world.”
I raised my hand. I wasn’t sure I could do it. Mug Ruith furrowed his brow. He raised one hand and clenched his fist. A blast of magic hit me and threw me back.
As I hit the wall, I saw Mercy take the thorn in her hand. Her eyes were always red, but when she touched the thorn, they glowed. She charged Mug Ruith and plunged the thorn into his chest. “This ends today!”
I struggled to my feet. The whole airship shook. The surrounding wood cracked.
“What have you done?” Mug Ruith cried.
“What I had to do.”
“My power is the only thing stopping the Unseelie Faeries from invading.”
“Malvessa told us she had no interest in this world,” I grunted.
“She lied!”
“Faeries can’t lie!” Mercy screamed.
Mug Ruith shook his head. “The Wayward Tree invigorates the Unseelie! That’s the seat of the original deceit. Most faeries cannot lie. That’s not true of Malvessa. She’s already coming. I can feel it!”
“How do we stop her?” I asked.
“This thorn purged me of my power. I can’t wield it. My vessel is failing. If she gets control of the forest, all will be lost. There will be no stopping her!”
The floor beneath us cracked. The crack widened. I could see the forest below. It was a long drop.
When the vessel fell apart, we fell with it. This was going to hurt. Mercy and I could survive. Could Mug Ruith? He wasn’t a threat. He knew things we didn’t.
As we fell, gunshots fired. Demeter was a crack shot. I didn’t realize he was such a great sniper. Blood spurted out of Mug Ruith’s chest as his body hurtled to the ground.
Something grabbed me by my stake-proof vest. I craned my head back. It was Willie. He cast some magic around me. It formed a bubble and slowed my descent. Willie left me and darted through the air and grabbed Mercy. He gave her a bubble like mine.
“Willie!” I screamed. “You have to take the forest!”
He didn’t respond. He was too far away. I looked down. We were floating down over the stone circle. Red magic swirled over the ground. Mug Ruith’s body crashed to the ground just outside of the circle.
A host of dark figures blasted out of the portal. They had wings. As they emerged the trees all around turned black. The mushrooms burst, filling the air with spores. I didn’t know if Malvessa was one of the faeries. From a distance, I couldn’t tell.
Willie flew down and found the biggest tree that hadn’t yet turned. He flew into it. The foliage glowed green. Somehow, he was using its power. The dark power continued to spread but it didn’t encroach on Willie’s tree. It was a single Seelie stronghold in an expanding Unseelie Forest.
My bubble landed next to Mug Ruith. It popped when it hit the ground. I ran over to the sorcerer. His chest was covered in blood—both from the thorn and from Demeter’s shot.
He was barely breathing. Somehow he survived the thorn, the gunshot, and the fall. He wouldn’t live for long. I grabbed his feet and dragged him toward Willie’s tree.
Mercy was running ahead. She saw everything that happened. She touched Willie’s tree and disappeared. I picked up the pace. With my vampiric strength, it wasn’t as hard as one would think to drag the sorcerer’s dying body behind me. More Unseelie faeries were flying out of the portal. How long could Willie hold the tree? Would it stand against an entire Unseelie Forest?
Still holding on to Mug Ruith’s ankle, I touched the trunk of the tree. It pulled both of us in.
We found ourselves standing in a hollowed-out room, not unlike Oberon’s throne room. This room, though, was bare. No fancy furniture or decorations.
“Why did you bring him in here?” Mercy asked.
“Because he’s still alive. Just barely. If he knows anything that might help, we need answers.”
Mercy sighed. “Fuck it. I already touched it once.”
Mercy yanked the stake out of Mug Ruith’s chest. She bit him on the neck and sucked the blood out of his body.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m saving his ass. At least this way he’ll be bound to me as his sire. Grab your wand. Get a healing spell ready.”
I bit my lip. “Just when shit couldn’t get any crazier.”
Mercy bit him again. She continued draining him of whatever blood he had left. I aimed my wand at the sorcerer and cast a healing spell over him. It took a lot of power. He wasn’t just drained of blood; he had some serious injuries.
Mug Ruith gasped for air. His eyes shot open. His irises were dark now. The only light we had in the room was from the magic that Willie was using to maintain control of the tree. I leaned over and looked Mug Ruith in the eye. His eyes were red. By the way he looked past me, though, he was still blind. My spell hadn’t healed everything. It did make him a vampire.
Mercy grabbed the sorcerer by his neck and pulled him to his feet. Not the gentlest approach, but certainly effective. He was weak. His knees wobbled under him, but Mercy maintained her grip on his jugular. “Tell us how we can stop them.”
Mug Ruith grimaced. He gestured to the thorn that was lying on the floor. The thorn was coursing with magic. He might not see everything, but his spirit gaze allowed him to see magic clearly. “Use it on Malvessa.”
“I can kill her with it?” Mercy asked.
Mug Ruith shook his head. “Not you.”
I gulped. “I have to do it? If I touch that thing, I’ll become a succubus.”
“And it was a succubus, the Leanhuan-Shee, who dominated the Unseelie Empress before. She won’t be able to hurt you if you change.”
Mercy gulped. “Hailey. You don’t have to do this.”
I took a deep breath. “Yes, I do. If it stops this from happening, well, I’ll just have to deal with it.”
“It will turn you into a demon! We don’t know if there’s any way back from that if you do it.”
“If I don’t do this, Malvessa will rule an Unseelie Forest on earth.”
“There is a way you can come back from this,” Mug Ruith said. “It’s not common. It may only be a myth, a legend.”
“Spit it out!” Mercy demanded.
“The thorn will affect your transformation, but it will not be permanent until you embrace your power as a succubus. You can resist it and purge the demonic essence from your spirit, but only through repeated acts of valor, through the sheer force of your will.”
“Acts of valor? What does that mean?”
Mug Ruith shook his head. “I cannot say. The Wayward Tree corrupts, but only when you allow its corruption to claim you. Your will is paramount. You must resume your role as a guardian. Fight what’s evil. Only you mustn’t kill a human—not by your abilities as a succubus, and not by any other means. You must remain pure of heart.”
“But I can kill Malvessa with the thorn, right?”
Mug Ruith nodded. “You can. Kill her if you can catch her. If not, the next best thing is to chase her back through the portal. If your faerie here can reclaim the forest, he can hold her off as I did before.”
Mercy cleared her throat. “One last question. Who the hell is the vampire who helped you before? I can make you speak now that I’m your sire.”
Mug Ruith took a deep breath. “His name is Ramon De Leonne.”
Mercy gasped. She took two steps back. She shook her head. “No. It can’t be. Ramon became human again.”
“When he learned of the convergences, and my plan to stop it, he found a young vampire to turn him again. He wanted to help. To save his family.”
“Who turned him!” Mercy screamed.
Mug Ruith shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. He approached Ladinas first. Ladinas turned him down and offered him protection instead. Ramon was dissatisfied with that arrangement. No matter, Ramon’s sire is dead. He was among those you killed when you came after me in the forest the first time.”
“They weren’t killed,” Mercy said. “Those bullets leave wood splinters in the heart. They can still be revived. It’s not easy.”
Mug Ruith pressed his lips together. “It’s not possible. Ramon burned out his sire’s heart himself. Then he ripped him to shreds. He’s out of control. He’s a monster. It took all my effort when I still had my power to restrain him. Now, he has an entire army of equally brutal and vicious vampires that he turned for me. They were meant to be sacrifices. That’s not going to happen anymore. Thanks to you.”
Mercy slammed her fist into the side of the wall. The entire tree echoed with thunder when she struck it. “Fuck!”
“I know you love Ramon, still. I’m sorry this happened.”
Mercy clenched her fists. “Go kill that damned faerie. Make it painful. I’ll deal with Mug Ruith.”
“Don’t hurt him!” I grabbed Mercy’s hands and stared her straight in the eyes. “I know you blame him for what happened to Ramon, but he’s under your control now. He still knows strong druidic magic. We might need him.”
Mercy huffed. “Fine. I won’t kill him. That doesn’t mean I can’t kick his ass until I feel better.”
Mug Ruith gulped. His eye sockets widened and his eyes wandered. Mercy delivered a swift kick to his face, and he fell to the ground. “I’ll deal with him later.”
I took a deep breath. I picked up the thorn. A pain spread through my body. My blood boiled. I started to sweat. I had the sudden urge to screw every male in sight—Mug Ruith, even Willie.
“What’s happening?” Mercy asked.
I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s done. I’m a succubus. Good fucking times.”
“No good fucking times for you, missy.”
I glared at Mercy. “Not funny.”
Mercy smirked. “Let’s end this.”
“Wait!” Willie said. “I need you here. It’s not safe for you out there.”
“I’m not staying in here while Hailey goes to battle alone.”
“She’s not alone,” Willie said. “Ladinas and the others are coming down to fight. I need your help to hold this tree as long as possible. If we lose this tree, even after Hailey kills Malvessa, I won’t be able to reclaim the rest of the forest. You can wield magic. I need your help.”
“I’m a witch,” Mercy said.  “I don’t know faerie magic.”
“You don’t need faerie magic. Any power you can lend me, I can repurpose.”
Mercy huffed. “Fine. I’ll try.”
I nodded. “Willie. How, do I get out of here?”
“This tree can’t hold you. You’re a demon now. Walk through it.”
I huffed. “I’m not a demon. I just have a demon’s body. Sort of.”
“All the same,” Mercy said. “Go kick some faerie ass.”
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I pushed myself through the tree. Walking through wood is weird. I wasn’t thrilled about becoming a succubus, but if immunity to faerie magic and the ability to move through faerie trees was a perk of my new nature, I intended to make the most of it. 
No sooner did my feet hit the grass and dozens of red faerie balls came flying at me. One of them struck me in the chin. Don’t hit me in the chin with your balls. I’ll bite you down to size.
I tightened my hand on the thorn. I charged every faerie I saw. When I struck them, they exploded in a shower of red magic. I dropped five or six of them before they got the message and fled.
The boulders surrounding the portal shook. One of them flew out of the ground. I looked past it and saw Malvessa. She used her power to throw it at me.
I braced myself. When the boulder hit me, it shattered around my shoulder. It also hurt like hell. She threw more at me. One after the other. I lost my balance and fell back.
“You think you’re so clever, vampire!” Malvessa shrieked.
She grabbed a branch from one of her dark trees and snapped it off. She had a stake. She charged at me as I got to my feet. The stake hit my chest. My vest stopped it.
“Yup. More clever than you, bitch!”
Malvessa’s eyes widened. I took off after her. She darted through the trees. She was fast. So was I. She had wings. I didn’t.
She flew over me. She placed her hands on either side of her face, pushed her thumbs to her temples and wagged her fingers as she stuck out her tongue. “Na na na boo boo!  
I flipped her off. Never flipped off a faerie before. It was oddly satisfying.
“I can do this all night! Can you do it once the sun comes up? Don’t think so!”
I grunted. She had a point. All she had to do to avoid the thorn was stay beyond my reach.
I was going to have to get creative. I had my wand. Most of my magic didn’t work well on faeries or anyone wielding faerie power. I learned that lesson the hard way when I tried to capture Mug Ruith in a blood prism. It didn’t matter that his curse wasn’t meant to kill me. I thought I was going to die, and that wasn’t a feeling I wanted to experience again. I didn’t know what Malvessa could do if I tried to throw a spell at her. I didn’t know much about the extent of her abilities. All I knew was that her magic couldn’t hurt me. That might not be true if she reflected my own magic back at me.
My telekinesis might work if I could throw something at her. I couldn’t throw the thorn at her. I couldn’t move objects at will. All I could do was pull objects through the air toward me. Given that Malvessa could fly, she could easily soar up over the trees, and there wouldn’t be anything I could use to knock her down.
Gunshots sounded from a distance. Demeter was one hell of a shot, but hitting a faerie was more than I could expect.
I was at a loss. Malvessa was right. All she had to do was evade me until morning. I’d have to hide back in Willie’s tree or retreat to Ladinas’s lair. There was no telling how many faeries she might bring to earth while I was out of commission.
The sound of several sets of footsteps approached. I turned to see Ladinas, Demeter, and the rest of the vampires heading my way. I was glad it was them. I didn’t know where Ramon was with his vampires. With Mug Ruith down, he was probably off wreaking havoc on the town or hiding somewhere to regroup with his army of younglings. I had no reason to suspect he’d take sides with Malvessa. He had his own agenda. Knowing Ramon’s history, that agenda included a lot of dismemberment. Taking over the world or wielding faerie power wasn’t his priority.
“How can we help?” Ladinas asked.
I pointed at Malvessa as she flew around the top of the trees. “We have to bring her down. I need to stake her with this thorn, or at least chase her back into the portal. I can’t get to her.”
Ladinas chuckled. “We’ve got this. Demeter?”
Demeter smiled widely. He extended his hand. One of the other vampires handed him what looked like some kind of bazooka.
Demeter took a knee and lifted the bazooka to his shoulder. “Check this shit out.”
I watched as Demeter fired something at Malvessa. It wasn’t a rocket, which is what I expected, but a giant net.
It expanded over her and fell around her. I didn’t know if it would hold her but it gave me a shot.
I took off toward the net as it pulled the Unseelie Empress down. She fluttered in a panic in the net.
I plunged my thorn into the net and hit her between the wings. She shrieked and exploded in a puff of red magic. Screams sounded from all around the forest. The Unseelie Faeries blasted past us. They avoided me—for good reason. They poured through the portal. As the faeries retreated, the surrounding forest changed.
The trees turned green again. The mushrooms swelled. A palpable magical tingle spread through the air.
I chuckled. “Willie is taking the forest back.”
Ladinas grinned. “I think it’s high time we call him Big Willie.”
I snickered. “I’m not sure that comes out the way you mean it.”
Ladinas laughed. “Fair enough. Good work. What’s next? Any thoughts?”
I took a deep breath. “You don’t want to know what I’m thinking.”
Ladinas tilted his head. “What’s that?”
“I want to rip off your clothes and have my way with you.”
Ladinas’s eyes widened. “Far be it from me to say no to a good time.”
I shook my head. “Trust me. It wouldn’t be a good time for you. I’m a succubus now. My desires aren’t exactly savory.”
Ladinas took two steps back. “Alright, Glenn Close.”
I tilted my head. “Huh?” 
“Fatal Attraction. Don’t tell me you don’t know that movie.” 
I snorted. “Heard of it. Never seen it.”
“The point is, I appreciate your desire for me. Given what you’ve shared, I’ll have to pass. I prefer my love making not be accompanied by death. Nothing personal.”
I snickered. “No offense taken.”
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We settled on the title King Willie over Big Willie. This was his Seelie Forest, now. If he chose to share his rule with Wanda, that was his business. His primary goal, though, was to guard the convergence. So long as he ruled the forest, we had a good chance of keeping the bad faeries away. That didn’t mean the convergence wasn’t still a problem. The convergence could connect to another realm. Maybe even Samhuinn. If those earthworms came through, there’d be a problem. Still, the Seelie Forest was a first line of defense against whatever might attempt to break through. 
We went back to Ladinas’s lair to shelter for the day. Mercy pulled me aside.
“I have to talk to you about something.”
I took a deep breath. “You’re staying.”
“I’ve been in New Orleans for more than a century. It’s time I returned home. These vampires could use someone who can handle magic.”
I raised one eyebrow. “That’s not the reason. You and I both know why you’re staying.”
Mercy took a deep breath. “Ramon.”
“If anyone can get him under control, it’s you.”
Mercy shook her head. “I had to use my compulsion abilities before to keep him in check. Now that those abilities are gone, this will not be easy.”
I hugged Mercy. It was the closest thing to any sort of intimacy I’d get with anyone in the near future. “You’ve got this.”
Mercy hugged back, then put her hands on each of my shoulders. “You’ve got this. Remember, you can overcome this through the force of your will.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what I’m going to tell Connor.”
“If he loves you, he’ll wait. You’re worth it.”
For some reason, tears welled up in my eyes. Was it because Mercy was staying here and I had to go back to New Orleans without her? Or was it because it scared me that Connor and I wouldn’t make it? Probably some of both. He would want to wait for me, but I didn’t know how long it would take to overcome this succubus problem. It could take years, maybe decades. I couldn’t expect him to wait that long. I didn’t know if I could trust myself around him. My urges were strong. I wasn’t even particular about it. I couldn’t look at anyone with a Y chromosome without having unsavory urges.
I was even attracted to Mug Ruith. How gross is that? He looked like someone had dipped his entire body into a wood chipper. Still, he had the working parts my succubus nature required. I had to wonder what would happen if I screwed a vampire. Technically, a succubus fed on souls. Baron Samedi held the souls of every vampire. Would I rob the Baron of the vampire’s soul if I laid with a vamp? Would it hurt the vampire at all? I didn’t know and I couldn’t afford to experiment. If I fed the succubus once, the change would be permanent.
Mug Ruith was sitting by himself in the corner. Imagine that. He wasn’t making friends. “What are you going to do with him?”
Mercy shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“What about Mel?” I asked.
Mercy sighed. “She should be with me.”
“Tommy is still my progeny.”
“He has to stay with you.”
I grunted. “They will not like that. They’ll want to be together.”
Mercy shrugged. “Distance makes the heart grow fonder.”
I snorted. “That’s the kind of crap that people in long-distance relationships say to make themselves feel better.”
“If Pauli will help, perhaps they can visit each other periodically. Until they both have their cravings totally mastered, that’s how it is going to have to be.”
I laughed. “I can handle Tommy. You really think Mel is going to play ball with this plan?”
Mercy shrugged. “She doesn’t have a choice. It’s not forever. None of this is forever. Don’t forget that. We’re all going to get through this.”
“I’ll have to take your word on that. Right now, it’s pretty overwhelming.”
Mercy rolled her eyes. “I get it. But you killed freaking Dracula. You defeated Corbin. You just killed the Unseelie Empress. This isn’t the biggest challenge you’ve faced.”
I shook my head. “It’s one thing when your enemy is someone else. It’s another thing entirely when my enemy is a part of me.”
“You didn’t have to deal with cravings as a youngling like a lot of vampires do. Annabelle helped with that. So did your magic. What you’re enduring is unique, but at its basic level, it’s a craving you have to resist. It’s not anything other vampires haven’t overcome before.”
“Most younglings slip up once or twice. I can’t slip up even once.”
“You know what’s at stake. Bad vampire pun not intended. It’s not just your future and who you’ll become. Other people’s lives are at stake. When a youngling slips up, they might tell themselves they can get away with a reckless feed without a body left behind. You’re guaranteed that anyone you screw is as good as dead. You’re not a killer. Never have been. Stay true to yourself and you’ll be fine.”
A wide grin split my face. “I might need a distraction. Maybe I’ll redecorate Casa do Diabo.”
“Don’t go crazy. It’s still my house.”
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Mercy called Pauli to come pick me up. He couldn’t find Ladinas’ lair so we had to wait until nightfall. 
You know what’s really crazy? I had desires for Pauli when he showed up. That he was naked when he shifted out of his snake form didn’t help. Thankfully, he didn’t reciprocate my desires. He was like me—he exclusively desired anyone and everyone with a Y chromosome.
Maybe I’d join a convent. I’d have to convert to Catholicism. I wasn’t sure if they accepted vampires. They probably didn’t accept succubus demons. I don’t know why not. Go figure. Still, it was a way to avoid temptation.
Monastic living probably wasn’t the test of character and virtue I’d need to overcome this. I was a guardian. New Orleans was riddled with mystical convergences. If the city wasn’t already swarming with otherworldly monsters, it was only a matter of time. Hiding away and avoiding men at all costs would not cut it.
Pauli teleported me back to Casa do Diabo. Connor wasn’t there. I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation. I had to have the talk with Tommy and Mel first. Pauli was waiting to take Mel to Mercy.
Mel wasn’t especially thrilled with the arrangement. I knew she wouldn’t be. Tommy took it better. He was a glass-half-full type. Still, I could tell it broke his baby vamp heart when Pauli took Mel away. Young love was crazy like that. An old married couple, like Willie and Wanda, might look forward to time apart. That didn’t mean they didn’t love each other. Love evolves and matures over time. Sometimes it’s strained and fades. 
When you’re in a new relationship and infatuated with each other, even a few days apart feels crushing. Emotions like that could be especially volatile for a young vampire. I was going to have to keep a close eye on Tommy for a while. I’d have to accompany him on his feeds. 
I wasn’t looking forward to that at all. I wasn’t even sure if I could feed directly from someone without indulging my demonic side. I was going to have to drink from a glass for a while. It was the safest option. Taking Tommy out for a feed and chaperoning his meals was going to be like taking a sober alcoholic to a bar. Come to think of it, maybe I could benefit from a twelve-step program. Hello. My name is Hailey, and I’m a murderous succubus.
There probably weren’t a lot of groups out there for folks in my situation.
I decided to have the conversation with Connor over the phone. It was tacky. It wasn’t a break-up, but it felt like it. I didn’t know how I’d react if I was alone with him in person. I mean, good lord. I was attracted to Mug Ruith, Pauli, and even Wee Willie Winker. I knew it wasn’t a real attraction. It was more like a hunger that manifested as sexual desire. I didn’t trust that I could control myself around someone I genuinely wanted to be with. Maybe my love for him would give me the strength to resist. Maybe my succubus nature would take over.
Connor understood the reasons. He wasn’t any more thrilled with the arrangement than Mel and Tommy were with their situation.
Usually, Connor and I talked for hours. If we weren’t together in person, we could sit on the phone all day long and talk about nothing at all. This was possibly the shortest phone call we’d had in months. Once the truth was out there, once he knew we couldn’t be together for a while, there wasn’t much to say. He needed time to process it all.
I finally got my shower. I’m not sure I’d ever seen the shade of brownish-yellow that colored the water as it ran off my body. Once I sufficiently purged myself of the combined odor of sewage and sweat, I curled up in my bed.
Sarah agreed to keep an eye on Tommy. She wasn’t his sire, but she was better suited to watch him at the moment. I was exhausted and, damn it, he was a dude. I needed some time away from someone who awakened my desires.
I turned off my phone. I didn’t want any distractions. I wasn’t sure if I could sleep. I didn’t have to sleep, and it’s difficult for vampires to get to sleep.
I was just dozing off when the doorbell rang. I pulled the covers over my head. Sarah could handle it.
A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door.
I groaned. “What do you want?”
The door squeaked when it opened. I felt someone’s fingers run through my hair. I turned to see Annabelle looking at me.
“How are you doing?”
I sighed. “How much do you know?”
“Pretty much everything. Mercy called to explain what had happened. I told her I’d keep an eye on you.”
I sat up in bed and tucked my knees into my chest. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“Of course you can. I hate to do this to you right now, but I have something to show you.”
I rolled my eyes. “What is it?”
Annabelle showed me her phone. “Ever see anything like this before?”
I rubbed my eyes. The picture was just a shadow, but it was something large. “Some kind of swamp monster?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Maybe. These things have been seen all over the city. They cast shadows, like this, but otherwise they’re totally invisible.”
“Have they done anything bad?”
“Not yet. But whenever there’s something like this that pops up in the city, it’s my job to look into it. Given that the gates to the otherworlds are shattered, and you’re supposed to be the guardian, I thought you should see it.”
I took a deep breath. “It might be harmless. Not everything that looks scary really is.”
“Whatever these things are, they’re not supposed to be here. In my experience, creatures out of their element turn violent sooner rather than later.”
I rubbed my brow. “Where was this taken?”
“In the alley, just outside of Vilokan. They’re all around the French Quarter. Social media is lighting up with supposed sightings.”
I grunted. “No rest for the wicked, I suppose.”
Annabelle grinned. “You’re not a full demon. You’re definitely not wicked.”
I shrugged. “I have wicked thoughts. You wouldn’t believe the shit running through my head.”
“Thoughts are just thoughts. It’s the choices you make that matter.”
I swung my feet off the edge of the bed. “You’re right. Let’s go check it out.”
The Blood Witch Saga Continues in…
Monsters and Mambos
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If there’s a shadow, there had to be something between it and the nearest light source. Shadows didn’t just jump off people in a fit of rebellion, jealous that their owner was stealing all the limelight. That kind of thing only happened in Peter Pan. 
Peter Pan wasn’t real. Last I checked, I was real. You’d have to have a real deranged mind to make this shit up.
These weren’t normal shadows. They weren’t all the same. The size could have been deceiving. Shadows were like that. This was the third one Annabelle and I chased. The first looked like a giant stick man, its legs twice as long as they should have been relative to its body. Its hands fell to its knees, and it moved slowly down a wall as we pursued it.
The second one appeared to be some kind of swamp monster. Maybe a yeti. Its frame was broad and droopy. Was it fur or ooze that was hanging from its arms? Hard to tell with a shadow. It first appeared in an alley, on the side of a restaurant off Bourbon Street. Mercy and I swung around in the space between the nearest light, casting shadows of our own in an attempt to battle the thing. It ignored us completely. Eventually, it marched off the side of the wall. Maybe we annoyed the damned thing, or perhaps he was bored and would have left regardless of our presence.
The shadow we were chasing now? It appeared on the side of St. Louis Cathedral in Pere Antoine Alley. It was about twenty feet removed from the magical doorway which opened up for a select few leading into the underworld voodoo city of Vilokan.
And it looked like a freaking clown. bushy hair, like Ronald McFucking Donald. Large oversized-feet. I had to wonder, given what they say about men with large feet, if clowns were also ridiculously well-hung. No one knew because no one ever slept with a clown. If someone did, no one mentioned it. It wasn’t the sort of score anyone bragged about to their friends. 
I was convinced that clowns were universally virgins. Probably wasn’t right, but visualizing anything else was too troubling. I know, I know. People who play clowns don’t live that way all the time. Still, anyone who could assume such a nightmarish form and haunt children’s birthday parties wasn’t the kind of person I wanted to call a friend.
The best way to stop a clown epidemic? Don’t let them reproduce! Natural selection isn’t always a bad thing.
“I don’t understand,” Annabelle huffed.
“A trauma from early in life.”
Annabelle looked at me and raised one eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”
“You said you don’t understand. It’s the most likely explanation why anyone might ever become a serial killer or a clown.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Clowns aren’t as evil as serial killers.”
“Look, if you want to get into levels of evil. I mean, there’s Lucifer, of course. After that? Clowns and serial killers.”
Annabelle shook her head. “You’re forgetting demons. They’re definitely more evil than clowns.”
I stared at Annabelle blankly. “That’s not funny.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “You’re not a demon, Hailey.”
I shrugged. “Not yet.”
“Just because you bit a succubus, and its blood started to transform you when you touched the thorn from the Wayward Tree, doesn’t make you a demon.”
“Right. It just means I’m becoming one. A fucking succubus. Screw me and die!”
The shadow clown faded away. It didn’t walk off the wall like the stick man or swamp monster shadows before. As we talked, it was like it blended into the other shadows on the cathedral wall.
Annabelle put her hand on my back. “You aren’t without hope, Hailey. It’s possible to beat this.”
“Right. No sex for me. Purge the succubus demon blood from my body by drowning it in virtue. Did you forget that I’m a freaking vampire?”
“You’re also a witch.”
I cackled. “Yes, my pretty.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Stop it. You know better than anyone that being a witch doesn’t make you wicked. I’m a witch of a sort too, you know.”
“You’re a mambo. There’s a difference.”
“Perhaps. As a vodouisant, as a mambo, I can wield the power of the Loa. As a witch ,you harness the power of nature. As a blood witch, you harness the power of the soul, the power of life itself. Some witches, though, call upon the gods and goddesses much like I might appeal to a Loa.”
I shook my head. “It’s still different. You have the aspect of a Loa.”
“So do you.”
I sighed. “Right. I have the aspect of Erzulie. The Loa of love. A lot of help that’s been.”
“It helped you stop Corbin.”
“Yeah, once. I made him think he loved me. Erzulie’s aspect helped me beat him once. Until he decided to carry out all his plans of world domination for my sake. So I could rule the world as his vampire queen. What a freaking wedding gift.”
“It doesn’t matter, Hailey. Corbin was literally the devil for a while. You stood up to him. You never considered his temptations for even a second. Why do you suppose that is?”
“Maybe because Corbin was a sociopath? He wasn’t really my type. I prefer men who don’t have aspirations involving murder and world domination. Call me picky, but I have my standards.”
Annabelle pressed her hand to the wall, and the mystical door to Vilokan appeared beneath her touch. “You’re missing the point, Hailey. You’re worried about becoming a succubus. Perhaps there’s something in Erzulie’s aspect you haven’t yet considered that might help.”
I tilted my head and tugged on my earlobe. “How could the aspect of a Loa of love possibly help suppress the lusts of a succubus? That seems a little counterproductive. I need to stay away from love as much as possible. If I thought I could love, right now, I’d still be with Connor.”
“I thought you two didn’t break up.”
“We’re taking a break. Until I get better. When I’m around him, I can barely keep my hands off him as it is.”
“Even when he’s shifted into wolf form?” Annabelle smirked.
“No. That’s freaky. Why would you ask something like that?”
“Do you still love him when he’s shifted?”
“Of course I do!”
“But you don’t desire him like that.”
“Right. Because I’m not a freak, homie!”
Annabelle smiled and nodded. “So there is a difference between love and lust. One doesn’t necessarily lead to the other.”
“Do you think I could see Connor if he’s shifted?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Possibly. That’s up to you. Almost everyone has lusts. Even married people often experience lust for others. That doesn’t mean that every husband who notices an attractive woman, or any woman who fantasizes about Magic Mike, is going to cheat.”
I nodded. “Right. Because their love for their spouse is stronger.”
“Which is why you should see Connor. Even if only in wolf form.”
“Because my love for him can help suppress my succubus urges?”
Annabelle nodded. “Exactly. And besides that, a little training with other mambos who share Erzulie’s aspects can’t hurt. It may ultimately be the key to purging the succubus essence from your body once and for all.”
I shook my head. “We don’t have time for that. I’m supposed to be a guardian. Appointed by the gatekeepers of Guinee to stand between the otherworlds and earth. New Orleans has so many mystical convergences that it’s like paranormal swiss cheese. There are strange monsters casting creepy shadows all over the city. Maybe they’re harmless, but whatever’s responsible for those shadows is probably from a different realm.”
“We’re going to get to the bottom of this. I wouldn’t rule out anything, but we don’t know for sure that these shadows are due to something coming through a convergence. Think about it. What other realm has clowns?”
I stared at Annabelle blankly. “Hell. Clowns come from hell.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Why do you hate clowns so much? Sounds more like they come from your nightmares than hell.”
I shifted my feet. “Many people get the creeps from clowns. I’m not alone in this!”
“I can assure you, Hailey. Clowns aren’t from hell. They’re from earth.”
“That doesn’t mean these shadow-casting monsters are from earth. Maybe they’re invisible shapeshifters.”
“Why shapeshift if you’re invisible? What’s the point?”
“I don’t know! I’m thinking out loud, here.”
Annabelle gestured toward the door. “What do you say we go inside for a bit?”
I shrugged. “If we aren’t going to chase these monsters, I should go home. Tommy is at Casa do Diabo. I’m his sire. He’s my responsibility.”
“Sarah is there. She’ll monitor him.”
“Why does it feel like you’re trying to bait me into an intervention?”
“You’re not an addict, Hailey. This isn’t an intervention. That doesn’t mean our voodoo mambos can’t help.”
“Right. You want me to learn more about Erzulie’s aspect.”
“That’s one option. There are also vodouisants with the aspect of Baron Samedi. If vampires were originally made from mingling the essence of a succubus with humans, and you’ve been given extra succubus juice, perhaps there are mambos who wield the Baron’s aspect who can help.”
I bit my lip and twirled one of my blonde curls in my finger. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? What if they try to help and it makes things worse?”
Annabelle rested her hand on my shoulder. “how long have we known each other? The better part of a decade now?”
I nodded. “Ever since I became a vampire. When you healed me and took me in.”
“I’m also the Voodoo Queen. I wouldn’t ask you to try this, Hailey, if I thought it could make things worse.”
I took a deep breath and held it a moment before I released it slowly through pursed lips. “We still need to deal with these monsters.”
“You’re not in any condition to do that, Hailey. You’re distracted. If not by your worries, then by every man with a beating heart who walks by.”
“I don’t stare at every man!”
Annabelle raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. You sort of do.”
“I can’t help it! I know most of them aren’t attractive. It’s those damned succubus urges. It’s like everyone who walks past is a juicy steak.”
“Isn’t it like that, anyway? You’re a vampire.”
“Sort of. But this is way more intense. I can’t control it. All I can do is resist the urges as best I can.”
“You have to resist the urges completely. If you don’t, you’ll complete your transformation into a succubus demon. That’s why we need to find a solution to this problem as soon as possible.”
I huffed. “You don’t trust me.”
“You just told me you can’t control this. Tell me, Hailey, what happens if you’re in the middle of combatting some monster from the otherworld, and some dude walks by in tight jeans?”
I rolled my eyes. “If some asshole is walking past me while I’m fighting a monster, he’s an idiot.”
“You’re missing the point. You’re distracted right now. You aren’t in any condition to guard any convergence, much less fight a monster. Not until you get past this.”
“You make it sound like I’m sick or something.”
Annabelle smirked. “Well, I’d say you have the fever. For everyone.”
I shrugged. “Not you. You don’t have a–”
“Right, I’m well aware of what I don’t have. But is there a single man you’ve seen as of late who you don’t have an urge to seduce?”
I snorted. “Not really. Freaking embarrassing. Did I tell you I found Pauli attractive before?”
Annabelle laughed. “Well, he is a good looking man. I hate to be the one to tell you this, though. You’re not his type. For the same reason that I’m not yours.”
I chuckled. “Yes, like Pauli, my checklist for men is pretty short at the moment. Have a penis? You’re Hailey material.”
Annabelle shook her head and laughed. “You don’t mean that. That’s just the succubus talking. It isn’t you.”
I grunted. “It’s not like I’m possessed, Annabelle. The succubus isn’t some entity inside of me trying to take control of my body and mind. It’s a part of me. It’s trying to become my body and mind.”
“But it can’t do that. Not so long as you keep to your purity pledge.”
I snorted. “I was ten years old when I took that pledge. I was a student at a private Christian school. They gave us cheap little rings and everything. I gave up on all of that later.”
“When you became a witch and, later, a vampire?”
I snorted. “In the back of the bus with Evan Schneider. We were on our way home from a mission trip to the reservation.”
Annabelle laughed. “Sounds familiar. I went to Catholic school as a girl. Whatever the nuns didn’t find out never happened.”
I followed Annabelle down the stairs into Vilokan. “Look at us now. You’re a Voodoo Queen and I’m a witch, a vampire, and in the process of turning into a demon. The mentors of our youth would be proud.”
Annabelle turned back and winked at me. “You realize my predecessor, Marie Laveau, was also a devout Catholic. Many mambos are quite devout.”
“But you haven’t been to mass in ages.”
“That’s not true. From time to time, I go. I live under a cathedral, after all. I try to maintain a cordial relationship with the bishop.”
I raised my eyebrows. “The bishop knows about Vilokan?”
Annabelle nodded. “It’s been a part of the church’s legacy for going on two centuries. It’s not exactly public knowledge, but if the bishop wanted to, he could make things a lot more difficult for us.”
“How so?”
“He could close our doors. Our entrance is on the side of his cathedral. So long as we’re fighting against evil, protecting the city and the church, the bishop turns a blind eye to most of what we do. They’re more concerned with demons than mambos and hougans. So long as he knows in advance when demonic activity is afoot, and I alert him of the risk, he cooperates with us.”
I snorted. “Demonic activity is afoot. What are you going to tell him about me?”
“Hopefully nothing. If we can take care of this little problem and remove the succubus energies from your body, he doesn’t need to know.”
I sighed. “What if you can’t?”
“I don’t know. It wouldn’t hurt to let him know. They do have rites effective at exorcising demons.”
“If I was possessed, I’d be all for it. That’s not what we’re dealing with.”
“Which is why I haven’t told him what’s happening. Since you’re becoming a succubus, I don’t know for sure what an exorcism would do to you, but I have an idea.”
“An exorcism binds a demon and sends it back to hell, right?”
Annabelle stopped on the stairs and turned back to me. “That’s right.”
“An exorcism would send me to hell.”
“That’s my fear.”
I shook my head. “Been there. Done that. Would have got the t-shirt, but it wasn’t exactly a vacation.”
“Willing to give the mambos a chance?”
I nodded. “I’m not optimistic it will work, but you’re right. It might be the best shot I’ve got.”




Chapter 2
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I waited in Annabelle’s office while she left to find the mambos she thought could help. When the elevator dinged, and Annabelle walked through, two young mambos followed her into the room. 
The two girls couldn’t be any more different.
I knew Ellie. She was one of Annabelle’s classmates when she was just a student at the Voodoo Academy. She was a few years older than me, of course, but by mambo standards she was young. She had the aspect of Erzulie and an affinity for the color pink. The only thing she wore that wasn’t pink was a pair of white yoga pants—albeit with a pink floral pattern. She wore a pink tube top. I wasn’t sure if tube tops ever went out of style, but they certainly weren’t as popular as they were back in the early noughties. She was wearing pink converse sneakers and her bleached blonde hair had pink highlights. She was probably the whitest girl in Vilokan. Her skin was so pasty she could have been a spokeswoman for Elmer’s.
The other girl was younger, probably in her late-teens. What pink was to Ellie, black was to her. She looked a lot like Wednesday Addams. Pretty, but that wasn’t an adjective she’d probably take as a compliment. She had fine features and a complexion that suggested she might have been part Hispanic, part Black. She wore tight, strappy black pants and a lacy black top. Her necklace was made of bone—not uncommon among mambos. Were they animal bones or human? Didn’t know. Wasn’t about to ask. Her hair was as black as night, with bangs that fell nearly to her brows and two braided pigtails that reached her mid back.
“You already know Ellie,” Annabelle said. “This is Holland.”
I smiled at Holland. “College Samedi, I presume?”
Holland nodded. “How did you ever guess?”
Annabelle had her hand on Holland’s back. “Holland graduated from the school last year. One of College Samedi’s most promising and talented mambos in decades. She’s young, but don’t underestimate her.”
“People who underestimate me have an odd habit of ending up dead.”
“Not her fault,” Annabelle said. “It was an unfortunate coincidence that the two professors at the academy who didn’t recommend her early graduation fell ill last year.”
“Was it?” Holland raised one eyebrow. “I don’t believe in coincidences. I prefer to think of it as just desserts.”
Ellie rolled her eyes. “So dramatic! I’m stoked to work with you, Hailey!”
I bit the inside of my cheek. Ellie was always a bit much. To hear Annabelle tell it, though, she’d come a long way from her My Little Pony and unicorns obsession back when they were students. Somewhere along the way, she adopted a valley girl cadence. Not common to the deep south, certainly not in New Orleans. It was mostly an act. She was a talented mambo, though, and her heart was generally in the right place.
I scratched the back of my head and turned to Annabelle. “So what’s the plan? Ellie helps me master Erzulie’s aspect like some kind of private tutor, and Holland uses her aspect to torture the succubus out of me?”
“Sounds about right,” Holland said. “I’ve never played with a vampire before. Not to mention a demon in the making. It should be fun.”
I gulped. Holland’s almost monotone voice and lack of expression didn’t do much to convince me that this process was going to be so enjoyable. “I’m also a witch. Don’t forget that.”
Holland steepled her hands in front of her face. “A delectable trifecta.”
Annabelle chuckled a little. “Don’t mind Holland, Hailey. Her bark is worse than her bite.”
I smiled and exposed my fangs. “Can’t say that about me.”
A slight smile cracked at the corner of Holland’s blood-red lips. “Don’t worry. If there’s anyone who can help you, it’s me. I’ll have you back to feeding and fucking in no time.”
I almost choked on my tongue. “Alright. Well, sounds like a plan to me. What do we do? Light a few candles, make a few offerings, chant a few prayers?”
“That’s not how this is going to work.” Annabelle stepped back behind her desk. “This is an unprecedented situation. I’ve yet to explore all our records and volumes in our library, but so far as anyone is aware, no vampire has ever been turned into a demon.”
I bit the tip of my thumb. “I’d like to keep it that way.”
Holland sat on the edge of Annabelle’s desk. “There is a rite I’d like to perform. It won’t cure you. It will give us a better idea of how the demon’s essence is interacting with your vampirism.”
“And how Erzulie’s aspect might affect it,” Ellie piped up.
Annabelle sat down on her desk chair and kicked her feet up on top of her desk. “As you know, Hailey, Baron Samedi is a Ghede Loa.”
I nodded. “Right. Death is sort of his thing.”
“It’s about more than that,” Holland said. “The Ghede are guardians between modes of being. The boundary between life and death is just one of them. The most common, of course, but not the only change that can occur. Humans can become vampires. The Ghede are a part of that.”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “Since we know that Baron Samedi first turned Nico into a vampire by drawing on the succubus demon’s essence, at the very least, copying some of its properties, we think the transition you’re experiencing is similar. The ritual Holland is going to perform will help us figure out exactly how similar it is. If we know that, we might be able to figure out a way to isolate it.”
“And get rid of it?” I asked.
“Possibly,” Holland added. “We might isolate it. Make the power from the demon cycling within you stop cycling.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Make it go dormant?”
Annabelle nodded. “I can’t say it would stop your transformation if you did the dirty with someone, but it might quell some of your urges.”
I nodded. “So I can focus. I can fight whatever these monsters are that are casting shadows all over the city without distraction.”
Annabelle gave me a thumbs-up. “That’s the plan. For now, anyway. At a minimum.”
“I still think there might be a way to remove it from you,” Holland stated. “That’s where Pepto Bismol over here comes into play.”
Ellie sighed. “Don’t call me that. I’m not diarrhea medicine.”
I tilted my head. “Pepto is good for a lot more than that. Don’t you know the jingle? Nausea, heartburn, indigestion, upset stomach, diarreeeeeha!”
Ellie batted her eyes. “I still don’t like it as a nickname.”
“Sorry, Pepto.” Holland smirked.
I pressed my lips together to suppress my urge to laugh. “How might Erzulie’s aspect help?”
“Demons don’t love,” Ellie said. “They’re not capable of it. Depending on what we find out, working with the aspect of Erzulie might work against it like a kind of antibiotic.”
Annabelle uncrossed her legs and lowered them from her desk to her floor. “There’s no way to know how well it will work. At best, it helps stall the spread of the succubus contagion and eventually overtakes it completely. At worst, you gain a little mastery of an untapped ability.”
I cracked my knuckles. “Alright, well, let’s get this ritual over with. I have things to do, monsters to kill.”




Chapter 3
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Voodoo is widely misunderstood. It’s a lot like witchcraft that way. Vampires, too, aren’t usually like those you’ve seen in the movies. 
Mambos, witches, and vampires, are common villains in Hollywood. On the whole, though, vodouisants are incredible people who do far more good than evil. The same is true of witches--they revere nature, the spirits, and are more likely to bless you than curse you. Vampires still drink blood. No way around that. Still, vampires rarely kill. Not because they value human life so much as because they value their own existence. It’s self-preservation. Start dropping bodies and it’s just a matter of time before you’re struck through with pine. If not at the hand of a hunter, by an older vampire who doesn’t want a youngling’s extra curricular murders drawing attention to the rest of our kind.
On the scale of “evil,” in fact, humans are the worst. More lives have been lost at the hands of other humans, through violence and war, than all the other supernaturals combined. It’s not even close.
People fear us. Mambos, witches, and vampires. Mostly because they don’t understand us. It’s easier to fear a caricature of a villain than it is to confront the villainy within. The tendency toward evil, toward violence, that hides in the darkness of a human soul is the most terrifying monster in the world. Want to fight something evil? Start with yourself. Confront your darkness before you fuck with mine.
Annabelle led the way to what was a “training room” in the old Voodoo Academy. She had told a few stories about her first sessions there with the Loa of War, Ogoun, and a hougan named Mikah. She and Ogoun—she called him Oggie—were “involved.” I suppose you could say Annabelle was hot for teacher. As well as I knew Annabelle, though, I knew very little about her relationship with the Loa. He had a host—a human body—that allowed them to have a relatively normal relationship from an outsider’s perspective. Still, Ogoun rarely got involved in Annabelle’s affairs. Mikah, meanwhile, became a crossroads guardian and was in a relationship with Isabelle—the spirit that sometimes possessed Annabelle and gave her otherworldly powers, including a soul-blade vested with the essence of a dragon named Beli.
It wasn’t a surprise at all that Annabelle’s relationship status was “It’s complicated.”
If I had a Facebook account, I’d update mine to the same. The only reason I didn’t have one was because there were too many people out there who knew me in my human life, and presumed that I was dead, to get away with it. My parents knew what I was. Ever since I revealed myself to them, and told them in as vague terms as possible what I’d become, they stopped hiring private investigators to find me. I dropped by once a month just to let them know I was well. I didn’t give them my number. If they knew the shit I was getting involved in, the battles I’d fought, the risks I had to take daily to save the world, they’d be more frightened for my well-being than proud. I didn’t tell them much. I certainly would not find them now, and risk exposing them to the demonic nature growing within me. Besides, my succubus side gave me an unnatural attraction to every man I saw. If it gave me feelings like that for my dad, I’d be so creeped out they’d need to commit me to the Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged, toss me in the padded room, and throw away the key.
Seeing my parents from time to time was more than a way to pacify their worries about me. It also kept me grounded, reminded me of the human being I used to be. Vampires who forget that, who lose sight of their humanity, are the ones who become monsters.
Ironic, I suppose, since there’s more than enough monster in humans to spare. There’s also a lot within humanity that’s beautiful, that motivates people to pursue virtue rather than vice. Vampire, witch, mambo, human, whatever. There’s a little good in the worst of us and a little bad in the best of us. The key isn’t so much about choosing one path or the other, but having the wisdom to discern the difference. After all, even the world’s worst villains believed they were heroes. Bad guys usually think they’re the good guys.
The gymnasium at the Voodoo Academy wasn’t a basketball court like the gym at most schools. It was a place designed to shelter the rest of the voodoo underworld from magical mishaps. When you’re training mambos and hougans who can access impressive powers, safeguards are necessary. I knew from experience. My spell on Mug Ruith that reflected back and cursed me was one example. A magical “whoops” could have devastating unintended consequences.
When it came to the craft, I was more free-wheeling than most witches. I had a natural gift. As a witch, and a vampire, I could access the power in blood that few witches were brave enough to tap into. For me, it was second nature. It was a wonder I hadn’t had more accidents than I did. After the incident with Mug Ruith, my X-number of days without an accident sign had to come down. I’d say I learned my lesson but, well, sometimes when people’s lives are at stake, you have to take personal risks. This succubus problem directly resulted from that accident.
We didn’t need the whole gymnasium. The only reason we were doing it there was because no one knew exactly what to expect. Holland and Annabelle both assured me I’d be fine. Why, then, conduct the rite in a super-warded place like the gymnasium? It begged the question—if no one knew what to expect, how could anyone be confident I’d be fine? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time relying on the power of the Ghede blew up in someone’s face.
There weren’t any candles to light. No creepy little dolls. No human skeletons or shrunken heads. There was nothing about what Holland was going to try that screamed voodoo.
Annabelle and Ellie stepped aside, and Holland approached me. She placed her fingers to the side of my head. Her fingertips were like ice cubes. Most of my magic was warm. The power of the Ghede was chilly.
I took a deep breath.
“Try to relax,” Holland said. “I’m going to create an astral reflection of your spirit.”
“I’m going to be out of my body?”
Holland shook her head. “That’s astral projection. You’re not leaving your body. I’m using the power of my aspect to duplicate your astral form.”
“So you’re making another me?”
“Not at all. This is only a reflection. It has no personality of its own any more than your reflection does when you look in a mirror.”
I chuckled. One of the most common misconceptions out there about vampires was that we didn’t have a reflection. It was a carry-over from the days when mirrors were made of silver. Silver doesn’t poison vampires like it does werewolves, but for some reason, whatever light reflects off our bodies isn’t picked up in a reflection from silver. Silver mirrors were rare. Most common mirrors showed my reflection just fine, as did chrome plated items, or the still water of a pond or lake. Seeing a reflection of one’s spirit was an entirely different thing. Would it look like me at all? I worked with spirits, especially when I drew on the power of the soul through blood witchery. I’d never seen one—certainly not my own.
“Will it hurt?” I asked.
Holland shrugged. “Do you want it to?”
I furrowed my brow. “No! Pain sucks.”
Holland smirked. “To each her own, I suppose.”
“It shouldn’t hurt,” Annabelle said. “You might feel a bit disoriented. That’s completely normal. Don’t worry about examining your spirit’s reflection. We’ll handle that. We need you to try to stay awake. This sort of thing has been known to send some into a slumber.”
“What if I fall asleep?”
Annabelle grinned. “Then I’ll have to catch you. You should wake again when we’re done.”
I gulped. “Alright. I’m ready. I think.”
The chill from Holland’s fingertips was like ten icicles driven through my skull, straight into my brain. It wasn’t so much painful as it was numbing. No wonder this procedure knocked some people out cold. I was determined to stay awake. I was a blood witch! I defeated vampires over ten times my age. I even bested Dracula. Like a boss! I was confident I could stand strong while this Wednesday Addams wannabe channeled her Ghede magic into my cranium.
A dark figure passed across the back wall behind Holland.
“I see something!”
Holland narrowed her eyes. “That’s normal. The brain can react in strange ways to this process. Keep your eyes locked on mine.”
“It’s not that. It’s one of those shadow monsters we saw before. Holy shit! Annabelle! It’s that freaking clown!”
“It’s just a part of your spirit,” Holland said. “Your mind is playing tricks on you. It’s a reaction to my magic.”
“It’s not a trick! I swear!”
Holland sighed. “Calm down. I’ve almost got it. Just a couple more seconds.”
“I don’t see a shadow,” Annabelle said. “Deep breaths.”
“I don’t see her spirit either,” Ellie said.
“I can see it,” Holland said. “It’s remarkable. Also quite unusual. The succubus’ power is there, but it’s more subtle than I expected. There’s something else. It’s not a part of Hailey. It’s something else.”
“Not a succubus?” Annabelle asked.
“Some kind of parasite. I’m not sure what to make of it. It’s something ethereal, probably picked up in the faerie realm, or maybe it came from a convergence and hitched a ride on Hailey at some other time.”
“What is it doing?” Annabelle asked.
Holland shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“There’s a freaking bug in my head!” I shrieked. “Get it out!”
“It’s not that easy!” Holland shouted.
“The shadow is separating from the wall. It’s moving toward us!”
“It’s just a hallucination,” Annabelle said.
“I’m not so sure it is,” Holland added. “I’m not only reflecting Hailey’s spirit, but my magic is interfacing with this parasite at the same time. Hailey might be seeing its reflection.”
The shadowy figure materialized behind Holland. As I envisioned it, the clown had red, curly hair, a round red nose, and the most ridiculously colorful outfit imaginable. It had an enormous axe that it gripped with both white-gloved hands and raised it overhead.
I grabbed Holland and tossed her aside.
“Holy shit!” Ellie shrieked. “What is that?”
“More than a fucking reflection!” I grabbed my wand and blasted it with red magic. It was a one-size-kills-all sort of spell. It worked on most things. It basically harnessed a little power from blood, usually from my most recent feed, and converted it into a destructive blast.
My spell passed straight through the clown.
The bastard was laughing. It was that stupid chortle that clowns usually made. It was supposed to be funny. I found it unsettling. Certainly when the clown was wielding an axe and tried to take a swipe at my head.
I ducked just in time. I blasted the clown again, but it wasn’t any more effective than my first shot.
The clown raised its axe over its head and prepared to chop me into bits. A green glowing blade pierced the clown from behind. Evil Boso screeched and disappeared in a dark cloud. Annabelle stood there with her soul blade in hand.
“Thank God, that worked!”
“My blade can send creatures from the otherworlds to Guinee.”
“What the hell was that?” I asked.
“Mind if I take another look?” Holland asked.
“In my head?”
Holland nodded. “I want to see if that parasite is gone.”
I winced. “Alright. Do what you have to do.”
More icicles to the brain. This time it only lasted a couple of seconds.
Holland lowered her hands. “The parasite is gone. It must’ve sensed my magic as a threat and manifested as, whatever the hell that was, to stop us.”
“Why the hell did it have to be a clown? I’m terrified of clowns!”
“That’s why,” Annabelle said. “Whatever these creatures are, they feed on people’s spirits. It manifested in a form it knew would frighten you.”
“You’re talking about a monster that basically becomes your worst nightmare?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Looks that way. Whatever it is, it draws on something within the host and uses it to attack them.”
“Why would a parasite like that want to kill a host?” I asked.
Annabelle shook her head. “Who knows? If it feeds on spirit, perhaps it can’t get its fill unless it kills its host. Once it does, it moves on.”
“And since I’m a vampire, killing me wasn’t exactly easy.”
Holland shrugged. “We know nothing. I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”
“Neither have I,” Annabelle said. “At least we learned something today.”
“I’d call it a success,” Holland added. “I got a good look at Hailey’s spirit. Our theory might be effective. I could see a concentration of energy that represented the succubus. It was isolated, separate from the rest. Hailey’s own spirit was mingled with several energies. It was quite brilliant, in fact. A lot more color than I’d ever hope decorated my spirit.”
“Vampiric powers,” I said. “I have a couple of those.”
“Plus, your natural ability as a witch, your vampirism, and a subtle remnant of your soul.”
I raised an eyebrow. “My human soul? I thought Baron Samedi claimed a person’s soul when they became a vampire.”
“He does,” Holland said. “But for whatever reason, perhaps it’s your power as a witch, he didn’t get it all. In fact, while it was hard to tell, I’m not sure he got any of it. Your human soul is intact. With Erzulie’s aspect combined with everything else, you stand a chance to stop the succubus’ infection from spreading.”
“How do we do that, exactly?” I asked.
“The same way you said the druid told you before. You overwhelm that part of you by expanding your spirit. By straining your spirit in a display of virtue.”
“That sounds so damn corny.” I huffed.
Holland smirked. “It really does.”
“It’s not corny!” Ellie piped up. “It’s poetic!”
“It is what it is,” Annabelle added. “I say we stick to the plan. You three will stick together for the time being. At least until we’re sure Hailey is back to herself. I’ll join you as well. If these parasites are using people’s spirits, their minds, to manifest monsters that reflect people’s nightmares, and if we’re right that they will ultimately kill their hosts, it’s just a matter of time before people start dying.”
Holland nodded. “When that happens, the parasite will move on to someone else.”
I huffed. “They’re like ticks.”
“Not like ticks,” Holland said. “Ticks are like you. They drink blood.”
I winced. “You’re not the first person to suggest that ticks were the vampires of the insect world. You realize that’s the only thing we share in common with ticks. We don’t swell up fat when we feed. Most of us don’t, anyway. We don’t pass diseases. Except for the contagion that can turn someone into a vampire, but that’s rare and the process is more complex than that. We only have two legs, are a lot prettier than ticks, and most of all, we’re intelligent!”
Holland smirked. “DIdn’t realize you were so sensitive to bug jokes.”
I sighed. “I’m not. Not usually. That dumb parasite, whatever it was, left me a little out of sorts.”
Annabelle nodded “It’s to be expected. The thing was feeding on your spirit. That’s bound to leave you a little bitchy.”
I clenched my fists. “Did you just call me a bitch?”
Annabelle stared at me blankly. “No, I didn’t. Relax, Hailey.”
I huffed. “Whatever.”
“How many sightings of these shadows have there been?” Holland asked.
Annabelle shook her head. “They haven’t been reported to me directly. Not many of them, at least. A lot of hysteria on social media. There could be dozens of these things out there, if not more.”
I took a deep breath. I knew I wasn’t acting like myself. “This parasite didn’t come from the faerie realm. Not if there are that many sightings. They must’ve come through a convergence.”
“Have any of you ever heard of anything like this from any other realm?” Ellie asked.
Annabelle scratched her head. “No, but that’s not a surprise. There are realms and dimensions I’ve never even heard of, much less visited. Some are large and expansive, others like the void, don’t follow the rules of time and space at all. There’s literally an infinite number of possibilities in terms of where these parasites came from. Even more, these things aren’t visible. Even if I’d been to their realm, which I doubt, there’s no guarantee I would have encountered them.”
I nodded. “At least we know your blade can get rid of them.”
Annabelle bit her lip. “It sends them to Guinee. Isabelle tells me they’re not from there. A part of being a guardian, Hailey, isn’t just to protect the earth but to respect the integrity of all the realms. We can’t just send nasty creatures off to whichever realm is convenient.”
I scratched the back of my head. “We could reach out to the Wyrmriders again. They can cast portals into the void.”
Annabelle pressed her lips together. “Giant dragons flying through the city attacking shadows isn’t ideal. Shadow monsters posted all over the internet is one thing. Can you imagine if people start posting pictures of dragons?”
“Not to mention,” Holland added, “Annabelle couldn’t stab that thing until it materialized.”
I brushed a stray curl out of my face. “We need something we can use to fight these things that we can have ready at any time. A spell of some kind might work. I’m just not sure what kind of spell might be effective on these things.”
“My soul blade worked to send the parasite away. What if we don’t kill them, but trap them?”
I rubbed my brow. “I could use a blood prison. The last time I tried one of those, though, it didn’t turn out so well. That’s the spell that backfired when I used it on Mug Ruith.”
Annabelle touched me on the shoulder. “Have you ever had issues with that spell in the past?”
I shook my head. “Not really.”
“Then there’s no reason to believe it won’t work. If we can trap one, we can experiment on it. We can find a way to kill these things.”
Ellie coughed in her hand. “Apologies for adding my thoughts, here. You two know a lot more about this kind of thing than I do. Holland made a good point, before. Unless we’re there when one of those things manifests, when it’s more than a shadow, we can’t do much.”
Holland spun one of the bones on her necklace between her fingers. “If we can find the host, I can do what I did to Hailey. I can force it out.”
Annabelle nodded. “Alright, we are going to do this together. All four of us. First things first. We have to find a shadow monster. The host will be nearby.”
“If we’re on Bourbon street, that will be like finding a needle in a haystack.” I twirled my wand in my hand. “I doubt these things are limited to the French Quarter. It’s a tourist area. If people are getting infected there, they aren’t staying there.”
Annabelle headed toward the door. “Follow me. Let’s dig a little deeper into the sightings people are posting online. There’s a good chance that the same people capturing images of these shadows are the ones infected. We might be able to track some of them down.”




Chapter 4
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I didn’t have phone service in Vilokan. No one did. Annabelle had a line hard-wired directly to her office, which must’ve been quite a project given the fact that we were underground and Vilokan was protected from the water table above by a magical barrier. 
Ellie, Holland and I pulled up chairs behind Annabelle’s desk. She opened her laptop. She brought up the sign-in screen and hit a connect button. Her computer started dialing a phone number. Then, the most god awful sound I’d ever heard. High-pitched ringing sounds followed by static.
“What the hell is that?” I asked.
Annabelle laughed. “It’s called dial up Internet.”
I snorted. “I thought that shit went extinct ages ago.”
Annabelle looked at me and smirked. “You’ve seriously never experienced dial up?”
I shook my head. “Nope. What about you, Ellie?”
“We had it when I was young. I remember it.”
“Holland?”
“I’ve never used a computer.”
“Seriously? Not once?”
“I grew up in Vilokan. Had little need for it. Besides, I’m pretty sure it just makes people dumber.”
Annabelle chuckled. “It also turns kind people into trolls.”
“Seriously?” Holland raised an eyebrow.
I rolled my eyes. “Not literal trolls. Keyboard warriors who go around trying to start fights. They get their jollies out of infuriating people.”
Annabelle opened her browser. The website loaded in sections. “What the hell is wrong with your computer?”
“Dial up is slow,” Annabelle said. “Be patient.”
I shifted in my chair. “I can feel myself growing old while we wait.”
Annabelle looked at me with one eyebrow already raised. “You’re a vampire. You don’t grow old.”
“Right. It’s taking that long. Entire species are going extinct while we wait for this page to load.”
“It’s not that slow, Hailey.”
“What is this page, anyway?”
“My home page is set to an aggregate of local news feeds, different articles and blog posts that other mambos and hougans in the city refer to me, and an array of local social media posts that pick up on certain keywords. It takes a minute or two to load, but it’s a good way to keep tabs on what’s going on in the world above.”
I tapped my fingernails on the armrests of my chair. “Maybe we should just go to the surface. I can use my phone. This is going to take all night. I need to be home before the sun rises.”
Annabelle waved her hand through the air. “Hold on. The page loaded.”
“Yeah, well, now you have to go to Twitter or TikTok or wherever the hell people are posting these things. I don’t think TikTok is going to work well on dial up.”
“You’re right.” Annabelle narrowed her eyes as she scrolled down the page. “I might have something.”
“From the news?” I titled my head.
“Look at some of these stories. Strange deaths all over the city.”
“How strange?” Holland asked.
Annabelle pointed at her screen. “They found a body a couple blocks from the French Quarter. A leg missing and a giant bite-shaped wound in the abdomen. The weird thing is that they found a shark tooth buried in his skin.”
I scratched my head. “Last I checked, shark attacks aren’t exactly common in the city.”
Holland laughed.
“You think this is funny?” Ellie grunted.
“Think about it,” Holland said. “Hailey is afraid of clowns. That’s the form the parasite took. A lot of people are afraid of sharks.”
I snorted. “Yeah. In water situations. Why would someone be afraid of a shark if they were in the city?”
Holland glared at me. “Fear is irrational. There aren’t clowns in Vilokan, either.”
Annabelle scrolled down a little further. “This one is interesting. Three high school boys ripped to shreds. The suspect is one of their classmates, another boy that witnesses say the three victims were bullying. The cops who came to arrest him met a similar fate. Their bodies mangled, their chests ripped open and their hearts removed from their bodies.”
I gulped. “I don’t think a single high school kid could pull something like that off.”
“It doesn’t fit the M.O. If this kid is manifesting one of these monsters, why is it fighting for him rather than trying to kill him?”
Holland shook her head. “Maybe we were wrong. Fear might not be the only thing these monsters use to manifest.”
Ellie snapped her fingers. “Adolescent angst. Trust me, I’d know. If you’re being picked on, you want your bullies to get what’s coming to them.”
“You were bullied?” Annabelle asked.
Ellie nodded. “I was an awkward girl. The popular girls gave me a hard time.”
I narrowed my eyes. “It’s one thing to be angry, even think for a moment you want someone dead. It’s another thing to actually do it.”
Holland nudged me. “It’s one thing to be afraid of clowns. It’s another thing to actually be attacked by one.”
“You’re suggesting that these parasites latch on to any negative emotion? Fear, angst, anger, maybe even envy, and these monsters manifest to realize their host’s darkest thoughts?”
Holland shrugged. “It’s a theory.”
“It tracks,” Annabelle said. “If Holland is right, we might have a bigger issue on our hands than we thought.”
“Why would this kid’s parasite go after the police?”
“Maybe because he knew he was innocent. The cops came to arrest him and, to that boy, they weren’t that different from his bullies.”
Annabelle continued surfing through the news feed. “There’s a man who was suspected of cheating on his wife. Someone attacked him in his car and ripped off his genitals.”
“His wife, maybe?”
Annabelle shook her head. “The husband said she was inside the house.”
“All of that detail is in the news report?” I asked.
“Not in so many words. My news feed gathers data from a variety of sources and collects it on one page. This is from a blog post. The victim here was a local minister. He was having an affair with his secretary and one of his parishioners found out about it. She posted evidence on the church’s blog. The comments on the article are from other members of the church, including the victim’s wife, who is accusing the author of the post of getting involved in a personal matter and attacking her husband.”
I pursed my lips. “That could be what this was. We don’t know if it was one of these shadow monsters manifesting to castrate the man. Not saying he didn’t have it coming, but damn.”
Annabelle took a deep breath. “More stories are aggregating from other sites, all originating around New Orleans, with a number of murders and mutilations.”
I bit my thumb. “M and Ms. Melt in your mouth, not in your hand.”  
Annabelle and Ellie stared at me, devoid of expression. Holland wasn’t as bothered by the comment. 
“What?” I asked.
Ellie stared at me with wide eyes. “Did you seriously compare murder and mutilation to nuts covered in chocolate with a hard candy shell?”
I shrugged. “You realize what I eat on the regular, right?”  
Ellie shuddered.
Annabelle patted Ellie on the shoulder. “Try not to think about it. It makes it easier.” 
I stood up and straightened my shirt. “Speaking of all that, I could really go a for a nice, warm, O-negative before the sun rises. What do you say we go get a few drinks? Not necessarily at the same place, for obvious reasons, and look up some of these suspects mentioned in your feed. Once we return to the surface, and the twenty-first century, it should only take a few minutes to track these people down.”  
Annabelle cleared her throat. “Are you sure you’re good to feed right now? From an actual human?”
“I don’t know. But a girl’s gotta eat, right?”
“We could pick up some blood before we leave. They have a supply on hand at the Vilokan Asylum.”
I rolled my eyes. “Mercy would never suggest that.”
“I’m not Mercy. Obviously.”
I sighed. “Old blood is sort of like drinking diet soda. The taste is there, sort of, but it never totally satisfies. I need my calories. I need fresh blood, where a bit of the person’s soul still lingers within. That’s what sustains us, you know.”
“I know,” Annabelle said. “But I’m not sure I can trust you to feed on a man right now without ripping off his clothes and succubusing him to an early grave.”
I twirled my wand in my hand. “Did you seriously just say succubusing? I don’t think that’s a word.”
“I can’t think of anything else. You knew what I meant.” 
“Just drink girls,” Ellie said. “You’re only attracted to men right now, right?” 
I sighed. “I am. I generally prefer the musky taste of a man, but I suppose I can set aside some of my preferences for the sake of not killing people. A small sacrifice in the end.”  




Chapter 5
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We decided to search for the bullied kid first. From what we’d found on Annabelle’s news feed, he was clearly the one leaving the most bodies in his wake. The challenge was that we had to compete with law enforcement to find him first. That was another reason we made him a priority. The cops wouldn’t know what to do with him. They didn’t realize exactly  how dangerous the boy was.
The police might think they had him locked up, but if this parasite manifested as some kind of vengeance monster every time someone threatened him, putting that boy in a cell could be the most dangerous thing anyone could do. I imagined the boy didn’t even realize what he was doing. He was probably terrified. It’s one thing to hold a grudge, to have angst directed at someone, it’s another thing for a monster to materialize out of thin air and murder anyone who stokes your anger.
Have you ever seen how baseball players warm up before they go to the plate? They add weights to their bats and take a few practice swings. That way, when they get to the plate, their bat feels lighter. That was similar to the way it felt once we reached the alley outside of Vilokan and I turned on my phone. I never realized how fast my phone was until I had to sit there and watch Annabelle’s stone-age Internet connection at work.
“What information do we have on the boy?” I asked.
Annabelle was scrolling through her phone beside me. Holland and Ellie were looking up and down the alley, probably expecting an ominous shadow monster to appear at any moment.
“Hold on,” Annabelle said. “I’ll text you a link to my aggregate feed. There are a few rabbit holes attached to the article we can follow. Maybe we can split them up and see what we can do. Locating a teenage boy who is frightened, probably running from the police, will not be easy.”
I nodded. “We don’t have to find him. If we get his address, I just need to find some of the boy’s DNA. I can use that to cast a targeting spell. It’ll basically turn my wand into a compass. Rather than pointing true-north, it will glow brighter whenever I point it in the boy’s direction.”
Annabelle bit the inside of her cheek as she scanned the article. “Funny thing is that the article doesn’t mention the kid’s name. Just his basic demographic info.”
“Makes sense. When it comes to minors, they’re extra careful about maintaining confidentiality until they make an arrest or formal charges are issued. Once you get a reputation for being a gruesome serial killer, and it goes on the Internet, that information will follow you around for life. Even if he is acquitted, what happens on the Internet, stays on the Internet.”
Annabelle took a deep breath. “I think the fact that this boy is probably a timid young man, the idea that he single-handedly bested a bunch of cops is enough to establish reasonable doubt.”
“Maybe, maybe not. It’s one thing to say a young boy isn’t capable of something like that, but in the absence of any evidence pointing to anyone else, a jury might assume he’s far more capable than he appears.”
Annabelle sighed. “Poor kid. I don’t know how he’s ever going to get through this.”
“We have to find him first. We have the names of some of his victims. We can talk to their families and try to get the boy’s name.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes and pressed her lips together. “I’m not sure if I just lost a child I’d be all that eager to talk with someone who isn’t law enforcement about anything. We could go to the cops and ask.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, right.”
“I’m serious, Hailey. WWMD?”
“What the hell is WWMD?”
Annabelle smirked. “What would Mercy do?”
I tilted my head and stared up into the night sky above for a moment. “She’d use her vampiric allure to seduce an officer involved. She’d coax the information out of him.”
“Then that’s what you can do.”
I grunted. “Probably not a good idea. Not given my current condition. Besides, I’m not as good at that whole allure thing. Not like Mercy is. I struggle to use it when I’m not hungry and on the prowl for a meal.”
Ellie took my hand. “You can do it!”
“Yeah. Maybe if it’s a woman cop. I won’t want to have my way with her, at least. Then again, using my allure on a woman isn’t something I have a lot of experiment with.”
“Maybe it will be a woman,” Annabelle said. “Even if it isn’t, allow Ellie to help you through it. Use Erzulie’s aspect to suppress your succubus urges.”
“How do I even do that?” I asked. “It’s something inside of me, a part of my spirit. It’s not like moving an arm or a leg.”
“It’s actually a lot like that,” Ellie said. “How do you know how to produce a specific spell when you cast it?”
“It depends. Sometimes I rely on an incantation that draws the magic through and forms it into the desired spell because my wand is incanted with it already. Some of my incantations are verbal, others are non-verbal.”
“How do the non-verbal incantations work?” Ellie asked.
“It’s more of a gut thing. All my spells began with some kind of verbal incantation. Over time, those I used frequently, became more second nature. Sort of like how when you first start learning to drive, you have to think about all the traffic laws, remind yourself to signal, keep a proper distance between the cars in front of you. Eventually, you drive and follow all those rules without even thinking about it.”
Ellie nodded. “Like riding a bike!”
I licked my lips. They got a little chapped when I had the need to feed. “Right. I can’t explain to someone how to do it. I just do it.”
“That’s how it is with a mambo’s aspect. What begins with particular rites and rituals, intentional forms of intensive meditation, becomes as natural as breathing over time.”
“Alright. Well, if we had time to master Erzulie’s aspect within me, I’d say let’s do it. We don’t have that luxury.”
Annabelle shook her head. “Since we’re feasting on a buffet of metaphors, let me add one that might help. How does a parent teach a child to walk?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Never had kids. Now that I’m a vampire, never will. I mean, I have a youngling who is like a baby vamp, but that’s not the same.”
“I haven’t had kids either,” Annabelle said. “Still, I know how it works. A mother might hold the child under the arms, or by the hands, while his little feet feel their way across the floor. The toddler doesn’t have the muscle tone yet, or the balance, to pull it off. Until he can walk alone, the parent helps the child along. The mother lends her strength to her child. That’s what Ellie can do for you.”
I narrowed my eyes and turned to Ellie. “I’m not calling you Mommy.”
Ellie chuckled. “That’s fine. You can call me Daddy instead. Who’s your Daddy, Hailey?”
I stared at Ellie blankly and parted my lips just enough to expose my fangs. “We’re not doing this.”
Ellie gulped. “Whatever you say!”
Annabelle backhanded me on the shoulder. “You’re going to scare the piss out of her doing that. If one of those parasites attaches itself to her, another version of you might appear out of thin air.”
I shuddered. “Yeah, let’s avoid that.”
Annabelle tilted her head. “Though, two Haileys at once. I can’t say Connor would complain.”
I huffed. “Well, Connor isn’t saying much at all. When I told him what was happening, that we couldn’t see each other for a while, he didn’t say much. After about twenty seconds of silence on the phone, he said he had a lot to think about and hung up.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “You’re trying to protect him from yourself. I know what you’re doing. Think about it from his perspective, though.”
“I have. If I were him, I wouldn’t want to get screwed to death.”
“That’s not what I mean. You’re going through something traumatic and difficult, and the first thing you do is cut him out of the picture. That boy loves you, Hailey. I don’t think he cares about the risk. He just wants to help you get through this. It’s the sort of thing that people who love each other work through together, no matter the risks involved.”
“We’re talking about me becoming a succubus and murdering the man I’m in love with. That’s not really a risk worth taking.”
“What is love without risks?” Ellie asked. “Trust me. I’m the expert in all things love. Comes with the territory.”
“I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt him.”
Ellie took my hand—which was a little weird. I barely knew the girl. She looked me straight in the eye. “Relationships are all about risk. That’s the point. We make ourselves vulnerable to another person. We trust them no matter what. They become our refuge, our safe space. You’re basically telling him he’s not allowed to be vulnerable with you.”
I cleared my throat. “This isn’t some stupid psycho-emotional thing. We’re talking about life and death.”
Ellie nodded. “Of course we are. Love is serious business.”
“You two are going to make me puke,” Holland said. “Love this, love that. Smoochie smoochie.”
I smirked. “If love is a life and death kind of thing, then maybe it’s not so foreign to your Ghede death magic after all. Different sides of the same coin.”
Holland narrowed her eyes. “Pepto and I have nothing in common. Besides, you might want to turn around and look on the side of the cathedral.”
Holland pointed behind me. All of us turned and followed her finger to a giant shadow on the wall. It was like the stick-figured shadow we saw before.
“Do you think it’s coming from one of us?” I asked.
“No way to know,” Annabelle said. “We don’t know how far these things can wander from their hosts. Maybe they have to be closer to manifest but have more range in their shadow form.”
“So it could be anybody.” I sighed. “Still, let’s follow it. It looks like it’s heading around to the front of the cathedral.”
All four of us jogged down the alley and followed the shadow as it made its way toward the entrance. It shrunk down as a shadow might when someone moved further from the light source. It passed through the front doors of the cathedral.
“We need to follow it inside,” Annabelle said. “We don’t know what this thing will do, who its host is, or if it might do something horrible to someone.”
“Sounds like fun,” Holland smirked.
I snorted. “You really have a thing for the macabre, don’t you?”
“I’ve devoted my life to the study of death. What do you think?”
I readied my wand, just in case. We headed through the large double-doors in the front of the cathedral. It wasn’t the first time I’d been there. The shadow figure wasn’t confined to any walls. It moved through the narthex, past a few statuettes, a staggered collection of votive candles, and into the sanctuary. The familiar and pleasing aroma of frankincense filled the air. I wasn’t Catholic, like Annabelle. I’d only been to a few masses in my life. Despite my parents and the way they brought me up, I was never much for religion myself. Even as a witch, I didn’t work with the gods and goddesses as closely as a lot of other witches did. Mercy was more attuned to that sort of thing than I was. She came from a bygone era. I thrived more on my natural talents than a dependency on deities. Some witches would say it was a weakness. I wasn’t so sure. I’d yet to meet a witch who could best me in a duel if it came to that.
All that said, there was something about the cathedral I respected. Perhaps it was the artwork. I liked the smell. More than that, though, it was a keen awareness by the folks who gathered there that they were engaging something transcendent, something larger than themselves. The whole place reflected an awareness that when folks gathered there, they were approaching the Divine.
It’s probably mildly scandalous to put it this way, but the devout who worshipped there had both a keen appreciation for a gracious and loving deity, but an equally keen awareness that God could really fuck you up.
Just ask Lot’s wife. She second-guessed God once and he turned that bitch to salt.
I respected that about the Catholics. In the school where I grew up, the ministers and teachers had a very sentimental way of talking about God. Almost like God had the personality of a Precious Moments figurine. I’m not saying they were wrong. People can believe whatever they want to believe. I just wasn’t a sucker for that kind of thing. The sentimental, wave-your-hands in the air, break down in tears, kind of religion never did much for me. It felt a little fake. On the other side of the spectrum, whether they be Catholics or witches, or mambos, or whatever, there were those who had no emotion at all, who performed rites and rituals as if going through the motions satisfied the Divine.
I say all that to say this. I always believed in powers greater than myself. I never questioned the existence of the Divine. Some form of the Divine, anyway. I just never found a way of relating to a God, or gods, or goddesses, that made sense. Most human religions were too sentimental or too dull and ritualistic for my taste. Either extreme, I suspected, had something right, but was also missing something crucial. What was it they were missing? Hell if I know. If I knew it, I’d embrace it. I suppose I just wanted to believe in something real.
Even if the religion itself did little for me, there was something real about the way the cathedral took the divine seriously. There were times in the past when I came into the cathedral for a while just to sit and think. I didn’t genuflect when I entered the pews. I didn’t cross myself or do anything like that. I just sat and allowed the Feng Shui of the place to calm my mind and sharpen my focus. Yeah, I know Feng Shui is Buddhist, but a witch, who might be demon soon, and three mambos, were walking into a Catholic cathedral. Mixing religions was already on the table.
The shadow figure moved through the sanctuary, gazing over the tops of the pews. The thing moved slowly, as if stalking its prey.
“I don’t see anyone here.”
Annabelle shook her head. “There’s someone in the confessional.”
I nodded. “Alright. I’ve seen that in the movies. That means there’s a priest and someone else here.”
“Probably the bishop,” Annabelle said. “This is the night each week he takes confession.”
I snorted. “You go to confession?”
“What if I do?”
I shrugged. “Just didn’t know. Isn’t it a little weird? I mean, the shit you get into—“
Annabelle winced. “Look, I’m as foul-mouthed as anyone, but could you at least try to watch your mouth in here? It’s disrespectful.”
“Fuck. My bad.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. She didn’t scold me a second time. I think she knew I was a lost cause. At least when it came to things like that.
“Have your wand ready. If this thing materializes, we need to trap it.”
I squeezed my wand and aimed it at the shadow monster. “Locked and loaded.”
The creature’s form expanded. He arched himself over the confessional. My wand shook in my hand.
“I’m not sure what to do. If he doesn’t materialize, I’m not sure I can do anything to hold it.”
“Wait,” Annabelle said. “If this thing is going to attack, it might wait until the last second before it takes solid form.”
Holland huffed. “Screw that. The thing could thrust its arm straight through someone’s chest and materialize in that very moment.”
“It’s either the bishop or the parishioner. One of them is infected.”
Annabelle called Beli’s name. The soul-blade formed in her hand. “I don’t want to do this, but we might not have a choice.”
Holland cracked her knuckles. “I’ve got this.”
“You’ve got what?” I asked.
Holland nodded at me. “Be ready, witch.”
Holland slid open the confessional door.
“What’s the meaning of this!” the bishop screamed. “This is a private confession!”
Holland jumped on the bishop’s lap and pressed her hands to his skull.
A middle-aged woman in a long dress and short curly hair jumped out of the other side of the confessional. Her eyes widened when she saw the shadow beast. She screamed and took off down the aisle.
“It’s him!” Holland shouted. “Do it now!”
No sooner did Holland say it and the monster changed. He was still tall and lanky, but now he resembled something like a walking tree. Like those tree-ents from the Lord of the Rings.
The monster turned to chase the parishioner. I didn’t need an incantation. It was one of those spells I could cast by feel. The power of blood, the last feed I had which was some time ago, swelled up within me. After this, I was going to need to feed. I was already hungry, but I had to pull this off.
A red prism formed around the monster. The beast released a screech so high-pitched my ears ached. It blasted its shape against my prison but it couldn’t get out.
“You did it!” Annabelle shouted.
She was about to wrap her arms around me. She was a hugger. Not at all like Mercy. When she grabbed me, my head spun. A warm hand grabbed mine.
“Hang in there,” Ellie said. “Draw strength from Erzulie.”
If I knew how to do it, I would have. Unless Erzulie could deliver a stream of fresh blood to my lips, I didn’t know what good it would do. I was short on blood. If I didn’t feed soon, I’d turn feral—and coming back from that isn’t easy. If that didn’t happen, I was afraid the succubus would take over. I’d be too weak to fight it off.
My knees buckled. “I need... to feed...”
My body went limp. The last thing I remembered was Annabelle’s arms catching me as my vision went black.




Chapter 6
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I woke up on my back. Blood was flowing into my mouth. I grabbed someone’s wrist and pressed it into my hungry mouth as I bit into it and gulped down as much as I could take. 
My vision returned.
A gray-haired older man, probably seventy, in a black shirt and a white-tabbed collar was looking down at me. Annabelle’s smiling face appeared over his shoulder.
I kept drinking. You never know what you’re going to get when you feed from the clergy. If they’re genuine, if they practice what they preach, they’re sweet. If they’re hypocrites, if they have some kind of dirty little secret on the side, there’s nothing fouler. The bishop’s blood tasted like honey.
He wasn’t exactly smiling down on me. Feeding vampires wasn’t a part of his usual job description. His wide eyes suggested curiosity more than disgust. When I had my fill, I released my bite from the bishop’s wrist.
“Thank you.” I took a deep breath.
The bishop shook his head. “I’m the one who should thank you.”
I sat up and looked around. My blood prison was gone. So was the monster. “What happened to it?”
“The prison did more than we expected,” Annabelle said. “I think when it was cut off from whatever energy it needed, probably coming from a convergence somewhere, it withered away until all that was left was a pile of dust.”
“Where are Holland and Ellie?” I asked.
“Ellie swept up the monster’s cremains. She took it out to the dumpster. Holland went to pick up a bite to eat. She should be back soon.”
“Are you alright, Father?” I asked.
The bishop nodded. “I’m more concerned about you, child.”
“I’m sorry,” Annabelle interjected. “This is Bishop Alexander Carvallo.”
I nodded. “Hailey Bradbury.”
The bishop nodded. “Annabelle introduced us when you were out. Are you aware, child, that there’s a demonic presence within you?”
I gulped. “You can sense it?”
The bishop smiled at me. “Those in tune with the Spirit can discern many things.”
I tilted my head. “Holy crap. I don’t want to screw you.”
The bishop furrowed his brow. “Excuse me?”
Annabelle laughed so hard she snorted. “It’s a good thing, Father.”
The bishop tugged at his collar. “It’s a succubus demon, isn’t it?”
I sighed. “Damn, Father. I mean, Darn, Father. You really do have the gift of discernment.”
The bishop took a deep breath and turned to Annabelle. “Why is this the first I’ve heard of this? We had an agreement.”
Annabelle bit her lip. “I understand that. She hasn’t been taken over. I wanted to try to help heal her before I looped you in on it.”
“And what of this other devil? The one the girl in black pulled out of my head.”
“It’s not a demon,” Annabelle said. “All we know is that it’s some kind of parasite from another realm. It manifests in response to whatever negative emotions the host might harbor.”
The bishop narrowed his eyes. “I see.”
“What do you think it was trying to do?” I asked.
The bishop shook his head. “I don’t have a clue.”
“You must know something,” Annabelle said. “It was drawing on your spirit. It manifests in response to some kind of angst, perhaps envy, rage, or something else unsavory.”
The bishop’s face went pale. “A temptation, perhaps.”
Annabelle shrugged. “I suppose that’s possible.”
The bishop unbuttoned the back of his collar and loosened his shirt. “Lust.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Lust? Aren’t you priestly types celibate?”
The bishop nodded. “We take a vow of chastity. That doesn’t mean we don’t face temptation. I cannot reveal what’s said under the seal of the confessional. Needless to say, though, the woman who was here stirred something up within me. I would not act on it, but I cannot deny the thoughts, the desires.”
I snickered. “I guess that explains why this monster appeared as a giant wood!”
Annabelle pressed her lips together hard. She was trying her best not to laugh. “That’s not funny, Hailey.”
I shrugged. “It sort of is. What do you think that thing was going to do with that woman? I don’t know that killing her was all it had on its mind.”
Annabelle shuddered. “Thankfully, we won’t have to find out.”
I stood up from the pew and paced around the front of the sanctuary. “Let’s look at what we know. A boy being picked on at school manifested a monster that murdered his bullies. I was always afraid of axe-murdering clowns. So, that’s what the parasite attached to me became. A woman with an unfaithful husband manifested a monster that castrated her husband. A priest with secret lusts manifested as a horny wood. It makes sense.”
Annabelle nodded. “These things realize people’s secret desires. They’re manifesting to fulfill things that people wouldn’t normally experience or realize.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Why am I not feeling the urges produced by the succubus anymore?”
“Maybe it’s just me,” the bishop said. “I’m a consecrated priest. It grants me some resilience against demonic attack.”
I nodded. “Maybe that’s it.”
“It might be more than that,” Annabelle said. “You also helped defend a holy man. You said that something virtuous, a valorous act that the demonic presence couldn’t tolerate, might cure you.”
I shrugged. “There’s only one way to know.”
“Take you outside and parade you around a few drunk men in the French Quarter?”
I grinned. “That might work. I was thinking, to be sure, I might allow Holland to get in my head again. She could see the succubus nature within me before. If it’s gone, she’ll know.”
“You also just drank my blood,” the bishop said. “Perhaps that has something to do with it.”
I bit my lip. “I wonder if I can cycle the power in his blood. Maybe it will give me a vampiric ability to resist the temptation of the succubus.”
Annabelle shrugged. “Worth a shot. Let’s see what Holland says first.”
Ellie came back first. Her pink top and floral yoga pants were coated in black dust. She didn’t look too happy about it. I chose not to mention it. No one wants to be the clean-up girl. Sweeping up the remains of a monster couldn’t have been a pleasant experience.
Holland came back a few minutes later with several bags of food. I could smell it the second she walked in—even over the strong fragrance of frankincense. Spicy gumbo. I was already full. Not that human food did me much good, but I could enjoy it if I wanted to. The only downside was that what goes in must go out.
The bishop grunted a little and cleared his throat. He was obviously perturbed.
“Sorry,” Annabelle said. “We can eat outside. No food in the sanctuary.”
The bishop bowed his head slightly and nodded.
Holland furrowed her brow. “An otherworldly monster just exploded in here, and you’re worried about a little food?”
Arguing with a bishop about his policies didn’t seem especially wise. Holland didn’t have much of a filter. She was the sort of person who said what she was thinking and didn’t give a rat’s ass what anyone thought. It was an admirable quality, to a point. You didn’t have to wonder what she was really thinking. It also created moments of awkward tension and I imagined it could lead to conflict that was otherwise avoidable. There’s a reason why the restraint of pen and tongue is often lauded as a virtue.
“Perhaps there’s a more comfortable place to eat. A hall, perhaps, or a room with a table?”
The bishop nodded. “Certainly. Follow me.”
We followed the bishop out of the sanctuary, through the narthex, and down a narrow hallway. A man in coveralls was mopping the floor.
I leaned over to Annabelle and whispered. “Guess what?”
“What, Hailey?”
“I don’t want to do that guy either!”
Annabelle grinned. “Maybe it’s because he smells of tuna and beer.”
I tilted my head. “That’s what the smell is? I assumed it was just really bad body odor.”
“That might be it as well. Still, that’s progress. Unless he’s also a priest who pushes a mop on the side, it helps us narrow down the cause.”
“I’m going to pull Holland aside so she can give me another read.”
Annabelle nodded. “You aren’t seeing any shadows, are you?”
“Not at the moment. Are you seeing any?”
Annabelle shook her head. “Just want to be ready in case another one of those parasites gets into you. The last time Holland did that, it left you barely conscious, and we just saw how much it took out of you to cast a blood prison.”
“That’s just because I was famished. I feel like a new girl. Consecrated blood is killer stuff!”
“Interesting way to put it. We’ll keep Ellie close by as well.”
I shrugged. “Alright. You really think she can help, too?”
“We don’t know how much of what happened is because of the bishop’s blood. Given the risks involved with demon blood inside of you, and its essence trying to change what you are, our best chance is to hit this thing from as many angles as possible. Not to mention, say it is the consecrated blood that’s subduing the succubus. What happens the next time we have to fight one of these things and you use some of the power of that blood for another blood prison?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. My guess is that if the succubus’ essence is still alive within me, perhaps dormant or hiding, while the bishop’s blood is circulating within me, it will get strong again. That’s why I need to know for sure.”
“We can’t exactly expect the bishop to tag along as a ready-to-eat meal.”
“Maybe another priest, then? Those vamps up in Exeter had blood maids. People devoted to vampires. Lived in luxury in exchange for opening their wrists when needed.”
“You can’t turn a priest into a blood maid, Hailey. They are devoted to the service of God, not a vampire who’s fighting off her lesser demons.”
I shrugged. “What’s the difference? It’s still fighting demons. You’d think they’d be all over that.”
“They fight demons through exorcisms. Not all the clergy know about vampires, and most of of those who do, think vampires are demons already.”
“I get it. Still, if it comes down to borrowing a priest, biting him a few times so we can stop murderous monsters from hell, or wherever these parasites came from, and allowing them to run rampage on the city while I also become a succubus demon, I’ll go with the priest feast. It’s the lesser of two evils. Plus, it rhymes.”
Annabelle huffed. “Despite what some have said, might doesn’t make right.”
I smirked. “Bite makes right?”
“I don’t think he ever said it, but Machiavelli might agree with you. I do not.”
“What’s Machiavelli? A dish at the Olive Garden?”
“I prefer Lincoln’s reformulation of the maxim. Right makes might. The path of virtue nearly always prevails in the end. Those who follow the good find strength in their cause. Evildoers are limited by their ambitions.”
“Cool. Bite makes right still has a nice ring to it. Thanks, Annabelle! I think I’ll use it!”
Annabelle sighed. I knew I was irking her along. At the same time, I was only half-joking. So far, we only knew one way to defeat these monsters. I’d need a fresh supply of fresh, consecrated blood to keep it up. Blood prisons aren’t hard to cast, not for me anyway, but they have a literal draining effect. The way I saw it, we could either keep experimenting on these things and hope that between the four of us we’d find a more efficient way to get rid of them, or drag along a man of the cloth.
Preaching to rooms of sleeping people once a week was hardly a better service to God than preventing someone from becoming a demon. At least that’s how I saw it. Not a Catholic, but it just seemed like common sense. It’s not every day that a priest has a chance to be a warrior—or a blood maid—in a battle against the diabolical.
All the theorizing would be for nought if the succubus nature was already dead. The only way to know was to allow Holland to finger my spirit again.
The bishop led us to a small room with a table in the middle. About ten folding chairs were arranged around it. I grabbed Holland by the arm. She snapped her head around so fast it took me off guard.
“Why are you touching me?”
“I wanted to ask you to check my spirit again. See if the succubus is still there.”
“You didn’t have to touch me.”
I cleared my throat. This Holland girl was a tough nut to crack. Eccentric would be putting it mildly. She was so damn pretty, though, that her oddities were easy to overlook. We’re so conditioned to think that pretty people are the standard, that loners and outcasts are also homely and less-than attractive, that when someone is beautiful and weird, it’s a little confusing. Holland wasn’t so much socially anxious as she was socially awkward. She had that “I’m me, deal with it” attitude that a part of me admired.
On the surface, she and Ellie were total opposites. One had the aspect of a Loa of love. The other, the aspect of a Ghede Loa of death. Ellie wore pink. Holland wore just as much black. While Ellie hid behind a facade of glitter and glamor, Holland let it all hang out. At their core, though, I suspected they were both misfits who felt like they didn’t fit in. Ellie did her damnedest to embrace what she thought was pretty and popular—when she was a quirky geek at heart. Holland went out of the way to push people away, to embrace the bad girl image. They both acted like the other represented everything they abhorred the most. They were more similar than either girl would admit. They just dealt with their common insecurities in polar opposite ways.
After Holland shrugged off my touch, I followed her back out of the room while Annabelle served up the food. Annabelle knew what we were doing. She moved around the table so she could see us through the door—just in case I was infected by another parasite, and she had to spring into action.
The coldness of Holland’s mind probe wasn’t pleasant, but this time I was prepared for it. I crossed my fingers. I hoped the succubus was gone, that we could turn the page on that issue. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that the bishop’s blood purified my spirit.
The chill spread throughout my body. Holland sighed when she removed her hands from my head.
“What did you see?” I asked.
“I always give the bad news first.”
I smirked. “Of course you do.”
“The essence of the succubus is still there.”
My shoulders fell in disappointment. “What’s the good news?”
“It’s still isolated, and it appears dormant. Before, it was isolated, but active. I don’t know if there’s any kind of independent intelligence to it, but it’s almost as if it realized you were fighting against it, took the opportunity to put itself to slumber when you ingested the Bishop’s blood, hoping that you’d shack up with someone and complete the transformation on your own.”
“You don’t think the blood did anything at all?”
“I can’t say. Possibly. Either way, the risks are the same, even if you don’t have the same urges.”
Annabelle cleared her throat. I turned and saw her looking on from the doorway, with the gumbo takeout in the bowls behind her. Ellie and the bishop were already digging in.
“I think it’s time you gave Connor a call.”
I sighed. “I don’t know, Annabelle.”
“You can manage your urges now. You know what’s at stake. So does he. We know that Erzulie’s aspect was fighting the succubus off before. Your best chance now is to lean into that. There’s no better way to do that than to have the man you love at your side.”




Chapter 7
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Connor answered on the first ring. I chuckled a little. Was he  waiting by the phone? He had a cell phone. I guess he was always by it. But it usually takes more than one ring to pick it up if it’s in your pocket. It warmed my heart a little to think he was so eager to hear from me.
“Hailey?”
“You picked up quick!”
“I’m on the toilet. I was on my phone. You know, because that’s what you do in the twenty-first century when you have to take a dump.”
The warm and cozy feeling I had before disappeared fast. “Do you want me to call you back?”
“I’m fine. I’m not in any rush.”
I sighed. “You didn’t have to tell me you were shitting, Connor.”
“Honesty is always the best policy. Especially in a relationship.”
“Yeah, about our relationship–”
“You’re not going to dump me while I’m... you know... dumping. Are you?”
I laughed. “God no! I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”
There was silence for a few seconds.
“Connor?”
“Sorry. I was squeezing one out.”
I sighed. “Nevermind. I’ll just call you back.”
“No! I’m fine! Why are you sorry?”
“I told you we couldn’t see each other because I was worried about you. I was trying to protect you. I didn’t even give you a chance to decide if it was a risk worth taking. Annabelle says that if a relationship is going to work, we have to get through the tough shit together.”
Connor giggled a little. “Poor word choice at this particular moment in time. But you are helping me through a tough shit.”
“Damn it, Connor!” I laughed. “We aren’t supposed to be at this stage in our relationship yet where we casually talk about our poops with each other.”
“When does a relationship cross that line, exactly?”
“I don’t know! But I’m not calling you when I’m doing that. I won’t answer if you call me, either. So freaking weird, Connor!”
“It’s not weird. It’s a bodily function. How much more natural could it be?”
“I’m trying to have a moment with you. This really isn’t the best time.”
“No, no. Look, I appreciate you saying it. You’re right. I trust you. I don’t think that any demon, or any temptation, could lead you to do something that would harm me. I want to help you.”
“Well, good news on that front. I think the urges are suppressed for the moment. No hanky panky, though. It’ll still kill you.”
“Of all the ways to go, I could think of worse alternatives.”
“Well, it will not happen today.”
“Since shifters age no more than vampires, hopefully, it won’t ever happen. Though if I had to choose one way to die...”
“Right, I get it. Doing me is better than burning in a fire or being buried alive.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. It’s also way better than drowning, or acquiring a flesh-eating disease.”
I laughed. “Yes. Sleeping with me really rates.”
“To be fair, death by snakebite isn’t even in your league.”
“I’m honored!” I chuckled. “Real quick, though. Have you seen any strange shadows?”
“Like those monster things people are posting on the Internet?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I think I know what they are.”
“Can’t say I’ve seen any myself. Since you called last, I’ve been holed up in my apartment, drinking beer, and listening to Sarah McLachlan.”
I snorted. “No, you haven’t.”
“You’re right. I’ve been sitting in my living room, drinking beer, and playing video games. It’s only marginally less depressing than listening to Sarah McLachlan’s music.”
“It could be worse. You could be listening to country.”
“Nah. If my dog died, my tractor broke down, and I couldn’t see my gal, I would have considered it. Things aren’t quite that grim, though. Mostly because I don’t own a dog or a tractor.”
“Everything coming out okay?”
“Yeah. I’m good. Need to wipe my ass, but have you ever tried to do that while talking on the phone at the same time?”
I snorted. “No comment.”
“It’s not easy. I know these new phones are supposed to be water resistant, but if I drop mine in, I’m not reaching in for it.”
I chuckled. “Funny you mentioned it. I saw an article on it the other day. Nearly one in five Americans have dropped their phone into the loo at one point. Not only do they lose their contacts but also their pride.”
“Exactly why I’m waiting until we get off the phone before I finish up. I was going to shower and go to bed, but my clock isn’t totally back to normal yet. I’m still mostly functioning on vampire time. Can I come see you?”
“Yeah. Sure. I’m not at home, though.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m standing in St. Louis Cathedral at the moment.”
“Seriously? Did you go to get exorcised or something?”
I chuckled. “Thought about it, but Annabelle thinks an all-out exorcism is too risky. I’m not possessed. The demon within me isn’t an invading entity. It’s more like a contagion trying to change me. Exorcise it and you exorcise me to hell with it.”
“Given that you’ve done more than your share to piss off Lucifer, and that Corbin is there, too, I doubt a return trip to the hot place is something you’d like to experience anytime soon.”
“Not soon. Not ever. Hell sucks. I guess that’s why it’s hell.”
“So why are you at the cathedral?”
“Chased a shadow monster in here. Long story, but these things are parasites that latch onto people and manifest in ways that accord with someone’s darker thoughts or sentiments.”
“Someone went to church with naughty thoughts on the mind?”
I grinned. I wasn’t going to give the bishop up. It took a lot of courage for him to tell us what he did, anyway. “Something like that. Anyway, I figured out how to kill it. Annabelle things I’m stronger with you. That Erzulie’s power can protect me, maybe heal me completely, but since I love you, I can’t really tap into it very effectively in a state of heart-break. Certainly not if you’re not there with me. Killing these monsters also takes a lot out of me. I need you with me so that I can be stronger, so Erzulie’s aspect can protect me, and I can keep fighting these monsters without becoming a succubus demon.”
Connor snickered. “Did you make that up just now, or were you reading it from a Hallmark card?”
“I know. It’s not the most romantic thing I’ve ever said to you. I’m a monster without you.”
“That really could go on the inside of a card! I’d buy it.”
I snickered. “Honey, I’m a monster, with or without you. And I bite.”
Connor made a purring sound. “I like it. But no friskiness for you, young lady.”
“If the temptation comes back, shift into wolf form. I don’t think the urges will be as strong that way.”
“I’m offended. You don’t find my furrier, four-legged form as attractive as my human shape? I didn’t realize you were so shallow. It’s what’s on the inside that counts.”
“Yes. It does. Which is why I still love you, no matter what. Puppy love just isn’t my style.”
“Alright, Hailey. I need to get up. My legs are falling asleep. This will not be easy.”
I chuckled. “Been there, done that. Good luck wiping.”
“Thanks! I appreciate that. It means a lot.”
“See you soon, ya goof!”
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It only took Connor about fifteen minutes to show. It must’ve been a quick wipe. Everyone else was cleaning up the mess from the meal when he arrived. 
“Nice to see you, Connor,” Annabelle said. “Good to see you back on your feet.”
Connor glared at me. “Did you tell them I was on the toilet?”
I shrugged. “Nothing to be ashamed about. Everyone does it.”
Connor rolled his eyes. He hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. He took a step back. “Was that okay?”
I grinned. “It was fine. I won’t say I didn’t have any urges to rip your clothes off and have my way with you, but we are in a church. And it wasn’t any more than usual.”
“Nothing succubus related, anyway?”
I shook my head. “Not in the least!”
The bishop was wiping off the table, pretending he didn’t hear our conversation. I really wasn’t very good about minding my company. I had a bigger case of foot-in-mouth than Rex Ryan. At least my issue was metaphorical.
“Back on track,” Annabelle said. “When we saw the shadow that led us here, we were following up on a story about a kid who was bullied. One of these monsters, we think, manifested and tore his antagonizers to pieces.”
“Damn,” Connor said. “In most instances, I’d say a bully gets what’s coming to him, but that’s taking it too far.”
“They certainly didn’t deserve to die,” I added. “I had my share of bullies back in the day. It wasn’t real bad for me. Not nearly as bad as it was for others. Still, a death wish is extreme.”
Ellie sniffed. “You might think different when you have a foot on the back of your head and you’re gargling toilet water.”
“That happened to you?” I asked.
“I didn’t say that! I’m just saying, in the moment, wishing a bully dead makes sense.”
I pressed my lips together. There was no reason to press Ellie on whether she’d experienced that kind of degradation in high school. The point was sound. The priest had only cursory, almost subconscious, lustful thoughts that he wanted to suppress and the parasite latched onto them. “None of that matters right now. We need a name for this kid. We also need to try to find him. All I need is a little DNA and I can cast the spell.”
Connor cleared his throat. “All I need is the boy’s scent.”
I smiled and wrapped my arm around Connor’s waist. “Always good to have a wolf in your pack.”
Connor tilted his head. “I’m the wolf. If there’s a pack here, I’m the alpha.”
I chuckled and patted Connor on the butt. “Keep telling yourself that, buddy.”
Annabelle scrolled through her phone. “Finding the victims isn’t a problem. One of them has a visitation at the Greenwood Funeral Home tomorrow evening.”
I pressed my lips together. “I’d rather not wait a whole day to go poking around and asking questions. There’s no guarantee that anyone there will even know anything. I doubt anyone would be particularly responsive to questions pertaining to the deceased’s bullying targets.”
Connor pinched his chin. “Also, if it’s a monster doing the killing, I don’t know if I’ll be able to pick up the host’s scent from the body. If they’ve already embalmed the body, I won’t smell much of anything other than toxic chemicals and the mortician.”
Holland stepped up with her hands folded in front of her. “Toxic chemicals and the mortician. Killer name for a band.”
I snickered. “Good one. We’re just sort of at a loss for the best way to find the host for the monster responsible for killing all these kids.”
“What do you suppose the chances are that the body of the victim is at the funeral home already?”
“Better than average,” the bishop piped up. “Most bodies are kept at the funeral home for several days between death and the funeral. If the funeral is tomorrow, there’s a good chance the body is already there.”
Holland smiled widely. “That’s fantastic.”
“What are you thinking, Holland?” Annabelle asked.
“Why don’t we pay the dead a visit? From what I understand, Hailey, your progeny has the ability to see dead people.”
I nodded. “He does. I can speak to them as well. I gained that ability from Tommy when I turned him.”
“Good,” Holland said. “Then let’s go.”
“It’s not that easy. A deceased person’s spirit has to be nearby. The only other option would be to attempt a seance with Alexandra and the local coven. Most spirits don’t linger around their bodies.”
Holland waved her hand through the air. “I don’t need a stupid seance. Those rituals aren’t always reliable. Especially if a spirit has moved on. Get me to the body. I can bring the boy’s spirit back to talk, no matter where he’s gone.”
“What if he’s in heaven or at peace?” I asked.
“Then he can go back to that when we’re done with him. The way I see it, this boy might have gotten more than what he deserved. He still was a bully. The least he can do is give us the name of the boy he was hassling.”
I nodded. “Alright. So we break into the funeral home. Where is it exactly?”
“It’s on Canal Street,” the bishop piped up. “And you don’t need to break in. We clergy have a pretty close relationship with the funeral directors and morticians in town. Let me make a call.”
“What are you going to tell him?” I asked.
The bishop smiled and bowed his head slightly. “The truth.”
“Seriously?” I raised one eyebrow.
“As many strange things that occur in New Orleans, child, there are few people who are more aware of what really goes on in the shadows than a mortician.”
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The bishop made the call. I was marginally surprised that the funeral director on the other end of the line answered. It was approaching midnight. We still had enough night left that we could get some things done. On the bright side, so far, there had been no shadow monster sightings during the day. Did that mean they weren’t active during the day, or just that no one could see them since everything was bright? Not sure. Didn’t want to risk it. Even so, the most we could reasonably hope to accomplish in one night was to stop this particularly cantankerous parasite that was using some poor kid’s angst to go on a homicidal spree. I didn’t even know the kid’s name, or what he looked like, but I already felt for him. Dead cops were already on his record--and he probably didn’t have a clue he was doing it. 
Still, it was something that we knew we could do. The more troubling question lingering in the back of my mind was how many parasites were out there? Equally troubling was the thought that if they were coming through a convergence, more could be on their way. For all I knew, they were migrating to our world by the thousands. What would we do, then?
If there’s the potential in every human being to destroy the world, a hundred times over, if the worst part of him is brought out, what would happen if these parasites attached themselves to everyone on the planet and realized everyone’s worst inclinations? The world wouldn’t last longer than a day.
What began as a few shadows, a minor problem to investigate, had the potential to be the most challenging threat I’d ever faced. Fighting one bad guy who wants to end the world, or take over governments, or rule hell, is one thing. When you have thousands of ethereal creatures latching themselves to thousands—no, make that millions or billions—of human beings and making their darker side a reality, there was no way to stop it. I could spend the rest of my existence—which probably wouldn’t be all that long if these parasites spread across the globe—fighting them one-by-one and I’d barely make a dent in the problem. I certainly couldn’t cast a blood prison over the entire planet. As strong as I was, I didn’t have anything close to that kind of juice. Even if I partnered up with every witch on the planet, I wasn’t sure we could pool enough energy to pull something like that off.
The bottom line was that while we know how I could kill one of these monsters at a time, I didn’t have a clue how bad the problem was or how long it would take before the parasites spread so far and wide that it was too late to fix. For the first time ever, I didn’t have a villain I could target. There wasn’t one bad guy responsible who had to pay. Even if I made someone pay, if there was someone who could shoulder the blame, it wouldn’t solve the problem.
Maybe a little love, spread around the world, would help. Erzulie’s aspect was what was keeping the succubus at bay, but what if we could fill the world with so much lovey dovey-ness that they didn’t have any nasty thoughts the parasites could manifest? Holland could get the attention of the spirit of Michael Jackson. From what I understood, his spirit used to possess someone at the Vilokan Asylum. They figured it out when an ogre couldn’t stop grabbing his crotch and breaking out into choruses of the late King of Pop’s greatest hits. I also knew a necromancer. A couple of them, technically. One of them happened to be a werewolf. We could resurrect Michael Jackson, convince him to do a reprise of We Are the World and stop the parasites in their tracks.
This is the sort of nonsense that runs through my mind when I’m trying to solve a problem. It was probably the dumbest idea I’d ever had, but it was an idea. Sometimes I’d start with a dumb idea and it would help spark another idea that wasn’t so ridiculous.
The bishop gave us the go-ahead. We piled into Connor’s Escalade. How did he get such a fancy vehicle? He and his former pack of wolf shifters used to do jobs for old vampires, like Corbin, and covens of witches. They paid him handsomely. His money dried up, but he’d paid cash for the Cadillac SUV. He said he had enough in the bank that he’d be alright for a while. I didn’t question it. I was his girlfriend, not his wife. His money was his business. I had to admit, though, that I always enjoyed riding in the Escalade. The road noise was barely audible. The ride was as smooth as rhythm and blues. The only thing I didn’t appreciate about it was all the stares we got when we drove through the French Quarter. People were either thinking, “damn, they rich!” or “let’s wait and see where they park so we can break in and steal stuff.”
As a vampire, stares from anyone weren’t exactly coveted. The first lesson most vampires have to learn—even the divas of our population—is that it’s best to blend in rather than stand out. No matter how well you behave, there are always hunters out there waiting for a chance to stake you in the chest and burn out your heart.
The Greenwood Funeral Home was on the property of a cemetery by the same name. The building had pale bricks. The doors were unlocked. The bishop didn’t come with us. Connor decided to wait in the car. I couldn’t say I blamed him. It wasn’t like we were going to Disneyland. This wasn’t the happiest place on earth. It was a freaking funeral home. The rest of us hopped out of the Escalade and headed through the funeral home’s glass-paned double-doors. The director was waiting for us just inside.
I don’t know why. I assumed the funeral director was a man. The stereotypical image of a clean cut gentleman, in a black suit with a white shirt and black tie, wasn’t at all like the woman who met us at the door.
“You must be Annabelle Mulledy,” the woman said before she noticed my red eyes. “Sorry, not you. You’re Hailey, right?”
I nodded and gestured to Annabelle as she stepped through the doors behind me. Ellie and Holland followed next. “That’s Annabelle. The Voodoo Queen of New Orleans.”
“I’m Jeanne,” the funeral director said. “You come with the bishop’s compliments.”
Annabelle bowed her head slightly. “I’m honored. Thank you for meeting us at this late hour.”
“I knew your predecessor. My predecessor, and his predecessor before him, knew her as well.”
Annabelle grinned. “Yes, Marie Laveau was a fixture here for centuries. I can only pray that I might fill her shoes for half as long as she did.”
Jeannie shook all of our hands. She was a pretty woman with long, dark hair. She wore a white blouse and a black overcoat. I suppose a lot of flashy colors that drew attention wouldn’t serve a funeral director’s role especially well. I hadn’t been to a lot of funerals, but I imagined a calming presence was essential. A good funeral director was someone who didn’t stand out in the crowd but ensured all things went smoothly. The last thing a grieving person would want to worry about were practical details. Funerals weren’t weddings. Most people didn’t grow up with lifelong dreams about their perfect funeral. What mattered was that events progressed as scheduled and people had the space to mourn as they saw fit.
“I realize this might be an unconventional request,” Annabelle said. “We don’t have a lot of options.”
Jeanne nodded. “If there is something supernatural responsible for Trevor’s untimely passing, I’m sure it’s in the family’s interest and everyone else involved that we cooperate with your request. I must insist, however, that you pay appropriate respect to the deceased and exercise discretion regarding these matters. If this request hadn’t come from the bishop himself, I’d never consider anything of this nature.”
I folded my hands in front of my waist. “I can assure you, we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t necessary.”
“I hope you’ll understand if I must observe. For the family’s sake. I must ensure their son’s body is properly cared for.”
Annabelle nodded. “Of course. I must warn you, though. We will be respectful, but what you see might be unsettling.”
Jeanne laughed. “I’m a funeral director in New Orleans. Unsettling comes with the job description. Trust me, there’s very little you could do that I haven’t seen before.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Are you sure about that?”
“You’re a vampire, are you not?”
I nodded. “And a witch.”
“You aren’t the first of either class who has paid me a visit with an unconventional interest in the deceased.”
“Perhaps another time we can exchange stories,” Annabelle said. “May we see the body?”
Jeanne led us down a hallway to a room in the back of the building. Trevor’s body was already in his coffin. I’d seen a lot of dead bodies through my years as a vampire. I didn’t see a lot of embalmed bodies. The poor boy looked more like plastic than flesh.
“He looks well enough,” Annabelle said. “Apart from being dead, of course. We read that his attacker mangled his body.”
Jeanne nodded. “His face was untouched. The rest of his body isn’t entirely presentable. I’ve pieced him together well enough for an open casket, but it wasn’t easy.”
Annabelle turned to Holland. “What are you doing?”
Holland was examining one of Jeanne’s embalming appliances. It looked a little bit like a blender. It had a gauge on the front, a couple knobs, and a large clear canister on the top. “Jeanne, is this the Porti-Boy Mark IV?” 
Jeanne shook her head. “It’s the Mark V. This baby has an injection pressure range of eighty to a hundred psi.”  
Holland traced her hand along the tank. “Three gallons? Quarter horse power motor? Mag-Drive Pump?” 
Jeanne nodded. “You know it!”  
I cleared my throat. “You embalm people with a blender called a Porti-Boy?” 
Holland turned to me with a blank stare, as if to say “duh.”  
“The best embalming machine on the market.” Holland picked up a couple of metal rods. “Nice post aspirators!”
“Thanks!” Jeanne replied.
“Holland!” Annabelle coughed in her hand. “You can talk mortuary shop later. We need you to do your thing.”
Holland stepped up beside me as I hovered over Trevor’s body. “I’ll need you to step aside. I can pull his spirit back here, using his body like a kind of homing beacon to draw it here. You’re certain you’ll be able to see him?”
I nodded. “It worked before. I can still see spirits wandering the graveyards from time to time. Not as many as you’d think. It’s enough that I’m sure my abilities are still intact.”
“Do vampiric abilities fade?” Annabelle asked.
I shook my head. “They don’t. Once a vampire gains a new ability, we have it forever. We can turn them off though. With an ability like this, it can be unsettling. I keep the ability suppressed most of the time. I’m ready now, though.”
Holland placed her hands on Trevor’s body, one on his forehead, the other on his chest. “Ghede Nibo, I bid you to come. In the name of Baron Samedi and Maman Brigitte, I summon you. You who guide the spirits of the dead, Ghede Nibo, bring us the one who once inhabited this flesh. Loosen his lips and tongue that he might speak.”
I watched a few moments. I was about to speak, to ask what was going to happen, when Annabelle grabbed my arm. “Give it a moment. The Loa like to take their time, just so we know they come not by our command, but in honor of a request.”
Holland repeated her prayer twice more. She waited a minute or two between each recitation.
“Is it working?” I whispered to Annabelle.
Annabelle nodded. “Don’t let him mount you.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Trevor?”
Annabelle shook her head. “Ghede Nibo. He has a reputation.”
“What kind of reputation?”
“Let’s just say he has a taste for sensuality. Those he mounts tend to act out in lascivious ways. Given your condition, that could be bad.”
I glanced at Connor, who still stood by the door. He was the only male in the room. If Ghede Nibo mounted me—if he possessed me—and acted out on his desires through me, Connor was the only option. Other than the dead body. I couldn’t even think that way. Succubi consume souls. They usually prefer their lovemakers warm at the start, cold at the finish. 
Whatever the case, if the Loa mounted me and used me to entertain his desires, it wouldn’t only turn me into a succubus once and for all, it would also kill my boyfriend. “Can I stop him from mounting me?”
Annabelle nodded. “Avoid eye contact. When Erzulie mounted you, when she gave you her aspect, it was subtle, wasn’t it?”
I nodded. “I didn’t even know she’d done it. It happened so fast.”
“If you don’t look him in the eye, he can’t mount you. I’m not saying he intends to mount anyone, but I wouldn’t put it past him. Especially since he knows we need his help.”
Holland raised her hand. “Hush! He’s coming. Don’t sell me short, Annabelle. I can handle Ghede Nibo.”
Annabelle shrugged and nodded at me. “She probably can. There’s a reason I chose Holland to accompany us. She is the most powerful mambo with Samedi’s aspect I’ve ever met. Still, remember what I said.”
“No eye contact. It won’t be a problem.”
I heard the doors of the funeral home open and close. I wasn’t sure if anyone else noticed, except for Connor. Wolf shifters and vampires alike could hear better than most. Footsteps tapped through the hallway until a slender figure entered the room.
The Loa was in black, wearing a long overcoat. I kept my head down, using only my peripheral vision to examine our guest. His skin was black as night. His hands were small and his fingernails were well manicured. From what I could see from the corner of my eye, he was what they might have called a “dandy” in the old days. His features were fine. He could have passed for a woman if dressed differently.
Holland held one hand on Trevor’s body and turned around. Her eyes were glowing like red rubies. “Hello, love.”
“My sweet!” Ghede Nibo exclaimed. “It’s been too long. Why have you deprived me the pleasure of your company?”
“It’s been three months since we last spoke,” Holland said. “Since I allowed you to indulge in your desires through my body. I told you the time would come when I would need the favor you owed me in return.”
I snorted. “What did she say?”
“Shh.” Annabelle hushed me. I didn’t need her to answer. Had Holland really pimped out her body to a Loa to store up owed favors? I had to admit, it was a pro move. Having a Loa or two owe you one could come in handy. Apparently, Holland had been currying favor with the Ghede, leaving them in her debt for whenever she might call upon them in the future.
Ghede Nibo laughed. “I shan’t forget it! I know what you want. I heard your prayer. If you wish it so, I’ll retrieve his spirit, but I must remain here that I can take him back where he belongs. I will not allow a spirit at rest to languish in the realm of the living.”
“Agreed,” Holland said. “Bring me the dead boy.”
“I can bring his spirit, but he cannot speak with you. Not unless I mount you again. The blondes, either of them, would do as well.”
Holland smirked. “No mounting allowed. Our vampire here can speak to the dead.”
Ghede Nibo chuckled. “I knew I liked you, Holland. You’re a clever one, I’ll give you that. Very well. My word is my bond.”
Ghede Nibo snapped his fingers. I looked back toward the coffin. A young male appeared out of thin air. He vaguely resembled the embalmed corpse, but dead bodies never really look quite like they did in life. He stood over his own body. He wasn’t translucent, like some spirits, but appeared to me as corporeal as any of us. His hands were shaking. “No. That’s me. That’s my—“
“Hello, Trevor,” I said. “You’re right. That is your body.”
“What is happening? It felt like a dream.”
“You were murdered,” I said. “We need to know who did it.”
“I’m dead?” 
I nodded. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” 
Trevor squinted hard and grimaced. “It happened so fast. It wasn’t a person. The thing came after me...”
“There’s a boy that I hear you were picking on. No judgment here. There’s no need to dwell on your mistakes.”
“My mistakes? I wasn’t bullying him.”
“Do you know who I’m talking about?”
Trevor nodded. “Yes, but I wasn’t picking on him. I was trying to stop him.”
“Stop him from doing what? What is his name?”
“Daniel Branham. He was a loner. He didn’t have a lot of friends. A lot of people gave him a hard time, made fun of him. He was weird, sure. But I wasn’t a bully.”
“You said you were trying to stop Daniel? Stop him from doing what, exactly?”
Trevor took a deep breath. “He sat beside me in algebra. I didn’t talk to him much. No one really did. He always wore a long coat, even when it was hot outside. He got up from class and threw on his coat. A note fell from his pocket. I shouldn’t have read it, but I was curious.”
“What did it say?” I asked.
“It was a suicide note. It was also like some kind of manifesto. He said that everyone would remember him. Everyone would know his name. People would notice him. Every time they remembered everyone he wanted to kill, they’d have to remember his name.”
“Was he going to shoot up the school?” I asked.
Trevor shook his head. “His note said something about his angel. His angel of vengeance would wipe out everyone who never talked to him, who turned away and made fun of him when they didn’t think he could hear.”
“Did you tell anyone about it?” I asked.
Trevor sighed. “I intended to. I confronted him about it, first. I thought if I talked to him, confronted him about it, maybe he’d reconsider. It was dumb. I should have gone straight to the principal.”
“You probably should have. What happened next?”
“It got a little heated. He started screaming at me. He pushed me. I pushed him back into the lockers. A crowd of people gathered around, expecting a fight. Daniel didn’t swing at me. He grabbed his note out of my hand and told me to mind my own business before he took off running down the hall. I headed straight for the principal’s office, but I never made it.”
“What happened?”
“Something grabbed me. It was black, it had wings, just like an angel. But it wasn’t holy. It was evil. More like a demon. It pulled me into a janitor’s closet. That’s the last thing I remember.”
“You weren’t the only one. There was another boy who was killed.”
“Who was it?” Trevor asked.
I turned to Annabelle. “Who was the other boy who died at the school?”
Annabelle checked her phone. “Wallace Jordon.”
Trevor nodded. “That makes sense. Wallace was a bully. He gave Daniel all kinds of shit. Was there anyone else?”
I shook my head. “Not at the school. He killed the police who came after him.”
“He didn’t do it. That monster, that devil, whatever it was, did it for him.”
“You’re sure it was a suicide note?” I asked.
“It read like one. He didn’t say he was going to kill himself, but it sure sounded like he didn’t expect to be able to deliver the message himself.”
“Is there anyone else he might have had a vendetta against? Anyone who he might have wanted dead?”
Trevor squinted. “No one hassled him as much as Wallace. Still, there was a girl. Very pretty. Way out of his league. He’d recently asked her to the homecoming dance, and she turned him down. It became something of a joke. She laughed right in his face. It happened at her locker, just a few lockers down from mine. I was there when it happened. He turned three shades red when she turned him down. He pulled his coat over his face and took off into the restroom.”
“When did that happen?”
“The day before I—“
“The day before you died?”
Trevor nodded.
“What is the girl’s name?”
“Savanna Higbee. She’s on the volleyball team.”
“Do you know where she lives?” I asked.
Trevor shook his head. “I knew her, but we weren’t close friends or anything.”
“Was there anyone else you can think of that Daniel might have held a grudge against?”
Trevor scratched the back of his head. “A lot of people were laughing about what happened. I think he intended to kill everyone. The note made it pretty clear.”
“For whatever reason, he didn’t finish his plans that day. Maybe he freaked out after two people died and he was afraid to carry out his plans.”
“I don’t know. I was dead at that point.”
“Right. Thank you, Trevor. And I’m sorry this happened to you.”
Trevor nodded. A tear fell down his ghostly face. “Me too.”
I turned to Holland. “We’re good. We have what we need.”
Holland waved her hand. Trevor and Ghede Nibo disappeared.
“What did you learn?” Annabelle asked. “Do you know who did it?”
I nodded. “His name is Daniel. He’s definitely infected, but it sounds like his parasite is carrying out murders on his behalf.”
“It won’t end there. It will kill Daniel when it’s done.”
“Most likely. There’s a girl that I think might be his next target. Her name is Savanna Higbee.”
“Did you say Savanna Higbee?” Jeanne asked.
“That’s right. Do you know her?”
“She’s friends with my daughter.”
“We’ll protect her,” I said. “Do you have an address?”
“I can get it for you. It’s in my phone, back in my office.”
“Thank you,” Annabelle said. “We’ll head straight there. We won’t let anything happen to the girl.”




Chapter 10
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I rode shotgun in Connor’s Escalade. Because I was  his woman. Them other bitches? They were riding in the back. I had a feeling he enjoyed driving around all these beautiful women—as if he was fantasizing he was some kind of star and we were his entourage of admirers.
It was more like we were his owners and he was our dog—literally—with me being his primary owner, of course. Not that I’d tell him that. One secret I learned to dealing with men was that they all had fantasies. Some of them unspeakable. Many of then involving prestige, fame, and control. The key to keeping a man’s metaphorical leash tight wasn’t to yank on it, but to allow him to think he was in charge, to allow him to indulge in his fantasy world from time to time. He and I both knew, though, that all it would take was a little tug, maybe a few treats (back when I could give him the kind of “treat” I’m talking about), and there wasn’t much he wouldn’t do. He could enjoy his pimp-daddy fantasy for the moment. If I took charge, and snapped my fingers the right way, he’d be begging and barking like a dog—in his case, maybe literally. The real key, though, to maintaining that kind of control in a relationship, since he didn’t really embrace a beta role, was never to mention it. Allow him to “play alpha” as much as he liked.
We were equals in our relationship. It wasn’t anything weird. Still, in every relationship there’s a subtle understanding of who is actually running the show. In our case, it was the vampire, not the wolf. It was one reason why I could laugh a little at the swagger he carried himself with as he accompanied us. It wasn’t about him taking an interest in Annabelle, Holland, or Ellie. It was about an image he was living out more in his mind at the moment than according to anyone else’s perception. I only realized it because I knew Connor well enough I could see through it. 
It was adorable.
Sort of like when a little kid tries to tell his parents that he’s the boss. It’s not real mutiny. The parents aren’t threatened by it. So long as the kid doesn’t push it to the point of insubordination, it’s cute.
I say all of that to confess this—a part of me felt a little guilty about how I’d treated him. I headed off to Exeter with Mercy to potentially save the world, yet again, and I left him sleeping in my bed without so much as a goodbye. I came back only to give him a phone call—didn’t even tell him face-to-face—to say that I was becoming a succubus and we couldn’t see each other. All it took was one call, and he came running back. 
Connor never did shit like that to me. He didn’t run off with other wolf shifters to go on life-threatening adventures without me. He included me in pretty much everything. He gave me the choice. If he had something to do, I could go with him or stay home. Most of the time, sunlight dictated my choice. Still, he communicated. 
I took advantage of the fact that I knew I had him wrapped around my little finger, that he’d pretty much do anything if I asked. It wasn’t just because I was more of an alpha in the relationship. It was because he loved me and while he liked to play like he was the man in charge, he put up with a lot of my shit just because he thought I was worth it. Maybe the little “treats” I gave him had less to do with it than his heart. Why else would he be there at my side knowing full-well I couldn’t give him my cookie anytime soon?
Damn it. Introspection sucks sometimes. I’d been a pretty shitty girlfriend, and he was a good sport about it. I wanted to do better. He deserved better.
Connor’s in-dash GPS told us where to turn. Jeanne wrote Savanna’s address on the back of one of her business cards. It struck me as a little funny for a funeral director to have a business card. Where did they go to hand it out? Here you go. Have you ever considered death as an option for your future? I imagined sales in the funeral biz wasn’t like it was in other industries. It had to be awkward if people were planning their own funerals. If you were dealing with the bereaved, it had to be awkward as hell. They must’ve been good at it. How else could you up-sell someone to buy a more expensive coffin when everyone knew that no one would ever see it again after the funeral? Was comfort really a concern? People didn’t want to think about their loved ones being eaten by worms, I guess. The more air-tight, the better?
The funeral industry. The only line of work you could be in where, if business was dead, it was a good thing.
I’d put the address into Connor’s GPS as soon as we left. It wasn’t far from the funeral home. Just a few miles. Were we going to find anything? There was no reason to believe that Daniel was sending his parasite—who he thought was his personal angel of death—to kill Savanna at all, much less at that moment. Maybe he’d do it during the day. In that case, well, I wouldn’t be there to help. Sure, for my benefit, Connor had a dark window-tint on his Escalade. I still couldn’t leave the vehicle. Casting spells through windows wasn’t ideal.
It was strange to hope that Daniel was going to send his monster after that poor girl. Not that I wanted her to die or anything. Quite the opposite. We just didn’t know any other way to track him down. If we didn’t kill his monster, he’d keep killing. When he was done, the monster would kill him. We didn’t know how long that would be.
Connor parked outside of Savanna’s house. Technically, her parents’ house. It was a relatively new construction. Not like the older mansions, like Casa do Diabo, that were common in New Orleans. It was a nice house, two stories, with a fenced-in backyard. The fence was tall with the pickets nailed close together. We couldn’t see into the backyard, which probably meant there was a pool behind the house.
Annabelle and Ellie were each sitting on bucket seats in the middle row behind Connor and me. Holland unbuckled her seat belt and laid down across the bench seat in the back.
“What are you doing?” Ellie craned her neck around.
“I’m sleeping. What does it look like I’m doing?”
“This is a stake out!” Ellie protested. “We’re supposed to be watching and waiting!”
“You watch and wait. I can’t see shit from back here. Might as well get a little shuteye.”
“She has a point, Ellie,” Annabelle said. “We don’t know if anything’s going to happen. You might as well get a little rest as well. Those of us who require sleep can go in shifts.”
I cleared my throat. “You mean everyone except me?”
“I’ll stay up with you,” Connor said. “Besides, I can always sleep during the day.”
“That’s right,” Annabelle said. “If this Daniel Branham and his monster don’t show up tonight, we’ll have to take you home.”
“I can take my shift sleeping on the back seat if necessary. The windows will protect me from the light. Even so, if the monster shows after sunrise, I won’t be able to do much to help.”
“I don’t think it will come to that,” Connor said. “This kid has cops looking for him. If he has a half-wits’ worth of intelligence, he’ll only move under the cover of the night. He’ll look for a place to hide during the day where no one will recognize him.”
I chuckled. “Serial killers and vampires. Who would have thought we had so much in common?”
Annabelle grinned. “Many people think vampires are serial killers, Hailey.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Stupid bigots.”
Connor grabbed my hand. “Let them be stupid. If people knew how many times you’d saved them from total destruction, how many times you averted a potential apocalypse, they’d be grateful.”
I shrugged. “Maybe. A lot of people can’t see past their bigotries. Doesn’t matter how much you do or how many times you prove yourself. Some people see fangs and cast judgment. Nothing else matters.”
“Meanwhile, they enjoy a fragile world without giving a second thought to how different their world would be without the contributions of those they hate and fear.”
“That couldn’t be any truer than it is now that you’re a guardian of the convergences here,” Annabelle added. “It’s a thankless job.”
I shrugged. “I don’t need recognition. Some people do, but whatever. I know what I’ve done, the sacrifices I’ve made. People can express their gratitude by not being dicks to each other. That would be a nice start.”
Annabelle chuckled. “If you expect people not to be dicks, don’t hold out a lot of hope. I don’t do what I do for them, though. When I fight something that threatens our community, I do it for the people I love. Everyone else can suck it.”
I chuckled. “Especially us vampires. We like to suck it.”
Annabelle smirked. “Not in the way I meant it. But yes, I’ve told Mercy to suck it more than once.”
I laughed and shook my head. “Half the time, you realize she did things to get under your skin just because she found your reactions amusing.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “That’s the worst part. I knew she was doing that, but I couldn’t help myself. That vampire really knew how to push my buttons.”
I shrugged. “But you two made a pretty formidable team when duty called.”
Annabelle grinned. “That we did. Now that she’s up in Rhode Island, though, I can’t say I’m too disappointed to be fighting the latest world-ending threat at your side instead.”
“What can I say? Blondes know how to have fun.”
“Amen, sister!” Ellie piped up.
Annabelle cocked her head. “Shut up, Ellie. You’re a redhead. A little bleach doesn’t make you a real blonde.”
“It doesn’t matter what’s natural! How you look can change how you act. I’m a fun blonde now.”
Annabelle snickered. “Do the curtains match the drapes?”
“None of your business!”
I turned around and grinned. “So you’re only fun from the waist up?”
Ellie folded her arms in front of her chest. “Shut up.”
“How about everyone shuts up?” Holland mumbled. “I’m trying to sleep back here.”
Connor yawned and rubbed his eyes.
I squeezed his hand. “I thought you were still on vampire time.”
“Mostly. I think it’s less the time of night and more the activity. Staring at the same houses and streets and cars for so long with no change is more exhausting than you’d think.”
A door opened from a black car that was parked across the street. It had been there as long as we were, but no one had entered the car the whole time.
“What the hell?” I asked.
Connor sighed. “He’s in a uniform.”
I rolled my eyes. “Shit.”
“Just be cool,” Annabelle said.
The cop strolled over and knocked on the driver’s side window. He held his badge up to the window. Connor pressed a switch on his door and his window slid open.
“What can we do for you, officer?” Connor asked.
“You’ve all been sitting here in your car for a while now.”
“So have you!” I piped up. “In yours, I mean.”
“I’m an officer of the law. What I’m doing isn’t your concern. I have reason to be concerned about anyone suspicious here.”
I tilted my head. “You’re spying on Savanna?”
“I’m not spying. Are you spying on someone?”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “He’s probably here on protection detail, Hailey.”
I shrugged. “Oh! You’re here to protect her from the psycho boy who killed all those people.”
“I’m not at liberty to speak about that.”
I waved my hand through the air and winked at the cop. “Right. Not at liberty.” I pointed at the cop, then back at myself. “You and me, though. We’re here for the same reason. Same team.”
“It doesn’t work like that, miss.”
“Pffft! Right. But you know, just between us, it works that way.”
“Hailey,” Annabelle whispered. “What are you doing?”
I turned back over my shoulder. “I’m trying to use my allure or whatever. Mercy’s so much better at this shit than me.”
The officer cleared his throat. “Would you all step out of the vehicle, please?”
“Why?” I asked. “We’re just parked here. It’s not like we’re breaking the law.”
“We should do as he asks,” Annabelle muttered.
I rolled my eyes. “Alright. We’re getting out. Don’t shoot, okay?”
The cop furrowed his brow. “I just asked you to step out so we could all have a conversation rather than have you all whispering back and forth. I’m not arresting anyone. At least that’s not on my agenda yet. And I don’t plan on shooting anyone, either.”
“Holland!” Ellie said. “Get up. Cop!”
Holland snorted. “Tell the pig to kiss my ass. I’m sleeping.”
Annabelle turned around and back handed Holland on the leg. “Get up. You can go back to sleep later.”
Holland grunted. “Fine.”
Connor got out of the car first. “Need my license and registration?”
“This isn’t a ticket. Just a conversation.”
I stepped around the front of Connor’s Escalade with my hands in the air. “Like I said, don’t shoot. I’m cooperating.”
The officer took a deep breath and shook his head.
Annabelle and Ellie each got out through the rear doors on either side of the vehicle. Holland stumbled out after them.
“Now, what are you all doing here?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked. “You’re worried that Daniel Branham is going to come after Savanna. So are we. We’re here to make sure he doesn’t.”
“That’s not your concern. The suspect in question is dangerous and probably armed.”
“And you’re one dude,” I said. “No offense, but we know what he did to the last cops who tried to arrest him.”
“I wouldn’t engage him alone. I’d call for backup.”
“Why are you here? Why do you think Savanna is a target?”
“I told you already, young lady. I’m not at liberty to discuss the case.”
“Well, like I said. We all want the same thing. And we have every legal right to sit in our legally parked car for as long as we want.”
“Are you friends?”
I looked at Connor, Annabelle, and the other two mambos. “Yeah, we’re friends.”
“I meant are you Savanna’s friends.”
I bit my lip. “Ehh. Ish.”
“You’re friends-ish?”
Annabelle stepped up. “My apologies, officer. We don’t intend any harm here. Why don’t you call your chief? Tell him Annabelle Mulledy is here. He knows me.”
“You know the police chief? How? Do you go to the same church? Are your parents friends with him?’
“My parents are dead, sir. And I’m not as young as I look.”
“Me neither!” I piped up. “I don’t really age.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes and glared at me. It was as if she was trying to tell me to shut up. I had to admit; I wasn’t doing my best with my allure. If I was out on a hunt, looking for a meal, it was easy to capture a man’s attention. I’d have him enthralled in moments. I wasn’t trying to feed. I was full on bishop blood. My allure wasn’t as instinctual as it would be in other circumstances. 
Besides, the whole idea of using my allure on a cop felt weird. Maybe it was my anxiety that was holding me back. I was considering turning it up a notch, locking my eyes with his, licking my lips. It usually worked on most dudes when I was on the prowl. 
I took a few steps back and gave up on my attempt. Annabelle was making better progress. If she really had a relationship with the police chief, it could help. I didn’t know she had connections with law enforcement. It shouldn’t have surprised me. She was basically the steward of all the supernaturals in New Orleans. They were her responsibility. If something came across an officer’s desk that reeked of non-human or magically induced activity, he must’ve passed it along to Annabelle. If she came across conventional, run-of-the-mill, human criminal activity, she could turn it over to the cops. Win, win.
“Tell the chief that this is my kind of case.”
The cop narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?”
“Just tell him. See what he says.”
The police officer returned to his vehicle. He got inside. I imagined he was on his radio. He came back out a couple of minutes later.
“I don’t know who the hell you people are, but I was told to leave you be and return to the station.”
I reached up and patted the cop on his shoulder. “That’s a good boy.”
The cop shook his head in confusion. “I don’t know what is going on here, exactly, but be careful. This kid doesn’t look like much, but he’s dangerous.”
I smiled widely, not even realizing that I was showing my fangs. “Danger is my middle name.”
The cop gasped and turned around. He returned to his vehicle.
Holland laughed. “That was corny as hell.”
“What was?” I asked.
“Cliche is your middle name, Hailey.”
I giggled. “Alright. I admit it. Total cheese balls. But it worked.”
“If scaring the shit out of that man was what you were going for, sure.”
“You really shouldn’t show your fangs to cops,” Connor said.
I smirked. “I know. But hey, he’s out of our hair now.”
“Thanks to Annabelle and her connections!” Ellie piped up.
I nodded. “Right. And because I smooth talked him. Great team effort.”
Annabelle laughed a little under her breath. “Get back in the Escalade, Hailey.”




Chapter 11
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We got back in the Escalade and resumed waiting and watching. We didn’t have to wait long. It was almost as if Daniel knew a cop was watching and was waiting for him to leave. If what we knew about him was accurate, he didn’t  want to kill cops. He wanted to kill his classmates, the ones who never noticed him, the ones who mocked him and made his life hell.
A massive shadow appeared in the driveway of Savannah’s family’s home. It was almost half as tall as the house itself. From what we’d seen of the shadows so far, that didn’t mean much. It could get larger or smaller at will. Until it materialized, it was frightening as hell, but mostly harmless. We had to get to it before it hurt Savannah.
We were taking a different approach this time. Before, when we tracked the stick-figure shadow, we didn’t know that the bishop was its host. Even the bishop didn’t realize it. I didn’t know it, myself, when I had a parasite. Not until the clown tried to kill me and, even then, it was only because of Holland that we knew it was attached to me.
This was different. We knew who the host was. If all we did was stop the shadow, we’d save Savanna, but we wouldn’t learn anything. This shadow was responding to Daniel. He knew about it and was using it. If they were communicating somehow, he was the best chance we had so far to learn something about these shadow monsters. Where did they come from? How many were there? Where was the convergence they used to travel to our world? Maybe Daniel would know those answers, maybe he wouldn’t.
He was also different from the bishop, who was an unwitting host for his parasite. Daniel knew what it could do and wanted it to kill. He wasn’t an innocent bystander. I certainly empathized with what he’d gone through. Being bullied sucks. That didn’t excuse murdering people.
I took a deep breath. “We should split up. The priority is protecting the girl. We also need to learn what we can. And there might be a better way to stop the parasite than using my blood prison. If we can get to Daniel, we might convince him to call it off.”
“We know where Savanna is. Connor, use your wolf sniffer to track down Daniel. You are our best chance to find him quickly.”
“I think I should go with Connor,” Ellie said. “If the monster is using Daniel’s angst and hatred, I can use Erzulie’s power to counteract that. Love always conquers hate!”
Holland rolled her eyes. “Tell that to the people Daniel killed. Sometimes hate wins. Next time someone tries to murder you, give them a hug and see how that goes.”
“People rarely try to murder me, Holland.”
“Really? I would have thought it happened to you on the daily.”
I cleared my throat. “I might also need you, Ellie. If my succubus nature gains strength when I cast the blood prison and I use the bishop’s blood, Erzulie’s aspect is my best shot at fighting it off.”
Annabelle shook her head. “If Ellie is right, if she can reach Daniel, you might not even need to cast the blood prison. Don’t do it except as a last resort.”
“My abilities are also more useful with the boy,” Holland said. “The parasite manifested when I probed Hailey’s mind before because it felt threatened. I’m not sure there’s anything I could do to help Hailey protect Savanna.”
Annabelle nodded. “Hailey isn’t going in there alone. I’ll go with her. If her blood prison fails, I still have my soul-blade as a last resort.”
The shadow monster was still lurking outside of Savanna’s home. I didn’t know what it was waiting for, but we needed to move.
We jumped out of the Escalade. Annabelle took off toward the house.
Connor shifted into wolf form. He had better senses, even in human form, than average. As a wolf, though, he could track almost anything. He didn’t have Daniel’s scent, but if there was anyone lurking in the shadows, he’d find them. Given the late hour, there weren’t many people outside. I knew Connor would find the boy.
The shadow monster had giant wings, just like Trevor’s ghost described it. It was no wonder that Daniel thought it was an angel. Daniel wanted an angel of vengeance. An angel of death. Like the one from the book of Exodus that flew through Egypt and slew the first-born male in every home not marked by sacrificial blood. The parasite took that form because that’s what Daniel expected. If he thought the thing was an angel of death, that’s what it would become.
The shadow angel passed right through the front of the house.
I sighed. “Ever kick down a door?”
Annabelle nodded. “Once or twice. You’ve got that vampire strength. You do it.”
I nodded. “Nothing like breaking and entering to save someone’s life.”
I charged the front door and blasted it with a hard front-kick. The door exploded off its hinges.
The security system went off. A loud siren sounded.
“So much for being discreet,” Annabelle huffed. “We need to find Savanna.”
“Hold it right there!”
I shook my head. A man holding a rifle approached us from his living room. “Sir, we’re here to help. Your daughter is in danger.”
“Where are the police? They’re supposed to be keeping watch.”
Annabelle took a step forward. “Lower your gun, sir. We believe that something is already in the house and is going to kill your daughter. We don’t have time to explain.”
“Something? What do you mean by something?”
“Do you want me to explain or do you want me to help Savanna?”
A girl screamed from somewhere upstairs.
“Go! It’s the first door upstairs on the right!”
I climbed the stairs using my vampire speed. The poor girl’s father was probably freaking out, but we’d worry about explaining the reality of vampires and supernatural monsters to him later. I heard footsteps behind me. Annabelle and Savanna’s father were following me. I burst into the girl’s bedroom.
Savanna was still screaming. She was in her bed and had her covers pulled up over her for protection. As if a few blankets would save her from the monster.
The creature was still a shadow. It spread its wings out wide and arched over the girl.
Until it manifested, I couldn’t do much. I dove through the shadow monster and landed on top of Savanna.
“I’m a friend. I’m here to help.”
The girl was shaking and crying. I was lying on top of her. I rolled over and aimed my wand at the monster. The second it materialized, I was ready to blast it. I had my blood prison spell ready to go. All I had to do was unleash my power. Doing it like this, with it so close to us, would not be easy. I needed a little space between myself and the creature.
I grabbed Savanna, still holding my wand in one hand, and wrapped one arm around her. I rolled with her out of the bed. We landed on the floor with a thud.
It gave us just enough space. If only the damned thing materialized, I could take it out.
It didn’t take corporeal shape. It stopped and hovered in the air above us. 
The monster turned its head toward the wall. It took off fast and passed through a closed window.
I turned to Savanna. “Are you okay?”
Savanna was still shaking, but she nodded her head.
“I’ve got the girl,” Annabelle said from the doorway. “Go after that monster. The others must’ve found the boy.”
I sprung to my feet and took off out of the room. I bumped into Savanna’s father a little harder than I intended, but he was in the way. I don’t think I even touched one step as I leapt down the stairs.
When Connor, Ellie, and Holland found the boy, he must’ve called the monster back for protection. He felt threatened. The monster responded to his angst, maybe even subconsciously. It was the boy’s emotions, not necessarily his commands, that directed the parasite. His fear of my friends must’ve superseded his desire for vengeance.
I stopped in the driveway and listened. I didn’t know where they were. Connor sniffed out the boy quickly, but my sense of smell wasn’t strong enough to lock in on him.
Wolf shifters aren’t especially adept fighters. They’re basically wolves. They aren’t like werewolves with extra strength. They can heal when they shift back and forth, provided they aren’t dealt a mortal blow. All he had were a couple of mambos, neither who whom were adept at fighting. Annabelle’s primary aspect—she had a few—was from the Loa of War. She was suited for battle. Mambos with the aspects of love and death weren’t exactly equipped to take on one of these monsters. So far, the only two ways we knew that worked to stop them were my blood prison and Annabelle’s blade. At least she was still with Savanna in case the monster came back.
This shadow monster took down a bunch of cops. Connor, Ellie, and Holland stood little chance. My heart raced in my chest. It was an odd feeling. Usually, as a vampire, my heart only beat a couple of times a minute. Now it thumped like it used to when I was human, if I’d just gone for a run or was anxious about something.
All I could think about was Connor. All I wanted when I told him to stay away from me was to keep him safe, now I’d let him right into the path of a murderous otherworldly monster.
I couldn’t lose him. I wouldn’t lose him.
I didn’t know what was happening to me. I took off running. I instinctively turned a corner. I didn’t know why. Something was pulling me, tugging at me through my pounding heart.
I saw them in the middle of the street about three blocks down. Ellie was knocked out cold. The beast materialized for a split-second, just in time to slap Holland with one of its wings. She flew into the grass of someone’s home. Connor was running around, still in wolf form, evading the monster. He growled at the beast. The monster wasn’t intimidated.
It was a shadow again. The way it kept phasing in and out of material form, I couldn’t get a lock on it with my wand. I ran as hard as I could. With my speed, it only took a couple of seconds to get there.
A young boy with stringy brown hair and a black trench coat stood there. “Stay back!”
I wasn’t about to engage the kid in conversation. He was too dangerous. All I could think to do was knock him out with brute force. If he was unconscious, maybe it would quell his emotions. It would pacify the beast. At least temporarily.
The shadow angel flew at me as I took off toward Daniel. It was fast. I was faster. I grabbed Daniel by his shoulders. I was going to slam him to the ground when my heart stilled. A tingle swelled in my body and a pink light appeared on the kid’s face. It was coming from me—from my eyes.
I turned my head just in time to see the angel disappear. It was like his shadow turned to smoke and dissipated in the air.
“What are you?” Daniel asked.
I didn’t answer him. Connor was running toward me. Ellie approached behind him, rubbing her head. I looked the other direction and Holland was also getting back to her feet.
“You did it!” Ellie exclaimed.
“What did I to? I’m not sure.”
“Erzulie’s aspect. You used it. You touched this kid, and it overwhelmed his emotions.”
“Let me go!” Daniel shouted. “The angel is coming back. He protects me.”
I shook my head. “It’s not an angel. It’s a parasite.”
“What are you talking about?”
I looked at Daniel and flashed my fangs. “You’re coming with us.”
“You’re a— No, vampires aren’t real.”
I tilted my head. “Reconsider your worldview. Hate to break it to you, but I’m very real. And you’ve been a very naughty boy.”
Daniel gulped. I grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him over. I grabbed him by his wrists with one hand and pulled him to his feet by the back of his coat with my other hand.
Holland stepped up behind me. “Want me to do my thing? You can kill it now.”
I shook my head. “Not yet. I pacified his emotions for now.”
“What did you do to me? I feel... different.”
“I’ll keep him in check,” Ellie said. “What did you do, Hailey? How did you pull it off?”
I looked down at Connor, still in wolf form. “I thought about him. I was afraid for him.”
“It was your love for him. It allowed you to access Erzulie’s aspect.”
“Mind if I give you a quick read?” Holland asked. “I’m curious.”
Ellie took Daniel. She kept one hand on his back. Holland put her hands on my head. I braced myself for the piercing cold. I winced as the chill spread from my head through my body.
“Holy shit,” Holland said. “You did it.”
“I did what?”
“Using Erzulie’s aspect. It purged the demon’s essence from you. You’re free!”
I gasped. “Say what?”
“I said you’re free. No more succubus.”
Connor resumed his human form. He was totally naked. I didn’t mind. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him on the lips.
“I missed that,” Connor said.
I smiled. “Me too.”
“You people are freaks!” Daniel shouted.
I laughed. “You don’t know the half of it.”
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Connor found his clothes. It was mildly disappointing, but then again, I didn’t want Ellie and Holland staring at my man in the buff. Annabelle met us back at the Escalade. 
Savanna was safe. Traumatized, but alive. Her father was confused. Annabelle said she’d have to pay them a visit later to give them the standard talk. It wasn’t the first time she had to explain the supernatural world to outsiders. This wasn’t her first rodeo.
We tied Daniel’s wrists and ankles together with his own shoelaces and tossed him in the back seat. Ellie sat next to him and maintained contact. She was using her aspect to keep the parasite within him from accessing his angst.
“Where to?” Connor asked.
“We can’t bring him into Vilokan while that parasite is still inside of him. It’s too risky.”
I nodded. “Go to Casa do Diabo. We’ll question him there.”
We arrived at mine and Mercy’s mansion in the French Quarter. Tommy jumped up when he saw us walk through the front door. “You brought home food!”
I glanced at Daniel. He gulped.
“That wasn’t the idea but, what the hell?”
Daniel struggled against his shoe-string bindings. Ellie kept her hand on his shoulder.
“Where’s Sarah?” I asked.
“In her room, I think. Probably reading a book.”
I nodded. “She isn’t much for socialization. Comes with the territory. She lived by herself for a century and a half.”
“Mind if we take the couch for a bit?” I asked.
“Can I have a bite first?” Tommy asked.
I smirked. “We’ll see how cooperative he is.”
Annabelle and I pulled over a couple of dining chairs and set them in front of Daniel and Ellie. I don’t think Daniel blinked once. It would have been terrifying for almost anyone to be in his situation. Even more so for a kid who’d barely scratched the surface of puberty. His age wasn’t an excuse, though. He knew what he was doing. At least he thought he did. He didn’t understand the risks involved, or nature of the creature he thought was his dark angel. Still, he wanted those people to die. The shadow monster did his bidding because of his angst and, unlike others who hosted these ethereal parasites, he wanted his monster to kill. So far as I was concerned, giving the kid a bit of a fright was letting him off easy.
“That’s Tommy. He’s my progeny. He’s thirsty. There’s something you should know about young vampires. They have a hard time knowing when to stop during a feed.”
Daniel’s lip quivered. “Please let me go!”
“So you can go back to killing people?” Annabelle raised one eyebrow. “I don’t think so.”
“What are you going to do with me?” Daniel asked.
I smiled as widely as I could. I wanted to make sure he saw my fangs. “That depends on what you can tell us. We’ve been tracking these shadow monsters all over the city. So far, you’re the only one who is sending out his monster on purpose. Everyone else, the monster acts on its own. It latches on to some kind of negative emotion and does its own thing. Then it kills the host.”
“My angel defends me. He wouldn’t kill me.”
“Do you know that for sure?” Annabelle asked.
“You wouldn’t understand. It’s beyond you.”
Annabelle snorted. “Excuse me? I’m the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans. I’ve communed with the Loa. I’ve faced a lot worse than you.”
Daniel shook his head. “Have you been to the Aeon of Barbelo?”
I tilted my head. “Isn’t that in Spain?”
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “You’re thinking of Barcellona. Barbelo is a tripartite realm described in gnostic writings.”
“Have you been there?” Daniel asked. “I have.”
Annabelle shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a place you can go.”
“Are you sure about that?”
I sighed. “How did you go to Barbelo?”
Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. I died, and that’s where I went.”
“Wait.” Annabelle shifted in her chair. “You died?”
“I stabbed myself in the neck.”
I winced. “That’s one way to do it.”
“My blood fell to the floor. The puddle opened up some kind of door. When I collapsed, I reappeared in Barbelo. My wound was healed.”
I bit my lip. “Where did this happen?”
“In the bayou. I didn’t want anyone to find me and try to save me.”
“Which swamp?” Annabelle asked.
“Manchac, I think. There was a patch of dry ground and what looked like a burned out tree.”
I pressed my lips together. “A convergence. That sounds like the place where Cain confronted Nachash, the serpent from the Tree of Knowledge.”
Annabelle nodded. “It’s also where Julie Brown first tore a hole into the void. It makes sense the veil between realms would be thin there. A prime location for a convergence.”
“All my life I didn’t fit in. The Aeon of Barbelo gave me a chance to come back and be something special.”
“All your life?” I huffed. “You aren’t that old. A lot of people have had awkward teenage years. I did, too.”
Daniel rolled his eyes. “You’re a pretty girl. Don’t tell me you had it as hard as I did.”
“I did,” Ellie piped up. “I wasn’t always pretty. I was an awkward girl when I was your age. Ever have your face shoved in a toilet?”
Daniel nodded. “It happened once.”
“Try every freaking day in the eighth grade.”
Daniel looked at the ground. “Then you know how I felt.”
“But I never killed people, Daniel.”
“I’m sure you wanted to.”
“Wanting to do something and actually doing it are two different things.”
Daniel sighed. “When I got to Barbelo, I encountered a being who called himself Kalyptos.”
Annabelle nodded. “The hidden one. The highest sub-aeon within the Aeon of Barbelo.”
“He said he was what allowed all things to exist. He was potential itself.”
“What did he do to you?” I asked.
“He called an angel. He said I’d be its vessel. He called the angel Protophanes.”
Annabelle crossed her arms. “The first appearing one.”
“I brought Protophanes back to earth. Kalyptos said it would change the world. He said that those who are troubled, those who suffered like me, would have power. Their suffering would take form and manifest to exact justice in the world. When I woke up again in the swamp, I puked. Not food. My angel, Protophanes, released a thousand shadows into the world.”
Annabelle pinched her chin. “The Autogenes. The self-generated. They’re the parasites, the shadow monsters that self-generate beings that accord with a host’s angst.”
“Any pain, bottled-up, was supposed to become real. No one like me would ever have to suffer again. My angel told me his children would change things.”
I snorted. “One of them infected me. It took the form of a clown and tried to kill me. How is that justice?”
“My angel said that he’d cure people of fear. Those who succumbed to fear might die by their fears. The only way to overcome was to defeat our fears. Those who were hurt, the victims, would realize vengeance at the hand of Protophanes’ children.”
I furrowed my brow. “How many of these children did you release?”
“The first of many. More will come in time. Eventually, no more fear. No more bullies.”
I cleared my throat. “You realize, by killing these people, there are many people who see you as the bully now. You’re the enemy who has to be stopped. Do you think the parents of the children you killed don’t want justice?”
Daniel shook his head. “I was dead already. They sent me back to change things.”
“By killing people?” I asked.
“Only people who deserve it!”
Ellie sighed. “Bullies are cruel. But most of them are young. They grow up. They change. Nothing that happens when you’re young is permanent. If you knew that, you wouldn’t have turned to suicide.”
Daniel shook his head. “It was the best decision I ever made.”
“You need serious help,” I said. “I’m not just talking about seeing a shrink. This creature isn’t your friend. It will kill you eventually.”
“It needs me! I’m the one who brought it here.”
“It hitched a ride on your spirit, through your body. That doesn’t mean it needs you. These parasites, whatever they are, can attach themselves to just about anyone. You aren’t special.”
“I am special! For the first time ever, I am!”
Three loud knocks on the front door interrupted our conversation.
“Who the hell is visiting at this hour?” I wondered out loud.
“Newsflash.” Annabelle chuckled. “You’re a vampire, Hailey. Do you usually get visitors during the day?”
I sighed. “It’s probably another vampire looking for Mercy.”
“I’ll get it.” Annabelle stood up and approached the front door. She unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.
“Mister Higbee?”
I gulped and stood up. Savanna’s father was standing there, his eyes darker than before. “You followed us?”
Higbee nodded. He pressed himself into the foyer, past Annabelle. I met him half-way between the door and the living room. “Your daughter is fine. What are you doing here?”
“Why are you keeping him safe? He murdered people. He tried to kill my girl!”
“Calm down, sir. We’re just trying to get information out of him. We’re not protecting him.”
“Then stand aside!” Higbee shouted.
He opened his mouth, and a giant shadow formed in front of him. It was the same shadow monster that we thought possessed Daniel. All I could figure was that when I used my aspect and silenced Daniel’s angst, the parasite left him. It attached itself to Savanna’s father. Now it wanted vengeance.
The monster—the one Daniel called Protophanes—flew past me. It arched its wings over Daniel and took corporeal form. It was no angel. Its body was reptilian, littered with scales. Its wings were more like a bat’s than a bird’s.
Daniel screamed as Protophanes snarled, drooling a green ooze on the boy’s chest.
I grabbed my wand and blasted it with a blood prison. It surrounded the monster. “Get him out of here!”
Sarah ran down from upstairs. She and Tommy grabbed Mister Higbee and pulled him outside. If I were to guess, he was about to become a youngling’s meal.
I wasn’t worried about that. This creature was stronger than the one that possessed the bishop. It fought against my blood prison.
Annabelle, Ellie, and Holland grabbed Daniel and headed out the door. Connor followed with his keys in hand.
“Meet us back at my office!” Annabelle shouted.
“Ellie! Get to Higbee!”
I didn’t know if she heard me. I knew I couldn’t hold this thing forever. The last one suffocated in my blood prison. If this monster was the first, the one that spawned all the rest, it made sense that it was stronger.
I could only hold the prison so long as I had enough blood, could draw enough power from it, to hold it. I didn’t drink much from the bishop before. It was just enough to get back on my feet and calm my cravings.
My blood prison faded. I ran out of juice. Protophanes charged at me. Before it could materialize, it disappeared in a puff of smoke—just as it did before.
I turned around. Sarah was holding Higbee. Blood dripped from Tommy’s chin. Ellie had her hand on the man’s head.
“It’s gone for now,” Ellie said.
My stomach turned. I used up a lot of blood. Maybe all of it. My arms were shaking. I couldn’t even hold my wand. It fell to the ground at my feet.
“She’s going feral!” Sarah shouted. “She needs blood!”
I tried to scream. It came out more like a snarl. Flesh hit my fangs. I bit, and I drank. It calmed my mind. My body stopped convulsing. Mister Higbee was drained, and lying on the floor. I rubbed my brow. “Damn it!”
Sarah placed her hand on my shoulder. “If you heal him, he might turn. He’s lost too much blood.”
“I can’t let him die. He was only protecting his daughter.”
“It’s your choice,” Sarah said. “But you aren’t the only one who bit him. Tommy did as well.”
I picked up my wand. I cast a healing spell over the man’s body. It reflected off him.
“I’m using the power from his blood to heal him. It’s not working. His body is rejecting it.”
“Use other magic,” Sarah said. “You aren’t just a blood witch.”
I kneeled down. My wand was incanted with other spells that would do the job. I pressed my wand to Higbee’s chest. I was about to speak an incantation when I saw the man’s ghost standing in front of me.
“He’s already dead,” Tommy said. “I can see him.”
I took a deep breath and released it. “I see him, too. It’s too late. I can’t turn him.”
Higbee’s ghost stared at me in horror. He saw his body. He saw what happened. A tear fell down his cheek. “Look out for my daughter. You owe me that.”
My eyes welled up as I nodded. “I will. I promise. I’m sorry.”
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Ellie stayed with me. We walked to Vilokan together. She wasn’t her usual bubbly self. I wasn’t much for cracking jokes at the moment, either. An innocent man died—not only because of these monsters, but because, in my effort to stop one of them, I nearly turned myself feral. He just happened to be there.  
Tommy had bitten him already. He only took a few gulps. I couldn’t fault him for it. I was the one who lost control. I’d never lost control feeding before. 
Then again, I’d never cast a spell that nearly turned me feral. Most blood spells didn’t require so much power. They weren’t nearly as draining. Most of the time, a blood prison didn’t take so much out of me. It took everything I had to hold these monsters. It nearly killed me. 
Going feral was as good as death. Other vampires knew that if there was a feral on the loose, staking it was the only option. Maybe two or three percent of vampires who ever went feral came back from it. I liked my chances better than most. As a blood witch, my powers might have helped my odds, but there weren’t any guarantees.
It’s also pretty rare that a vampire goes feral. The cravings will overwhelm a vampire before it gets that bad. I’d turned several ferals with an exsanguination spell in the past, but short of that, if a vampire went feral, it was usually because there weren’t any humans nearby. It happened from time to time when vampires were punished by the church, by the powers-that-be, or even the old vampire council, by being buried alive. They used to seal vampires in coffins and sink them in the ocean. It was a condemnation to an eternity as a feral, bound to a coffin he couldn’t escape. It was a fate worse than death.
There’s nothing worse than knowing you killed someone to save your own ass. That wasn’t how I thought about it at the time. When a vampire was drained like that, it didn’t matter how old the vampire might be. It was as automatic as gasping for air when you reached the surface after swimming underwater.
That didn’t take away the overwhelming sense of guilt. Sometimes I wished I could have been like Mercy. Back when I first met her. She had more of a conscience now than she used to. There was a time when she could feed, kill, and forget about it before sunrise. 
Maybe it was what Holland described when she analyzed my spirit. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I had more of a soul left than most vampires. Baron Samedi didn’t have mine. He didn’t carry it around as a cigarette in his satchel. 
More than that, I should have figured it out. We should have asked Holland to read Daniel’s condition before we dragged him off the street and took him home. If we did that, we would have known that the parasite left him. We wouldn’t know that it had attached itself to Savanna’s father, but we would have suspected it before he burst into our house. We could have been prepared. Ellie could have neutralized his parasite before it manifested. 
Ellie said little as she walked beside me. Not for the first couple of blocks, anyway. Tommy and Sarah were dealing with the body. Mercy would have known how to handle it. She could make it look like an accident. That way, the family could get the body back and have a little closure. It was better than the missing person eventually presumed dead approach. Knowing is always better than not knowing. Sarah was older than even Mercy. She didn’t have Mercy’s experience, and she was more of a recluse than a leader, but I hoped she’d figure something out that didn’t involve burning the man’s body to ash or tossing him into Lake Pontchartrain.  
Ellie waited until St. Louis Cathedral was in view, shortly before we turned down Pere Antoine Alley to say something. “At least now we know what to do.”
“Do we, though?” I didn’t look at her when I replied. I kept walking.
“There’s only one of those things we have to kill. I mean, kill all of them eventually. But to stop the shadow monster apocalypse? If Daniel was right about what he told us, Protophanes is the only one that can reproduce.” 
“Maybe. I’m still worried about the convergence. Just because this particular Protophanes might be responsible for the others, if that convergence is still connected to the Aeon of Barbelo, who is to say another one might not make its way through?”
“It sounded to me like Protophanes needed Daniel. It had to hitch a ride in his body. The offspring, the Autogenes, also require hosts to manifest. When we separated these things from their hosts, when I overwhelmed their emotional matrix with Erzulie’s power, they didn’t take a different form. Nothing that we could see or interact with. They disappeared.”
“Until they latched on to another host. I’m not even sure at this point if I actually killed the one Holland exorcised from the bishop. My shield didn’t cut if off from Barbelo. It cut if off from the host.”
Ellie nodded. “You’re probably right. Your blood prisons and Erzulie’s power might do the same thing, just from a different angle. The prison cuts off the monster from the host by surrounding it with blood magic. Erzulie’s power does it by making the host uninhabitable.”  
I nodded. “All that means is that we might not have a way to kill Protophanes at all. It might keep jumping from host to host every time we force it out of someone.”
“What are you suggesting we do? Do you have any ideas?”
“Let’s get back to Vilokan and check in. If what I’m thinking is going to work, I’m going to need some help.”  
“What are you thinking, Hailey?” 
“If Protophanes’ spirit needs to hitch a ride to pass through the convergence, there may be only one way to send it back to the Aeon of Barbelo.”
Ellie shook her head. “Daniel opened the gate by shedding his own blood. We don’t even know where Protophanes is now, much less are we likely to find many volunteers who are willing to kill themselves. Say they could come back, like Daniel did. Protophanes could come right back with them.”
“Not if I do it. I can use blood magic to flood the convergence. If that’s what it takes to open it, that’s not a problem. The trick is going to be convincing Protophanes to possess me before I go back.” 
Ellie nodded. “And you can use Erzulie’s aspect to kick him out when you get there.” 
“That’s the plan. Let’s just hope I can find my way out again. So long as no one else sheds their blood over the location of the convergence, we shouldn’t have to worry about it coming back.”  




Chapter 14
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Ellie and I made it to Annabelle’s office. Holland and Connor were already there waiting. 
“Where’s Daniel?” I asked.
“Holland double checked to make sure he was free of the parasite. We took him to the Vilokan Asylum.”
“Are you going to turn him in to the secular authorities?” Ellie asked.
Annabelle shook her head. “I’m in contact with the Chief of Police. He understands that this is something the secular judicial system isn’t prepared to handle. Chances are, given the condition of the bodies, and the lack of a murder weapon, there’s little more than circumstantial evidence to convict. Even if they convicted him, somehow, they’d probably lock him up. He wouldn’t get much help. That’s sort of the problem with our judicial system. We lock away pretty much anyone for anything, even non-violent crimes, as if incarceration is the only way to achieve justice. There are more creative and fitting ways to penalize criminals, but our system isn’t that thoughtful. Then we give them very little rehabilitation while they’re there.”
“So he’s  committed to the Vilokan Asylum. What happens after that?”
“That depends on him and how much progress he makes.”
I took a deep breath. “Higbee didn’t make it. I need to tell Savanna.”
Ellie tilted her head. “Let someone else do it. Tell Annabelle your plan.”
Annabelle squinted. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I promised Higbee I’d take care of his daughter. I’d make sure she’s safe.”
“Let me hear this plan.”
I cleared my throat. “Connor isn’t going to like it.”
“Why wouldn’t I like it?”
I sighed. “I have an idea to defeat Protophanes. I want to send him back to the Aeon of Barbelo.”
“How do you intend to pull that off?” Annabelle asked.
“The convergence was opened by blood before. If I can lure Protophanes into me, I can take it there. I can use Erzulie’s aspect to expel it. Then, hopefully, I can get back.”
“Why do you have to do this alone?” Connor asked.
“Because I’m the only one, apart from Ellie, who can come back sure that she’s not possessed by another parasite from Barbelo.”
Annabelle sat on top of her desk. “There will still be more parasites here.”
I nodded. “But if Protophanes is the only one that can reproduce, we can contain the problem. We might not be able to stop all the Autogenes, we still need a better way to get rid of them. I’m not sure my blood prisons were killing them like we thought.”
“Did you need Connor before to activate Erzulie’s aspect.”
Ellie shook her head. “Her love for him is what will bring her home. It’s what will give her the strength to fight through whatever she has to endure in Barbelo. So long as that’s what’s front and center in her mind, Erzulie will protect her.”
Connor stood up and took me by both hands. “You can do this. I know you can.”
I nodded. “There’s just one issue we have to address. somehow we have to find Protophanes. I have to keep Erzulie’s aspect isolated so it doesn’t kick the thing out of me. If it’s even possible to convince that thing to bind itself to me.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “Angst attracts the thing like shit does flies. It needs something to latch on to, to use as a catalyst to manifest. If it doesn’t sense something like that inside of you, I don’t think it will come to you.”
“I just drained an innocent man. A man who was only trying to protect his daughter. Perhaps that will be enough.”
“Are you sure about that?” Annabelle asked. “How would something like this manifest in response to an emotion like that? It’s not directed toward anyone except yourself.”
I nodded. “That’s it. The clown came after me because it was fear that drew it to me. It’s not like I live every day thinking about clowns. It’s not an all-consuming fear, but it was enough. It used that to manifest and attack me, to realize my fear.”
Connor cleared his throat. “You want to use self-loathing and regret to convince this monster to bind itself to you and try to kill you?”
I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking. I’ve thwarted this thing already. With all of you helping me, of course. But I have the magic that threatens it. If it has a chance to eliminate me, and use my regret against me, perhaps that will be enough.”
“You shouldn’t hate yourself,” Connor said. “You didn’t kill that man on purpose.”
I shook my head. “I don’t hate myself. But a part of me fears what I am, what I might be capable of if I’m pushed to the limit. I’m afraid of losing control and killing everyone around me.”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “If this thing binds itself to you, Hailey, it might not try to kill you. If your fear is that you might one day kill people you love, that’s what it will do. It will manifest and try to kill all of us.”
Connor shook his head. “Not if she drags the thing into Barbelo first.”
Holland was sitting on a chair in front of Annabelle’s desk. She had her feet crossed on top of it. She uncrossed them, put them back on the ground and stood up. “I’ll go with you.”
“I can’t ask you to join me in Barbelo.”
“If you can’t cast the thing out on your own, I can do it. For some reason, these things feel threatened by my abilities.”
“Which is why you have to stay here. If I don’t come back, we need everyone who has a chance of stopping these things to take out the others. We still don’t know how many are out there and how many people might die if we don’t eliminate them all.”
Holland pursed her lips. “Perhaps. The parasite probably jumped to a host nearby. We know when it left Daniel, it found Higbee. He was the closest, most distressed person in the area. That means it’s likely inside one of us.”
Annabelle nodded. “That’s a good point. You checked Daniel when we arrived and we know it didn’t go back into him. The question is which one of us is harboring the parasite.”
“Tommy and Sarah were also there,” I added. “If we’re going to do this, I say we go out to the swamp. Holland will have to check all of us.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “Fair enough. Still, how are you going to ensure that Protophanes will attach itself to you once Holland exorcises it from the host?”
“Another blood prison. This time, I trap myself inside of it. I don’t give it any other choice. If I cast it right over the convergence, I’m hoping it will be enough to force open the door to Barbelo.”
“You couldn’t hold it at Casa do Diabo,” Connor said. “What if it refuses to bind itself to you and your prison fails?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t have a lot of blood to draw on before. All I had was what I took from the priest, which was barely enough to get back on my feet.”
“Do you need more blood now?” Annabelle asked.
I shook my head and sighed. “I was close to feral. When I started drinking from Higbee, I couldn’t stop. I am as full as I could possibly be.”
Ellie smiled and took my hand in hers. “Then his sacrifice wasn’t for nothing.”
I shook my head. “I will reflect on that when this is done. For now, if I have any angst at all about killing him, I need it to attract Protophanes.”




Chapter 15
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We only had a couple of hours left until sunrise. We also risked Protophanes manifesting in whoever it possessed. It could have been any of us. I already had some angst about killing Higbee. The monster knew I was the one fighting it. I had angst, but I was a threat. I couldn’t say for sure, but I doubted it was inside me.  
It was hard to tell if one of those things was inside of you. It was sort of like the end of a night with an unfortunately endowed date. 
Not to mention, one of those bastards attached itself to me because I had a phobia of clowns. It was a relatively minor issue so far as angst went. The bishop had suppressed lust. Who doesn’t have lust? The monster could be attached to any of us. There way no way to guess which one of us it could be. Add to that, we didn’t know how intelligent these things were. Perhaps it bound itself to whoever had the most angst or, if it was strategizing against us, it might have chosen someone we wouldn’t suspect.
We hurried out of Vilokan, returned to the Escalade, and picked up Tommy and Sarah from Casa do Diabo. Three vampires. Three mambos. With Erzulie’s aspect, I suppose I was a bit of a mambo in training. Annabelle, Ellie, and Holland were Voodoo Academy graduates. At most, I was dabbling.
Connor drove us to the edge of the swamp. I glanced at the moon. It was nearing the horizon. It was a crescent. If it was a full moon, there’d like be werewolves in the swamp. It was where they usually went to run through the night.
This wasn’t my first trek through the swamp. It wasn’t pleasant. Of all of us, Ellie had the hardest time. All her pink clothing was covered in algae and muck. We moved across broken trees where we could, but there was no way to make it to the convergence without getting wet and muddy. There were also alligators and snakes, not to mention mosquitoes. The swamp wasn’t a pleasant place to take a stroll. 
It was a wonder that of all places, Manchac Swamp was where Daniel attempted to kill himself. He said it was because he wanted to be so far off the grid no one would find him and try to save his life. 
I was beginning to wonder if the kid didn’t know something. If all of this was more than an unfortunate coincidence. There were plenty of locations in the swamp he could have stopped before reaching the small patch of land where the convergence was supposed to be. There was no point questioning his motives. He told us where it was, after all. Maybe he was afraid that I’d bite him if he didn’t tell the truth. Then again, what if he led us out here on a wild goose chase? We wouldn’t know until we knew. All we could do was proceed with the plan.
We finally reached the spot. As a witch, I could feel the energies all around. The air was thick with residual magic. Was it pouring through the convergence at that moment? Was it from Barbelo or another realm? It could have been whatever was left from when Daniel opened the portal there before.
We gathered on the hill. One by one, Holland started probing our minds. I went first, just to be sure that the monster wasn’t already attached to me. If it was, well, it would have made things easier. We weren’t so lucky. I didn’t think it would have been me, but it was worth checking.
Holland checked Tommy and Sarah next. They were clean.
Ellie went next. Holland placed her hands on her head. “You ready, Pepto?”
Ellie snorted. “You realize, just for calling me that, the monster might come after you if it is in me.”
Holland smirked. “Well, you’re clean. So I’m good.”
Annabelle took a deep breath. “My turn.”
Annabelle stood next to me as Holland grabbed her head with both hands. Annabelle winced when the cold Ghede power flowed from Holland’s finger times into her skull.
Holland lowered her hands. “The spirit of Isabelle is within you. I don’t think the parasite could attach itself to you if it wanted to.”
Annabelle grunted. “Well, so much for that.”
Holland checked Connor next. She nodded and lowered her hands. I was relieved. I don’t know why. We were going to cast the thing out of whoever it possessed but for some reason I didn’t want it to be Connor. Maybe I was being a helicopter girlfriend. Keeping him safe, no matter how much he wanted to fight alongside me, was an urge I had to be aware of. I was too hawkish, I’d only damage the relationship.
“There’s one person left,” I said. “Holland?”
“I can’t do it on myself.”
Ellie grinned. “Then I guess we have to do it my way. Time to show you the love!”
Holland huffed. “Great. Get it over with.”
I had my wand ready. The power welled up within me. It was the sixth time I’d prepared to cast the prison and if this didn’t work, we’d be back to square one. There’d be no telling who Protophanes might have gone to after it left Higbee.
When Ellie pressed her hand to Holland’s chest, a pink magic enveloped both of them. Holland screamed in pain. “Love sucks!”
I chuckled a little. That it hurt must’ve been a good sign. Erzulie’s power didn’t hurt. The monster must’ve been holding on to Holland’s spirit, resisting its expulsion. So much for Holland playing the tough girl. She might have had a thing for the macabre. She may have even enjoyed low levels of pain. An ethereal beast tearing at someone’s soul, though, must’ve been agonizing.
Ellie contorted her face. This wasn’t pleasant for her either. It was almost like the monster was shooting blasts of painful energy back through Ellie’s magic. It was trying to fight her off so it could hold on to Holland.
It wasn’t surprising that the monster might choose Holland. She had more than her share of vices. She embraced her own agony, wore it like the latest fashion trend. How would the monster manifest if it had a chance? Would it emerge as the world’s most vicious torturer?
Two black wings burst from Holland’s back. The monster stepped out of her body and immediately took a human form. It showed itself as a beautiful woman with long black hair.
Holland gasped. “Mother?”
“That’s not your mom!” Annabelle screamed.
“I love you, Holland.”
I almost choked on my tongue. Was love really the source of Holland’s agony?
“You never loved me!” Holland screamed. “You loved no one more than the bottle. You showed more love to men, different men, every fucking night while I went without dinner.”
“I love you so much, Holland!”
“Holland!” Annabelle screamed. “Ignore it! It’s not your mother.”
Holland narrowed her eyes. She kicked the monster in the chest. “Fuck you, asshole!”
Holland took off running. I didn’t waste any time. I blasted the beast with a blood prison and pulled it around both of us.
Protophanes turned and looked at me. Its eyes were as black as the night sky. “What a clever witch.”
I held my wand tight. I continued channeling power to the prison. “I could hold this thing for hours.”
“You don’t have hours, vampire. The sun will rise soon.”
The monster was right. If this was a waiting game, I’d lose eventually. The canopy above us wasn’t thick enough to shield me from the sun. There was only one way I knew how to draw something into myself. When I fed on a human, I fed on their soul. The creature was in the flesh, not a shadow. I didn’t know if the monster bled like the human being it showed itself as, but it was the only move I had.
I lunged at Protophanes and sank my fangs into her neck. What filled my mouth wasn’t blood. It tasted more like bile and ash. I choked it down. The monster screamed. It tried to release its material form, but it couldn’t escape my bite. It was as if feeding from the thing connected us. Until I finished, until it attached itself to me, Protophanes couldn’t escape. It couldn’t take another form.
Every instinct I had told me to let her go, to spit it out. My stomach turned in revulsion, but I had to keep going.
Having the succubus in me was more tolerable than this. The demon’s blood was oddly delicious. This wasn’t meant for vampire consumption.
I had to focus. I needed to channel more blood into my spell. If I swallowed all this shit and absorbed Protophanes but couldn’t drag it back into the Aeon of Barbelo, all this would be for nought.
I released more magic into the prison. I needed to try something else. Casting two spells at once wasn’t impossible. I’d done it many times before. It took a lot of focus—to exsanguinate myself while maintaining the prison and drinking from an otherworldly monster might have been the most difficult maneuver as a witch I’d ever attempted. Even more, I couldn’t totally exsanguinate myself. What if I emerged in Barbelo as a feral vampire? I’d lose my wits. I’d become a monster fueled by pure instinct—the craving for blood. I’d never be able to tap into Erzulie’s aspect.
I gave myself a quick pep-talk. Not out loud. My mouth was busy drinking monster shit.
My name was Hailey Bradbury. I raised Moll from the dead. I kicked Corbin’s ass more than once. I was the underestimated youngling who bested Count freaking Dracula. I was a badass blood witch and a badass bitch. I could do this.
I jammed my wand into my gut. I had to hope the prison would hold or, at least, that I’d swallowed enough of the monster that it couldn’t escape if it did.
I cast an exsanguination spell into my body. I’d never performed a partial exsanguination, before. Usually when I used the spell, the goal was to eliminate a vampire, turn him feral and make him easier to kill. A partial exsanguination spell would only turn my target hungrier and more vicious.
I only used about half the magic I usually channeled into the spell. Blood burst from all my pores and splashed on the surrounding ground.
Annabelle and all the others were shouting and screaming, but the sound was muffled. I couldn’t tell what they were saying. Maybe it was on account of blood loss. Whatever the case, it worked. The puddle of blood turned black and swirled with power.
The material body that Protophanes took before—the form of Holland’s mother—withered into the shape of a dessicated corpse. I drank the last drop and what was left of the body fell into a pile of ash. My feet fell into the portal as the ground beneath felt as though it had disappeared under me.
For a moment, everything was black. Then a flash of orange light, almost as if the portal had taken me straight into the sun.
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The Aeon of Barbelo was bright but shadows surrounded me. When the first parasite was attached to me, it manifested as a shadow before it materialized. Now there were dozens of them. Was it Protophanes within me or were there separate shadow beasts now surrounding me to antagonize me on their home turf? 
I didn’t know how long the portal would remain open. It was a relief to know it was still there at all. Portals come in all kinds of magic and they can behave in different ways. Some stay open indefinitely, others remain open so long as whatever energy is powering them is sustained, and others close the second someone passes through. When Annabelle forged gates to Guinee, they often dissipated after she went through. Since other realms exist outside the fabric of time that governs the earth, going through a portal that doesn’t remain tethered to earth can be problematic. Even if you manage to open another portal home, there’s no guarantee when you’ll emerge on earth.
That was how Niccolo the Damned became the first vampire. He went to Guinee in the twenty-first century. He spent an immeasurable length of time fighting with the red aspect of Baron Samedi before agreeing to allow the Loa to transform him in exchange for sending him home. Little did Nico realize that when he got home, they wouldn’t have smartphones, electricity, or even realize that the world was round. He managed to travel back to the future, but in the old-fashioned way. One year, one day, one hour at a time. It took centuries.
If I didn’t get back through the same portal, I’d have no choice but to try to find a way to make another one. Perhaps I’d have to appeal to the natives of Barbelo. They sent Daniel back—but only so they could hitch a ride. Then again, Daniel might have returned through the same portal he made when he arrived in Barbelo. If these creatures couldn’t traverse the realms without a host, there was no reason to believe they had the power to open trans-dimensional gateways.
The shadows blasted around me. When they got close, they took the darkened shape of terrible monsters. They must’ve been drawing inspiration from my mind. Perhaps Protophanes was projecting all of this. I didn’t know. This place didn’t operate according to the natural laws that governed the earth.
Some of them blasted past me as giant snakes, alligators, or angry dragons. Then came a host of shadowy clowns, chortling maniacally.
They were using my fear. Protophanes was communicating to his kin, inspiring them with whatever he could pull from my mind. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was happening.
Protophanes was doing its best to terrify me. My fear gave it something to hold on to. I had to use Erzulie’s aspect to expel the ethereal parasite. To do that, I needed to focus. I wasn’t a mambo. I was a witch, a vampire who happened to have a Loa’s aspect. It was a potential power I’d only started to explore. There are many people with natural talents who never put in the work to refine them. Many people had good singing voices but wouldn’t ever grace Carnegie hall without training. There were many people with natural athletic ability, but unless they trained in a sport, they’d never go pro. Not that I didn’t want Erzulie’s aspect. Until this incident, it just never seemed all that useful to me. Why would I want to go around and mess with people’s affections? I had access to a lot of powers far more practical than what the aspect offered. Playing cupid just wasn’t very high on my list of interests. Now, though, I needed it. Without the ability to focus, to channel not only my thoughts but my emotions, I couldn’t access Erzulie’s power. If I couldn’t access her power, I couldn’t expel the parasite. I couldn’t go home.
Protophanes knew it. Hence the swarm of clown-shaped shadow monsters. It went downhill from there. It was a silly phobia. My deeper fears were more profound.
They’re just shadows, Hailey.
It’s one thing to know something isn’t real, that it isn’t an actual threat. It’s another thing to ignore it when it’s staring you in the face. Ever wear one of those virtual reality headsets? You can do a plank walk on that thing. It makes it feel like you’re walking on a narrow board thousands of feet above the ground. It didn’t matter that I knew I was standing on a solid surface and couldn’t fall. The sensation of fear as I tried to navigate the plank was real. When Mercy pushed me, and the program in my headset made it look like I was falling, I actually screamed in terror. Overcoming one’s senses, instincts, and natural fears with knowledge isn’t easy. It doesn’t matter how artificial the threat might be. The fear was real. That’s all Protophanes needed to hang on, to send me screaming in terror back through my portal with the monster still attached to my spirit.
Face your fears, Hailey.
I swung my fists at a shadowy clown that appeared in front of me. The shadow infused itself with color. It wasn’t material—I didn’t think anything in Barbelo had a corporeal body of its own. It looked real. My punches passed right through the thing’s ridiculous over-painted face.
I didn’t hurt it. I couldn’t hurt it. That wasn’t the point. I wasn’t battling these monsters, I was fighting my fear. If I could face whatever these creatures threw at me, if I could conquer the fear and activate Erzulie’s aspect, I could kick Protophanes out of my body and go home.
These monsters imitated not only the appearance of my fears, they added an audio track. It was the sound of the clowns and their stupid laughter, their squeaking noses, and all that crap that made it worse. Every swipe I took, the more I fought, the less terrifying it was.
The world around me changed. The orange light took shape. I was in the old city market. They used to sell slaves there, like how cattle are sold at a livestock auction. Now, though, the place was mostly a bastion for hobbyists trying to sell their trinkets. It was also a farmer’s market. Some people sold other wares, like handmade soaps, screen printed t-shirts. I knew the place well. It was where I was turned. I’d gone there because Moll told me to. I’d raised her from the dead, my great-great-great grandmother. She tutored me in the craft. She sent me to the market and arranged for a vampire to attack me. Moll’s agenda was clear. She wanted me to become the most powerful blood witch ever. As a vampire, with my natural talents in the craft, she knew I’d be able to wield the power latent in blood in a way other witches couldn’t. It worked. What wasn’t expected was that it was Annabelle who arrived to heal me after the vampire bit me. The rest was history.
For the first time since it happened, I saw my sire approach. A young vampire. He was bloodthirsty, and I was his ideal meal. It was the one and only time I ever met the guy. He wasn’t a real sire. Just a bite donor. As brief as the encounter was, as much time had passed since it happened, it surprised me I recognized him at all.
It was ancient history. Still, it was the most terrifying thing I’d ever gone through. I didn’t even know my sire’s name. There was no point asking him. This wasn’t real. It was a projection from my memories, created by the monsters of Barbelo.
I knew what I had to do. I also knew what I couldn’t do. If I succumbed to the fear, Protophanes would have something strong to hold on to. I had to face my fear.
My sire approached. He was pale-faced, his eyes wide with fear, like many younglings who had to feed and didn’t know how to control their urges. He flashed his fangs and grabbed me by my shoulders.
When it happened, I was just a sixteen-year-old girl. It was terrifying. I screamed.
Not this time. I kneed him in the balls. He stumbled back, clinging to his crotch. Then I flipped him off.
The world around me shifted again. This damn parasite was going through my memories, bringing out the greatest hits of my most traumatic moments and forcing me to live them all over again.
I faced Moll again. The first time I realized she’d betrayed me, that I was just a tool, a witch she manipulated to gain more power for herself. I kicked her imaginary ass.
Every villain I’d ever faced—with Mercy, Annabelle, or alone—appeared again. Some of them at the same time. The shadow monsters appeared as demons and devils. Asmodeus. Legion. Even Lucifer, who appeared as the Horned God, chasing Mercy and me as he inaugurated the wild hunt. This time, I didn’t let them chase me. I fought them off. I clawed at their projected forms. I faced Corbin again—first in his natural form, as he fed and bid me to join him. I didn’t. Not this time. I fought him off just as I had the demons before. Fighting off his dragon form was more intimidating. When I defeated him like that, I had dragons of my own to counter his assaults. I blasted through it like everything else before.
I faced Mug Ruith and the succubus, Leann, at the same time. The unseelie Minerva joined in. What else could Protophanes throw at me? I tore through every enemy who ever threatened me in the past. I didn’t even hesitate. The more I faced these things the less frightening they were.
The world around me changed again. I was in Casa do Diabo. I saw myself, but I wasn’t myself. I was feral. My skin was pale, my cheeks sunken, and my eyes were plastered open and bloodshot.
I stood there alone in the room. Higbee wasn’t there to satiate my hunger. The door opened and Connor was there. My feral self didn’t hesitate. He was nothing to feral Hailey but a blood bag.
It was my worst fear. That I’d lose control and hurt someone I loved.
That damn parasite was cruel. It was also a fool. My heart fluttered in my chest when I saw Connor. The last time I thought he was in danger, I accessed Erzulie’s power. This time, my fear wouldn’t win. I screamed and charged my feral self. Pink energies enveloped my body. The light from my eyes destroyed the shadows all around me.
Protophanes blasted out of my body as the orange glow of Barbelo returned. The shadow beast shrieked as it struggled to hold on to me. Erzulie’s power blasted from my form like a nuclear explosion.
I turned back to the portal. The blood swirling in front of me still had a subtle glow to it. The energies sustaining the portal flickered as the pink magic emanating from my body overwhelmed Barbelo.
The entire realm was collapsing on itself. A darkness expanded over the magic that continued pouring out of my frame. The darkness concentrated into a shadowy blast. It struck me in the back. The force threw me into my portal.
A thousand impressions flooded my mind at once as my body hurled through darkness. I could see the other end of my portal at a distance. The shadowy blast followed me. It spider-webbed through the void. Thousands of convergences, the shattered gates that connected earth to the other realms, all glowed like orbs around me.
Kalyptos
The name flooded my mind like an earth-shattering scream. It was the hidden one, the primary emanation of Barbelo. My pink energy held me on course. It connected me to the convergence that led me back to earth. It was the only one that Kalyptos couldn’t reach. Erzulie’s power repelled it, but I couldn’t stop Kalyptos from dividing its essence, from pouring itself through the other gates.
I hit my original gate face-first and tumbled across the dry ground and into the swamp waters.
I pulled myself back to land and laid on my back. Dozens of black pillars, the essence of Kalyptos, shot into the sky from convergences scattered around the region. They were miles apart. How many more convergences, spread through the world, did Kalyptos invade? All of them? I didn’t know if Kalyptos was like Protophanes. How would its energies change the world? What monsters were we going to face next?
Annabelle ran to me and helped me to my feet. A half-second later, Holland grabbed my head. It took me off-guard. The frigid magic pierced my skull, but it didn’t last.
“She’s clean. She did it!”
I shook my head. “Look to the skies.”
Annabelle gasped. “What happened, Hailey?”
“I destroyed Protophanes. My magic infected all of Barbelo. Kalyptos followed me through the gate. His form splintered through the void into hundreds of spider legs of dark energy. It hit other gates.”
“How many gates?” Annabelle asked.
I sighed. My shoulders sunk. “All of them?”
Connor wrapped his arms around me. He had tears in his eyes. “I don’t know what that means, but you’re back. That’s all that matters.”
I kissed Connor on the lips. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“You’re cold. You don’t look well.”
“I’m famished. I need blood.”
Connor lifted his wrist to my lips. “I need a fix, anyway. I’m still addicted to the bite.”
I grabbed Connor’s wrist. “I don’t know. I can’t do it. You don’t know what happened. When I was there, I had to face my worst fears. I saw myself. I was feral. I was going to kill you.”
“It wasn’t you,” Connor said. “It was an illusion. I trust you.”
I bit Connor’s wrist. I took two gulps of blood. It was all I needed to sustain myself. I released his wrist and cast a small healing spell into the wound.
Annabelle, Ellie, and Holland stood in the clearing with their eyes fixed on the sky.
I looked up again in time to see the black pillars of Kalyptos disappear. “What are we going to do?”
Annabelle shook her head. “Kalyptos is the hidden one. If he lives up to his name, it might be a while before we can figure it out.”
Tommy and Sarah stepped up beside me. “It’s almost morning. We need to get back to Casa do Diabo.”
I closed my eyes for a second and took a deep breath. “What a night. For the first time in I don’t know how long, I’m relieved the sun is rising. I’m exhausted.”
“Do you need more blood?” Connor asked.
I shook my head. “It’s not that. It’s more like coming down from an adrenaline high. I’m emotionally taxed.”
Connor nodded. “Well, before we go back and tuck into bed, what do you say we take a shower?”
I smirked. “Together?”
Connor smiled widely. “Why the hell not?”




Chapter 17
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It was an uneventful day. After the night before, I needed a whole lot of nothing. Connor and I had our fun, of course, but we were both exhausted. If not physically, then mentally and emotionally. Sarah and Tommy dealt with Higbee’s body. I wasn’t sure how they handled it. I’d suggested they drop it off with Jeanne at the funeral home. Annabelle told me she’d talk to Savanna, which was a major relief. Telling that poor girl about her father wasn’t something I thought I could handle. Not after the rollercoaster of emotions I’d gone through all night, especially in Barbelo.  
I turned on the television to check the evening news. I wasn’t much for television news. More often than not, it wasn’t news at all. A lot of jerks with opinions. Opinions are a lot like assholes. Everyone has one. Most of the time, it was better to keep it to yourself. Still, if there were any earth-shattering events, they’d report on it. Given the emergence of Kalyptos, I suspected something was happening. According to the talking-heads, though, nothing of note beyond the usual nonsense was going on around the world. Maybe Annabelle was right. Kalyptos might make his presence known in more subtle ways, hidden from plain view. At worst, he’d transform the world into a new Barbelo. At best, his presence was another mystical energy among dozens of others that insidious and stupid folks would eventually lean into and misuse.  
I was supposed to meet Annabelle back at her office after nightfall. More to debrief over the previous night’s events than anything else. I told her about my experience, but I didn’t dive into a lot of details. I was just too tired to get into it. 
We didn’t take the Escalade. Connor and I walked to Vilokan. It was a delightful night. Weather wise, not that different from the night before. There wasn’t so much chaos stirring in the world. If there was, it was hidden—courtesy of Kalyptos. Until we knew more, the lingering feeling that the other shoe was about to drop was bound to persist. All we could do, though, was keep living our lives. Keep fighting the good fight. I was still a guardian. There were other monsters, other creatures from other realms with capacities I had never considered, who could appear at any time. 
I interlaced my fingers with Connor’s. “It’s funny. The air just feels lighter now.”
Connor chuckled. “It’s mostly in your head. It’s New Orleans. It’s always humid.” 
I snorted. “I read somewhere that New Orleans has the highest average humidity among major cities in the country. It doesn’t feel so bad, though. Maybe it’s just me.”  
“It’s just you. Sometimes I think I’d be better off if I were a fish shifter. At least, then, I could breathe through my gills.”
I leaned my head on Connor’s shoulder as we followed the sidewalk. “I had fun last night.”
Connor snickered. “Well, you didn’t devour my soul. I’d say that all things considered, we’re better off tonight than we were twenty-four hours ago.”  
“It’s funny. It hasn’t even been a week since I was in the faerie realm, and I bit that damned succubus. It feels like it was a lifetime ago.” 
“You realize, Hailey. When you went to Exeter, you didn’t even say goodbye. You left me sleeping in the bed.”
I sighed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’ve done a lot of dumb things. I should have kept you in the loop. About everything. I learned while fighting these monsters something I should have realized a long time ago. Being with you isn’t a liability. It isn’t a weakness. You are my strength.”
Connor kissed me on the cheek. “I get it, Hailey. I’m not as powerful as you are.”
“Not true. Your powers are different. Just because you can’t cast spells doesn’t mean you don’t have power.”
Connor smiled kindly. “Thank you for saying that, but seriously? You might be the strongest witch ever. And you’re a vampire. Add to that this Erzulie stuff you’ve got going on. Face it, all I can do is change my shape. I can sniff butts better than anyone around, but that’s not a superpower I’d say compares at all to what you can do.” 
I shrugged. “Sometimes it’s not the size of the power that matters. It’s how you use it.”
Connor tilted his head. “We’re still talking about supernatural abilities now, right?”
I giggled. “Of course we are, big boy!” 
The staircase descending into Vilokan was always the worst part of the trip. It was steeper than normal stairwells; the steps were damp and slick, and it was a claustrophobic nightmare. I’d made the trek up and down the stairs so many times that I might have had the best butt in New Orleans. Yeah, vampires had super strength, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t tone and tuck. It also didn’t mean vampires couldn’t let themselves go. Staying in shape didn’t take half the effort that it did for humans—a steady diet of blood is inherently ketogenic—but it still took intention.  
Annabelle’s office was inside the Voodoo Academy. Annabelle changed the sign a while back to “Voodoo University,” but no one called it that. She was trying to get supernatural accreditation or some shit. She took over what used to be the old headmaster’s office. Back in the day, Papa Legba himself ran the academy. After that, Erzulie. Now, Annabelle ran the school and the entire city of Vilokan. On top of being the policewoman for supernatural shenanigans in New Orleans, it was a marvel she could keep up on everything. She was like the waitress who carried eight plates of entrees to a table with only two arms. Except, in Annabelle’s case, she wasn’t balancing meals. She was balancing the wellbeing of Vilokan, New Orleans and, technically, the world. I was a powerful witch, but Annabelle had multitasking superpowers every bit as valuable as my best spell.
Holland and Ellie were sitting next to each other on a bench just outside the academy. I approached them and tilted my head. “You two are talking to each other?”
Ellie nodded her head three times fast. “She’s so cool! I think we’re going to be besties now!”
Holland cleared her throat. “Pepto isn’t so bad.”
“I’m even starting to like the nickname! It’s growing on me!” 
I chuckled. “I suppose your aspect functions as cure for heartburn, even if not in the literal sense.”  
“Are you going to enroll?” Ellie asked. “I’m not a student anymore. But I’d be happy to tutor you anytime!”
I shrugged. “Someday, maybe. I could certainly use a little more training in all things voodoo, including Erzulie’s aspect. I’m not especially interested in attending classes or enrolling at the academy.”
Holland cleared her throat. “Vampires have enrolled before. Every other vampire, though, has been a part of College Samedi.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. I’m disinclined to accept another aspect. I have too many abilities swirling around in my spirit as it is.” 
Ellie pointed toward the elevator that led to Annabelle’s office. “I think she’s waiting for you.”
I nodded. “Yeah, we took our time strolling over here. It’s nice every now and again not to be in a rush to save the world.” 
Connor and I left the mambos to their girl-talk. I pressed the button to call the elevator to Annabelle’s office. The doors parted with a ding and we stepped inside. 
Annabelle had to approve our entry on the floor above. She had a closed-circuit camera in the elevator, so she knew who was coming to visit. She was expecting us, so it didn’t take long before the doors parted and we stepped into her office. 
A young girl was sitting on one of the chairs in front of Annabelle’s desk. She turned and looked at me when I entered.
“Savanna?” 
“Hi. You’re Hailey, right?”
I nodded. “That’s right. Look, Savanna. About your father—“
“He saved your life. Annabelle told me.” 
I gulped and looked at Annabelle. She nodded at me slightly. 
“That’s one way to look at it. I just wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened.”
Savanna wiped a tear from her eyes. “It’s all a little surreal. It’s hard to believe he’s gone, you know?” 
I pressed my lips together. “I can’t imagine what that must be like.”
“I didn’t have anyone else. It was just my dad and me. I don’t know what I’d do without Annabelle.”
I tilted my head. “What do you mean?” 
Annabelle grinned. “We have an opening in the school. Sogbo is looking for a promising new mambo to sponsor.”
“The Loa of storms, right?”
Annabelle nodded. “That’s right.”
“Pretty cool, right? I mean, the ability to change the weather! How badass is that?” 
I smiled and touched Savanna on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll do well. You never know. One day I might need your help.” 
“It’s been several years since Sogbo sponsored a student,” Annabelle said. “He’s only recently taken a new host and is willing to resume his role in the school. Given what we’re facing, I suspect Savanna’s talents might be useful in the future.”
“No offense. I agree that controlling the weather is neat. How is that going to help with convergences?” 
Annabelle smiled. “Lightning. Ionizing the air. You’d be surprised how many kinds of magic it can neutralize.” 
I shrugged. “It doesn’t affect me much.”
“That’s because you draw power from blood. Other witches, warlocks, and sorcerers often use nature as a source for their magic. With new powers in the air, and things we don’t understand yet, it’s just a matter of time before practitioners of various crafts start experimenting with new spells. It might take some time before she’s ready, but Savanna will be a great help when the time comes.” 
“I’m not sure whatever Kalyptos is doing will be so easily managed with lightning.”
“We don’t know what Kalyptos can do,” Annabelle said. “We  need every power at our disposal so we can be ready for whatever happens next.” 
I nodded. “You’re right. You know, Savanna. There was a time that, oddly enough, feels just like yesterday. Long story. I sort of had to relive some of my history recently. Still, Annabelle took me in when I had no one else. You’re in excellent hands. She’s sort of like a big sister to me.”
“I guess that makes us sisters, too, right?” Savanna asked.
I smiled widely. “I guess it does, in a way. Is there a funeral scheduled for your father? I’d like to attend and pay my respects.”
Savanna nodded. “It’s all so fresh I haven’t planned anything. It’s overwhelming, really.”
“I told her I’d arrange everything,” Annabelle said. “We have a contact at a local funeral home. I hear the director there already has Savanna’s father’s body.”
I sighed. “That’s a relief. Everything happened so fast, I wasn’t sure what Tommy and Sarah did to handle the situation.” 
“We all handled it,” Annabelle said. “I was at your place early in the morning. By the sound of it, though, you and Connor were rather busy. So much banging. Were you building something?” 
I chuckled. “Steel erections! We’re really into construction.”  
Connor rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Thank you for respecting our privacy and handling the situation.”
Annabelle grinned. “You two deserved some time together. You’ve been through a lot. All of us have been.”
I nodded. “Again, Savanna. My condolences. If you need anything ever, Annabelle can get you in touch with me. Not to mention, I have a feeling I’ll be around her a lot in the near future.” 
“Why do you say that?” Annabelle was scrolling through the screen on her computer examining her feed through her extremely slow dial-up connection. “I see nothing out of the ordinary going on right now.”
I shrugged. “Ellie said she’d give me a few lessons. Help get me up to speed on all this voodoo stuff. I think after what we’ve been through, given that Kalyptos is still out there and is probably vulnerable to the same magic as the other shadow monsters, the more I can learn about managing Erzulie’s power, the better.”
Annabelle chuckled. “After all these years, you’ve never once shown much interest in my tradition.”
I shrugged. “It’s not that I wasn’t interested. I just had a lot on my plate. Mastering bloodwitchery. Figuring out how to be a vampire without becoming a serial killer. You know, minor distractions.” 
“Understandable! You can trust Ellie. Despite her many eccentricities, she’s a talented mambo.”
“What about Daniel?” I asked. 
Savanna winced. “Burning in hell, I hope.”  
Annabelle folded her hands on her desk. “He’s not dead. But that’s another matter we need to discuss.”
I shrugged. “He’s at the Vilokan Asylum, right? Freud should have the matter handled.” 
Annabelle raised her hand. “He does. He isn’t a threat. Not right now, at least. The doctor did manage to get him to open up about what he did. I don’t think you’ll find it entirely surprising that he didn’t open the gate to Barbelo by accident.”
“I suspected as much. That spot isn’t easy to get to in the swamp. There were plenty of places he could have committed suicide without interference if that was his goal.” 
Annabelle turned her computer around. The image of a tall man with dark hair in a long black cloak was on her screen. “This is Daniel’s father. He left a long time ago. He only returned to town a few weeks ago.”  
“Creepy looking dude. What’s his deal?” 
“I told you we might have to worry about sorcerers or warlocks who could tap into Kalyptos’s power. Daniel told Freud that he was the one who told him how to open the gateway, that it would solve all his problems. He said he’d survive and, well, obviously, he did.”
“Who is this guy? Is he a warlock?”
Annabelle nodded. “Baladan Branham. His first-name means ‘the son of death,’ and given his reputation, it’s fitting.”
“Sounds like the sort of enemy we might need Holland’s help to stop.” 
Annabelle nodded. “Freud only sent this information over about thirty minutes ago. I’m still gathering information. Given what Baladan put his own son up to, the notion that he works with death magic is fitting. Given how much power the convergence released from Barbelo, if there’s anyone with an insidious plan up his sleeve to use that power, he’s the prime candidate.” 
I shook my head and laughed. “This is too much.”
“Why are you laughing?” Connor asked.
“This shit never ends, does it?”  
The Blood Witch Saga Continues in…
Wraiths and Warlocks
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I gripped my putter with both hands. I tried to hold back but vampiric strength was hard to control. I hit the ball. It bounced off a spinning windmill and came right back to me. 
Holland chuckled. “You suck at this.”
“Be nice!” Ellie piped up. “These obstacles are meant to be challenging.”
“Shut up Pepto. It’s called talking shit. It’s all a part of the game.”
“Talking shit in miniature golf?” Ellie rolled her eyes.
I chuckled. “It’s alright, Ellie. Holland isn’t wrong. Don’t worry, though. Sucking at putt-putt golf doesn’t break my cold vampiric heart.”
Ellie giggled. “I suppose as a vampire you’re used to sucking.”
I sighed. “If I had a dollar for every ‘vampires suck’ joke I’ve heard over the last eight-plus years since I was turned, I’d be rich enough to purchase a small country.”
“Watch and learn.” Holland placed her black golf ball on the tee—if you could call the little green pad where you were supposed to set the ball a tee—and widened her stance. She tapped the ball. It also struck the windmill.
“Now who sucks!” Ellie piped up.
Holland narrowed her eyes at Ellie, but said nothing. As a Mambo who specialized in the Ghede, who had the aspect of Baron Samedi, being on the other end of her piercing gaze was bone chilling.
Ellie took her shot. Her pink golf ball passed through the damned windmill, bounced off an angled barrier, and landed about two inches away from the hole. “Almost!”
“Nice shot, Pepto.”
It took me three tries to get my ball past the stupid windmill. It wasn’t a real windmill, anyway. Wind wasn’t turning it, but electricity, which was exactly the opposite of what real windmills were supposed to do. This windmill existed for the sole purpose of being a pain in the ass. When I got it into the green surrounding the hole, I kept overshooting the damn thing. I lost count of my strokes. Ellie didn’t. Eventually I got my red ball in the hole.
“Eleven strokes!” Ellie marked down my score on a small card.
Ellie made it in only two. Holland in four. It was only the first hole, and I was going to spend the next seventeen holes trying to catch up. More likely, I’d only solidify my status as the resident putt-putt loser.
Miniature golf was one of only a few recreational activities that didn’t involve bumping and grinding I could do, given my aversion to light.
Annabelle suggested we spend a little time together. Ellie was still helping me master the aspect of Erzulie, the Loa of Love. I was usually a quick study in matters of magic. With all that voodoo shit, I struggled. It probably had to do with me not having much reverence for the Loa, or any deity at all. As a witch, we had our gods and goddesses, of course. A lot of old-school witches made “working” with the old gods central to their craft. I think I’d just met too many so-called gods and goddesses over the years that revering them didn’t appeal. Half of them were dicks. The other gods and goddesses were stubborn and set in their ways. Of all the deities I’d ever encountered, only the Morrigan had earned my respect. Not that I’d had much occasion to work with her over the last few years. If I ever needed the help of a goddess, though, she’d be the one I’d call.
Working with Ellie took a lot of patience. She was more bubbly than a flooded shampoo factory. If it wasn’t for Ellie’s pretty face and long, wavy, dyed-blond hair, she’d look just like the Pink Panther, or Malibu Barbie. That was why Holland nicknamed her Pepto—only in Ellie’s case, she didn’t cure nausea; she was more likely to cause it.
In many respects, Holland was the exact opposite. She reminded me of Wednesday Addams in both her appearance and attitude. She wore a lot of stylish clothes—but every item in her wardrobe was black. Although she was stunning, she didn’t care much if anyone noticed. She didn’t look for or even desire the approval of others. If anything, she got her kicks out of making people squirm.  
The two mambos were like oil and water. At least on the surface. Deep down, though, they were more alike than either of them cared to admit. They were both among the most skilled mambos in all of Vilokan. They both had insecurities stemming from their childhoods. Ellie was bullied as a teen. Holland was raised by an alcoholic mother who went through men like I went through pairs of socks.
It was their wounds from earlier in life that I suspected made them such a good pair, despite their external differences. They shared a mutual respect. They’d even come to become friends, in a way. They also took more shit from each other than a porta-potty at a music festival.
The night sky was totally clear. There was a cool breeze that offset the usual humidity that typically plagued New Orleans. I didn’t even sense any magic in the air which was something since only three months earlier I’d inadvertently destroyed the Aeon of Barbelo and released some kind of spirit-energy into not only New Orleans, but through every mystical convergence spread around the world, that could probably be harnessed in ways I didn’t even realize. Beyond that, if our encounter with the shadow monsters from Barbelo taught me anything, it was entirely possible this new energy could create brand new horrors, birthed from the combination of the energy of Kalyptos, the hidden personification of Barbelo’s power, and old-fashioned human angst.
We even knew of at least one warlock—Baladan Branham—who was primed to do something nasty with all the power I’d spilled into our world. He was primarily responsible for opening Barbelo to begin with. He’d convinced his own son to actually kill himself over a mystical convergence to do it. Any man who could do something so diabolical was capable of anything.
All that made the three months of calm nights both surprising and also disturbing. I know it’s a cliche, but the whole “calm before the storm thing” usually proved true in my experience. When things cooled down, it was like the universe was biding its time to take a shit on the world.
I also learned to enjoy the peace while it lasted. I hadn’t gone miniature golfing since I was human. My performance on the course was consistent with my lack of experience. It wasn’t about that, though. Ellie was certainly in it to win it. Holland was more entertained by messing with Ellie than she was by the game. I was just enjoying a night out with the closest thing I’d had to girlfriends who weren’t vampires almost twenty times my age.
We were about halfway through the course. I was somewhere in the neighborhood of seventy-five over par.
A rain drop struck my cheek. I looked up and saw a single dark cloud hovering just over us. Then a deluge poured down on top of us.
Holland laughed and spread her arms. “Finally, some gloomy weather to make this dreadfully clear night more tolerable.”
Ellie held her hands over her head as if she thought she could block the rain. She ran around the course on her tip-toes, shrieking as if she was afraid she’d melt.
The rain didn’t bother me. I didn’t much like it, either. I might have been a witch, but contrary to the lore of Oz, witches don’t melt from water.
I heard a giggle. I turned and saw Savanna Higbee strolling toward us with a wide grin and her nose turned up in pride. “See what I did?”
“You did this!” Ellie shrieked.
“Impressive.” Rain dripped from Holland’s nose and chin and it didn’t phase her in the least. “You’ve only been studying under Loa Sogbo a few months and you already mastered localized storms?”
Savanna snapped her fingers. The rain quit falling and the cloud above dissipated in the breeze. “Haven’t quite mastered thunder and lightning, not to mention tornados, but a rain cloud is easy as pie.”
Holland bowed her head slightly. “Like I said. Impressive.”
Ellie was wringing the water out of her shirt and hardly noticed. “It wasn’t funny.”
I chuckled. “It sort of was. I thought you were too busy to join us tonight?”
Savanna shrugged. “Loa Sogbo and I wrapped up about an hour ago. Too late to pick up on the back nine?”
I shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”
“Impossible,” Ellie huffed. “It’s not fair to join half way through. It’ll mess up the scorecard.”
Holland rolled her eyes. “Who gives a shit? Grab a putter.”
Ellie’s jaw dropped. “Seriously?”
“It doesn’t really matter who wins, Ellie. That’s not why we’re here. If you insist on keeping score, double her score on the back nine.”
“Or don’t count my score at all,” Savanna said. “I just wanted to come hang with my girls!”
“You’re a first-year student,” Ellie said. “We’re graduates. We aren’t your girls.”
“Show some love, Ellie!” I grinned. “That’s your aspect, after all. And I’m not even a student at all. It doesn’t matter one bit.”
Holland smirked. “No need to be a competitive prick, Pepto.”
“I’m not a prick!” Ellie grunted. “I don’t even have a prick!”
I tilted my head. “You’re sort of acting like a prick. No offense.”
Ellie reached over to a small pedestal next to the ninth hole tee. She grabbed the score card and shook it off. “Damn it! All the ink is running. Savanna! You ruined our game!”
I laughed and patted Ellie on the shoulder. “She ruined nothing. We’ll just have to play the last nine holes for fun.”




Chapter 2
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Three of us were soaking wet. Savanna, of course, didn’t form a rain cloud over herself. She only stepped on the golf course  after she’d sufficiently drenched us. I didn’t mind too much—except for the squishiness in my shoes. It was a pleasant night. Despite my overall suckiness on the course, it was fun.
We finally reached the eighteenth hole. The last hole doubled as the ball return. Hit it in the gator’s mechanical mouth and it was game over. Hit the ball up the narrow ramp, jump the gator, and hit a single hole set on a slope and you’d win a free game.
Probably not for the entire party. A free game for one person meant everyone else would have to pay again. At least, that was my assumption. Then again, it wasn’t like our presence on the course cost them money.
I secretly hoped no one made the shot. Not that I wasn’t having fun, but eighteen holes, ten to fifteen strokes each hole, got a little old. Besides, unless they had another course, I wasn’t looking forward to being conquered by the same obstacles a second time.
I wasn’t worried about making the shot myself. I aimed straight for the gator’s chomping mouth and watched him gulp down my ball. Poor gator. He really sucked a lot of balls.
Holland was equally indifferent to the matter of scoring a free game. She gave it an honest try but missed the free-game hole, overshooting it by about two feet. When her black ball rolled back down the ramp, it didn’t even get close. The ball didn’t return. The bottom of the ramp had an opening that I imagined dumped the ball into the same track that probably passed through the gator’s mouth, out of his ass, and down a series of tubes leading to an overflowing ball repository.
It was Ellie’s turn. She kneeled down next to the tee like she was Tiger Woods, trying to score a birdie and win the Masters.
I cheered her on even though on the inside I was secretly rooting against her. I didn’t want to deal with another round of Ellie’s competitive dickery. I wanted to go dancing on Bourbon Street.
Connor was hanging out with Tommy for the night. I think they were going to go catch some kind of action flick, then probably go out for a beer and a game of pool or darts. Or they’d go back to Casa do Diabo to play video games.
This was a girls’ night/boys’ night out situation. We didn’t do that sort of thing often. We were usually too busy kicking something’s ass to have any fun. Not that ass kicking wasn’t enjoyable, but it was also stressful. Mostly because people’s lives, and sometimes the fate of the world, depended on it. And also because any time you go out ass kicking, there’s always a risk that your ass is the one that will get whooped.
Maybe that’s why I couldn’t bring myself to care much at all about who won a game of miniature golf. The stakes just weren’t high enough.
Then again, I never minded high stakes. That meant they missed my heart.
The point was, I’d been through so much shit that I needed to have a little fun. I deserved a chance to cut loose. The problem was that nothing seemed to matter. Everything seemed trite and meaningless. When you’ve had the weight of the world on your shoulders for so long, once it’s taken off, you’re likely to go flying aimlessly off into space. Into the great wide nothing.
Could vampires suffer from post-traumatic stress? I didn’t see why I couldn’t. Especially since Holland discovered that, unlike most of my kind, my soul was still intact. Then again, perhaps it was a simple case of operant conditioning. You know, that experiment by Pavlov where he taught dogs to associate the ringing of a bell with their meals until just the sound of the bell made them salivate. In my case, it was simply existing that gave me a looming sense that some kind of supernatural shit was going to hit the fan at any moment. It didn’t make me salivate. It was more like a general sense of meaninglessness, a reluctance to enjoy anything too much because I knew it wouldn’t last. The second I let loose and allowed myself to invest totally in something personal, I was sure that Branham warlock, some monster from another realm, or some dick of a vampire, would turn up and I’d once again be the only one who stood between them and the fate of the world.
“Fuck balls!” Ellie exclaimed.
She missed her chance at a free game.
I tilted my head. “Did you just say fuck balls?”
Holland furrowed her brow and tilted her head. I was expecting some kind of sarcastic response. She opened her mouth for a moment, as if her lips sprung into motion before her mind gave them the message. “I’ve got nothing.”
“What next?” Savanna asked. “Off to a bar?”
I snorted. “You’re sixteen. So, no.”
“Weren’t you sixteen when you became a vampire? You don’t look much older than me.”
“But I am. I was turned eight years ago. My driver’s license still makes me legal in twenty-one-and-over bars. Yours doesn’t.”
“What else is there to do?” Holland asked. “I’m not big on the party scene, anyway. Mostly because I care little for humans.”
Ellie had cooled off a little. “You are a human, Holland.”
Holland raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You sure about that?”
Ellie wasn’t paying attention to Holland anymore. She was easily distracted—usually by whatever was going on inside her squirrelly mind. Her eyes widened. When Ellie’s hot-pink lips parted, I knew whatever she was about to say was bound to be absurd.
“Let’s go rollerskating!”
I wasn’t wrong.
“I don’t skate,” Holland said. “What’s the point? If I wanted to travel around and around in a circle, I’d walk.”
Savanna smiled. “I think it’s a great idea. It’s a lot of fun. A lot of cute boys go there too.”
Holland snorted. “Prepubescent cuteness isn’t really my thing.”
“I should hope not!” I shook my head. “It’s illegal.”
“The age is only half of it,” Holland said. “I’m only attracted to men who have experience with suffering.”
Ellie shook her head. “You’re so warped.”
Holland smirked. “Proudly, but this is a perfectly rational position. I appreciate men who have wisdom. Wisdom doesn’t come through classrooms or learning. It’s gained through suffering.”
“I’d say it comes through love,” Ellie added.
Holland narrowed her eyes. “If you really love something, you’ll eventually suffer for it. Suffering also teaches a lot of lessons about love. It has a way of clearing the air, showing us what we truly love, or at least revealing what we have that’s worthy of love. That’s why love isn’t about rainbows, hearts, and teddy bears. That sort of shit shows up in a relationship when people still don’t know if they love each other. It happens when they’re merely infatuated. The tears shed in a graveyard or a funeral come from genuine love.”
Ellie tilted her head. “You don’t date much, do you?”
“No. Not really.”
“Well, heaven forbid a nice young man brings you flowers.”
“Flowers are fine. When you pick a flower, it’s already well on its way toward death. When a man gives me flowers it’s like he’s saying ‘here, watch these die.’ It’s sweet.”
We moved away from the golf course, dropped off our putters on a rack near the front desk, and headed back out to Connor’s Escalade. Yes—he let me take it for the night. He and Tommy were hanging out within walking distance of Casa do Diabo. We had more exotic adventures planned—like miniature golf.
Savanna had a car of her own. “Where we meeting up? What did we decide? Going roller skating?”
I tilted my head and pinched my chin. I couldn’t think of anything we could do that also included a sixteen-year-old. There wasn’t much of anything appropriate for underage folk in the French Quarter after dark. Night was when the boobies came out to play. 
We could have caught a movie, but the whole point of this excursion was to get to know each other better on a personal level. Annabelle insisted on it and I agreed it was a good idea. I was technically the protector of the region, the guardian of the mystical convergences in and around New Orleans. There might not have been a place on earth with more convergences than New Orleans. Southern Louisiana’s landscape was riddled with more thin spots ready to pop than bubble wrap—and it was a lot less fun to play with. When you messed with convergences, nasty things came through.
We decided to go roller skating if for no other reason than that we could think of absolutely nothing else to do that included Savanna.
We had to wait in a line that stretched along the front of the building to pay the entry fee. Eventually, we made our way to the front, paid for our skate rentals and admittance, and headed in. The whole place smelled of puberty. A combination of body odor, Doritos, and cheap body sprays.
The skates themselves looked dated. They had well-worn orange rubber wheels. The leather boot portion of the skates had random shiny spots. I scanned the place. There was a concession area that served sodas, popcorn, and candy. You could also buy neon glowing necklaces, bracelets, and probably a few other wearables.
The rink itself was well polished. The crowd had changed little since the last time I’d been skating. Multicolored lights, a lot like the dance floors at most of the clubs. A disco ball hanging over the middle of the floor. Most of the skaters were between the ages of eight and sixteen. There were a few stragglers who rolled carefully and awkwardly in a counter-clockwise direction around the floor. There were some who clearly knew what they were doing. Then, there was the standard middle-aged man in tight jeans who was skating backwards, showing off his skills to the kids who were probably half his age.
“What, is there always a creeper at the roller rink?“ I asked.
Ellie shrugged. “Maybe he just likes to skate.”
Holland, Savanna, and I all looked at Ellie with incredulous expressions. “Seriously?”
“What? He’s clearly got skills. Look at how he moves those hips?”
I snorted. “No man’s hips should move like that. And what’s up with the mustache? That guy looks like he jumped through a convergence straight out of 1985.”
Savannah chuckled. “Those styles are in again, you know.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? I mean, the nineties. I could dig a grunge revival. But the eighties? Not that I was alive back then, but I’ve seen Stranger Things. No, thank you.”
Savannah grinned. “Maybe that’s why the style is back. Wait until a hit show or movie takes audiences back to the nineties and maybe we’ll see a similar revival.”
I tilted my head. “They did do that! In Captain Marvel. They had Blockbuster Videos and everything.”
Holland shook her head. “Not a terrible movie, but it was one Marvel movie in an expansive franchise. Stranger Things is really popular, and they set the entire show in the eighties.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Who wants to head out there to show off their skills?”
“You’re on!” Ellie said. “If I can remember how to do this. I was the limbo queen on the rink in the sixth grade.”
“Aren’t you almost thirty now?”
Ellie darted her eyes back and forth. “Hush. It feels just like yesterday.”
It had been so long since I skated I didn’t know what to expect when my wheeled feet left the carpet and hit the slick polished floor. I was never a great skater, but I wasn’t awful either. When I was a human girl, back in school, my modus operandi was to blend in and not do too much to draw unnecessary attention. Life was just easier that way. Especially since, at the time, I was attending a religious school while dabbling in witchcraft on the side. If anyone in the school found out about it, I’d have been showered with out-of-context bible lectures about the dangers of a practice they didn’t even care to understand. Even when I could excel at something, I preferred in those days to keep a low profile, my nose in a book, and avoid unnecessary attention at places like roller rinks.
It took a little time to steady my feet under me, but I was gaining confidence by the minute. Before I knew it, I was keeping up with the crowd. Everyone except tight-jeans weirdo who weaved around me, doing a little spin, as the smell of too much cologne wafted around me.
A nervous boy, probably fifteen, skated up beside me. He blushed a little and waved. I just raised an eyebrow. Sometimes I forgot I looked so young. With my vampirism, I’d learned to carry myself in a way that made me pass for my early twenties. There wasn’t any need for that on the roller rink. That kid must’ve thought I was about his age. One look at my red irises or my fangs and he’d regret it—but I wasn’t there to frighten children. I was supposed to be having fun and bonding with the mambos.
I picked up the pace as the D.J. started the most cliche dance floor song of all time: Y.M.C.A.
I tried to sing along. “Young men. Blah blah blah blah. Young men. Na na na na na.”
That was all I really knew, apart from the chorus.
I wasn’t about to do the hand motions. Arms were still integral to my sense of balance. I lost track of my friends. It was surprising because I assumed Ellie would do everything she could to get the attention of as many people as possible. Finding Holland would be harder—mostly because she was dressed in black and didn’t care at all what other people thought of her, much less if they noticed her. I caught Savanna out of the corner of my eye. She wasn’t on the rink. She was on the bench talking to some boy. The way she touched his leg periodically, and the two were laughing, suggested they knew each other.
Savanna still attended human school during the day. She had a couple of years left. She had to commute from Vilokan where she studied her voodoo aspect with Sogbo and took evening classes with the hougans and mambos employed by Annabelle in the academy. It was a rigorous schedule for a girl of her age. I knew what it was like to have my youth cut short. I had little  choice. She still had some say in it all. Still, with her father dead, and Annabelle the closest thing she had to a mother, it was tempting to push aside anything trite or recreational in lieu of getting lost in study.
Seeing Savanna still have contact with someone from her former life she knew was both nice and reminded me a bit of what I’d lost when I was turned.
Everything happened so fast. It was several years more before Connor and I reconnected. My parents didn’t even see me for a half decade plus after I went mysteriously missing. A few hiccups  through the years gave them hope and they sent private investigators my way on the regular. All that stopped when I reconnected with them some months back—shortly after Connor and I got together. They knew a little about what had happened to me, what I’d become, but I still kept them at arm’s length.
Savannah didn’t become a vampire. She didn’t have to stay away from the people she knew in life out of fear she might accidentally bite and kill them. She had lost more than I had in one sense—my parents weren’t harmed when I was turned. But she didn’t lose her life. Not completely.
I had a new life now. I was happy as I could be with it. Still, a part of me looked back on those days and regularly wondered what could have been.
Nothing like a night at the roller rink to cook up a little nostalgia and a tinge of regret.
After Y.M.C.A. came the limbo. I finally spotted Ellie. She was in line doing side-bends to stretch out her spine. This was going to be a sight. Limbo isn’t all that fun of a game without rollerskates. On skates, it’s almost impossible.  
I watched as girls skated under the bar one-by-one, some of them eliminated, as the bar lowered one peg to the next. Some girls were doing the splits and folding their bodies forward while skating under it. 
Ellie couldn’t bend like she used to. The pole grazed over her front as she tried to bend back. She only came in fifth and looked thoroughly disgusted with herself on account of her showing. 
I was about to suck it up and roll my way over to console her before the next free-skate started and another song picked up when I felt a hand grip my arm hard. 
I turned. It was hard to judge from Holland’s grim countenance what she had to say. She always looked that way. “What’s going on?” 
“Something in my aspect is stirring. Something to do with the convergences.”
“Something your aspect picks up that’s coming through the convergences? You mean dead people?” 
“I don’t know. This isn’t the kind of feeling I can interpret. It’s just an energy. If it’s awakening the aspect of Baron Samedi and the Ghede, though, and someone’s drawing it out of a convergence, I doubt its anything pleasant.”
“Right. It’s never unicorns and rainbows.”
“I was thinking pleasant like guillotines and whips, but to each her own.”  
I sighed. “I hate to break up all the fun here. I’ll shoot Ellie a text and let her know we’re going to check out something and will be back.”
Holland raised an eyebrow. “You sure she’s alright? I haven’t seen her this distraught since the last time she broke a nail.”
I took a deep breath and did my best to maintain a blank expression. “She lost at limbo. This one might take some time to get over.”
Holland smirked. “Of course she did.”  
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Holland and I pushed ourselves through a wall of tweens. It was sort of like swimming upstream in a river of irrational angst and acne. Even at this time of the night, probably ten o’clock give or take thirty minutes, there were more people arriving and crowding into the roller rink than leaving—which was unusual considering the average age of the roller skating patron and the time of night. Then again, the folks arriving appeared to be a few years older than those already circling the floor. Creepy jeans guy excluded. 
Holland took my hand and dragged me through the crowd. I had to utter a few “excuse me’s” and “sorry about that’s” as I bumped into people along the way. Some folks looked at me with such appalled, wide-eyed and jaw-dropped expressions you’d think I’d just ran over their family pets—all of them, at once. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but Holland was so determined to press through the crowd and her vice grip on my hand made it clear I wasn’t getting free without using my vampiric strength, that whatever her Ghede power was picking up must’ve been serious.
We finally got outside. We weren’t supposed to take the rented skates outside, but there we were in the roller rink lot as Holland took me to find out what she thought had come out of the convergence.
I cleared my throat. “We’re still in skates. Where are we going?”
Holland looked to her right, and then to her left. “Not far. There’s something nearby.”
“Define ‘something.’”
“I don’t know, Hailey. If I knew what it was, I’d say something. All I know is that it has my Ghede aspect all riled up, like an alarm going off in my soul.”
I scanned a tree line on the opposite side of the roller rink parking lot. The only reason I looked that direction was because that’s where Holland was looking. She wasn’t surveying the tree tops like I was. She was more focused, almost like she knew exactly where whatever it was she sensed was coming from.
Holland stuck out her arm across my shoulders, as if she was trying to stop me from taking a step forward. “Something’s coming. We need to get back.”
I reached into the pocket sewn into the thigh of my leather pants. Every pair I owned had a pocket for my wand. I had to be ready at all times. Even before I was a guardian of the mystical convergence, I’d faced enough nastiness in my brief life as a vampire that I knew bad guys rarely waited for me to go home to get supplies so we could have a fair fight. Bad guys were bad guys, after all. In the world of supernatural brawling, the only rule was there were no rules. Take whatever advantage you have and do whatever you can to win.
“It’s moving fast.”
“What is moving fast, Holland?”
Holland pursed her lips. “I don’t know.”
“Is it a Loa?”
Holland shook her head. “Definitely not.”
Something wispy and black shot up over the trees. It paused for a half second before it turned to me. Then it shot straight at me like a missile.
I threw up a quick blood prism, basically a shield forged from the power drawn from my most recent feed. The figure struck it. The prism deflected it over the roof of the roller rink.
“It’s coming back,” Holland said. “What the hell was that thing?”
I huffed. “I know exactly what it is. It’s a wraith.”
“The warped and deceased spirit of a condemned vampire?”
“Never seen one outside of hell.”
I assumed the wraith was doubling back to take a second shot at Holland and me. I set up a second blood prism, but it flew straight past us and into the chest of a man smoking a cigarette next to a rusted Dodge minivan.
The wraith blasted out of the man. Blood exploded out of him like it did when I cast an exsanguination spell. The wraith gathered all of it, turned and looked at Holland and me, and for a brief moment, it took the shape of a man.
His cheeks were pale and sunken in. His hair was long and shiny. I’d killed him—that must’ve been why he came after me.
“Who the hell was that?” Holland asked.
I snorted. “Count fucking Dracula.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“As serious as a funeral. I killed him a few months back.”
“He’s not the only one. There are more wraiths all over the city.”
“We need to get out of here before someone finds the body of that man. There’s nothing I can do for him. If they find an exsanguinated man here, and someone connected to law enforcement can place me at the scene, there are folks in the police department who know all about our kind.”
“We need to get back to Annabelle,” Holland said. “She knows the chief of police.”
“And she might have an idea or two about how to stop these things.”
“You really don’t know how to kill a wraith?” Holland asked.
I shook my head. “They’re supposed to be dead already, confined to vampire hell. You don’t generally kill things that are already damned. I’m not sure any of my spells will do the trick.”
Holland nodded. “Get the Escalade started. I’ll go get Ellie and Savannah.”
“Hurry. If Dracula really was coming after me looking for vengeance, he’ll be back.”
Holland grabbed my arm. “The real question is how did he know you were here? He must be able to sense you like how I sensed him. If that’s the case, it doesn’t matter where we go. He’ll be back for you, eventually.”
I nodded. “Let’s hope the magic that protects Vilokan will shield us while we come up with a way to deal with them.”
Holland ran inside. I stepped in and pressed the ignition button. The Escalade was fancy. It knew I had the key in my pocket, so I didn’t have to turn it in the ignition to start it.
While I waited, I called Annabelle. She had a phone line in her office. If she was in Vilokan, she had to be at her desk to hear it ring. If she was outside of Vilokan, in the city, the call would redirect to her cell. She didn’t pick up. That meant she was most likely in Vilokan, but not in her office. As the Voodoo Queen of New Orleans, she usually knew when nasty shit was happening before I did. I hoped she’d already started working on a plan.
These were vampire spirits. They were ethereal wraiths. That meant they didn’t have hearts we could stake. Given Dracula’s behavior, the wraiths still had a taste for blood. It gave Dracula enough power that it allowed him to resume a ghostly form that resembled his former physical body. How many more souls would he and the others feed on? How powerful might they become if they got more blood? I didn’t know, but I suspected we were about to find out.
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The door to Vilokan wouldn’t open. Not for me, Holland, Ellie, or Savanna. We all had the aspect of a Loa. It should have worked. 
Holland crossed her arms and leaned against the exterior wall of the St. Louis Cathedral. “The city is on lockdown. I can sense the wraiths inside.”
I placed my hand on the wall. “It’s more than that. There’s magic in there. Someone’s casting something I’ve never encountered before.”
Ellie huffed. “Baladan Branham. It has to be that damned warlock.”
I clenched my fists. “He’s probably going after his son.”
Savannah nodded. “Daniel is at the Vilokan Asylum.”
“That place is seriously warded,” Holland said. “It’ll take a lot to get in there, not to mention the warlock won’t be able to cast any spells.”
I nodded. “I know. I’ve been in there a few times myself. There are only a few places in the asylum where any magic will work, a few gaps in the wards. If Baladan doesn’t know where they are, it won’t help. He’d have to get in first.”
I shook my head. “If he’s controlling the wraiths somehow, that might not be enough. They warded the asylum against magic. I don’t know enough about these wraiths to know if they can get past the wards or not.”
Holland grabbed my hand. “Come on. There’s another way in. Hidden in the tomb of Marie Laveau.”
Ellie tilted her head. “How do you know about this?”
Holland shrugged. “I’m Annabelle’s favorite.”
“Are not!” Ellie huffed. “I’m her favorite!”
I sighed. “We can argue about who mommy loves best later. For now, we have to get in and try to stop these things before they overrun the city.”
“How are we going to do that?” Ellie asked.
“She’s right,” Holland said. “We don’t know how to stop these things.”
I pressed my lips together. “We’ll figure something out. We can’t just stand here and do nothing.”
Holland nodded. “They are vampires at their core. Their nature is bound to the power of Baron Samedi. I may be able to exert some influence over them.”
“That’s a start. Anything you can do, Ellie?”
Ellie rubbed her brow. “If they’re motivated by vengeance, I might cloud their resolve with Erzulie’s power. I don’t know. This is unlike anything I’ve ever tried.”
“We are all in this together. We don’t have a choice but to try. My blood prisms can hold them off. Perhaps between the three of us, we can make something work.”
Savannah cleared her throat. “I can rain on them.”
Holland smirked. “Unless you can rain holy water, I don’t think that will help. Give us space to work. Stay back and stay safe.”
We ran to the cemetery. I used my vampiric strength to break open the locked gates to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1.
Marie Laveau’s tomb was also padlocked. The triple X’s that marked the stone surface of the tomb were from pilgrims. People believed if they marked the tomb, spun around three times, and made a wish, the dead queen would grant their requests from the beyond. If Marie Laveau granted their wishes, many returned and circled their X’s. I didn’t have time to bother with superstitions. We needed more than a few wishes to deal with the wraiths and the warlock.
I thrust my shoulder into the door.
“Move that slab,” Holland said. “The entrance is beneath it.”
I pushed the slab to the side. It was heavy, even for me. Before I knew it Holland jumped right in to what looked like a long chute.
“What the hell?” Ellie paced back and forth as much as she could in the small tomb. “A freaking slide?”
“You going to go in or not?” I asked.
“Fine.” Ellie grunted and jumped in. Savannah followed. I went in last. The slide was long and lined with cold metal. It was also dark.
It was steep and wound around in several directions. Eventually, I slid out on my ass in a small room.
Holland and Ellie were standing next to a door on the other side of the room. An electronic panel with several keys was on the wall next to the door. Savannah was still sitting on her butt, rubbing her tail bone.
“Do you know the code?” I asked.
Holland nodded and typed in a series of numbers. With a click, the door popped open. “We’re behind Annabelle’s office. If the wraiths are going after Daniel, we need to get to the asylum.”
We hurried through Annabelle’s office, down her elevator, out of the lobby of the academy and into Vilokan’s streets. It was like a ghost town. A siren sounded overhead, indicating the place was on lockdown. So far as I knew, it was the first time the new early-warning system had been employed.
“If we encounter Baladan, I’ll deal with him. If you can manage the wraiths, I’ll help after I eliminate the warlock.”
The three girls nodded. I almost told Savannah to stay in Annabelle’s office. It wasn’t only that she was a young and inexperienced mambo. I also felt responsible for her. I didn’t mean to kill her father. I was short on blood. A parasite from Barbelo that manifested as an angel of death possessed her father. I used every ounce of blood in my body to prevent the thing from killing his son. It nearly turned me feral—and Savanna’s father was there. Tommy and Sarah gave me his blood and in that condition, I couldn’t stop.
Savanna didn’t see it that way. She didn’t blame me for killing her father. Annabelle spun the story a little different. From Savannah’s perspective, her father saved my life. It was true—it just wasn’t the entire truth. Still, almost entirely exsanguinated, I couldn’t help myself. Savannah’s dad was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Still, she thought of him as a hero. Maybe she knew the truth deep down, but she wasn’t letting it on. Thinking of her father as a hero, and thinking of me as the one he saved rather than his killer, was an easier perspective to manage. Telling her any different wouldn’t change things. If I told her the truth, it would be more to assuage my conscience than anything else. It wouldn’t help Savanna. It was one of those rare circumstances when telling the truth was selfish.
That didn’t mean I didn’t have an obligation to keep her safe. I promised her father’s ghost as he left his body and moved into the afterlife that I’d watch out for her. I should have said something, locked her up in the Voodoo Academy, maybe in the warded gymnasium if not in Annabelle’s office.
Then again, if those locations weren’t entirely safe from the wraiths, and something happened to her when I wasn’t there to protect her, that would be just as bad.
I had to protect her and I could—I was pretty sure—so long as she stayed back and didn’t get too involved.
We ran as fast as we could across Vilokan’s empty streets. I saw a few citizens of the voodoo underworld peek out from windows in the buildings around us. The blue hue of the magical firmament above that held back the water table and prevented the city from flooding still cast a light over everything and everyone that made a vampire like me take on the complexion of cookie monster.
I didn’t see any wraiths in the streets. I wasn’t sure how they’d appear under Vilokan’s strange light. When we encountered Dracula’s wraith at the roller rink, I wouldn’t have spotted it at all if it weren’t for the parking lot lights. I suspected black wispy wraiths under the blue light were more difficult to spot. We had to be ready. If those things were feeding on people, we were all vulnerable. I had blood—most of it wasn’t my own. The three mambos were like meals on legs.
We didn’t know how much good Holland’s or Ellie’s aspects might be against them. I could have run ahead using my enhanced vampiric speed. I stayed close. The one thing I knew was that my blood prism could deflect a wraith if it came after us.
When we arrived at the Vilokan Asylum, a tall man with dark salt-and-pepper hair, dressed in a long black trench coat, holding a crooked wand and surrounded by a shield of wraiths backed out of the door. He held a boy in a hospital gown—his son, Daniel—with his free arm, while he used his wand in his opposite hand to deflect a series of green blasts.
I knew the magic flying out the door at Baladan. It was Annabelle—the magic she could draw straight from Guinee courtesy of her familiar, Isabelle.
Her magic sizzled when it struck the wraiths protecting the warlock. It wasn’t clear if it was killing the wraiths or even weakening them a little. There were so many spinning around the warlock we could barely see through them. The only reason we saw anything at all was because the greater concentration of wraiths was in front of him. He didn’t know we were there. It was the best chance I had to strike—if I could hit the warlock without also hurting Daniel.
I’d never met a witch, warlock, or sorcerer of any sort who I couldn’t beat. Not trying to brag, but most practitioners of magic didn’t have a fraction of my power or skill. I wasn’t going to risk underestimating the warlock. Especially since I didn’t recognize the brand of magic that he was using.
I couldn’t get to him to bite him. Not with the wraiths spinning around him. My best shot was a forceful blast that could get past the wraiths and incapacitate the warlock.
He had a semblance of control over the wraiths. Killing him outright wouldn’t only free the wraiths and leave them free to go after anyone they found nearby. Right now, Baladan had the wraiths devoted to protecting him and his son from Annabelle’s attacks. Even incapacitating Baladan was risky. I couldn’t kill him. I couldn’t knock him out. If I could connect to the power in the warlock’s own blood, I could temporarily seize his peripheral nervous system. I could force him to let his son go. I could make him drop his wand. Most practitioners didn’t need wands to cast, but it was a lot more difficult. If his wand was what he was using to control the wraiths and I could disarm him, our best shot was to seize him and force him to send the wraiths back through a convergence to hell.
That was my on-the-spot makeshift plan. Any plan that hinged on “forcing” someone to do something they didn’t want to do was dubious. It depended on how susceptible one might be to influence—or torture. Most practitioners of different schools of magic have ways to guard against a vampire’s allure. I could try that, or whatever kind of torture I might come up with. It would have to do. 
Even my best laid plans in the past needed revision on the fly. Things never went the way I expected.
“Do your thing!” I shouted. “Both of you!” 
Holland’s eyes glowed red. Ellie’s pink. They were channeling their aspects, attempting to seize or at least slow down Baladan’s wraiths. 
The warlock snapped around and aimed his wand at me. I raised a blood prism. He cast a dark spell—something that flowed almost like a sparkling black ooze from the tip of his wand. My prism held up, but just barely. How could I possibly strike him if I was putting all my energy into blocking his spells? 
The wraiths broke rank, spiraling over Baladan’s head, and inched toward us. Both Holland’s and Ellie’s magic slowed them down. They were fighting against the voodoo magic that the two mambos unleashed, like salmon swimming against a vigorous current. 
With the wraiths moving toward us, I could finally see Daniel in Baladan’s grip. The boy was limp, almost like he was asleep, but his eyes were open. His eyes looked like two miniature eight-balls, resembling his father’s spell. 
Annabelle charged Baladan with her soul-blade in hand. It glowed a brilliant green. One wraith met her and struck her in the chest. It didn’t kill her. Isabelle and her green magic prevented the wraith from entering her the way it did the man back at the roller rink. 
It pounded against her repeatedly, trying to work its way in. 
If I dropped my prism, my shield, the warlock’s spell would hit me. I didn’t know what it would do. Maybe it would kill me. Perhaps it would open me up to possession by a wraith. If that was something they could do. Whatever his spell was, its effects were bound to be unpleasant, if not deadly. 
How could one warlock and a bunch of dead vampire spirits overpower two mambos, the voodoo queen, and me?  
The sound of thunder cracked above. I turned to see Savanna behind us, her arms extended toward Vilokan’s firmament. 
“No!” I shouted. “If you break the firmament, everyone will drown!” 
It had happened before. The last time Vilokan flooded, more than half the city’s population perished. 
Savanna didn’t respond. This was beyond what she knew she could do. A small rain cloud, maybe, but a full-fledged storm? She was tapping into a dimension of her aspect she hadn’t yet mastered. 
A series of dark clouds formed above us—but below the firmament. The clouds collided. When they did, more thunder sounded. It was so loud that if my hands were free, I would have covered my ears. Then lightning struck all around us. 
The wraiths screeched at such a high pitch, it would have made Connor bark.  
Then they dissipated—almost like the electricity neutralized their energies.
A look of panic struck Baladan’s face. He pulled back his spell, but the ooze-like magic remained connected to his wand like a leather whip. 
I charged after him. If I couldn’t strike him with a spell, I’d bite him and drain him unconscious. 
Before I got to him, he spun his wand over head and wrapped himself and Daniel in his magic. The ooze formed a cocoon around him, then melted into a puddle where he stood.
Baladan and Daniel Branham were gone.  
“What the hell?” I asked. “Where did he go?”
Annabelle struggled to her feet. “I don’t even know how he got into Vilokan. What kind of magic was that?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. It was what you’d expect if they made tar and glitter in the same factory and the whole place exploded.”  
Annabelle moved past me and took Savannah’s hands in hers. “That was impressive.”
“Thanks!” Savannah giggled a little. “I wasn’t sure it would work, but I had to try something.”
I nodded at Savannah. “He was beating us. You might have saved all of us.”
“You may have saved all of Vilokan.” Annabelle smiled widely. “Now we know those wraiths are also susceptible to electricity.”  
“It didn’t kill them,” Holland said. “I would have known if it did. It just took them out of phase with our world for a time. They’ll be back.”  
“It’s still something,” I said. “If we can stop them even temporarily, it gives us a chance to stop them from hurting people.”
“How many wraiths might there be anyway?” Ellie asked.
I shook my head. “We’re talking, potentially, every vampire who has ever been staked over the course of several millennia. If Baladan drew all of them out, we might face thousands.”
“They aren’t all under Baladan’s control,” Holland said. “Dracula came after you of his own volition.”
“That isn’t necessarily good news,” Annabelle said. “All that means is that Baladan released more wraiths than he can control. Perhaps that’s why he abducted his son. He needs more juice to harness their power.”  
“I’d say we should go after him, but I don’t have a clue what his magic can do, much less how to stop him. My blood prism held up against his spell well enough, but it took a lot of strength. I’m going to need to feed before I face him again. We don’t want a repeat of what happened, you know, the last time.”  
“When you fed from my father?” Savannah asked.
I winced. “Right. I can’t protect anyone if I’m not at full strength. We’re already facing potentially thousands of dead vampire wraiths. The last thing anyone needs is a feral Hailey on the prowl.”  
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Now that we knew the wraiths were vulnerable to electricity, we had a way to protect Vilokan. We didn’t need Savanna to do it. Annabelle sent her to train a little more with Loa Sogbo to refine her abilities. That was the first time she’d pulled off a storm like that, and she wasn’t sure she could duplicate it on a whim. Knowing  how to do it and refining one’s abilities to the point that they were second nature took practice. No matter your school of magic—be it witchcraft, voodoo, sorcery, or druidry—the only way to really become a master of your craft was through repetition.
Savanna needed not only to make sure she could cast another storm if we needed her, but she needed to expand her repertoire of lightning-producing abilities. According to Annabelle, Sogbo could maintain a low-level electric charge in the atmosphere of Vilokan. Something virtually undetectable to most of the citizens, but hopefully strong enough to repel the wraiths or weaken them if they came back.
“We need more ways to fight these things,” Annabelle said. “Electricity works, but it’s not perfect.”
I scratched the back of my head. “These are vampires at their core. They may not have hearts, but the wraiths may still be vulnerable to sunlight.”
“I should be able to tell if they go dormant or something come morning,” Holland said. “Still, as every vampire ever knows, you can wreak plenty of havoc, even if you only have the nighttime to do it.”
I rubbed my brow. “The Order of the Morning Dawn used to carry enchanted crucifixes imbued with celestial power. Alice used to carry one. I’m pretty sure she left it with Nicky back in Kansas City.”
“Who is Nicky?” Holland asked.
I let out a soft laugh, my lips curling into a smirk. “A nymph of Guinee, aka Annwn or Eden. A shapeshifter and a total diva. She used to be one of the Neck back when she was corrupted. Alice bit her, trapped her in human form, the two made up later, and later Nicky purged herself of the curse.”
Holland tilted her head. “You’re talking about Nyx?”
I nodded in confirmation, my hair brushing against my cheeks. “Right. That’s the name most vampires know her by. She’s pretty deadly with a stiletto heel. Her friends call her Nicky.”
Annabelle’s heels clicked against the tile floor as she paced behind her desk. “She’s also married to a warlock. Devin might have insight into Baladan’s strange magic. Good call, Hailey. I’ll ring them up and see if they’re willing to help.”
“I haven’t spoken to Nicky in at least a year. Given her deadliness when it comes to vampires, myself excluded since I’m in her circle of trust, the entire Kansas City area has been a vampire-free zone for a while.”
Annabelle nodded. “She’s still singing. Her club sells out almost every night. Her daughter Lily headlines the show as much as Nicky does these days. I’m sure she can cover for her if we need Nicky’s help.”
“Even if Nicky and Devin are willing to help, it’s a good day’s drive. We need to get a handle on this as best we can until then. We at least need to make it through the night.”
Holland rubbed her brow. “I can sense these things, but it’s vague. I’d like to invoke Baron Samedi and perhaps a few other Ghede to see if they have any insights into how we might bottle up these wraiths again and send them back to hell.”
I bit my lip. “I’m going back to Casa do Diabo. Sarah’s ability might come in handy here. She can usually connect to vampires in a region, see through their eyes. Since her abilities started with feeling and sensing when vampires died, she might be able to pick up the wraiths as well.”
Annabelle grabbed a spiral notebook out of one of her drawers. “Ellie, come with me. We’re going to do a little research.”
Ellie rolled her eyes. “Holland gets to go talk to the Ghede. Savanna is going to go train with Sogbo. Why do I have to be a research assistant?”
Annabelle grinned. “Because you might be the best chance we have to stop Baladan. If we can’t figure out how to counter his power, or discover where it came from, your abilities might be able to alter his temperament.”
“Then I should be out there looking for him!”
Annabelle cleared her throat. “Like I said, if we can’t figure out how to stop him, altering his emotions might be a way to get to him. It’s still risky because we don’t know what protections he’s working with, how he might resist your influence, or what he could do to you if he hit you with that nasty magic he’s wielding.”
Ellie plopped down on one of Annabelle’s office chairs. “Fine.”
I chuckled. “Let me know if you hear back from Nicky. I’m going to head out. I’m also a little nervous about Connor and Tommy.”
“Boys’ night out?” Annabelle raised her eyebrows.
“Exactly.”
Annabelle smirked. “Sounds like trouble to me. You’re sure Tommy is ready for a night out on the town without you?”
“He’s doing well and managing his cravings. Tommy has shown remarkable restraint. He still misses Mel. I was afraid that the whole long distance relationship angst  might stoke some emotions that could make a young vampire volatile, but so far, so good.”
Annabelle smiled at me. “Just remember, he isn’t you. He’s not a blood witch. You had a few advantages that other young vampires don’t. Also, given his unique abilities, there’s no telling how a bunch of dead vampires flying around might affect him.”
“So far I haven’t picked up anything unusual. You forget, I turned him. I cycled his Haley Joel Osment sixth sense and can see and talk to the dead as well.”
Holland let out a deep, gruff sound, then pursed her lips together. “You’re usually suppressing those abilities, right? His abilities are innate. He can’t turn them off.”
“You’re right. I haven’t opened up those abilities completely since before this started. The wraiths we’ve seen, though, are already visible.”
“At the very least,” Holland said. “Any sensitivity to the dead could be both an advantage and a liability.”
“Keep an eye on him,” Annabelle added. “Until we know more about what we’re dealing with, we can’t be too careful.”




Chapter 6

[image: image-placeholder]

I could have walked back to Casa do Diabo. Connor would be upset if I didn’t bring back his Escalade. When you drive a luxury SUV, leaving it parked in random places in the French Quarter practically invites vandals and thieves. The truth was that Connor wasn’t rich at all. He’d made his money doing jobs for vampires and witches before we reconnected. Now that Corbin was burning in hell he didn’t get as much work as he used to. Now and then Alexandra, a local witch, paid him a fee equivalent to the earnings of a Grubhub driver to pick up a few exotic ingredients for a spell she was working on. He barely made enough doing that to pay his cellphone bill. It didn’t matter much. I had Mercy’s credit card. She inherited the riches of her sire and the first vampire, Nico, when he decided he’d had enough mouth breathing and ended his life. Then again, he didn’t have to breathe at all and he was already dead. Sort of. You get the idea. 
I’d encountered his ghost once or twice since then. I had to wonder if he was among the wraiths. Last I knew, his spirit hadn’t devolved into wraith status. He wasn’t in vampire hell, technically. He had a special place where he and a few other vampires could dwell eternally. It was the only good thing Corbin did when he took over hell by binding himself to Lucifer. Long story—I’ve told that one before. Needless to say, I didn’t have any reason to believe he was back with the wraiths. Unless Lucifer abolished “vampire heaven” when he retook the throne of hell. I had little reason to suspect that happened. Lucifer never bothered much with vampire hell at all. Baron Samedi exerted more influence over that realm.
I also now possessed Nico’s sire status. I probably wasn’t the vampire he’d choose for that if it was up to him. It was how I beat Corbin. It meant any vampires Nico sired were beholden to me if I ever exercised it. It probably applied to a few of the wraiths, but certainly not all of them. Since Nico was the first vampire, technically, if I could fill out his family tree, I could compel those he sired to use their sire bonds to influence others and so forth. Since the wraiths didn’t register with Ancestry DNA, it wasn’t really a viable option. Especially since most of the wraiths were so warped they probably didn’t even know their own names, much less have the wherewithal to exercise sire bonds over other wraiths. Even if I could pull something like that off, there was no guarantee it worked on wraiths at all, or that a sire bond could overpower whatever magic Baladan was using to enthrall them.
I parked Connor’s Escalade outside Casa do Diabo and went inside. Connor and Tommy were playing beer pong at our kitchen table. Tommy had two young, attractive, dark-haired females at his side. They looked full of color, which meant, so far, he hadn’t fed from them.
At least Connor was faithful—no girls at his side. He was losing the game. Wolf shifters could get drunk. Vampires could, too, but to pull it off, we had to drink about three times as much as humans did. It also didn’t last long. We sobered up fast. Beer had a low enough alcohol content that it was virtually impossible to drink enough fast enough to get anything more than a slight buzz. It wasn’t worth it—mostly because of all the peeing.
Connor could sober up at any time. Shifting back and forth between wolf and human form naturally healed the body. Since alcohol was technically poison, shifting negated the effects. He clearly had no interest in that—at least not until the night was over.
“Baby!” Connor stumbled over to me. “You look hot tonight.”
I smirked. “Thanks. What have you two been up to tonight?”
“Lots of beer!” Connor spit a little as he laughed. “Beer is so good.”
I glanced at Tommy. “You doing alright?”
Tommy smiled and nodded. “A little bummed I can’t get drunk, but it’s probably for the best.”
I grabbed Tommy by the arm and pulled him aside. “Does Mel know you brought girls home?”
“They’re just hanging out. I’m not going to sleep with them. Was waiting for you before I took a bite. I’m too afraid of losing control.”
I nodded. “That’s smart. You guys see anything unusual tonight?”
“Yes!” Connor piped up. I wasn’t talking to him, but as a wolf shifter, his hearing was acute. Even while he was drunk, apparently. “There was a woman at the club with three nipples!”
Tommy chuckled. “It’s true. Very weird.”
“I have a double-jointed thumb!” one of the dark-haired girls held up her hand and bent her thumb back to her forearm.
“Congratulations!” I pulled Tommy into another room. Talking about vampire wraiths and warlocks probably wasn’t the sort of conversation suitable for intoxicated humans. “Baladan attacked Vilokan. He has an army of vampire wraiths.”
“Those are dead vampires, right?”
“Have you seen anything like that? Since they’re dead, I thought you might be extra sensitive to them. They’re hard to see otherwise.”
Tommy scratched his head. “I’m not sure. I see a lot of ghosts. They blend into crowds.”
I heard a loud bang coming from upstairs. “Have you seen Sarah since you got back?”
Tommy shook his head. “She’s up in her room, I’d guess. Like usual.”
“I’ll be back. Don’t bite anyone.”
Tommy smiled widely and nodded. “I was waiting for you, anyway. I can wait a little longer.”
I took off up the stairs. I knocked on Sarah’s door. She grunted but didn’t exactly invite me in. I opened the door anyway.
Sarah had her blanket pulled over her head. Her lamp was on the floor. She must’ve knocked it over. That was the sound I heard from downstairs. “Sarah?”
Sarah rolled over and started punching her pillow. “The voices won’t stop!”
“You’re hearing the wraiths, aren’t you?”
“Wraiths? Dead vampires. That makes sense. I can’t turn it off.”
“What are they saying? That warlock pulled them out of hell. He’s controlling them. I need to know what he’s planning.”
Sarah pulled her pillow over her face. “Too many voices. So much pain and rage. I can’t make out any words. Just screams.”
“Your ability works through psychic energy, right?”
“What? I can hardly hear you over all the noise.”
“Psychic energy. That’s what channels the voices into your mind, right?”
Sarah sat up and rested her face on her clenched fists. “I think so.”
“I think I can help. I’ll be right back.”
I hurried out of Sarah’s room and went to mine. I had a collection of ingredients sufficient for casting almost any spell. I wasn’t big on wards. They came in handy from time to time, but I wasn’t the kind to sit behind wards and hide from magical attacks. I could usually overpower any witch who came after me. Not that many dared try. Until I knew how to beat Baladan, though, warding might be wise. Then again, the wards at the Vilokan Asylum didn’t stop him from taking his son. Warding against the warlock’s magic was just as uncertain as any attack I might lob at him. I knew a few warding spells that could dampen psychic energy though. It wouldn’t stop the voices in Sarah’s head completely, but hopefully it would help.
I grabbed a bunch of sage, a vial of horned toad blood, and a jar of bone dust collected from a staked vampire. Pig urine was recommended, but not strictly necessary. I didn’t keep bottles of piss on hand because, ew. Without it, the ward would only last a day or two. With the urine, it might endure for a week. Worst-case scenario, I’d have to cook up the spell again in a couple of days. By then, hopefully we’d have a handle on the wraith and warlock problem.
I grabbed a porcelain bowl and mixed the ingredients in it, stirring it with the sage. With the sage covered, I took my wand and channeled a little magic into it. It didn’t take much. Wards usually just needed a tiny touch of magic to catalyze the spell.
I grabbed a lighter from my dresser drawer and took the sage to Sarah’s room. She was writhing in her sheets. She didn’t appear to be in pain, but that many voices that wouldn’t shut up would drive her crazy, eventually. She was halfway there already.
I lit the sage and drawled it around the perimeter of Sarah’s room. She had a small bathroom connected to her bedroom. I wafted the sage over her toilet, sink, and shower. Sage didn’t smell bad. It was nice. The ingredients mixed with it made the odor more pungent. It would have been a lot worse with the pig piss.
After I saged the room, I grabbed an empty vase off of Sarah’s dresser and put the sage in it so it could burn out.
Sarah laid still. She was breathing deep. “That helped. Thank you.”
“Can you make any sense at all of what you heard?”
Sarah shook her head. “Sorry. I wish I could. Some of those wraiths have languished in hell for centuries. They don’t have any coherent thoughts left.”
“Dracula is out there. I saw him.”
Sarah rolled off her bed. She took my hands. “Dracula? Can he still steal your abilities?”
I shook my head. “I really don’t know. He killed a man. Pushed his form right into him and exsanguinated him before he absorbed every drop of that man’s blood out of the air. For a second, he appeared as I remembered him. He came after me, but then he flew away.”
“He hasn’t been dead long. I might be able to tap into his thoughts.”
I shook my head. “You need to rest your mind. You’ve been through too much.”
“I can do it. The ward worked. The voices aren’t coming at me like before. But I think I can still use my abilities.”
“Like I said, it’s not a total ward. It just subdues the psychic energy you’re picking up.”
“Was he under the control of the warlock?”
“I can’t say for sure. I don’t think so. He wasn’t there in Vilokan with Baladan.”
Sarah bit her thumb. “In that case, he might not reveal much. I can’t probe his mind. My abilities don’t work that way. I can only hear what he’s thinking at the moment.”
I pinched my chin. “Are you sure you can do this? You don’t look well. You’ve been through a lot.”
Sarah stretched her arms out over her head. She stepped into the bathroom connected to her bedroom, moistened a washcloth, and patted her face. “I appreciate your concern. We still need to know what we can learn about the wraiths. I will manage.” 
Sarah dried her face on her bath towel. Hopefully, she didn’t use the same portion of the towel for her face that she usually used to dry her ass or her lady parts. I’ve always been anal about that—pun not intended. I change my towel out between every shower. Weird? Yeah, well, maybe. But at least if I need to wash my face I don’t have to dry it off with butt towel.
Sarah strolled back to the side of her bed. The sheets were soaked in sweat, probably from her episode earlier. Old vampires like Sarah remembered days going back to their human lives when people used to only shower intermittently. Even older vampires, those sixteenth century bloodsuckers, remembered the days when they bathed only a couple of times a year. Some of them still maintained those habits. Sarah wasn’t that old, but she had lived the better part of a couple of centuries in a small shack without electricity and running water. She’d come a long way since. She used her shower. Doing laundry on the regular was a work in progress.
Sarah’s bare feet were flat on the floor. She rested her hands on her thighs and took a series of deep breaths. Her eyes shot open.
“He’s here!”
“I know. I saw him at the roller rink.”
Sarah grabbed my hand and squeezed it like a vise. “He’s here. Dracula’s wraith is in Casa do Diabo.”
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Playing hide-and-seek with a wraith isn’t fun. I searched the whole damn house. Connor was still drunk and wouldn’t shift to help look. He was quickly progressing beyond the annoying and ridiculous phase to the sit-in-a-daze about to pass out stage of intoxication. He was sitting on the couch examining the ten or fifteen fingers he probably saw on his right hand. 
The girls Tommy brought over for a late-night meal were still there. Why didn’t they just leave? He probably had them enthralled by his allure. They weren’t entirely zombified. They still had their own thoughts. The allure, though, made Tommy so attractive to them that they wouldn’t and couldn’t leave even if they wanted to.
He scanned the rooms. I had the same ability turned on, too, just in case it helped me spot Dracula. Sarah insisted he was there—somewhere. If a thought crossed his mind relevant to his surroundings it would help Sarah locate him.
“He’s focused,” Sarah said. “All he’s thinking about is blood.”
I gulped. “Tommy, we have to get those girls out of here.”
Tommy nodded like a good boy. He probably wasn’t thrilled about it—he was hoping to enjoy two girls at the same time. For dinner—not in bed. When it came to feeding, variety was the spice.
Tommy led the two girls toward the front door. He was about to lead them out when a black wispy form darted out of the floor vent and blasted through both of them. Blood exploded in the air.
Tommy screamed. I grabbed my wand as Dracula appeared just as I remembered him.
“Good evening.”
“Step back, fucker. I killed you once and I can do it again.”
“Who are you talking to?” Connor stumbled into the room.
I grunted. “It’s Dracula.”
“I see nothing.” Connor pinched my butt.
I swiped his hand away. It wasn’t the time. “Go shift and sober up.”
“But Hailey—“
“Now!” I screamed.
Dracula cackled. “You were saying you intended to kill me? Well, I’m already dead.”
“I can see him,” Tommy said.
“I can’t,” Sarah added. “But I can hear him.”
“Still don’t see shit!” Connor piped up.
“I told you to sober up!”
“He wouldn’t see me,” Dracula added. “Only those with an affinity for death can, now that I’ve regained my wits and can appear as a regular ghoul.”
An affinity for death. Certainly not something you’d put on your dating profile. It explained why Holland could see it when he attempted to regain his form after he killed the man at the roller rink. Tommy and I shared an ability that allowed us to see the dead. Sarah could hear his thoughts already, but couldn’t see him. Connor couldn’t see shit. Holland specialized in the Ghede, the death loas, and had the aspect of Baron Samedi. A different kind of affinity for death. Everyone in our present company, Connor excluded, had some kind of death-related skill set. Even the two poor girls—who were actually dead.
I’d have to clean up that mess later. You don’t tidy up and hide your bodies when you’re face-to-face with the ghost of Dracula.
“I take it you’re not vulnerable to stakes.”
Dracula shrugged. “I’m a spirit. No heart.”
“But you can kill.”
“A wraith is like a feral vampire without a body. Blood fuels us in death even as it does in un-death.”
I snorted. “I could exsanguinate you again.”
“You could. You’re a talented blood witch. I still envy your talents.”
“I’m not giving you shit.”
Dracula waved his ghostly hand through the air. “Our unique abilities do not persist beyond the stake. They reside in the flesh.”
“You just killed those people!”
Dracula looked at me with a blank stare. “Hello. I am Dracula.”
“What the hell are you doing here? You could have gone after me before, back at the roller rink.”
“I wasn’t trying to harm you. I was trying to speak to you. I didn’t yet have enough blood to restore my spirit.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. I staked your ass and burned out your heart. My friend sensed your rage.”
“It was not directed at you. At least, not all of it. This is an ‘enemy of my enemy’ situation. I am certainly less than grateful that you killed me but, at the same time, I respect you. Do you know how many young vampires have attempted to kill me through the centuries?”
I shrugged. “I’m sure more than a few.”
Dracula bowed his head slightly. “You demonstrated impressive skill and resolve. It is why I’ve come to you now. The warlock is as great a threat to me as he is to you.”
“I doubt that. You’re already dead. What can he do to you?”
“He seeks to bind all of us to his will. His magic is powerful. Still, he is but a human. His body can only channel so much. He is recruiting more warlocks, loyal to his cause.”
I tilted my head. “That’s why he rescued his son.”
Dracula nodded. “I’ve been observing him the best I can. He’s taken wraiths who’ve been dead for centuries, those without any mind or will to resist his compulsions. If he grows his coven, I fear even I will be vulnerable to his influence. If he cannot enthrall me or the others, he will send us back to hell.”
I shrugged. “That’s not my concern.”
“It is your concern. You saw what he could do with the wraiths he had in his thrall. What do you think Baladan might be capable of if he builds an army of warlocks and wraiths?”
“Why would he build an army? What is his end game?”
Dracula pinched his chin. “Power, perhaps. I do not know precisely. Whatever his plan is, I doubt you’d like to see him realize it.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re probably right. What do you propose?”
“Help me stop him. In exchange, leave me be. Send the rest back to hell if you like. I get to stay.”
“Stay and do what, exactly?”
“I have no aspirations beyond my desire to stay out of hell.”
I huffed. “Forgive me for doubting your sincerity.”
“Believe me or don’t.” Dracula straightened the collar on his cloak. “I must feed occasionally to maintain my form, not to mention my sanity. I will not pretend to require anything less. Still, one vampire ghoul taking the occasional victim is certainly less of a threat to humankind than Baladan and an entire army of wraiths and warlocks.”
I snorted. “Can you feed without killing people?”
Dracula shook his head. “I wish I could tell you I could. Consider it a token of trust that I tell you the truth. I could easily lie to you and promise to only feed in small amounts. Perhaps I’ll learn moderation in time. I do not know. This is a unique experience.”
I paced across the foyer. I stopped and extended my index finger. “If we do this, you only feed on bad people.”
“Define ‘bad people.’ I can certainly find enough bad in anyone to justify making them a meal.”
“Death row inmates. People on their deathbeds already. Criminals and scoundrels.”
Dracula raised an eyebrow. “Politicians?”
I shrugged. “Most of them. Sure.”
“Republicans or Democrats?”
“Like it matters.”
“Fair point. Very well. I will limit my feeds to people who are near death already or deserve it.”
I extended my hand. “Alright. You tell me a good way to stop Baladan and we have a deal.”
Dracula chuckled. “I am a ghost. I cannot shake your hand. You’ll have to take my word.”
I tilted my head. “You can’t even pinky promise?”
Dracula sighed. “I’m sorry. I cannot.”
I nodded. “Alright. It’s a deal. But if you feed on good people, I’ll send you back to hell myself. Now, tell me what you know about Baladan. How can we stop him and get control of these wraiths?”  
“The sire bond persists even in death,” Dracula said. “Perhaps you should feed the wraiths. Use Niccolo’s bond to control them.”
“Already thought of that. First, I’m not feeding innocent people to vampire wraiths. Second, organizing something like that is impossible. I’d only be able to exert direct influence over those Nico turned, himself. Ever play the game of telephone?”
Dracula cocked his head. “The game of telephone?”
“Right. You sit in a circle. One person comes up with a message and tells it to the person beside them. That person passes it around, so and so forth, until it gets all the way around. The fun of the game is to see how much they change the original message in the process.” 
“Choose your commands wisely,” Dracula said. “It is true, a sire’s bond relies on commands, and crafty vampires often find loopholes in those commands to exploit. They find clever ways of fulfilling the command while undermining it at the same time.” 
“Add to that the fact that these wraiths are all warped in the head. Well, the ethereal equivalent of their heads. I don’t think it would work.”
Dracula bowed his head slightly. “Perhaps you’re right. Still, you are a blood witch. You may find a way to feed wraiths enough that you can exert some influence over them.” 
“I wouldn’t even know which wraiths to target.”
“I could help with that. I can see their true identities.”
“Alright. Well, we could try. That still doesn’t help me figure out how to stop Baladan. What do you know about the strange magic he’s casting?” 
“What I can say is that it is not of this world.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
“I am not Sherlock. I am Dracula.”
“It’s just a saying. If his magic had origins on earth, I’d know about it.”
“You really believe you know every kind of magic there is in this world?”
I shrugged. “Pretty much.”
Dracula laughed. “Perhaps some humility is in order, child. You can only know what you’ve encountered. There are powers you’ve never considered that flow into and through this world. It’s the point an old friend of mine, perhaps you’ve heard of Immanuel Kant, once made. No one can say that all crows are black because no one can be certain that he’s seen every crow there is. There could be an albino somewhere else in the world that you’ve simply yet to meet. The same is true of magic, young witch. You don’t know what you do not yet know.”  
“Fine, I get your point. Still, I have a lot of experience. It’s pretty clear that what Baladan is using is from somewhere else.”
“He was the one who first opened the convergence to the Aeon of Barbelo, is he not?”
I bit the tip of my thumb. “Yeah. He convinced his own son to kill himself to do it. What a dick, right?”
“He is indeed. If I were to guess, the power he’s wielding now is from Barbelo. Did you bring something back with you when you went there?” 
I sighed. “I inadvertently destroyed the entire realm. I’m pretty sure everything native to Barbelo spilled out on earth through the convergences.” 
“According to the lore, Kalyptos is potential existence. The primary force that undergirded all of the Aeon of Barbelo. If that’s the case, Baladan’s magic could be anything. Using Kalyptos, he could devise a whole new magic of his own. Something rooted deep within the confines of his soul.”
I huffed. “Make your own magic? What a nightmare. Magic has rules. If you can make up whatever the hell you want without rules or limits, it might not have any weaknesses, either.”
“Everything has limits. What was your experience with Barbelo before?”
I grunted. “The first things that we discovered were the autogenes, produced by Protogenes. They manifested as monsters rooted in someone’s angst or fear.”
“I presume you had to face me again, then?”
I smirked. “I killed you, dude. You’re not my greatest fear. I had to fight a clown!”
“Seriously?”
“Don’t judge. Clowns are every bit as creepy as Count Dracula.” 
“Perhaps. What if it wasn’t a monster that was produced by someone’s fear or angst, but a power, a force, that someone who tapped into Kalyptos’s power could manifest? What would it look like?” 
“That depends on what motivates or terrifies Baladan.”  
“Then that’s the answer. You need to learn as much about the warlock as possible. What makes him tick? What’s his history? Does he have a vendetta he intends to exact, or is he some kind of sociopath who kills simply because he can?” 
“I was hoping you’d have answers to those questions.”
“I’m avoiding him as much as you are. I don’t want to get caught up in his scheme any more than you do. I have a few progeny of my own who are among the wraiths. If I can get them a little blood and awaken them, even if they are connected to Baladan, I might be able to find out more.”  
I shook my head. “No killing innocent people. That’s the deal, remember?” 
“Of course not. You are a blood witch, though, are you not? Perhaps there’s something you could do that would have the same effect. A spell that might infuse them with the power latent in blood just long enough that I can reach them.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “I will figure something out.” 
“I’ll work on tracking down those I can find. In the meantime, find out what you can about Baladan.”
“Annabelle recognized him before. She probably knows more than I do. I’ll also do the usual search.”
“The usual search” Dracula raised an eyebrow. “Do you think there’s something in the libraries that might help?” 
I raised one eyebrow. “Libraries? Please. What year do you think it is? I’ll Google him. I’ll scour his social media if he has it. I’ll see what I can learn about his past that might help figure out what angst fuels his magic. Diagnose the source, then I can figure out how to counter it.” 




Chapter 8

[image: image-placeholder]

Before I left, I had to deal with the bodies. Blood splashed on Connor when Dracula exsanguinated the girls. He went upstairs to shower.  
Working with Dracula made me sick to my stomach. In a matter of hours, I’d seen him murder three people. I’d say he did it in cold blood, but he took their blood warm. There may have been more victims I didn’t know about. If it took three or more bodies full of blood to allow a wraith to become a vampire ghost like Dracula, what kind of spell could I possibly perform to animate the wraiths of Dracula’s vampire offspring?
All I had was Dracula’s word. Dracula’s word. It was probably less reliable than a Wikipedia article. It was also the only thing I had. Even if his intentions were impure, he was right about one thing—our motives aligned for the time being.
I needed to go to Annabelle and see what she and Ellie came up with in their research. If Dracula was right, if Baladan’s magic was something new born from the combination of his angst and Kalyptos, there wouldn’t be much in her books that would describe exactly his nature. Annabelle already knew quite a bit about the Aeon of Barbelo—perhaps there was something from that angle that could be of use. If Baladan had developed a new kind of magic that depended on Kalyptos, maybe there was a way to sever the connection.
If there wasn’t, I needed to learn what I could about Baladan. I sure as hell would not use Annabelle’s dial-up connection in Vilokan to do my research.
I sat on the couch. Sarah was back in her room under the protection of the sage ward. Tommy sat next to me and pulled out his phone. He started searching Facebook. I started with Google.
“Not finding anything on Baladan Branham.”
Tommy shook his head. “Me neither. There is a Daniel Branham.”
“Right. That’s his son.”
Tommy showed me his phone. A man in his fifties—the warlock but in a polo shirt, khaki shorts, holding a golf club. He was also wearing white New Balance tennis shoes with socks pulled halfway up his shins. “I think Baladan’s son is a junior.”
I narrowed my eyes. “He must go by Daniel. Baladan could be shortened to Dan. Dan could be expanded to Daniel. It makes sense. Annabelle said that Baladan Branham had a reputation. She also predicted, as Dracula confirmed, that he was primed to use the energy released from Barbelo.”
“There’s nothing on his profile about being a warlock.”
“That’s definitely him. Sounds like he has a double life. Baladan the warlock by night. Daniel the dad by day.”
“This guy posts nothing but memes.”
I chuckled. “He’s a dad. Dad’s love memes. Ever since I reconnected with my parents and gave them my number, it’s been nonstop memes by text message.”
“I didn’t know you had regular contact with your parents.”
“I don’t. The number is for emergency purposes. I never respond to their texts. They don’t even know for sure that I’m getting their messages, but that doesn’t slow down the memes.”
Tommy shrugged. “At least you have a father.”
“I didn’t mean to—“
“It’s not your fault. I’m not the only foster kid who grew up bouncing from family to family. I’m just saying, maybe you should send him a thumbs up or something from time to time. All he’s trying to do is connect, even if it is in a superficial way. My guess is he sends memes just so you know he’s thinking about you, but he’s also trying to respect your privacy. That’s why he doesn’t send anything too personal.”
I swallowed hard. “My family issues can wait. We need to stay on task. Is there anything apart from memes that suggests any kind of angst or any intense emotion at all?”
Tommy shrugged. “His relationship status says divorced.”
“Can you see his photos?”
Tommy shook his head. “Friends only.”
I did a Google search for Daniel Branham. It’s crazy how many sites there are that log people’s addresses, history, and personal connections. “Check out Mary Ann Branham. If that doesn’t come up, try her maiden name. Mary Ann Redstone.”
Tommy typed on his phone. “There’s a Mary Ann Redstone-Branham.”
I looked over Tommy’s shoulder. “Check out her feed.”
Tommy scrolled through Mary Ann’s feed. She posted a lot. At least she had until about three months ago. That made sense. That’s when Daniel opened Barbelo at his father’s behest. Mary Ann posted nothing about all of that. Daniel had used a shadow monster to kill people—even the police who came to arrest him. The mood to post status updates must’ve faded. Before that, though, she posted several times a day. Pictures of her meals. Random status updates about her general mood, more pictures of her food, and several with her son—Daniel. He didn’t look too thrilled about being photographed. He was a troubled boy—that much was established.
“Keep scrolling. There has to be something of substance, eventually. This woman posts every damn detail about her life.”
Tommy scrolled through maybe a thousand posts. It only took us back about six months and she hadn’t posted anything during the last three. Then I saw it.
Divorce is final today! I have full custody of Danny!
There were more than a hundred comments and twice as many likes.
“That could be it,” Tommy said. “Recently divorced and a custody battle on top of it.”
“Sounds like a recipe for angst. Surely she knew that Baladan was a warlock. After all that’s gone on, especially given her sudden silence over the last few months, she’s probably distraught.”
“Maybe you should go talk to her. She’s probably worried about her son.”
“It’s the middle of the night. Maybe if it were nine or ten o’clock, I could stop by and pay her a visit. It’s three in the morning.”
Tommy shook his head. “It’s not like you can catch her after sunrise.”
I pressed my lips together. “I’ll pass this along to Annabelle. She can visit her in the morning. Right now, I should get back to Vilokan and see if she and Ellie turned anything up we can use.”
Tommy pocketed his phone. “We still have a couple of bodies to deal with.”
“Connor is still in the shower. He’ll help you take the bodies to Greenwood Funeral Home. I’ll have Annabelle call ahead and explain the situation.”
Tommy raised an eyebrow. “The situation? Two girls are dead. They didn’t deserve this.”
“You’re right. If we don’t stop Baladan and these wraiths, two girls will be a drop in the bucket.”
“Will the funeral director even be there at this time of night?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Like I said, Annabelle will take care of it. This isn’t the first mess we’ve had to clean up as of late. I think Annabelle has the funeral director’s personal number.”
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I hurried back to Vilokan. I didn’t see Dracula or any wraiths on the way. I didn’t encounter Baladan. I suspected I wouldn’t. If there was a bright side to any of this, for once we were confronting an enemy who didn’t have staking me at the top of his to-do list. He abducted his son. He probably thought of it more as a rescue. I had no reason to believe that I was on his radar. He was  benefitting from my defeat of the Barbelo shadow-monsters. If anything, he should have sent me a thank you card.
Hallmark probably didn’t have a card that said, “Thank you for destroying a mythic realm and giving me the power I needed to threaten human existence.” A general thank-you card would have to do.
I went to Annabelle’s office. There were a few books stacked on her desk. One was wide open and Ellie was using it as a pillow. She was snoring. A half-empty mug of coffee rested next to her.
It wasn’t the first time the living struggled to keep up with me during my waking hours. Three in the morning isn’t usually the best time to do research. If I was still human, it would have put me to sleep, too.
I hesitated a half-second before I grabbed Ellie’s shoulder and shook. She didn’t budge. I shook her again. She swiped away my hand. “Go away,” Ellie whined.
“Where’s Annabelle?” I asked.
Ellie looked up at me, squinting. “Oh, hey Hailey. I think she’s looking for more boring books on Barbelo.”
“I’ll check the library.”
Ellie dropped her head back on her arm. I think she fell asleep again before I even got into the elevator.
I was always a bookish girl. After I first became a vampire and Annabelle took me in I spent more than my fair share of time in the Voodoo Academy library. They were short on fiction. I don’t think they had anything published in the last fifty years. They had a collection of short stories by Edgar Allan Poe that I’d read a dozen times. Probably not the best fodder for a brand new vampire. It passed the time. They also had several grimoires. The vodouisants didn’t use them much other than for research, but I picked up a few spells I didn’t know.
I found Annabelle behind a shelf with her arms full of books.
“Would you mind grabbing that Crowley volume from the top shelf?”
I snorted. “Crowley?”
“His works might surprise you. That man dabbled in just about every kind of magic he could get his hands on. If there’s ever been a connection to the magic of Barbelo before, there’s a good chance Crowley tinkered with it.”
I got up on my tip-toes and grabbed the volume. I added it to the top of the stack in Annabelle’s arms.
“Mind lightening my load?” Annabelle asked.
“Right. Sorry.” I took half of the books. The weight wasn’t the problem so much as the awkwardness of trying to manage so many books at once without dropping them. “Find anything we can use?”
Annabelle shrugged. “Ellie’s looking into the books I’ve found. It’s hard to say what we’ve found.”
I snorted. “Yeah, well, Ellie is sleeping on a book as we speak.”
Annabelle sighed. “I made her coffee. I hoped that would be enough.”
“People need sleep. I don’t think the wraiths will be active during the day, but Baladan will still be out there. I have a theory about how his magic might work. A partial theory, anyway. We have a lot to discuss.”
“Talk while we walk. We need to get these books back to my office and get to reading.”
I told Annabelle about my conversation with Dracula, what Tommy and I found on social media, and explained how I thought his angst over the divorce and custody battle might fuel the new magic he forged from Barbelo’s energies.
“By the way, I need you to call Jeanne.” 
“The funeral director?”
“I told you about Dracula. He killed two women at Casa do Diabo and used their blood to manifest. Tommy and Connor are taking the bodies to the funeral home.”
“I wouldn’t trust that dead vamp if I were you.”
“I don’t trust him. Dracula cares only about himself. At the moment, his self-preservation and probably ours share an enemy.”
“Can you get to work on these books?” Annabelle asked.
I grunted. “Probably. It’s a lot to go through—“
“Good!” Annabelle turned and added her stack to mine. I almost dropped them all. “I’ll call the funeral home when I get to the surface. I’m going to check on Holland. Working with the Ghede still might be our best shot at dealing with the wraiths.”
“What about Nicky?” I asked.
“Caught her just as she was wrapping up one of her shows. She and Devin will leave first thing in the morning. They should be here before tomorrow night. That means we only have to deal with the wraiths another three hours before sunrise.”
“After that, I need you to follow up with Daniel Branham’s mother. I won’t be able to do it for obvious reasons. When the sun rises, I won’t be any help at all, but I suspect Baladan will still be out and about.”
“Why isn’t Holland in Vilokan? Can’t she summon the Ghede here?”
Annabelle nodded. “She can and she has. Holland reached out to Baron Samedi himself. He thinks he might help—but he needs a host and I did not incline Holland to offer herself.”
“Probably for the best. When a Loa takes a host, they usually hang around a while.”
Annabelle tilted her head. “You said Connor and Tommy were taking those bodies to the funeral home, right?”
I nodded. “That’s right.”
Annabelle pinched her chin. “The Ghede don’t require a living body as a host. So long as they haven’t started to decompose, either will do. Perhaps we’ll give the Baron his choice between the two.”
I scratched my head. “That’s still two girls who will be missing. Someone out there is going to be looking for them.”
Annabelle took a deep breath. “What’s done is done. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to clean up a supernatural homicide. All I need to do is contact the chief of police and explain the situation. He’ll handle the rest with the girls’ families.” 
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Annabelle had a small bar refrigerator in her office. I grabbed a bottle of water, opened it, and poured it on Ellie’s head. 
Ellie jumped up and screamed. “What the fuck, Hailey?”
“Rise and shine. Well, no shining. I don’t do well with that part.”
“You’re one hilarious bitch.”
I chuckled. “We need to dig into these books. Annabelle is out and about helping Holland summon Baron Samedi.”
“Do you at least have a towel?”
I shrugged. “That’s what shirts are for.”
I wasn’t sure why Annabelle picked some of the books we searched. The Aeon of Barbelo was mostly accounted for in gnostic texts. It looked like Annabelle also gathered every volume she had on vampirism in the academy library. Since Baron Samedi originally made vampires, it made some sense that the voodoo community had done quite a bit of work on the subject. It was the same reason Holland was summoning Baron Samedi. What the voodoo community could only theorize about vampires and how we were made, what happened to us after we died (again), or anything else about our kind, Baron Samedi knew the truth.
Baladan’s name meant “the son of death.” Was there some connection between him and the Ghede? Of all the creatures from innumerable realms he might draw through the convergence to form his army, why wraiths?
The wraiths and Baladan weren’t two separate enemies. Maybe a part of the problem was that we were treating Baladan’s strange magic and the wraiths like two unrelated weapons at his disposal. What if they were linked? How could they be? That’s what we had to find out.
Ellie and I pored over the books. Since there was probably a lot in the books that Ellie didn’t know, but I did, I focused on vampires. I needed to figure out if there was anything about my kind that might link us to Barbelo, or if there was any record of wraiths coming to earth, how they might be controlled, or what power they contained that might be different from flesh-and-blood vampires. Ellie had a much smaller collection of books, but almost all the material was foreign to both of us. Books on the ancient gnostic philosophy and the religions that adopted their worldview. Even Christianity had gnostic sects in the early years.
“Check this out,” Ellie said. “It’s from the Gospel of Judas. Judas himself tells Jesus, ‘I know who you are and where you’ve come from. You’ve come from the immortal realm of Barbelo, and I’m not worthy to utter the name of the one who’s sent you.’”
I shrugged. “Doesn’t mean much. The gnostics didn’t actually know Jesus. These gospels they wrote were an attempt so far as I understand it to co-opt the popularity of the Christian message at the time with their peculiar philosophy. This text doesn’t tell us much about Jesus, so much as it tells us about the gnostics. Look for anything in there that might speak of a magic power, or something possibly connected to vampires.”
Ellie continued reading, tracing her finger down the page, as I flipped through page after page of details about vampires that I already knew. Whoever wrote these books had a unique ability to take something that could have been said in just a few words and make it fill dozens of pages. It read like something that might be published in an academic journal, complete with footnotes and big words I didn’t know.
Ellie cleared her throat. “Check this out. Most of this book is nonsense. I don’t understand most of it. Here, though, Jesus is describing the moment when the world was created. Some of it’s like Genesis, but there’s a lot more here about twelve realms and twelve angels who were sent to rule over something called Chaos.”
“Anything about Barbelo or vampires?”
“I’m getting to it. Listen to this: ‘And behold, from the cloud there appeared an angel whose face flashed with fire and whose likeness was defiled by blood. His name was Nebro, which means ‘Rebel.’”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what that means. We know that Baron Samedi used the succubus demon’s essence somehow when he turned Nico into the first vampire. Creating something new, though, isn’t the sort of thing the Ghede Loa typically are about. Can you find anything else about this Nebro character?”
“Well, reading a little before that section, Nebro was one of twelve angels who came into being to rule over chaos and the underworld.”
I shook my head. “His appearance was defiled with blood. Interesting if this is some kind of creation account. Where’d the blood come from?”
Ellie pursed her lips and grabbed another book. “This is all about gnosticism. Apparently, they believed that the God who created the universe was too pure to create the world directly. He created Barbelo as a sort of first emanation of his being, an intermediary realm, where the agents of creation that gave birth to everything else could work and reside.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going to say I agree or disagree with all that philosophy or theology about God and whatnot. It doesn’t matter. I’ve been to Barbelo. I fucked the place up with your love magic.”
“It wasn’t my love magic. It was Erzulie’s aspect and she gave it to you, same as she did me.”
“I meant the magic you taught me how to use. Why would love magic destroy a place like Barbelo?”
“Beats me. Love doesn’t usually destroy things. It builds things up.”
I smirked. “I suppose you’ve never read the Iliad. How Paris’s love for Helen of Troy led to a ten-year siege and the eventual fall of Troy.”
Ellie blushed a little. “Brad Pitt was hot in that movie.”
“That’s just a dramatization of Homer’s Iliad. And ew, Brad Pitt is old!”
“But he wasn’t always! And he’s still hot for an old guy. Not that he’s even that old.”
I took a deep breath. I wasn’t inclined to entertain the hotness of men old enough to be my father. “Here’s a thought. I wonder if there’s a connection between Nebro the Rebel in the gnostic writings and Ghede Nibo. The names are similar enough that the difference could be on account of translation.”
Ellie shrugged. “Or it could just be a coincidence. Isn’t Ghede Nibo the one who Holland summoned before so you could talk to that dead boy?”
I nodded. “Back at Greenwood Funeral Home. It was the ghost of that boy brought back by Ghede Nibo, who led us to Savanna so we could save her from Daniel Branham.”
Ellie narrowed her eyes. “What I know about Ghede Nibo, not that I’m an expert on the Ghede at all, he was a man who was killed violently. I think in some kind of uprising or revolution. Baron Samedi and Maman Brigitte adopted him as a Loa.”
I tilted my head. “The Loa can turn humans into other Loa?”
Ellie shrugged. “It’s not altogether common. Technically, though, La Sirene was once a human. You know her as Joni Campbell. Marie Laveau was also adopted by Papa Legba which was why she was able to live and rule as the Voodoo Queen for more than a century after her human life ended.”
I narrowed my eyes. “But how do they change a mortal into an immortal?”
“I don’t know. Baron Samedi did it when he made vampires. Maybe it’s a similar process to how humans can be turned into Loa. They’d need to access a power that they don’t typically wield to pull it off. What about a power that’s capable of creating new reality? What if the Loa used emanations or angels like Nebro from Barbelo to do it?”
Ellie closed the book in front of her. “That’s an interesting theory. It doesn’t explain why Baladan would use power from Barbelo to harness the wraiths, or to give himself a new kind of magic.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I was just reading a book here on theories of the vampire’s spirit. Most of us don’t have souls. I’m an aberration. Probably because of my witchcraft. Most vampires lose their souls when they’re turned. Baron Samedi claims their souls, but we still have a spirit of a sort. That’s what’s left after a vampire languishes in hell and lets go of all his or her connections to the world. They become wraiths. What if the wraith is that part that came from Barbelo, the pure energy that can be manipulated and changed to make something completely new.”
“If that’s the case, Baladan isn’t forming an army of wraiths. He’s using them to manipulate their power in an attempt to forge something else. Maybe they’re the source of his new magic he wields. Letting Kalyptos free into the world, along with all the energy of Barbelo, might be what Baladan needed to mold the wraiths into whatever he intends to turn them into.”
The corded phone on Annabelle’s desk rang. I picked it up. Annabelle had an update. Holland succeeded. Baron Samedi took one of the bodies of the girls as a host. He wasn’t the only Loa who Holland summoned. Ghede Nibo took the other body. They were at the convergence in Manchac Swamp—the same one I passed through when I entered and destroyed Barbelo. I hung up the phone.
“We’ll find out soon enough if our theories are correct. Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo are here. They want us to meet them at the convergence in the swamp.”
Ellie sighed. “I hate going into that swamp. It’s so messy!”
I smirked. “Get used to it, honey. Take it from me. I’ve had to learn from experience. Saving the world is always messy.”
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Ellie offered her vehicle. Connor and Tommy already took the Escalade when they hauled the bodies out of Casa do Diabo and, apparently, to Manchac Swamp. 
We left Vilokan and found her truck parked a few blocks away. It was an old beat-up farm truck. From the look of the body style, it was manufactured ages ago, probably in the seventies. It was a marvel that it still ran at all.
Ellie tossed me the keys. I caught them. “You should drive. My license expired five years ago.”
I tilted my head. “Five years ago?”
Ellie shrugged. “I don’t drive much. Annabelle takes me most anywhere I need to go and most everything I need is in Vilokan.”
“Does this thing even run?”
Ellie shrugged. “It did the last time I used it.”
“How long ago was that?”
“It’s been a couple months. Without a license, I try to avoid driving whenever I can.”
“You could just renew it. It’s not that hard to do.”
“The truth is, I don’t enjoy driving. I get in a lot of accidents. That’s why I got the truck. This thing is indestructible. Might as well keep the keys. I have another set. Use it whenever you need it.”
I tilted my head. “Thanks. I guess.”
The keys didn’t have a fob attached. I had to use the actual key to unlock the door. I had to reach across to manually unlock the passenger door for Ellie. It was pretty much the exact opposite of Connor’s Escalade. I could get in and out of his luxury vehicle and even start it without taking the key fob out of my pocket. The ignition was also sluggish. I had to give it a little gas to force it to turn over. The truck still ran, but it sounded like a dying alligator.
It also had a manual transmission. I learned to drive on a stick. My dad was old fashioned that way. He believed it was important to learn to drive with a stick. That way, I could drive anything I wanted. I thought it was dumb at the time. Who drives a stick anymore? I suppose my dad was right. Heaven forbid, if I didn’t know how to drive a stick, Ellie would have to drive with an expired license.
I drove out to the swamp. We only had an hour and a half until sunrise, so this was going to have to be a quick meeting. Given that we were short on time, and Ellie wasn’t eager to go trouncing through the swamp, she stayed with the truck.
I could move through the swamp a lot faster without her. That didn’t mean I’d get to the convergence clean and dry, but it could have been worse.
I found Annabelle, Holland, and the two Loa in the bodies of the two girls Dracula killed standing over the patch of weeds where the convergence was located.
“Glad you could make it.” One girl bowed her head. “I’m Baron Samedi. I’ve been curious about you for some time.”
“Why is that? Because I still have my soul?”
The Baron nodded his, or her, head. I wasn’t sure which pronouns were appropriate given the situation. “You aren’t the first witch who has ever been turned.”
“Right. Mercy is a witch, too.”
“You’re the only one whose soul is not in my possession.”
I snorted. “I’d say I’m sorry about that, but I’m really not.”
“If I look you boys, or girls, or whatever you are in the eye, y’all won’t mount me, will you?”
“No need,” the second girl, who must’ve been Ghede Nibo said. “We have bodies. They’re pretty, right? I’ve always been a dandy, but never a real girl.”
I smirked. “Congratulations. I don’t have a lot of time on account of the impending sunrise. What can you tell me about what we’re dealing with?”
“We’re here to reclaim my wraiths.” Baron Samedi tucked his long, dark hair behind his ears. “Given your unique... condition... not to mention your gifts, you’re uniquely suited for the task.”
“Can’t you gather the wraiths yourself?”
“Unfortunately, I cannot. When a vampire devolves into a wraith in hell, I still hold its soul. That much is true. However, the wraith is a primordial kind of energy that I cannot wield if it does not feed.”
“Dracula fed. Can you take him?”
Ghede Nibo chuckled. “We could seize him and take him back to hell. From what we understand, however, he may also be of use to us.”
I grunted. “Ellie and I have a theory. These wraiths are a kind of energy born in Barbelo.”
“Yes and no,” Baron Samedi said. “When I made Niccolo, I used energy from Barbelo and mingled it with the blood of a demon to turn him into the first vampire. Your kind is special. You can reproduce. The wraiths have never been in Barbelo, but their energy is the same as the kind I first drew from that realm when I created the vampire.”
I was smiling on the inside—if only because Ellie and I were right. I enjoyed being right. Who doesn’t? It struck me that all our research was for nothing, though, since the Baron now confirmed what we suspected. Then again, would he have explained it if I hadn’t already put the pieces together?
Annabelle cleared her throat. “Excuse me. How exactly do you think Hailey can help? From the sounds of it, these wraiths need blood. When they do, you’ll be able to re-exert your influence and pull them back to hell.”
Baron Samedi bowed his head slightly. “The soul coheres in the blood. Every vampire knows this. They can taste it. It’s the soul, not the hemoglobin, they crave.”
I nodded to confirm the Baron’s words. “But those pesky hebo goblins are necessary. Can’t have too much protein.”
“Since I have the vampire’s souls,” Baron Samedi continued, “I can attach the soul to the blood they absorb and regain control.”
Holland stepped up. “We’re going to need to get a lot of blood.”
“How do we get so much blood?“ Annabelle asked. “And how much does it take?”
“More than you’d think,” Baron Samedi explained. “The wraiths don’t have bodies. Blood doesn’t give them a real, material, body.”
I sighed. “Dracula killed at least three people and absorbed their blood before he was able to regain the appearance of his former body.”
“Do we really need that to happen?” Annabelle asked. “How much blood does it take to attach a soul to it?”
“The spirit must be receptive,” Baron Samedi said. “Many of these wraiths have been dead for some time. The longer they’ve been dead, the more blood will be required.”
I gulped. “Dracula hasn’t been dead that long, and he needed to kill three people.”
Ghede Nibo smirked. “There are plenty of humans to spare.”
“We’re not going to commit mass murder just so we can take people’s blood.”
Holland cleared her throat. “How about a blood drive?”
I sighed. “We’d need a shit ton of donors to pull that off. No one donates the entire contents of their body.”
“Can you do something, Hailey?” Annabelle asked. “Can you use blood to make more blood?”
I shook my head. “Blood doesn’t make blood. Blood is made from cells in bone marrow. Getting bones with healthy marrow is harder to do than it is to just take people’s blood.”
“Find a crowd,” Holland said. “Exsanguinate them all and channel their blood into barrels.”
Annabelle raised an eyebrow. “Can you partially exsanguinate an entire crowd?”
I bit my lip. “Maybe. I’ve only done a partial exsanguination once, and that was on myself. It’s harder to do than a total exsanguination. I can’t think of any way to pull something like that off if I targeted a whole crowd at once. I could go around town and zap the blood out of people, but trust me, pulling the blood out of a person through the pores hurts like hell. It would also take a lot of energy on my part. I’d have to consume some of the blood just to maintain my ability to cast so many spells.”
“Is there another option?” Holland asked. “Didn’t you and Dracula have a plan already, Hailey?”
I rubbed my brow. “He’s trying to find the wraiths of the vampires he sired. He can use his sire bond over them to control them. If I’m able to get the wraiths of the vampires who Nico sired directly through the years, I can exert an influence on them. They can do the same to the wraiths of their own progeny.”
“Do the wraiths still need blood for the sire bond to work?” Annabelle asked.
Baron Samedi shook his head. “I have the souls. The sire bond works because the energy of Barbelo that makes a vampire is passed from one vampire to another. Only a vampire’s sire can control a wraith.”
I pinched my chin. “It won’t take as much blood to do that. Attracting the right wraiths won’t be easy, and I’m not sure I can trust Dracula to do the job. He might identify and take control of the vampires he made who also died, but that’s not all of them.”
Baron Samedi nodded. “The lineage is also discontinuous. They are not all wraiths. Some of the vampires needed to maintain the connection from sire to progeny as progeny to sire will necessarily involve many vampires who still walk the earth.”
Ghede Nibo smiled widely. His host had a pretty smile with perfect teeth. “If that’s your intention, you’ll have to gather nearly every vampire who has ever sired another. Especially since so many wraiths barely lived beyond their first few nights before their potential existence ended in literal heart break.”
Annabelle shook her head. “Even if we could somehow convince all the world’s vampires to make a pilgrimage to New Orleans, it would take too long to gather. I’m assuming the power of a sire bond doesn’t have a long distance plan.”
I chuckled. “Long distance plans aren’t really a thing anymore. But you’re right. A sire bond is only effective when the progeny hears his or her sire’s voice. It’s not especially strong if exerted by telephone. Ideally, the vampires should be face-to-face.”
Annabelle checked her phone. “You need to get back home, Hailey. On the bright side, the wraiths should be dormant during the day. That gives you some time to try to find a spell that we can use. Gather as much blood as safely as possible, or find a way to use the chain of sire bonds to control them.”
I raised an eyebrow. “On the bright side?”
Annabelle smirked. “Right. That doesn’t have the same positive connotations for you as it does for the rest of us. On the dark side, then.”
“Will you come back with us to Vilokan for the day?” Annabelle asked.
“I’m assuming Connor and Tommy already headed back to Casa do Diabo.”
“I believe they did,” Annabelle said. “After they dropped off the bodies. The boys had to carry them through the swamp. They needed to shower.”
“I need to get back home. I have plenty of books of my own I can dig into. Dracula will have to retire somewhere and I have a sinking feeling he’ll be at my place. Connor can leave at any time. I’m not going to leave Tommy there with Dracula’s ghost.”
“I’ll send Ellie over with more books,” Annabelle said.
“Let that girl sleep,” I chuckled. “She’s exhausted. She’s probably in her truck sawing logs right now.”
“I can bring you whatever you need,” Holland said. “I can go between Vilokan and Casa do Diabo during the day, no problem.”
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Holland came with me. So did the two Loa. When you have death deities coming to visit, it’s good to have a specialist on hand. I took Ellie’s truck. Ellie rode with Annabelle in her sparkly purple Camaro. 
The truck wasn’t meant to sit four, but Holland and the dead hosts taken by Baron Samedi and Nibo were petite. So long as they didn’t crowd into the stick shifter, I could manage.
I hadn’t heard from Dracula all night. Tommy texted and said he was in the house. Connor was there, too. I didn’t know if Connor could see him. He could see wraiths, but if Dracula was an actual ghost, he couldn’t. Whatever the case, leaving Connor in the house with nothing but my young progeny and a half-baked Sarah to defend him if Dracula got thirsty made me anxious.
I pushed that old farm truck as hard as I could. The thing needed a serious tune-up. At the very least, it was probably due for an oil change. At least it ran well enough to get us from point A to point B. With only a few minutes until sunrise, I couldn’t risk a breakdown. If we stalled out on the side of the road, I’d have no choice but to bury myself in the ground. I’d done it a few times before. There’s no worse way to spend a day than in a makeshift grave.
The sun was just cracking on the horizon when I pulled up in front of Casa do Diabo. I’d normally be more hospitable and casually let my deathly guests through the door first. Steam was already rising from my skin. Burning vampire flesh doesn’t produce a pleasing fragrance. It wasn’t enough to leave any wounds or scars, but every second mattered. I blasted through the front door. If Baron Samedi thought I was being rude, tough. He made me this way.
Once everyone was inside, Holland locked the front door. Dracula was seated at my dinner table. He didn’t appear as a ghost. He was sipping on a glass of red wine—or perhaps some freshly drained blood. Ghosts don’t eat and drink. Not from glasses, anyway.
Dracula smiled at me widely. “Good morning.”
I turned to Connor, who was seated at the table. “You can see him?”
“Of course I can.”
I rubbed my forehead. This wasn’t the first time a ghost had materialized in something like a body. Julie Brown, Mercy’s half-sister in life and a caplata, had taken a body despite being a ghost. How many more people did he drain overnight to accomplish it? I didn’t know and at the time I didn’t want to know. Did he stick to our agreement and limit his consumption to scoundrels and criminals? Probably not, but I knew he’d lie to me if I asked.
Dracula saw the two Loa beside me. He stood and tilted his head. Then he looked at me. “You turned them?”
“We are not who we appear,” Baron Samedi said. “I am the maker of your maker and every maker before.”
Ghede Nibo shrugged. “And he’s my adopted father.”
Dracula raised one of his bushy eyebrows. I’d say he looked as though he’d just seen a ghost, but he always looked that way given his complexion. “Baron Samedi, I presume?”
The Baron bowed his head slightly. “You’ve always been a clever one, Count. I’m curious how you managed to reforge your body.”
“It was not merely from blood.” Dracula stood up and did a turn. “Call it an experiment. I’ve some news on what the warlock, Baladan, is up to and my embodiment confirms it.”
I gulped. “You didn’t drain more humans to do this. You consumed a wraith.”
Dracula laughed and pointed at me with his longer-than-natural index finger. “Clever girl! I knew I liked you. That whole killing me matter aside, of course.”
“You harnessed the energies of Barbelo,” Baron Samedi said. “You used it to make  yourself a new body.”
“With a few improvements, of course.” Dracula grinned from ear-to-ear exposing his fangs. “I’ll tell you what Baladan is doing, but then I must be on my way.”
I snorted. “It’s early morning. You can’t go anywhere.”
Dracula licked the fingertips of each of his hands and slicked back the hair around his ears. “I told you I made improvements.”
“You can walk in the sun?” I asked.
“Why couldn’t I?” Dracula asked. “I have a body now. It’s remarkable, really. Our usual vulnerability to sunlight must’ve been a part of our design.”
Baron Samedi grunted. “If I did not create your kind with limitations, you would have dominated the world. You would have become like gods!”
Dracula stood up and straightened the collar of his coat. “I know, right?”
I aimed my wand at Dracula’s chest. “We had an agreement.”
“And I intend to fulfill my side of the bargain. I have no desire to slaughter the thousands I might. I do not wish to dominate the world like some kind of vampire emperor. I am not Corbin. Who wants that kind of responsibility?”
“Then what are you planning, Dracula?” I asked.
Dracula smirked and paced around the table even as I kept my wand directed at his body. “I thought I might take a cruise. Maybe spend some time on the beach. Maybe I’ll go on an expedition in the Amazon. My only plans are to do things I never could before.”
I snorted. “Sorry, Drac. I don’t believe you. You were always out for power. You stole Mercy’s compulsion ability. You tried to steal my telekinesis.”
“I no longer possess those abilities, nor do I have the ability I once did to steal the abilities belonging to other vampires. All I’ve ever wanted was freedom.”
I raised one eyebrow. “Freedom for what?”
“To do whatever the hell I please! The way I see it, you have a choice. You can lower your wand and listen to me. I’ll tell you what you want to know about Baladan. Or, you can exsanguinate me and take your chances with the warlock.”
Holland placed her hand on my arm. I lowered my wand. “Listen to what he has to say. If the vampire is not telling the truth, we’ll deal with him later.”
“You should listen to the mambo,” Dracula said. “I have no current intentions to harm you or your friends. I could have simply left, after all. Instead, I came here because I agreed to help you.”
I took a deep breath. “That’s a fair point. Alright, Dracula. What is Baladan up to and how do we stop him?”
“He’s not forming an army of wraiths. Sure, he uses them to protect him when he must. He can control them. Some of them, at least. He is forming a coven of warlocks not so he can harness all the wraiths and use them, but so that they can absorb their energy. All I can do with this new body is endure the sunlight. That doesn’t make me a god. If Baladan succeeds, however, he will use the power of the wraiths to make anything he wishes. Weapons, creatures, new forms of magic. Literally anything.”
Connor tilted his head. “He’d be like the Green Lantern. But without the ring and his creations would be black rather than green.”
“They can be whatever color he intends,” Dracula said. “The colors don’t matter.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Quick question. The wraiths can’t go out in the sunlight. How were you able to use one to give you a body that could?”
“The energy within them is malleable, but it requires an intelligence to manipulate its shape. Most of the wraiths were vampires in life. They are still conditioned to their former limitations. When I took a wraith, I could alter its essence however I intended. That’s the whole point, Hailey. Once the wraiths are pulled into a body, be it Baladan’s, his son’s, or anyone else’s, the power can be molded like clay into virtually anything.”
“You said you could tell us how to stop him.”
Dracula cracked his knuckles. “Every wraith can only be repurposed once. There are thousands of wraiths out there, but they aren’t easy to find or harness. Baladan has developed a spell to do it. If you want to beat him, it’s simple, really. You need to gather and harness more than he does.”
“I can sense the wraiths already.” Holland craned her neck around. She was sitting next to Tommy on the couch, pretending to watch him shoot someone on a video game. She didn’t give a rat’s ass about the game. The mambo was listening to my conversation with Dracula as best she could, even if her head nodded up and down from time to time. It was a long night, and it had exhausted her as much as the rest of my human friends. “If it’s a simple numbers game,” Holland continued, “and the wraiths can’t be out and about during the day, it’s basically a race to see if we can get more wraiths faster than he can.”
I shook my head. “He’s gathering more warlocks to harness as many as he can as fast as he can. How is he training his new warlocks to do it?”
“Simple,” Dracula said. “He’s using wraiths to create the magic he knows, and he’s giving the wraiths to his recruits.”
Baron Samedi huffed. “Once he turns one into magic, anyone who holds that magic can absorb more wraiths. Just because the warlock can only hold one unpurposed wraith at a time doesn’t mean he can’t hold on to whatever power he used the previous wraiths he absorbed to make.”
“Let me get this straight. Baladan can only harness one at a time, right? The same principle applies to as many warlocks as he gathers. They can’t absorb all of them at once, but he needs them all. That means he must be using them to create something huge.”
“I’ve told you all I know,” Dracula said. “Now, if it’s no difference to you, I think I’ll be going.”
“Where the hell are you going?” I asked.
Dracula did a spin. “Aruba? Jamaica? Off the Florida Keys, there’s a place called Kokomo. That’s where I wanna go.”
Connor chuckled. “Alright, Brian Wilson.”
“Like hell!” I shouted. “We need your help to do this!”
Baron Samedi grabbed my arm. “Let him go. I have another idea.”
Dracula waved at us. “See ya! Wouldn’t wanna be ya! Muahahaha!”
The Count took off and left through the front door. I turned to Baron Samedi. “What’s your plan?”
“Dracula gave me an idea. Tell me, Hailey. You still hold Nico’s sire bond, do you not?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Don’t use it much. We already thought about using it to attract the vampire wraiths. It’s just not practical.”
“Would you be willing to return it to its owner?”
I tilted my head. “You’re talking about resurrecting Nico? You don’t have his soul anymore. You gave it back to him before he died so he could move on.”
Ghede Nibo laughed. “I know where to find him.”
“Dracula always had ambition,” Baron Samedi said. “He also lacked vision. If he could alter the body he made using the power of Barbelo within the wraiths, we can do that with Nico. Only this time, we’ll give him a better body. One that can use his sire bond to not only seek out the wraiths and compel them one by one to return to him, but one that draws them in.”
I shook my head. “Nico has had several chances to return from the dead. Every chance he’s had, he turned down. He doesn’t want to live in this world anymore.”
“He won’t live in this world. I will make him one of us. A new Ghede Loa. Any wraith might help us do as much. We need to go bigger. We need to harness Kalyptos. It’s the energy of the demiurge that will form Nico’s new being.”
“If Kalyptos is a part of him, does he even need his sire bond back?”
Baron Samedi shrugged. “That depends how many wraiths are left unclaimed by Baladan when we finally find Kalyptos.” 
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I wasn’t sure how I felt about resurrecting Nico as a demigod. I tried to call Mercy for her opinion, but I didn’t get an answer. That whole underground vampire world in the sewers of Exeter was high tech, but it had shitty cell service. 
What was it about my mentors and their living arrangements? Both Annabelle and Mercy lived in underground communities now.
Ultimately, it wasn’t up to Mercy. Still, since she was Nico’s favorite progeny, I thought it might be a good idea to let her know her maker might be coming back from the dead and could be a Ghede Loa the next time she saw him.
The choice had to be Nico’s alone. I sure as hell would not help Baron Samedi turn him into a Loa without Nico’s consent. At the same time, though, it was the best plan we had. He could use his sire bond once I returned it to him to gather as many wraiths as possible. Those who didn’t respond or he couldn’t reach, we could fight off—ideally with Nicky and Devin’s help.
Ghede Nibo left to retrieve Nico’s spirit from wherever he was. Apparently, Ghede Nibo was some kind of usher who could lead dead souls in and out of the land of the living. He was the Baron’s errand boy. Having a host must not have limited his powers.
They didn’t limit the Baron’s powers either. He had his host’s bare feet crossed on my table. He wiggled her toes. “They’re so pretty, aren’t they?”
I snorted. “They’re toes.”
“Toes can be pretty. Just like candy! There’s a beauty to everything in creation. You simply need the eyes to see it.”
I furrowed my brow. “What about buttholes?”
Baron Samedi tilted his head. “Certainly not candy in any sense. Though, a Baby Ruth or a Tootsie Roll might be in the ballpark. The beauty of a thing isn’t always in its appearance. Sometimes it’s in its function.”
I stared at the Baron blankly. “I know what buttholes do. It isn’t helping your case.”
“Suppose I used the power of a wraith to create a body without an anus. How do you think that would go for a person after a day or two? Trust me, there’s a beauty to everything.”
“What about disease? What about cancer?”
“As an immortal, there is a beauty to mortality as well. It’s a gift that you used to know but no longer do. Why do you suppose Niccolo wanted to die after walking the earth for thousands of years? Most people don’t want to die, that’s true. But without mortality, things lose their urgency and meaning. There is beauty in that, in cherishing every moment precisely because you never know if it might be your last.”
Connor chuckled. “Kind of ironic, isn’t it?”
I tilted my head. “Connor!”
“He’s right. I am the primary Ghede, a Loa of death, but I can never die.”
I tilted my head. “But you have a dark side. Annabelle and Holland raised you in your green aspect, but I know you have a red aspect, one that we’d never summon if we could avoid it.”
Baron Samedi shrugged. “That’s not the point. It’s necessary. Death is pervasive, angst-ridden, and relentless. It’s also liberating.”
“Still, I know what it’s like to have another side to yourself. To live fearing that it might one day take over and turn you into something you don’t want to be. While vampires can live forever, we can be killed as well. The wraiths prove as much. Even if I were to live forever, though, I still cherish every moment because things change. Moments are fleeting. The present is always perishing. Why live worried about the past or the future when all anyone ever has is now?”
Baron Samedi extended both of his host’s hands. Her red fingernails matched her toes. He formed a flask in one hand and a cigarette in the other. After he took a swig from his flask and set it down, he lit his cigarette with a flame that appeared on the tip of his thumb. Mercy wouldn’t be pleased to know we allowed someone to smoke in the house.
I cleared my throat. “We don’t usually allow smoking in the house.”
Baron Samedi chuckled. “This isn’t just tobacco. It’s a soul. I’m drawing my host’s soul back into her body. When I leave, she’ll live again. It’s the least I can do.”
I furrowed my brow. “I wasn’t aware you held human souls as cigarettes.”
Baron Samedi bowed his head. “It’s efficient. My satchel grants me access to any soul I require. Should I desire to commune with one’s soul I need only take a puff. Anyone who is killed by a vampire passes through my hand on the way to the afterlife. The host will revive—but she will be a vampire.”
Tommy was on the couch in the living room. He craned his neck around and smiled widely. “Yay! I won’t be the baby anymore!”
“She’ll be Dracula’s progeny, not mine.”
“Both of them will be. Ghede Nibo will do the same for his host before this is done. You were not raised by your sire, Hailey. A sire’s bond to his or her progeny is sacred as a parent’s bond is to their child. There’s more to being a sire, or a parent, than bringing someone into the world. I’d like nothing more than if you took care of these girls. They’ll need a strong vampire like you who has heart and wisdom to guide them.”
I rubbed my brow. “No offense to Tommy, but siring young vampires is a lot of work.”
“But it’s worth it, is it not? These vampires will be like you. They will retain their souls. Perhaps it is time that I cut my children loose.”
“Why did you make vampires to begin with?” I asked.
“Vampires were to be my eyes and ears in the world. My connection to the land of the living. Anything any vampire has ever seen or done I can witness if I wish. After all these centuries, though, I’m wondering why I ever desired such a thing? Seeing all you’ve accomplished has opened my eyes.”
“I thought you couldn’t see through my eyes.”
“I cannot. But I’ve seen what Mercy, Sarah, and Tommy and many others have witnessed. Withholding souls from my vampires was misguided. You said before you sometimes feared what the darkness in you might do. That’s unique.”
“How so? All vampires have a darkness, a craving for villainy.”
“As do most humans! That you fear becoming a monster is exactly why I’m sure you’ll never be one. I cannot return the soul to every vampire who does not ask for it, but I can ensure that from here on out new vampires will be different.”
Tommy stood up from the couch and cleared his throat. “Can I have mine back?”
Baron Samedi laughed. He formed another cigarette in his hand and flicked it to Tommy across the room. “Smoke it and live.”
Tommy caught the cigarette in his right hand, held it in front of his face, and examined it. Then he chuckled. “I always knew the surgeon general was full of shit.”
Baron Samedi laughed. “These are not typical cigarettes. They’re still hazardous to human health. For you, though, it’s life. Real life.”
Tommy placed the cigarette between his lips. “Have a light?”
Baron Samedi waved him over. The Loa of death extended his painted thumb and formed another flame. Tommy lit his cigarette and for a half-second, his eyes glowed a golden hue.
“I just smoked my soul. How about that!”
I tilted my head. “Feel any different?”
Tommy narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure. I think so. It’s subtle.”
Baron Samedi nodded. “The difference between good and evil is always subtle. The boundary between life and death is not as cut and dry as some assume. Sometimes, though, it’s the small things that make all the difference.”
Ghede Nibo stepped into the room. The ghost of Nico followed him. I could see him. Tommy could, too. Connor couldn’t.
Nico stepped up to the table. “We were in the other room and heard what you said, Baron. You’ve changed.”
Baron Samedi laughed. “If you don’t change, you die. Ironic for me, perhaps, but I intend to keep evolving. Will you accept my proposal?”
Nico grinned. “Are you going to get down on one knee?”
“I’m not proposing marriage! Though, this host is quite pleasing, is she not?”
Nico laughed. “She is, indeed.”
“Pretty enough to eat!” Tommy piped up. “That’s why I chose her. Before all this happened, I mean. Seems kind of weird to say it now.”
I rolled my eyes. “You think?”
Tommy smiled widely. “Weird is sort of my thing these days.”
“You and me both! Now, Mister Samedi—“
The Baron cleared his throat. “Baron Samedi. I didn’t spend three thousand years in Baron school to be called ‘Mister,’ thank you very much.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—“
“No offense taken. Just don’t let it happen again.”
I sighed and nodded. “Presuming Nico will do this, how do we get Kalyptos?”
“Kalyptos is not a person. He’s a demiurge.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I’ve been trying to learn what I can about all that gnostic shit. I’ve seen that word, but don’t have a clue what it means.”
Baron Samedi laughed. “The gnostics made their writings difficult to understand on purpose. Their obsession was with secret knowledge. Get that knowledge and they believed you could ascend to divinity through Barbelo and Kalyptos. None of them ever made it. You can’t become divine through knowledge. Knowledge might elevate the ego, but it doesn’t do much for the spirit.”
“Good to know,” Nico piped up. “I was afraid I’d have to pass a test before you’d make me a Loa.”
“You’ve passed through more than your share of trials,” Baron Samedi said. “The power of Kalyptos can only be channeled by a god or one equal in power. I believe this warlock we’re dealing with intends to do exactly that. Dracula said as much. He wants to absorb as much power as he can through the wraiths so that he becomes like a god. Powerful enough to master Kalyptos. I’ve chosen you, Nico, not because of your intelligence. It’s because of your character. Now that Barbelo is here, mingled with this world, whoever becomes the vessel of Kalyptos will be unstoppable. That kind of power should not belong to a fly-by-night warlock who has gotten a bit too big for his britches.”
“I’m not sure I should have that kind of power,” Nico said. “No one should.”
“That’s why you’re suited for it. It’s precisely because you have no desire for such power that I can trust you will wield it responsibly, if you choose to use it at all.”
Nico shook his head. “Power like that corrupts even the best of us. If I do this, I will not use the power. I will keep it safe. That is all.”
“You will be bound to this world,” Baron Samedi added. “You will be one of the Ghede, but what vampires have done for me for so long, you will do in my stead. You will ensure that the dead may continue to rest in peace by protecting the afterlife from those in the land of the living who would threaten it.”
I cocked my head. “What does that mean?”
Nico turned to me. “What the Baron means to say is that the power of Kalyptos could be used to remake the world and overthrow the natural order. It will be my task, as it has always been the responsibility of the Loa, to maintain the balance, the natural order of the universe.”
“Without using the power of Kalyptos to do it?” I asked.
“It would be easier if you did,” Baron Samedi said. “With the gates between worlds shattered and convergences opening between this realm and every other, someone needs to represent the interest of the Ghede here. Regardless, Niccolo, if you can do that without using the power I’m willing to give you, that’s your choice.”
“What if he can’t do it?” I asked.
“He will do it,” Baron Samedi said. “If he does not, I’ll have no choice but to resume my collection of souls from those who are turned.”
“First things first,” Ghede Nibo said. “We have to stop the warlock. We cannot permit him to take Kalyptos.”
I stood up from the table. “Then what are you waiting for? The warlocks could have all the power they need already.”
“They do not or we would know it,” Baron Samedi said. “Kalyptos is the hidden one. The demiurge will not be easy to find, even for me.”
“Wish I could help. Not much I can do while the sun is out. Besides, I wouldn’t know where to start.”
“Ghede Nibo, Niccolo, and I intend to leave and begin our search for Kalyptos. If we have not procured the demiurge come nightfall, do whatever you can to thwart the warlock. Holland has my aspect and can sense the presence of the wraiths. If this friend of yours from up north has something that might be of use to destroy them, hunt down as many as you can lest they fall into the warlock’s hands.”
I nodded. “I get it. Slow the warlocks down. Buy you enough time to find Kalyptos before Baladan gains enough power to claim the demiurge for himself.”
Baron Samedi stood from the table and took a swig from his flask. “Precisely. Do whatever you must. We will handle the rest. Once we locate Kalyptos and vest Niccolo with his power, the warlocks will have no choice but to abandon their ill-fated project.”
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Connor went to sleep in my bed. I laid beside him for a while. He didn’t need to stay in during the day, but when you’re dating a vampire, it really screws with your sleep schedule. With our blackout curtains, it was just as good as night in Casa do Diabo. 
Holland had said little since we got back from the swamp. She was playing the role of a quiet observer—when she wasn’t nodding off on the couch while Tommy sat there playing video games.
I let her sleep as long as she needed to. Sarah could let me know more or less the status of the wraiths. She just couldn’t leave her room without losing her mind. Holland would have to come with me come nightfall so we could go wraith hunting. If all went according to plan, Nicky and Devin would be there to help. I still didn’t know if Devin knew any spells that could help. Last I saw him, he wasn’t especially powerful. He was a run-of-the-mill warlock. He could throw some fire around and such, but I’d never seen him do anything on Baladan’s level. I’m not saying Devin wasn’t formidable. What he lacked in raw power, he made up for with heart. Still, it had been a while since I saw either him or Nicky.
Connor sometimes whimpered in his sleep. Just like a dog. Side-effect of being a wolf shifter. Once he was asleep, I rolled out of bed and snuck over to Sarah’s room.
I knocked on her door and she let me straight in. “The sage ward still holding up?”
Sarah nodded. “So far, so good.”
“What can you say about the wraiths? Have you been listening in at all? I need to know how many of them are with Baladan.”
“Hardly any. The strangest thing. There were a bunch all together, they just stopped making noise. I can’t hear them at all. I figured it had to do with the sunrise.”
I sat down on the edge of Sarah’s bed and rested my head in my hands. “That might be it. I doubt it, though.”
Sarah nodded. “You think the warlocks are stealing and repurposing their power?”
I laughed and shook my head. “You were listening in on my thoughts earlier?”
Sarah nodded. “Be careful, Hailey. I wasn’t only listening to you. Dracula isn’t going to Kokomo.”
I tilted my head. “But that’s where he said he wanted to go?”
“He’s after the same thing the warlocks seek, the same thing Baron Samedi is after.”
“He wants to turn Nico into a Loa.”
“That’s what he says. Are you sure that’s his true intention? Why would Baron Samedi, the most powerful of all the Ghede, create another Ghede more powerful than he is?”
I shrugged. “Desperation, perhaps.”
“He gave Tommy back his soul. He was currying favor and trust. He made grand promises. I highly doubt if he infuses this Kalyptos into Nico’s spirit that he will not do so in such a way that leaves Nico beholden to him. He would, in effect, be Nico’s sire.”
“He wants me to transfer Nico’s sire bond back to him.”
“Because you have a soul. The Baron can’t control you, Hailey. Maybe the Baron’s intentions are genuine. I could not read his thoughts, only yours as you spoke with him.”
I sighed. “WWMD.”
Sarah laughed. “What would Mercy do?”
“Damn straight. I think I know the answer.”
“She’d kick these things’ asses without having to rely on a demigod who is every bit as dangerous as he is powerful. At the very least, she’d find a way to use the Loa to her advantage.”
“The enemy of your enemy isn’t necessarily your friend. Not if the enemy of your enemy was your enemy before. After all, if the principle applied in such a situation, your enemy could call your enemy’s enemy a friend as well. Then who would the enemy be? Your enemy’s enemy or the enemy of your enemy? And whose enemy would you be but everyone’s enemy, even while everyone else was an enemy, too?”
I stared at Sarah blankly. “My head hurts now. That’s a lot of enemies.”
“More enemies than a colonics convention.”
I tilted my head. “Good joke, but you said it wrong. More enemas than a colonics convention. It helps if you say it with an accent. All I know is that I don’t want to be anybody’s enema. The enema of my enema is an asshole.”
Sarah scratched her head. “I’ll have to think about that one. I’m not sure it makes sense.”
“Don’t dwell on it. I appreciate the advice. I don’t know why my conversations as of late end up circling the anus, but that’s life when the universe is constantly shitting on you.”
Sarah laughed. “Is that what you think’s happening? First, the universe doesn’t take shits. Black holes aren’t anuses. At least not that kind of black hole. They suck things in but don’t spit things out. The anus can do both. Second, I wouldn’t call what you’ve been doing lately getting shat upon. If anything, the universe is telling you that you matter. It needs you. That’s why it keeps dumping so many of its enemies on you.”
I smirked. “Dumping enemas? That’s sort of how they work.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. You aren’t the universe’s toilet. You’re more like the universe’s toilet paper.” 
I laughed and shook my fist in the air. “Gee, thanks! Charmin strong!” 
“What I mean is to say you’re the universe’s hero. Have you considered what the world would look like today if you never became a witch and a vampire?”
I shrugged. “Maybe Mercy and Annabelle would have figured it out without me.”
Sarah huffed. “Yeah, right. They have their gifts. But there are things you can do that they never could. Everything happens for a reason, Hailey. The world might not shower you with gratitude or throw parades in your honor, but if they knew the truth, you’d better believe they would.”
“I wouldn’t want that attention. It’s not entirely selfless, either. I just don’t want to live in a world where millions of people suffer for one jerk’s ambitions. I’d also like to enjoy myself a bit. What good is it to be potentially immortal if you don’t get to have fun?”
Sarah smiled. “I have plenty of fun.”
I tilted my head. “You do? Since when?”
Sarah reached under her bed. She pulled out a ball of yarn and half of a sweater. “It’s called crochet! It’s a blast!”
I stared at Sarah blankly. I tugged at my earlobes. “I think something is wrong with my ears. I could swear that you said crochet is your ideal way of spending eternity.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“Sounds more like a hobby an inmate might pick up to pass the time than a happily ever after.”
“Everyone loves a nice sweater! Not to mention blankets, stockings, handbags, and just about anything else. It’s thrilling. I’ll teach you how to do it if you’d like.”
I smirked. “I appreciate the offer. No offense, but once this is over and I have time to enjoy myself, crochet won’t be my first hobby of choice. Maybe I’ll try skydiving. Cliff jumping. I could kick serious ass in MMA.”
Sarah shrugged and poked her crochet hook through a loop of yarn. “Suit yourself. I’ll keep listening in on the wraiths and will let you know if I find anything out.”
There was a knock on the door downstairs. I half suspected it was a Jehovah’s Witness. Wouldn’t be the first time. You’d think after I showed them my fangs on their last visit, they’d stop knocking on my door. I knew it was risky. If they told anyone about me, it wouldn’t turn out well. Who really listens to those JW’s anyway? Maybe I’d invite the gentleman in for a bite. 
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Annabelle! Open up!” 
I grunted. I unlocked the door and took a few steps back to avoid the flush of sunlight that would follow. “It’s unlocked. Come in!” 
Annabelle stepped in and wiped her shoes on the rug. “I won’t be long. Just wanted to let you know I stopped by to find Mary Ann.”
I rubbed my brow. “Damn. I almost forgot all about that. How was she? Did you learn anything?”
Annabelle shook her head. “Nothing at all. She was gone. Her house looked like no one had been there in a while. That, or she didn’t dust often and regularly invited insects to a pool party in her toilet.”
“Maybe she took a trip after the divorce was final. With her son missing, though, I’d think she’d be looking for him. At least she’d stay in town to press law enforcement on the search.”
“I also checked with Doc Freud at the Vilokan Asylum. Daniel didn’t mention anything in any of his sessions about his mother leaving town or anything like that. It surprised him as much as it did me that she wasn’t around.”
“Maybe she’s just staying with a friend. Then again, if Baladan needs more warlocks, who is to say she didn’t pick up a few spells during the time they were married? I don’t think she’d go with him willingly, but if he had their son, she might have left for his sake.”
Annabelle scratched the back of her head. “I had the same thought. Anyway, I wanted to let you know the status of that, which I realize wasn’t much status at all. If you need some kind of emotional situation to imagine what might be behind Baladan’s power, going with the divorce and custody battle is as good a guess as any.”
“Thanks, Annabelle. You should get a little rest. I have a feeling it’s going to be another long night.”
Annabelle smirked. “That’s what energy drinks and coffee are for.” 
Annabelle let herself out. I locked up behind her. 
I kicked back on the couch and rested my eyes for a couple hours. I didn’t need to sleep, but sometimes it was nice to zone out or snooze a little to pass the time during the day. I’m not sure how long I was out. I woke up and noticed the sun was now cracking around the windows on the west side of the house. I checked my phone.
I headed back up to Sarah’s room. “Sunset is rapidly approaching. I won’t be here for more than a couple more hours. Pick up anything during the day from the wraiths?”
Sarah shook her head. “Nothing at all.”
“Need anything before I leave? I know sitting in your room all this time sucks. Maybe a book from the shelf? A DoorDash delivery boy? Anything at all?”
Sarah slipped her crochet hook through a loop of yarn and pulled the string through. She did it several times at an impressive pace. “I need nothing at the moment. I’ll shout for Tommy if I need anything later, presuming he’ll still be here.”
“I’m not taking him with me tonight. He’s too young to get involved in a fight like this. The last thing I need is to pull him off someone’s neck while I’m throwing down with Baladan Branham or whatever monsters he might repurpose the wraiths into becoming.”
“I’ll text if I hear anything of use from the wraiths. Remember, though. Only trust those you know you can trust. This demiurge everyone is after is too powerful to trust in the hands of Baron Samedi. He very well might use it to make Niccolo a Loa, but I doubt it will come with the kind of freedom he expects. Don’t trust Dracula, either. He has his own ambitions. You don’t need to rely on them to do what you have to do. You need to rely on your actual friends. Together, I imagine, you won’t need your enemy’s enemies to stop the warlock.”
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The sun was just setting. I could tell from the amber glow around the window shades. The internet will tell you if you search for it what time the sunset is supposed to be. A nice advantage for modern day vampires. Even so, the actual sunset time and when vampires are safe to come out and play can vary by a few minutes. Older vampires could go out earlier and even stay out a few minutes longer. That wasn’t a universal thing, though. Every vampire’s sun tolerance was different. Some would burst into flames the second they stepped into sunlight, others could endure it for a few minutes without ill effect. I was somewhere in the middle. I’d been scorched once or twice. Without magic, I’d still have the scars. I usually waited about five minutes after what the internet told me before I braved dusk. There was usually a red glow on the western horizon which was the closest thing to seeing the sun I could endure. The glow around the windows also helped confirm that all was well. Sometimes, on an overcast evening, I could go out earlier. 
Holland slept most of the day. So did Connor. Tommy spent half his day on Minecraft. The rest of the day was on Fortnite. I didn’t get either game. Neither one seemed to have a point other than building crap and killing. Then again, killing things was the point of most video games. They never made video games that allowed someone to level-up by doing virtuous stuff like working at a soup kitchen, raising children, or helping the elderly. Video games rewarded vice. Mostly war and slaughter. If you have to get your homicidal tendencies out of your system, best do it in a virtual world.
I did a little digging through my grimoires during the day but didn’t come up with much that I didn’t know already or I thought might be helpful.
I shared Sarah’s concerns about the two Ghede with Holland, but she wasn’t worried about it. She assured me it wouldn’t be a problem. I wasn’t sure why she was so confident about it but she had more experience working with the Ghede than I did.
I heard a loud rumble approach from down the street. It stopped in front of my house. I knew the sound of that motorcycle. It was Nicky’s Thruxton RS. I pulled the curtain back to confirm. Devin was riding bitch behind Nicky.
Nicky’s long silver hair glistened under the streetlights. So did her red knee-high boots that were pulled up over her leather pants. Her stiletto heels were probably nine inches long. Nicky had all the fabulousness in the relationship. Devin was a jeans and t-shirt kind of guy—sort of like Connor.
Nicky had a large bag strapped to her back. She was a hunter, remember, on top of being a shape-shifter and a nymph from the garden groves of Annwn. She traveled with supplies. Last I knew, a crossbow was her weapon of choice. Effective against most vampires. A wooden bolt was basically a flying stake. If she wasn’t wielding a wooden stake directly she used her stiletto heel to down a vampire. As a fire warlock, Devin burned out their hearts to finish the job. They called it a stake and bake.
Nicky—feared by most vampires under the name of Nyx—wasn’t like any hunter I’d ever met. Most of them were bigots. They killed vampires for what they were without any consideration for who they were. For years, trapped in a male body, Nicky knew what it was like to be on the other side of a bigot’s gaze. The funny thing was that while she could shift into virtually any shape she wanted, she’d come to love who she was. All that effort to reclaim her lost powers, only to realize she didn’t need them to be happy. She chose to stay in the same body she was in when Devin fell in love with her.
I opened the door before they could knock. Nicky’s diamond ring sparkled under the porch lights.
“Damn, girl! That’s some kind of rock!”
Nicky hugged me. “It’s been too long!”
Devin smiled and waved. “Hey there, Hailey.”
“These your friends from Kansas City?” Holland was standing behind me.
“Yes. Holland, this is Nicky and Devin. Guys, this is Holland. She’s a mambo. Pretty badass when it comes to the Ghede and all that death magic shit.”
Holland raised an eyebrow. “Death magic shit?”
I smirked. “Sorry. You know what I mean. If you want to call my craft ‘blood magic shit’, I won’t take offense.”
Nicky reached into her bag. She pulled out a golden crucifix. “I think this is what you needed. It belonged to Alice, the nightwalker who used to be with the Order of the Morning Dawn.”
I nodded. “Right. I know who Alice is. That’s why we called you.”
Nicky tossed the crucifix back in her bag. “I can use it. Took me a while to master. It channels celestial power. If these wraiths you’re hunting are vulnerable to sunlight, this stuff burns twice as hot.”
I turned to Devin. “We’re also dealing with warlocks. They have a spell that they’re using to harness the wraiths. They’re converting their energy into a primal force that we think they intend to amass so they can grab the big kahuna.”
“The big kahuna?” Nicky chuckled. “I’ve fought my share of evil, but no one has ever gone by something so silly.”
“That’s not what he’s called. It’s not really a he. It’s a demiurge, a power that God, or the gods, or whoever first created the world, used to make everything that exists. If these warlocks get Kalyptos, the demiurge, they’ll be unstoppable.”
Nicky blew a stay strand of silver hair out of her face. “Blast the wraiths. Keep the warlocks from getting stronger. No problem. Know where we can find the wraiths?”
“I can lead us to them,” Holland said.
“Any clue what kind of spell they might use to absorb their power?”
Devin shook his head. “I’m not sure.”
“They’ve also used wraiths to create a new magic I’ve never seen before.”
“If we’re hunting wraiths, perhaps I can try a few things before Nicky blasts them with celestial light. It won’t matter, though, if we kill enough wraiths to stop the warlock from getting the power he requires.”
“We could be too late already,” I said. “It’s nighttime now so the wraiths are out and active. It means Baladan is hunting them just as we are.”
“Anything else we need to know?” Nicky asked.
I nodded. “You’ve heard of Dracula.”
Nicky grunted. “Who hasn’t?”
“He’s trying to do the same as the warlock, we believe. He wants to claim the demiurge as well.”
Nicky smiled widely. “Hunting vampires is my speciality. No offense, Hailey.”
“I killed Dracula once. Thing you need to know is that he doesn’t have a heart. He came back as a wraith himself, then absorbed enough blood and a few wraiths to make himself a new body. He’s also immune to sunlight.”
“A vampire who can’t be staked and isn’t vulnerable to light?” Nicky raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like a challenge.”
“Do you have any idea at all how to kill a vampire like that?”
Nicky shook her head. “Can you exsanguinate him and turn him feral?”
I nodded. “I think so. That won’t kill him, though.”
“An ancient vampire like Dracula relies on his intelligence as much as his natural abilities. Turn him feral, and he’ll be as mindless as any feral. We still won’t be able to kill him, but we can chain him up, seal him in a tomb, and sink him to the bottom of the sea.”
I chuckled. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”
Nicky laughed. “You’re one of the good ones. You have nothing to worry about. It’s been a while since I’ve had a vampire to hunt. They steer clear of my area these days.”
I chuckled. “I wish I could say the same thing. The bad guys seem to swarm around me like flies to shit.”
Nicky cracked her knuckles, then checked her fingers to ensure she hadn’t chipped a nail. “Honey, I sing in my club every night. I love what I do. But there’s a side of me I haven’t let loose in months. What do you say we go kick the shit out of these bastards together?”
I grinned. “That sounds fantastic.”
“Correction.” Nicky did a little spin. “It sounds fabulous.”
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“How can we help?” Connor asked. “Tommy and I aren’t sitting around here while you guys go hunting.” 
“You probably should—”
“I’m with your boyfriend,” Tommy added. “We have to do something.”
I shook my head. “You aren’t doing nothing. We can’t be all together. It’s too risky. Stay here with Sarah. She can use her abilities to check on us. She can see through the wraiths. If we’re in trouble, Sarah can’t leave the ward in her room. She may not be able to reach Annabelle or Ellie if they’re in Vilokan. That means if we get in over our heads, we’ll need you to rally reinforcements.”
“So we’re backups. Sitting on the bench.”
“I get it,” Tommy said. “Remember that NFC championship game when the 49ers ran out of quarterbacks against the Eagles?”
Connor smirked. “I remember. It wasn’t that long ago. I didn’t realize you were a football fan.”
“Of course I am. Who isn’t? The point is that a good backup can be just as important as any other player on the team.”
Connor kissed me on the cheek. “Alright. We’ve got your back.”
I raised my hand and traced Connor’s jawline with my knuckles. “You always do. You’ve always been the unsung hero. Without you, I never could have beaten Corbin. I couldn’t have accessed the power I needed to stop Protophanes without you. I’m not asking you to ride the bench, Connor. I’m asking you to have my back because there’s a damn good chance I’ll need you to take the field.”
Connor laughed. “Now you’re on board with the football analogies?”
I chuckled. “I don’t watch a lot of games, but I’m not a complete recluse. I watch the Super Bowl every year.”
“You watch it for the halftime show and the commercials.”
“But I still watch it!” I kissed Connor once on the lips. “All I have is the night and I don’t intend to spend another day helpless while Baladan and Dracula are out there getting stronger.”
“Love you, Hailey Bradbury.”
I blushed a little. “Love you too, Wolfie.”
Holland sighed. “That’s all very sweet. It really touches me. Not in the heart, but in my turning stomach. The wraiths are on the move. We need to get going.”
Holland and I took Ellie’s farm truck. Nicky and Devin followed behind on her motorcycle.
Holland’s eyes emanated a subtle red glow as I drove. “Turn right.”
I turned. “How are you doing this? You sensed them before, but it was different.”
“With two Ghede on earth, my aspect is stronger than before. The wraiths are coming from all over. They’re all converging on one location.”
I raised an eyebrow. “The convergence?”
Holland shook her head. “Not the one in Manchac. I don’t know if there’s a convergence where they’re going at all, but I’m guessing that’s where we’ll find Baladan.”
I shook my head. “If they’re all going to him, how are we going to stop them? We’ll have to fight these things while Baladan is sucking them up.”
Holland was still staring straight ahead with her glowing eyes. I wasn’t even sure if she could see through her magic. “Baladan does suck, but I don’t think sucking is the process he uses with the wraiths.”
“Whatever power he used before to enthrall them must be what he’s using now to draw them in.”
Holland took a deep breath. “He’s stronger now. These aren’t the same wraiths we saw in Vilokan. I think he already absorbed those. The more wraiths he and his warlocks take, the more they can draw.”
I clenched my hands on the farm truck’s cold rubber steering wheel. “That means he’s getting stronger exponentially. The more power he gains, the more wraiths he absorbs, the faster he can gather the rest.”
Holland rubbed her brow. “There are so many I can’t focus on all of them. There must be a thousand. Maybe more. They’re all heading to the same place.”
“Try to focus on the place, the spot. Not the wraiths themselves. Where are we going, Holland?”
“Turn left. First chance you get.”
“Where are we going, Holland?”
“I don’t know! I’m just following the flow of the wraiths.”
“They have to be gathering at one place. That’s the destination.”
Holland shook her head. “That’s just the thing. They’re all moving into an area, but I can’t sense them at all once they get past a certain point. It’s like the hole in a donut.”
“How large of an area are we talking?”
“I don’t know, Hailey. It’s not like my abilities show me a map. It’s all flashes, glimpses, and there are so many of them it’s hard to put it all together.”
“Is it in the city or out of the city?”
Holland shook her head. “I don’t know!”
“Are they going into Vilokan? Maybe that’s why you can’t sense them. The firmament might block your power.”
“They aren’t going into Vilokan. I sensed the wraiths there before. Turn left!”
I took the next turn. I checked the rearview mirror to be sure Nicky and Devin were still there. Holland wasn’t giving me a lot of notice to turn. Thankfully, Nicky knew how to trail someone. She kept enough distance that she could react to my turns but didn’t put so much space between us that she’d lose track of us.
“We’re almost there!”
I looked ahead at a row of houses on each side. I didn’t see anything of note. “Are you sure?”
No sooner did I say it and something like a wall of light blasted down the street and enveloped the truck. It was as if the sun itself had set itself down in the neighborhood. The light didn’t burn my skin through the window thankfully.
“What the hell just happened?” Holland asked.
I stopped the truck and got out. Nicky and Devin pulled up behind us and dismounted her motorcycle. Holland got out of the truck and stepped up behind me.
“I know what this is. I’ve been here. A place like it, at least. This is Barbelo. Or maybe New Barbelo. And it’s not in another realm through a convergence. It’s here, on earth. In the middle of New Orleans.”
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“I don’t sense them anymore.” Holland scratched the back of her head. 
I sighed. “You wouldn’t. They aren’t dead here. They’re pure energy.”
“How is this even possible?”
I shook my head. “That must be how Baladan intends to lure Kalyptos. I forced the demiurge out of Barbelo. By creating a new reality on earth that’s like Barbelo I suspect he’s trying to lure Kalyptos so he can use the energies he’s gathering to absorb the demiurge as well.”
Nicky stepped up beside me. “If they aren’t vampire wraiths here, I don’t think celestial light is going to do us any good.”
I snorted. “So much for that plan.”
“We need to leave,” Holland said. “If Baladan is using the wraiths he’s gathering to grow this fake Barbelo, we have to stop them from getting here.”
“The bigger this realm grows, the more likely it is to attract Kalyptos.”
“Are you sure the demiurge isn’t here already?” Nicky asked.
I shook my head. “If Baladan already had Kalyptos, I suspect we’d know it. The entire world would know it.”
I was about to climb back into the truck when Nicky grabbed my arm. “We have a better chance at stopping this if we attack from within and from without. My crucifix isn’t any good in here. I can kill wraiths out there so long as I can find them.”
“I’ll go with Nicky,” Holland said. “Can you two stop Baladan and whatever warlocks might be in here?”
I shrugged. “I’m still not sure what kind of magic he’s wielding, but I like my chances.”
“I’ll stay here with Hailey,” Devin said. “I’ll be of more use here than I could possibly be chasing wraiths. Especially if you still want me to try to figure out what magic the warlock used to start all of this.”
I nodded. “He must’ve used something more conventional, or at least natural, before he took a wraith and used it to make whatever magic he’s casting now.”
“If we can figure that out,” Devin added, “we might be able to do something similar. I’d say fight fire with fire since that’s my specialty, but I don’t think fire magic had anything to do with it.”
Nicky and Devin kissed before Holland hopped on the motorcycle behind Nicky and they took off in the direction we came from. They disappeared further away than I thought we’d driven since we arrived. That meant that New Barbelo was expanding by the minute.
“Got a wand?” I asked.
Devin extended his hand and snapped his fingers. A wand formed right in his palm. “Of course I do.”
“What the hell? How did you do that?”
Devin chuckled. “It’s a warlock thing. Couldn’t always do it. Only learned how a few months back. With no major threats in Kansas City, I’ve had more time to focus on my skills.”
I pulled my wand out of my pocket. “Some of us still need pockets. We don’t know how many warlocks we might be dealing with, but we’ll probably be outnumbered. There’s also no telling what they’re capable of. These wraiths give them the power to literally create whatever they imagine.”
Devin nodded. “Our best bet is to spy on them from a distance. Watch and see how they’re doing all of this.”
I sighed. “I wish I’d had time to confer with Annabelle before all of this.”
Devin raised an eyebrow. “Annabelle. The Voodoo Queen?”
“She was trying to track down Baladan’s ex-wife. She went to her house, but she wasn’t there. Looked like she hadn’t been home in a while. We were hoping to learn more about Baladan, so we’d know how to counter his new magic.”
Devin tilted his head. “How would that help?”
“I have a little experience working with entities from Barbelo. The power they use manifests in connection with deep seated human emotion. Usually some kind of angst or fear. If he created a new kind of magic, it’s tied to whatever angst he used to make it. If we want to dispel his magic, we have to counter whatever emotion it’s tied to. That’s the theory, at least.”
“Would that undo anything he’s made through the wraiths?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. He’s working with a coven of warlocks including his own son. I don’t know how we could possibly psychoanalyze everyone and counter all their emotions. The more warlocks he has who are responsible for this new version of Barbelo, the more difficult it will be to figure out how to dispel. I’m sure that’s by design.”
“One warlock at a time. Even if we can only disarm one of them and neutralize their power, it will slow this down and lessen the chance that they’ll be able to attract the demiurge.”
I nodded. “That’s the best hope we have. I’m not sure how we would counter Baladan’s angst. Most I’ve been able to learn is that he was divorced a few months ago and his wife got custody of his son. He kidnapped his boy from the Vilokan Asylum. Long story.”
“How did you destroy Barbelo before?” Devin asked.
“I used Erzulie’s aspect. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. If it worked, before, maybe we can take this whole thing down just like I did the original Barbelo.”
“If it works, we’ll still have warlocks to deal with. We might not be able to fight them off.”
“The truck is still running. If we have to run, we can peel out like a banana.”
Devin chuckled. “Like a banana?”
“It’s the only thing I could think of that peels. Except for sunburnt skin, but I try to avoid that for obvious reasons. Besides, it’s gross.”
Devin shook his head, laughing. “Give it a shot. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. We go back to plan A and try to track down the warlocks.”
I took a deep breath. To access Erzulie’s power, the only thing I’d found that worked was to focus on Connor. I’d practiced with Ellie a lot in recent months. It wasn’t as difficult as it used to be.
Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. The same sensation that I suspected Holland might mistake for nausea. You might call it the power of love. All courtesy of Erzulie and her warm-n-fuzzy aspect that welled up within me and blasted out of my eyes and hands with concussive force. Devin took a few steps back. I didn’t want to infect him with my love magic and find myself on the other side of Nicky’s wrath.
I didn’t think it worked that way. I wasn’t really sure how it worked or how I could manipulate it. What I knew how to do was unleash the raw, unrefined power of Erzulie. I shot my love all over the place. Like a teenage boy with a computer in a locked room. I really didn’t have any control. The bright orange light of New Barbelo flickered. For a split-second, I saw the New Orleans neighborhood around us, but it disappeared again once the light resumed. Only the farm truck remained—probably because it was close to us. Maybe the road, the houses, the bushes and the trees were there and I’d see them if I was as close to them as I was to the truck. This light didn’t have an external source. It was in the atmosphere itself, so bright but also thick that it obscured most of the physical world. At least I knew it was there.
“Is that what you expected to happen?” Devin asked.
I shook my head. “In the original Barbelo, I released just as much power, but it infected the whole place and forced the entire realm through a portal and into the various convergences scattered around the earth.”
“This felt more like a rolling brown out during a storm.”
I sighed. “This isn’t identical to Barbelo. Apparently when the warlocks forged this primordial atmosphere, they made a few upgrades to prevent me from taking it down.”
Devin pressed his lips together. “Or maybe not. You said this energy responds to human emotion or angst.”
“Right! Before, when I was facing the shadow monster parasites, Erzulie’s power worked to exorcize it from a person. So did Holland’s death power.”
“I doubt the original Barbelo was attached to anyone’s emotion. What if you gave it emotion that it latched onto? You didn’t so much as destroy Barbelo as you gave the energy of that place something to attach itself to. Your power isn’t exactly focused.”
I pinched my chin. “You’re right. It’s raw magic. I can’t even access it if I’m not thinking about my boyfriend.”
Devin tilted his head. “The wolf shifter?”
“Of course. He’s the only boyfriend I’ve got.”
Devin sighed. “It’s not raw energy, Hailey. Not entirely. You may have more experience with this kind of magic, but my kind of sorcery is deeply intertwined with human emotion. You can’t use something to access your magic without giving it focus.”
“You’re saying my connection to Connor drove the power I released in Barbelo back to earth because he was the focus of my magic?”
“Just a theory.”
“Wouldn’t it all come through one convergence? The one closest to Connor?”
Devin shrugged. “Maybe one convergence isn’t big enough for that. Did you see where exactly this demiurge went through?”
I shook my head. “I think it divided like the rest of Barbelo.”
“Which is why looking for Kalyptos isn’t Baladan’s strategy. He isn’t just drawing the demiurge here. He’s recombining its divided essence. If it was Erzulie’s power that drove the demiurge out of Barbelo, and it’s that same kind of power it seeks here, you might have just set off a beacon to draw it here faster.”
I twirled my wand in my fingers. “We don’t know that. Let’s assume the worst. What if we did call Kalyptos? Baladan might not be ready for it. Harnessing a demiurge requires god-like power, and I’m not sure he has enough here.”
“It won’t take long, depending on how many warlocks he has working with him in here. You said we should assume the worst. That means anticipating that Baladan will have total control of the demiurge. That its essence was divided before might mean he doesn’t even need the entire force of Kalyptos. We don’t even know if having all of what used to be Kalyptos in the original Barbelo is any stronger than his divided essence now. When you’re talking about unlimited power, basically infinity, it doesn’t matter how much you divide it up. Half of infinity is still infinity.”
I grunted. “We have a warlock, Count Dracula, and two Ghede all trying to harness Kalyptos. I thought it was a race to see who could get to the demiurge first. What if all of them get a piece of Kalyptos?”
Devin shuddered. “I don’t know, but I don’t know if I’d want any of those candidates to have so much power, much less all of them. If they turn against us, or against each other, there’s no telling how destructive it will be. The demiurge is the power that created the universe. Give limited beings with narrow and self-centered ambition that kind of power and we’d be lucky if they used it to create a new universe or another planet somewhere. I’m guessing they won’t be that creative.”
“Whatever the case, we can’t stop everyone at once. Let’s hope Nicky and Holland are making progress. If we get in too deep, Connor will reach out to Annabelle and she’ll come out to fight with Ellie and Savanna. Ellie can use love magic the same as me, but with a lot more skill. Savanna can create storms. Electricity seems to neutralize the wraiths. I’m not sure if it will have the same effect on Kalyptos. Either way, we have friends out there. Let’s focus on stopping the warlocks. Baladan is the one who started all this crap. It won’t break my heart if he’s the first one to bite it. In this case, though, if we can’t stop his magic, biting him might be my best option.”
Devin tilted his head. “That’s how Nicky lost her shapeshifting power a long time ago. A vampire’s bite. What if—”
“You think this power that Baladan is wielding works like that?”
“You can absorb other powers with a bite.”
“Sure, but I also have to cycle the blood I consume. The power has to be attached to the soul.”
“Worth a shot. Maybe you can take whatever magic he’s using.”
“I don’t know why Nicky lost her powers from a vampire bite. Usually, the bite doesn’t steal the power in someone’s soul so much as it spreads it or replicates it.”
“This isn’t attached to the soul. It latches onto emotion. Does emotion also impact the blood.”
I nodded. “It can change the flavor. It’s not just emotion. It’s more like a person’s disposition.”
“Still, it’s worth trying. Maybe it won’t work. Worst-case scenario, you get a snack.”
“Worst-case scenario is I get killed trying to take the bite.”
“True. It’s just an idea. What would happen if you died, anyway? Would you get to come back with the other wraiths?”
I huffed. “I’d rather not find out.” 
“I don’t blame you. It does make one curious, though, what would happen to any new vampires who die now given the situation. Is hell still wide open, or did it just purge the wraiths and close up shop again?” 
I took a deep breath. “We’ll have to deal with Dracula one way or another. If we have any luck at all, the gates of vampire hell are shut again. If I end up killing him twice, well, the third time might be his charm.”
“Let’s hope we can stop Baladan. And let’s hope you can harness his power and put an end to this before Dracula or the Loa become a problem.”
“We’re grasping at straws as it is. If I can get a hold of the new magic Baladan forged from the wraiths, at the very least I’ll be able to examine it. Maybe I’ll find a weakness or something we can exploit.”




Chapter 18
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When you have a whole slew of bad guys all after the same power, probably for entirely different reasons, the only strategy at your disposal is to divide and conquer. Presuming, of course, you have capable friends who can split up to do the conquering. 
Then there’s the whole stronger together strategy. I think a bunch of politicians have used that as a campaign slogan. You know, when they’re still trying to convince voting folk that they’re cooperative and reasonable people who are willing to work with variously minded people to come up with better solutions than either side has alone. Then, of course, you find out that stronger together only means together with the folks they agree with, fuck everyone else. That’s why I didn’t often feed on politicians. It’s why Dracula wasn’t exactly thrilled by the idea. They usually tasted like shit. That’s because they always said “stronger together” when they really meant “divide and conquer.” They didn’t realize the two strategies didn’t work together. It’s one or the other.
Divide and conquer or stronger together. Which strategy was the right one at the moment? Most of the time, dividing and conquering only worked when you were conquering something that wasn’t all that dangerous. Like shopping at Walmart.
Then again, there’s no telling what creatures might lurk between the aisles of Wally World. Especially when I went shopping. It was one of the few twenty-four-hour establishments available to vampires during our waking hours.
We were doing the best we could. Annabelle was the Voodoo Queen. Ellie and Holland were powerful mambos. It was better that they be out in the world where the Ghede may or may not be a threat. Annabelle had killed her share of vampires through the years. Her soul blade could send them straight to vampire hell, even if she didn’t hit the heart. Nicky had staked so many vampires that she’d lost count years ago. Dracula wasn’t your run-of-the-mill vampire, and he was immune to most of our vulnerabilities. Nicky had a plan, and I was pretty sure Annabelle’s soul blade would still be effective.
Devin and I were also the two best suited to take on the warlocks, all things considered. We were facing potential enemies that we really needed to conquer one-by-one as a team. The situation didn’t make that possible. If any of them got Kalyptos, and if Sarah was right that the Ghede had ulterior motives, we couldn’t allow any of them to harness the power of the demiurge.
I knew I could trust Nico—but not if it was Baron Samedi who used the power of Barbelo to make him into a Loa beholden to the will of the other Ghede.
Devin’s theory was intriguing. If the power of Erzulie’s aspect was what drew the energies of Barbelo to the world, and if the magic I’d just released was drawing Kalyptos to New Barbelo faster than Baladan wanted, there might be an opportunity to use it to our advantage. If Kalyptos was coming to me, and everyone else including Dracula and the Ghede, were looking for Kalyptos, they’d all end up in New Barbelo eventually. If they were together to fight over Kalyptos, my friends would be together again, too. Divide and conquer could become stronger together.
Devin and I pressed forward through the light. The farm truck disappeared from view after only taking a few paces. The atmosphere of Barbelo was light, but it was light that shone only upon itself. It didn’t illuminate the material world around us. The laws of particle physics didn’t apply. After all, the Aeon of Barbelo predated the existence of physics and the physical world.
“Do you have any idea how many warlocks we’re facing in here?” Devin asked.
“All I know is that Baldan and his son, Daniel, are probably here. I’m guessing there are others, but a guess is all it is.”
“It may not be necessary that all of the warlocks have the same unique magic. When warlocks band together with other warlocks, or any other practitioner, we can channel each other’s power and amplify it as if it was our own.”
“So you don’t think Baladan is investing the other warlocks with his new magic?”
“I don’t know. All I’m saying is it might not be necessary given his goals. Together they can use the magic originating from Baladan to do the same thing, as if they all wielded the same power independently.”
“That’s not necessarily a bad thing. That means if I can subdue Baladan, presuming he’s the one who holds the power, I might be able to disarm all the warlocks.”
“Possibly. It’s one reason warlocks tend to work in covens.”
“Witches often work in covens as well.”
Devin nodded. “For different reasons. Witches certainly bring unique abilities together and are stronger as a group than they are as individuals. They share knowledge and hold one another accountable. Warlocks come together because each one of them is stronger when they’re in a coven. Every power that any warlock brings to the coven, all of them share. That makes a coven quite formidable. It also means that if you remove a single warlock from a coven, you also reduce the power of all of them, since they’ll no longer be able to use whatever unique power that warlock supplies to the group.”
“And I thought warlocks were just witches who supported the patriarchy.”
Devin laughed. “Warlocks tend to take a more domineering approach over the elements they wield. Rather than working with the spirit of an element, they subdue it. If you want to call that the M.O. of patriarchy, I won’t argue with you.”
“Is that how you work? You dominate the spirit of fire and make it your bitch?”
Devin laughed. “No one makes fire his bitch, Hailey. Most warlocks are their own worst enemy. You can only dominate the spirit of an element so much before it turns on you. I work more like a witch than a warlock, even though I learned most of what I know from warlocks rather than witches. I’ve seen more than one warlock who got in over his head, who pushed his power too hard, and was consumed by the power he thought he’d mastered. Since the element I know the best is fire, if I were to push it beyond what I should, I’d burn alive. A responsible warlock respects the spirit of his element and learns to work with it rather than dominate it. Put another way, good warlocks must eventually become more like witches if they wish to both grow more powerful and survive.”
I pressed my lips together. “If Baladan is pushing this new magic too far, and the magic was born from a wraith, I wonder what that would do to him.”
Devin shook his head. “I don’t know. If you bite him and take his power, though, be careful. It may be dangerous. Use what you must and no more. Not until you learn more about the volatility of his magic.”
As Devin and I navigated our way through the orange light, I noticed that the light got more intense when we moved in certain directions, and it dimmed when we walked in others. We used the brightness of the energy like a compass. The brighter it was, the closer we were to the core, the heart of New Barbelo, and probably to Baladan and the warlocks.
The light got so bright that it hurt. I wasn’t accustomed to bright lights at all. The brightest thing I ever saw was a florescent bulb. They say you shouldn’t look straight at the sun. It can blind a person. It can kill a vampire. Walking through this energy was like taking a stroll through the core of the sun itself. The only difference was it didn’t burn. It wasn’t hot at all. If anything, it was soothing, like taking a warm bubble bath. Without the water or the bubbles.
All at once, the light faded. Devin and I were standing in a clearing. The light formed a dome over us. We were in the middle of a park. Based on our location in the city, I guessed it might have been New Orleans City Park just south of Lake Ponchartrain but north of the Mississippi River. We were in the St. Bernard area when we lost sight of the real world. We must’ve crossed Bayou St. John while inside New Barbelo and didn’t even realize it. How we got through dry, I couldn’t say.
Baladan was standing in a circle surrounded by a dozen people in long black robes. Daniel was standing on his right and a woman who must’ve been his ex-wife was on his left. No wonder Annabelle couldn’t find her.
Wraiths flew down into the circle and poured their forms into random warlocks. After each one settled within them, an orange energy flowed around the circle above their heads, then shot into the sky above. That was how they were expanding New Barbelo.
Daniel and Mary Ann looked like they were in a daze, their faces devoid of expression, and their eyes as black as coal.
“It took you long enough!” Baladan exclaimed. “Welcome to my new creation!”
I tilted my head. “You’re Baladan Branham.”
“Call me Dan. Please, Miss Bradbury, join me.”
I gulped. “I’m not here to join you, Dan. I’m here to stop you. You can’t harness this kind of power without consequences.”
Baladan smiled widely. He had a kind face, all things considered. In my experience, most bad guys didn’t look the part. Not like you might expect if you watched a lot of movies. Based on Hollywood, one might think that being ugly was the driving force that led people to turn to evil. Villains tended to be either extremely attractive and seductive or repulsive. There was very little in-between in television or film. In reality, though, the worst villains were neither ugly nor beautiful. They looked like your next-door neighbor, or the guy who worked at the convenience store on the corner. Baladan Branham could have worked at Home Depot and I never would have thought, “why isn’t this guy trying to murder people or take over the world?” He could have helped me find door knobs or house paint and I’d have thanked him for his assistance.
“We’ve never met,” I said. “How do you know who I am, anyway?”
Baladan chuckled. “Who doesn’t know the great Blood Witch? Everyone who dabbles in magic in these parts knows who you are. Who is your friend? I sense a power within him.”
“The name’s Devin,” Devin said. “What is your game here?”
“This isn’t a game. It’s an opportunity.”
I snorted. “That sounds like a euphemism for a diabolical plan.”
“I’m not evil, despite what you may have heard. My intentions are modest, even if my means and methods are a bit over the top.”
“Over the top? You don’t say. You’re using the power of creation, the primordial forces of Barbelo, to pursue a modest opportunity?”
Baladan nodded his head slightly. “I’m a modest man.”
“That’s not what I’ve heard.”
“What have you heard about me?” Baladan asked. “I suppose you’ve been told about the exploits of my youth, the havoc I caused as a young warlock. Nothing too dreadful, mind you. I haven’t done half the things that you and the other vampires like you in the city have accomplished through the years.”
“You realize that you’ve drawn out vampire wraiths from hell? At least one of them, Dracula, has killed and absorbed enough power from the other wraiths to take a body again.”
Baladan sighed and shook his head. “That was not my intention. I admit, I underestimated the capacity of the wraiths and overestimated my ability to keep them in check.”
“Then you realize he intends to harness Kalyptos, same as you?”
“I don’t wish to harness Kalyptos. Do you think I’m a fool?”
I tightened my hand on my wand. “Do you really want me to answer that question?”
“I simply wish to use Kalyptos to make a few slight adjustments to my reality. To patch up a few of my personal mistakes. After that, well, you’re welcome to cast this entire realm into a convergence, to reform Barbelo outside of our world, and send Kalyptos back with it.”
“What kind of personal mistakes are you trying to fix?” Devin asked.
“I just said it’s personal.”
“You welcomed me here like you were expecting me,” I said. “If you want my help at all, you’ll tell me what you’re doing.”
“I’ve gathered more warlocks than I need and we’ve absorbed plenty of power. I’ve even forged a magic that no other power on earth, including your blood witchery, can overcome. You will help me draw Kalyptos here so I can do what I intend, or you can fight me here and the show of power will surely draw him in anyway. After all, Hailey Bradbury, it’s you and the power within you that the demiurge craves.”
“The power of Erzulie?” I asked.
“The force you used to overwhelm Barbelo before is now the power that Kalyptos follows, like a wire channels an electric current. You nearly brought him with you a moment ago. All I need is for you to do what you did once more.”
I clenched my fists. “Tell me what your plans are.”
“I have no intention of making anything new. I only wish to bring back what was.”
“Stop talking in riddles and spit it out!”
“I made a mistake. I broke my family. I’m going to set the world back to what it was six months ago. Before everything fell apart.”
I stared at Baladan blankly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“I’m telling the truth. I have no high aspirations to remake a different world, or change anything all that significant. I simply want my family back!”
I paced around the circle. “Let me get this right. You stuck your pecker somewhere it doesn’t belong. Now you want to erase six months of the entire world’s history just so you can go back to before you nailed the next-door neighbor?”
“It wasn’t my next-door neighbor. She lived three doors down! And… she was my wife’s cousin.”
I scratched my head. Back in the day, if you did something like that, you went on Springer. Now? You harness the primordial power of creation and remake the universe. “You’re insane. You screwed up. Everyone screws up. This isn’t a video game. You can’t just reboot the universe every time you make a mistake. Man up and deal with your shit!”
Baladan shook his head. “It’s too late for that. The power is here. It has to be used and directed.”
“You told your son to kill himself to open up Barbelo. In what version of reality did you think that was the way to fix your mistake?”
“It’s too late to turn back now!”
“What would you have done if I hadn’t gone to Barbelo and destroyed that realm?”
“I already had access to the power. I just needed to get strong enough to pull it through. You accelerated my plan. But when you did, you bound Kalyptos to the magic that sent it here. That’s why I need you, now. Help me, or someone else will take the power and do much worse than I intend.”
“Do you really expect us to believe that all of this was to fix your little mistake?” Devin asked. “There must be more to it than that.”
“Believe me or don’t!” Baladan screamed. “You don’t understand what it feels like!”
“You can’t possibly reset the entire world to exactly as it was. Billions of lives moving on that you don’t even know about. You can’t possibly change things back for them. It’s not fair, either, to put the world through that just because you’re a cheating bastard!”
“That’s not the only reason! It started with my affair, I confess! But it’s bigger than that now.”
I aimed my wand at the warlock. He didn’t seem all that phased by it. He could probably block almost anything I threw at him. Then again, maybe he couldn’t. Either way, he didn’t exhibit any fear. “Spill it, Danny boy!”
“I thought I could use the autogenes to fix my affairs only. I’d read about the power of the Aeon of Barbelo and learned how to access it. Especially now that the veil between worlds is thin. I didn’t expect to draw out more than a little energy, a single entity from Barbelo, who could make my wife forget. What came through was much bigger than I expected.”
I huffed. “Protogenes.”
Baladan nodded. “Then you blew Barbelo to hell and the power of that realm pulled the wraiths straight through the convergence. It wasn’t a surprise. I didn’t know these creatures, or vampires at all, had a connection to Barbelo. I don’t even know how Kalyptos drew the wraiths through. Once it happened, though, I knew there was only one way to fix this. I had to take control of Kalyptos and turn back the clock, to fix my mistake. Not just my adultery, but that would be fixed too. I had to undo my attempt to open Barbelo as well.”
I rubbed my brow. “Haven’t you ever seen Back to the Future? Or any movie at all on time travel? You change that, how you opened Barbelo, by using the power from Barbelo it will create a paradox. You can’t use Kalyptos to undo the first thing in a chain of events that led to Kalyptos being here. It will break reality!”
“You don’t know that! Maybe it will just be ironic. Nothing has to break.” 
I shook my head. “That’s all beside the point. I don’t buy it. You’re telling me you convinced your son to sacrifice himself to open Barbelo just to make him forget?”
“He wanted to do it. When I told Daniel about the angels, he wanted one of his own.”
“Those monsters were not angels.”
“Still, it was a way to solve his problem and mine, to fix our family, to set things right! How was I supposed to know that vampire hell would open up and spill out thousands of dead vampire spirits on the earth? When that happened, I did the right thing. I knew I could use those wraiths to remake Barbelo, and I hoped that I’d draw you in to this mess because you have the power to send this new Barbelo back through a portal once all the energies from that world were drawn in to the power!”
“What the hell is this new magic you made?”
“Something vampires can’t thwart. Something I can use to whip the wraiths into shape and make them obey. I used a wraith to make the magic that I’m using to control the wraiths. That is ironic. I really do think!”
I tilted my head. “No comment, Alanis. How did you harness a wraith to begin with? You needed a wraith to give you its power to create a magic that could control the others.”
Baladan shook his head. “I cannot tell you that. One of the wraiths attacked me when I was attempting to fight them off. It entered me and I felt its raw power. I turned it into something else. I didn’t even mean to do it. It just happened. I discovered I could use the new power it gave me to defend against the others, to do pretty much anything at all. It’s how I fended you off in Vilokan when I rescued my son.”
“What about your son and your wife and the rest of these warlocks? They’re not even conscious.”
“Isn’t it obvious? They’re using the wraiths I gather to spread this realm until it’s big enough to contain all that used to be a part of Barbelo. Then, as I told you already, my hope is that you can siphon all this energy and all the beings within it back through the gate.”
I shook my head. “After you turn back time?” 
“If I could turn back time… if I could find a way. I’d take back those things that hurt her and she’d stay!”
“Did you seriously get this idea from a Cher song?” 
Baladan shifted his eyes back and forth. “Does it matter?” 
“You really made a mess of all this, you know. Why do you think a wraith entered you to begin with?”
“I don’t know, but it didn’t hurt me. Not in the least. It gave me a chance to fix this mess I made.”
Devin took a deep breath. He grabbed my arm and pulled me aside. “Maybe this is the best option we have. Baladan is clearly insane.”
“You think?” I chuckled.
“I’m not saying we let him use the demiurge to erase the last six months. We can’t let it get that far. Still, you have to admit, his plan to send Kalyptos back through a portal isn’t bad. Let Kalyptos reforge the Aeon of Barbelo elsewhere. If you can push it into the void, then the new realm can be born out of the void and into its own new space. Just as it was before.”
I shook my head. “That’s not as easy as it sounds. I’m not a gatekeeper, Devin. I can’t guarantee that anything I send through a convergence will go to the void.”
“How did you open the convergence before to Barbelo?”
“A blood offering. I partially exsanguinated myself and it worked.”
“Then do it again. If that’s what used to be the key to opening a gate to the Aeon of Barbelo, and if Barbelo no longer exists, that gate will by definition open into the void.”
“Then how do we direct this realm into it?”
“I think that’s what Baladan is using the other warlocks for. We can kick Baladan’s ass and throw him in supernatural jail after this is over. For now, though, his plan isn’t horrible.”
“It’s a risk to go along with this knowing we can’t allow him to do what he’s wanted all along. If we don’t let him use Kalyptos before we try to toss the demiurge and New Barbelo back through a convergence, he’ll try to stop us.”
“Then we deal with that at the time. These things never resolve themselves without a fight.”
I sighed. “You’re right. I suppose the alternative is letting Kalyptos fall to Dracula or the Ghede.”
Devin nodded. “It’s worth a shot. We need to tell Nicky and Holland to stop fighting the wraiths. We need to help Baladan gather the power he needs to prepare New Barbelo to accommodate the demiurge. After that, we’ll fight like hell to stop him from using Kalyptos and do what we can to force all this energy back through a convergence.”
I scratched my head. “If I can find the convergence. I can’t even find the damn farm truck in here. Let’s hope New Barbelo expands far enough by then to encompass Manchac Swamp and that the convergence radiates some kind of energy we can follow. If not, well, we’ll have a fully empowered Baladan ready to harness a demiurge and fuck up the world.”  
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All this time, I thought Baladan was some kind of evil genius. That couldn’t have been further from the truth. He was a complete dumbass. If that was all he was, I might have a little pity on him. He was still a psychopath who convinced his own son to lean into his depression, kill himself, and unleash the primal forces of creation on the world. 
I’d say it was a nice change of pace to find myself facing off against a moron for once. Idiots with power, though, can be just as dangerous as the most conniving villain.
I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo. Sarah thought they were up to no good. Holland assured me it wasn’t an issue. Dracula was a real son of a bitch who’d lied his way into convincing me to work with him for a while just so he could make himself an almost invulnerable body and, if that wasn’t enough, he wanted to claim the power of the demiurge.
Devin and I took off through the light. There was no sense looking for the farm truck. Everything in New Barbelo looked the same. It was an expanding ball of light. The only thing other than pure orange light that we could see were the black wraiths soaring overhead. The only way we even knew which direction to go was to run the opposite way to the wraiths. The more wraiths that joined the warlocks, the more New Barbelo expanded. Could we even run fast enough to catch the expanding borders? As a vampire I could run a lot faster than Devin, but I didn’t want to leave his side, otherwise I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find him again.
Devin stopped and clutched at his side. He was panting for air. “I can’t keep running. I need a break. I need water.”
I took a deep breath. “It’s no use. I can try to carry you, but even at full speed, I don’t know if we can run fast enough to reach the end of this. There are too many wraiths flying into this place.”
Devin pulled out his phone. “No signal in here. We can’t even reach Nicky or anyone else to tell them the plan.”
The surrounding light flickered again. This time, it didn’t reveal the city around us. Instead, it flickered from bright orange to a bright white light. “That might be Kalyptos.”
I heard a loud rumble in the distance. I tilted my head. My sense of hearing was more acute than Devin’s. “Do you hear that?”
“Hear what?”
“I think it’s Nicky’s motorcycle.”
The sound got louder. “I hear it now. She’s coming this way.”
A shadow emerged from the light. It was Nicky with Holland on the back. Nicky skidded her bike to a halt.
“You’re here!” Devin exclaimed.
Nicky parked her bike and hopped off. “It’s not just us.”
A couple of seconds later, Annabelle’s purple Camero emerged. She stopped and got out. Ellie got out of the passenger side and Savanna squeezed out behind her. After that, Connor’s Escalade arrived. I wrapped my arms around him before his feet hit the pavement.
“Tommy is still back taking care of Sarah, but we’re here. Sarah said she lost track of you and nearly all the wraiths were here. I was worried sick. I’m glad you’re alright.”
I kissed Connor’s cheek. “We have a plan. I think Kalyptos is here. We need to send this Barbelo back through the convergence.”
“Where’s my truck?” Ellie asked.
I chuckled. “Can’t find it. It’s in here somewhere.”
“Any news on Dracula or the Ghede?”
Holland shook her head. “Haven’t seen them. I think they’re on the way. If not, I can bring them here at any time if we need their help.”
“You’re leaving them out there on their own?” I asked.
Holland rolled her eyes. “I’m not an idiot, Hailey. I didn’t summon the Ghede to leave them free to do their shit.”
“What are you talking about?”
Annabelle laughed. “We made an offering when we summoned them.”
Holland nodded. “I bound them to my will. Tell me what you want. Should we cast Kalyptos out through the convergence, or should we give it to Nico?”
I scratched my head. “I don’t know. What does Nico want? I have a feeling he’s doing this only because he thinks he has to.”
Devin coughed in his hand as he stared up at the sky. “We might have to do both. Kalyptos isn’t one entity. I think the power is spreading throughout New Barbelo.”
I looked up. Devin was right. The white light was shooting around in different directions, like a series of comets soaring above. “We might not have time to get to the convergence. I’m not even sure how to find it, given how far this has spread.”
Devin nodded. “We need to get back to the warlocks. I don’t trust Baladan.”
“What is Baladan going to do?” Annabelle asked.
“He wants to remake the world, the entire world, as it was six months ago.”
“He can’t possibly do that. He doesn’t know how the whole world was six months ago. He only knows what the world was like for him.”
I nodded. “Exactly. Baladan isn’t the brightest crayon in the box. I’ll explain later. He’s trying to fix a personal mistake and he’ll probably screw the universe in the process.”
“Get in the Escalade,” Connor said. “Tell us where to go.”
“We’ll follow,” Nicky said as she re-mounted her motorcycle. Devin climbed up behind her. Holland and Ellie got in the Escalade with me, and Annabelle followed all of us in her Camaro.
“Follow the flow of the wraiths. It should lead us to the warlocks.”
Connor nodded. “I’ll do what I can. I’m not going to crash into anything in here, am I?”
“I don’t think so. This is sort of a hybrid between earth and Barbelo. It’s Barbelo on earth. Everything from the physical world remains intact, but it’s almost like it’s behind this energy. So long as we’re moving through the light, we should be fine.”
We drove through the orange light of New Barbelo in one caravan. Stronger together.
This time, though, white lights were shooting through the sky above.
All the light got brighter the closer we got to the middle.
We pulled into the clearing, the dome of clear air where the warlocks were gathered before.
Connor slammed his brakes. “Shit.”
I stepped out of the Escalade. Nicky pulled up beside me. Annabelle pulled up behind us.
The warlocks were dead. Every one of them stacked in a pile. Blood was everywhere.
Baladan’s body flew out of the pile and Dracula climbed up on top of them. The Count kicked up his feet and crossed his legs, treating the pile of warlock corpses like a La-Z-Boy recliner. Dracula looked at me and narrowed his eyes. He laughed as he wiped the warlocks’ blood from his chin with the sleeve of his shirt. “Good evening.”
I clenched my hand on my wand. Devin ran up beside me and summoned his wand in his grip. Nicky ran up and shot a crossbow bolt at Dracula.
Dracula pulled the bolt from his chest and tossed it aside.
I shot an exsanguination spell at the Count. He waved his hand through the air. A black and sparkling wall of magic—the same magic that Baladan wielded before—formed in front of him and deflected my spell.
I lowered my wand. “Fuck.”
Dracula raised his hands into the air. Three wraiths flew into his body. “More! Join me, my brothers and sisters! Let us be as one!”
The Count tilted his head to the sky. He opened his mouth as one wraith after the next flew into his throat.
“So much for going to Kokomo.”
Connor grabbed my arm. “We have to get out of here. We can’t stop him.”
I shook my arm out of Connor’s grip. “If we don’t stop him, if he takes more wraiths into his body, he will become New Barbelo. He’ll attract Kalyptos. There won’t be any place we can run. He’ll remake the world however he sees fit.”
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Savanna pushed her way past me. 
“What are you doing? You can’t take him!”
Savanna raised her arms. She formed a dark storm cloud. Lightning flashed around. The wraiths flowing to Dracula dissipated.
“Brilliant!” Ellie screamed. “Keep going! Everyone, keep Savanna safe!”
We formed a wall around Savanna. Dracula stood on top of the dead warlocks. He clapped his hands. “Bravo! Good show! You realize you’re only delaying the inevitable?”
I took a step toward Dracula. “You can’t harness Kalyptos. You’re not a god!”
“Not yet. I’m getting there.”
Dracula waved his hands through the air. Black magic followed the path of his arms.
Annabelle pressed herself past me. Her eyes glowed green with the power of the Tree of Life, the power she wielded through Isabelle. She formed a wall of green magic just in time as a blast of Dracula’s power blasted against it.
“Holland!” Annabelle shouted. “Do it now!”
“I’m going to need your help,” Holland said to me. “Yours too, Ellie.”
“My help?” I asked.
Holland nodded. “Baron Samedi! Ghede Nibo! Come and harness Kalyptos!”
The two Ghede appeared, still in their hosts, in a cloud of black smoke. Nico’s apparition appeared between them.
Baron Samedi turned to me. “We cannot do this alone. Kalyptos came to this world through the power of Erzulie. To harness Kalyptos and infuse the demiurge into Niccolo will require far more power than it took to cast Kalyptos out of the Aeon of Barbelo.”
I nodded. “Got it. Ellie, can you help?”
“Hell yes I can!”
Annabelle was still holding off Dracula. Savanna still had her storm brewing overhead. I didn’t know how long they could keep it up.
Devin grabbed my hand. “As a warlock, I can amplify your power as well.”
Baron Samedi nodded. “Good. We need as much power as you can gather. Enough to equal the power of Erzulie, herself.”
I only knew one way to tap into Erzulie’s power. I fixed my eyes on Connor. He looked as though he was preparing to shift and take a bite out of Dracula himself.
The pink glow of Erzulie’s power filled my eyes and cast a hue over everything in front of me. Ellie released her power as well.
“I can’t hold this storm!” Savanna shouted. “I barely have control over it as it is!”
“If he gets any more wraiths, I don’t know if I can hold him either,” Annabelle screamed.
Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo stood in front of me with Nico between them. The white light of Kalyptos swirled above them. It mingled with Erzulie’s power.
“It’s mine!” Dracula screamed.
The storm faded. A dozen more wraiths blasted into Dracula’s gaping mouth and he forced another blast against Annabelle’s shield. The Voodoo Queen crashed into the ground at my feet.
A blast of Kalyptos filled Nico’s ghost. The demiurge’s energy divided into three more streams. One of them hit Dracula. Another struck Connor and still another filled Nicky.
The orange light of Barbelo faded away. We were standing in the park.
Nico took material form. He was a Ghede Loa—but he wasn’t under the Baron’s control.
“Nico!” Holland shouted. “I command you! Kill Dracula!”
Nico nodded and leapt over Annabelle as she was struggling to get to her feet. Dracula and Nico collided in mid-air. They clawed and bit at each other.
Connor shifted into a wolf. He glowed with the power of the demiurge. He dove at Dracula and took a bite out of his leg. Nicky was also enveloped in the power of Kalyptos. She charged after Dracula. Nico held the count as Nicky delivered a swift kick with her stiletto heel into Dracula’s chest.
He still didn’t have a heart. It didn’t kill him.
I aimed my wand at Dracula and unleashed the strongest exsanguination spell I could cast. Blood blasted out of the Count’s body and with it the light of Kalyptos flowed out of him and into Nico.
Dracula snarled as his flesh shrank against his bones.
“He’s feral!” I screamed. “We have to subdue him!”
“Fuck that,” Annabelle grunted. “Beli!”
Annabelle’s soul blade formed in her hand the second she screamed its name. She charged Dracula’s feral body and stabbed him in his gut.
What was left of Dracula blasted apart in green energy.
“Back to hell with you!” Annabelle shouted.
I lowered my wand. I ran over to Connor. He was shaking on the ground, still in his wolf form.
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Nicky!” Devin screamed as he caught her in his arms. She was also seizing.
Nico approached Connor first. He placed his hand on Connor’s furry head. The power of the demiurge left him, but Nico didn’t absorb it. It shot up into the sky. Nico did the same with Nicky.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why couldn’t you take the power?”
“That part of the demiurge was harnessed with Erzulie, not the Ghede,” Baron Samedi said. “Niccolo will not be able to harness it.”
Nicky held on to Devin’s shoulders. “It was too much. My body is resilient, but it was more than I could hold.”
Baron Samedi nodded. “You’re a nymph, but not a god. The wolf shifter is also strong, but he couldn’t hold it for long either.”
Connor shifted back into human form. I found his pants and quickly retrieved them. Connor slipped into them. “Is it over?”
I kissed Connor on the lips. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“It wasn’t just me,” Connor said.
I stood and looked at my friends. “We really are stronger together. Every one of you played a role here tonight. If any of you weren’t here to help, we couldn’t have beaten Dracula.”
“There is still unrestrained power out there,” Nico said. “I’ll stay as long as I can to help assure that no one else misuses it.”
I nodded. “I think we can find room for you at Casa do Diabo. You might have to share a bed with Tommy, though.”
Nico tilted his head. “You’re kidding, right?”
I laughed. “Maybe Sarah?”
Nico tilted his head. “Sarah, huh? If she’s willing. Otherwise, I’ll take the couch.”
I turned to Savanna. She was catching her breath. That storm took a lot out of her. “Good work. You bought us just enough time to stop him.”
Savanna smiled. “Thanks, Hailey.”
I rested my hand on Annabelle’s shoulder. “We have a lot of bodies. I think it’s time to call the funeral home.”
Annabelle shook her head. “Baladan Branham. What a moron.”
I shrugged. “A dead moron, now. I just feel bad for Daniel. That kid didn’t deserve this.”
“He killed people too,” Savanna said. “Tried to kill me.”
I nodded. “You’re right. He was a troubled kid. The whole thing is a tragedy.”
“We’ll assure the dead reach the afterlife in peace according to what is just,” Baron Samedi said. “Ghede Nibo?”
“The spirits are with me,” Nibo added. “If we have fulfilled the purpose for which we were summoned, I request our leave.”
Holland nodded. “I release you. Both of you.”
The two women that Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo possessed gasped for air. Their eyes widened in confusion and fear.
I took their hands and met their eyes with mine. “You’re safe, both of you. Don’t panic. You’re both vampires..”
I wasn’t good at using my allure when I wasn’t feeding. It was even more tricky using it on vampires. It only worked on younglings, those whose minds hadn’t yet caught up with the changes in their body. I wasn’t sure what they could remember from the time they were possessed, or how they’d respond once I released them from my allure and they saw a giant pile of bodies. These girls weren’t just vampires. They were orphans. Dracula was technically their sire. Thankfully, whether my allure worked or if they were just in shock and a kind voice gave them solace, the girls calmed down.
“Come with me, ladies.” Annabelle piped up. “We have a place that is well-experienced helping new vampires adjust.” 
I didn’t release the girls from my allure until they climbed into Annabelle’s Camaro. The Vilokan Asylum of the Magically and Mentally Deranged would be their temporary home. Fresh blood, warm and ready. They had donors. They’d get the help they needed to adjust to their new existence. How much did they know already?  How much did the Ghede tell them and show them while they were possessed? All stuff they’d have to work through with Siggy Freud. I had a feeling, though, that I’d be playing the big-sister role eventually. Annabelle helped me when I turned but, eventually, I needed Mercy’s guidance to totally understand what it meant to be a responsible vampire. I wasn’t Mercy Brown. I didn’t have the benefit of nearly two centuries of existence. But I wasn’t the crappiest sire out there. Tommy was doing well. With Annabelle’s help, and mine, the girls would be alright.  
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I invited Nicky and Devin to stay with us to rest. Nicky insisted they leave straightaway. She wanted to get back in time for her show. A part of me was disappointed. We hadn’t really had much time to talk and reconnect. I spent a little time with Devin in New Barbelo, but hadn’t spoken much to Nicky since she arrived.  
“Next time you’re in Kansas City, come to Nicky’s for a show. Drinks are on the house.”
I snickered. “Including my kind of drink?”
“No feeding on my fans!” Nicky laughed. 
“Lately, it seems like I’ve been jumping from one crisis to the next. With the convergences blasted open all over the city, there’s no telling when the next shit show will open its curtains.”
“I know you asked me to guard Kansas City. There are a few convergences there but so far nothing out of the ordinary has cropped up.”
“Stay vigilant. It’s just a matter of time.” 
Nicky took my hand and kissed my cheek. “You know me. I’m always vigilant. Thanks for calling me.”
“Thanks for coming to help! We couldn’t have done this without you. Besides, it’s always a treat to see Nyx in action.” 
Devin chuckled. “We’ve been saving a lot on stilettos. You wouldn’t believe how many pairs she goes through when we have vampires in town.” 
I laughed. “I bet! Talk about a way to go. A heel to the heart. Damn.” 
Nicky winked at me. “Never screw with a chick in heels.” 
Nicky and Devin took off. Her Thruxton RS motorcycle rumbled in the distance even when they were far beyond my view. 
Annabelle took Holland and Ellie back with her. Connor and I drove around for darn near an hour before we found the farm truck. It was Ellie’s truck, but she practically gave it to me. I guess we were sharing it. I followed Connor home.
Nico rode with me.
“How does this work? Are you still a vampire?”
“I think so. I’m also a Ghede Loa. I’m not really sure how this is going to work but so long as there’s anything left of the demiurge out there, I’m here with you.”
“I’ll have to let Mercy know you’re back. She’ll want to come see you.”
Nico chuckled. “I’d love to see her. She really moved back to Exeter?”
I nodded. “She’s working with Prince Ladinas. Apparently Ramon became a vampire again and is on some kind of tear.”
Nico shook his head. “Sounds like Ramon.”
We drove for a couple of minutes in silence. “How are you with all of this? I know you didn’t want to come back.”
Nico shrugged. “The afterlife is the afterlife. One chapter closes, another one opens.”
“Want your sire bond back? I’m not using it much.”
Nico chuckled. “That’s the last chapter. Perhaps a time will come when it will be of use to you. That you haven’t used it suggests it’s in excellent hands.”
We got back to Casa do Diabo. A thumping sound blasted from within the house.
“Is that bass?” Nico asked.
I shook my head. “Freaking Tommy. We were gone, and he threw a party?”
Nico laughed. “Younglings. Am I right?”
I burst through the front door. The whole place smelled like booze and weed. Tommy was on the couch with two women. Blood was smeared down their necks across Tommy’s chin. Sarah had a tall man in her arms and was grinding with him to the beat of the music.
“Sarah? What’s going on?”
Sarah laughed. “Hey, Hailey! Want a bite?”
“You didn’t answer my question. What is going on here?”
Sarah shrugged. “I was stuck in my room for the last couple of days. Tommy and I were hungry. I figured it’s better to feed here than out on the streets.”
Nico stepped through the door. Sarah gasped and released the man she was dancing with. He stumbled toward the couch but fell on the floor in front of it when he noticed there wasn’t a seat available.
“Niccolo?” Sarah gasped. “I don’t sense you. I had no idea—“
“I’m back. I’m different, now.”
Sarah giggled like a schoolgirl. She wrapped her arms around Nico. “I missed you!”
“This is still my house. I think it’s time to send our guests home.”
“Of course!” Sarah jumped up and down in excitement. I’d never seen her like this. She was always so mousey. I wasn’t sure if it was more because she was cooped up in her room for a couple days, because the voices she’d heard before had warped her mind, or if she was jovial because Nico was back.
I helped up the two girls that Tommy was feeding from. “Are they sufficiently intoxicated that they’ll forget?”
Tommy nodded. “Should be.”
I bit each of the girls and drank enough to make sure that their blood alcohol content was sufficient to ensure they’d forget. I needed to feed, anyway. Two birds with one stone—or two girls with one feed. Girls weren’t usually my flavor of choice, but the blood hit the spot.
“Come on, Tommy. We’re taking them back to where you found them.”
“Am I in trouble?” Tommy asked.
I sighed. “I don’t have the energy to be angry. You didn’t kill anyone, right?”
“No bodies. These are the only two I drank from.”
“Good enough for me. You were with Sarah. You weren’t unsupervised. No harm, no foul.”
Tommy smiled widely. “I should probably wash the blood off my face before we take the girls back to the bar.”
I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Probably a good idea.”
The girls needed help to walk. Tommy and I walked them back to the bar where he found them. They’d find their way home from there.
I updated Tommy on all that happened on our walk home. He never knew Nico before. I explained that he was the first vampire and should be paid the appropriate respect. Especially now that he was also a demigod.
We got back to Casa do Diabo. Tommy yawned. “I think I’m going to retire for the day.”
I grabbed Tommy by the arm. “Not so fast.”
Tommy sighed. “I drank a lot of blood. I’d like to take a nap.”
“You’re a vampire. You don’t need to sleep. You can take a snooze after you clean up the house.”
Tommy grunted. “I will clean it up tomorrow. After the sun rises. We have all day.”
I narrowed my eyes. “As your sire, I command you. Clean the damn house.”
Tommy stomped his foot in protest, but he couldn’t resist. He picked up a couple of beer cans from the floor and took them to the trash.
“Freaking sires,” Tommy muttered under his breath.
Nico was standing in the corner, laughing. “You can’t buy this kind of entertainment.”
Sarah nuzzled up against Nico’s chest. “You can share my bed if you’d like?”
Nico smirked. “Help the youngling clean the house. I’ve been at rest for years. I think I’ll catch up on my shows. I never caught the end of Game of Thrones.”
I chuckled. “You might be disappointed.”
Sarah shrugged. “I’ll watch it with you. I didn’t want to go back to my bedroom, anyway.”
I took Connor’s hand and led him upstairs to my room. I kissed him softly on the lips.
“What would you like to do with the rest of the night?” Connor asked.
I shrugged. “What did you have in mind?”
“Want to have some fun?”
I kicked off my shoes and hopped on the bed. “How about a foot rub?”
Connor laughed and sat on the edge of the bed. He rubbed the arch of my foot with his strong thumbs. It probably wasn’t his idea of fun, but I needed it. After all I’d been through, all I really wanted to do was relax with the man I loved.
The Blood Witch Saga Continues in… 
Shifters and Shenanigans


FOR NICKY/NYX and DEVIN’S STORY check out…
THE LEGEND OF NYX






[image: image-placeholder]


Copyright © 2023 by Theophilus Monroe. 

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.  
Cover Design by Deranged Doctor Design
Proofreading/Editing by Mel: https://getproofreader.co.uk/

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

 For information:  
www.theophilusmonroe.com




Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]

Nico lifted the front of the farm truck and I slid a stack of bricks under each front tire. The only light we had was from the street lamps above. It didn’t matter. I was a vampire. Nico was the  first vampire, now a Ghede Loa. We could see better in the dark, anyway.
“How long has it been since you changed the oil on this piece of crap?” Nico asked.
I chuckled and shook my head. “This is Ellie’s truck. We share it. Knowing Ellie, she probably hasn’t changed the oil once.”
Nico grunted as he slid on his back under the front of the truck. “Slide me the oil pan.”
I took the wide aluminum pan that we’d bought at the auto store, along with several pints of 10W-30 engine oil. I kicked the empty pan toward Nico.
Nico didn’t have tools. He didn’t need them. He was strong enough to unscrew the oil plug with his fingers. It took him a few minutes to get it loose. I heard a plop as the first of the old oil hit the pan. “Damn. This shit is as thick as crude oil. It’s a wonder this truck ran at all.”
“Ready for the new filter?”
Nico grunted. “Yeah. Toss it to me.”
I grabbed the box labeled Fram and reached under the truck. I set it in Nico’s waiting hand. “I don’t know how you ladies got along without a man in the house all this time.”
I huffed. “Excuse me?”
“I’m not saying women don’t know how to do this kind of thing.”
“That’s exactly what you were saying.”
“Fine. I shouldn’t have said it. I’m sorry. Still, would you have done this at all if I weren’t here?”
“It’s not like there are many places you can get your oil changed after dark.”
“My point exactly. It’s not because you’re a woman. You just weren’t taught how to do this kind of thing.”
“We have Tommy. He’s a guy and he doesn’t know shit about cars.”
“That’s my point. What I meant to say before is that it’s a wonder you got along in this house so long with no one who knew squat about fixing shit, or doing basic maintenance. How long has it been since you changed the furnace filter in the house?”
I gulped. “The furnace has a filter? Shit.”
Nico sighed as he slid back out from under the truck. “We’ll take care of that next. It’s ready for fresh oil. You bought a funnel, right?”
I bit my lip. “I had Ellie buy this shit during the day. She brought it over. I forgot to mention a funnel. I think we have one in the kitchen.”
Nico grabbed a pint of oil and twisted off the cap. “Never mind. I’m a man. I know how to aim.”
I chuckled. “The spots on the toilet rim say otherwise.”
“That wasn’t me. It was Tommy after he drank all that beer. You’d think he’d figure out by now that beer is the least efficient way for a vampire to get a buzz.”
I chuckled. “Blame it on the youngling.”
“I don’t think I’ve pissed but twice since I came back from the dead. I’ve only fed once and don’t drink much at all.”
“You’re right. It was probably Tommy. Once again, though, you equated your ability to aim with being male.”
“I have a penis. Aiming is a necessary skill.”
“Which has nothing to do with pouring oil into an engine.”
“It was a joke, Hailey. Relax.”
“I’m just giving you shit, man. You know, since you’re a misogynist. You relax.”
“I’m not a misogynist! I’m the one who willed my entire estate to Mercy over Corbin.”
“Yay!” I clapped my hands. “You picked a qualified woman over a male psychopath. You deserve a medal.”
Nico finished pouring the first pint into the truck and grabbed another one. “I’m helping you out here, you know. You could at least be polite about it.”
I scratched the back of my head. “You’re right. I’m not trying to be a bitch.”
Nico chuckled. “Could have fooled me.”
“Hush! I’m trying to apologize here. I just don’t do well with authority figures. I’ve been running the show here ever since Mercy left for Exeter. Even then, she treated me more like an equal than a subordinate. I’m not really accustomed to doing as I’m told.”
Nico finished pouring the second pint of oil into the engine block and grabbed a third. Before he unscrewed it, he took a deep breath. “You’re right. Old habits die hard. You’re still a young vampire. What you’ve accomplished, though, in my absence has been nothing short of impressive.”
I tilted my head. “Niccolo Freeman. Was that a compliment?”
Nico laughed. “Don’t get used to it. My compliments aren’t like Halloween candy. I don’t hand them out to anyone who comes knocking. They’re more like artisan truffles. They cost a pretty penny, and I only give them out on meaningful occasions.”
“Your compliments cost something? That’s some kind of hubris.”
Nico laughed. “You’re spunky. I like that about you. That’s another truffle for you, by the way.”
I gulped. “I have a boyfriend. If you’re flirting—“
Nico smiled widely. “You think I’m flirting with you? You just insulted me twice.”
I furrowed my brow. “I didn’t insult you.”
“You called me a misogynist, and you accused me of arrogance.”
“Those weren’t insults. They were observations.”
Nico cracked open the third pint of oil and poured it into the small hole. I doubt he got it all in. I don’t care how many times he’d peed over the thousands of years he walked the earth. No one has a perfect aim. He finished pouring it in. “I wasn’t flirting.”
“Sure you weren’t. Most men are masochists at heart. They find women who treat them like shit undeniably attractive.”
Nico snickered. “That’s not unique to men. I still wasn’t flirting with you.”
I smirked. “Good. If you were, Sarah would be jealous.”
Nico sighed. “That proves my theory. I barely give her the time of day, which, I suppose, is a good thing since she’s a vampire. I don’t give her the time of night, either. The more I ignore her, the more she comes on to me.”
I chuckled. “She wants your wiener, dude.”
Nico shook his head. “Could you be any more crass?”
“What? It’s the truth. Why mince words about it?”
“I’m not interested in romance. When you’ve lived as long as I have, and had as many lovers as I have, human and vampire alike, it all gets rather tiresome.”
“Who said anything about romance? A woman has needs, same as a man. Sarah might not be as ancient as you are, but she’s been around a long time. Do you really think she hasn’t had her share of lovers as well?”
Nico raised an eyebrow. “Someone has to go out and meet people to find lovers.”
“Don’t sell Sarah short. She might be a bit of a homebody, but she gets around from time to time. Sarah’s stronger than you think. She’s pretty, too, don’t you think?”
“Of course she is. I’m not saying she’s not attractive. Casual sex never really works for me. Especially with vampires. Women tend to get attached.”
I snorted. “Because you’re the first vampire, the infamous Niccolo the Damned?”
Nico tossed the empty pint bottle in a pile with the others on the sidewalk. “Something like that.”
I shook my head. “There’s that arrogance, again.”
“It’s not arrogance. It’s a fact. You wouldn’t understand. I don’t sleep with vampire women casually because I don’t want to disappoint them when they realize that’s all it is.”
I rolled my eyes. “Because what woman could possibly resist the idea of being with the original vampire, not to mention a demigod?”
Nico took a deep breath and wiped his oil covered hands on his overalls. “When you say it like that, it sounds bad.”
“It really does, doesn’t it?”
Nico chuckled and shook his head. “She deserves better than what I can offer.”
“So you’re a shitty lay? You’d think after thousands of years you’d pick up a few things.”
“Hailey! That’s not what I mean.”
“I thought you weren’t interested in relationships? Tell me, Nico. Is it really about Sarah deserving better or is it that you don’t think you deserve happiness?”
Nico cocked his head. “I thought we were talking about casual sex. No strings attached.”
“That’s what I was talking about. Then you started talking about what Sarah deserves. Do you want to know what I think?”
Nico sighed. He bent over and grabbed a fourth pint of 10W-30. “I’m not sure I do.”
“I’m going to tell you, anyway. I think you’ve lived for thousands of years, then you died, without ever knowing genuine happiness.”
Nico snorted. “You’re wrong. I’ve loved and been loved by many. That’s the problem, I suppose. It’s not that I never had a chance at happiness. It’s not even that I haven’t had moments, years, even decades of happiness. Every pleasant night eventually turns into a scorching sunrise. Every good thing comes to an end. I’ve had more than my share of happiness through the centuries. It always ended, eventually. I choose to remember the good times I’ve had and do my best to forget the pain.”
I pressed my lips together. This conversation wasn’t going how I expected. All I was trying to do was convince Nico to go to bed with Sarah. They were both too uptight. They needed to get laid. My motives weren’t especially deep. Now, Nico was treading into territory where a shrink like Dr. Cain or, perhaps, Dr. Freud, was better equipped to accompany him. “You’re afraid of heartbreak?”
“I wouldn’t say I’m afraid of it. I’ve had my share of meaningless sex. I’ve also known the passion of a woman who held my dead heart in her hands. I’ve given my heart to others. I have little left to offer. At the same time, when you’ve loved like I have, a fling doesn’t satisfy. I cannot sleep with a woman I do not love. I don’t have any love left to give.”
“That’s tragic.”
Nico laughed. “Is it, though?”
“Is that why you decided to die?” I asked.
Nico rubbed his brow. It left a trail of black oil on his forehead. “That’s a good question. It was a part of it. I suppose you could say I’d lived as much as anyone could, longer than anyone should. Some men are called to celibacy. They take vows of chastity and find their fulfillment in prayer. I’ve known many such men. I’ve spent hours with the likes of mystics like Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross. The latter spoke of what he called the dark night of the soul. He passed through it and found God. I entered it and never left.”
“So, this is all some kind of spiritual thing?” I asked.
“I thought if I could not pass through the dark night as a vampire, my only recourse was to recover my soul and pass through the dark night that we all meet in the end. Peace, not to mention the God I sought, still alluded me. Now, I’m here. I’m back. I’m something of a demigod myself, but that’s little more than a label. Divinity itself still chides me like a bitter schoolmistress.”
I swallowed hard. “That’s cool. If you don’t want to fuck, you don’t want to fuck.”
Nico laughed. “Just when I think we’d moved our conversation to something a little deeper...”
“So deep. Deep and hard. Two bodies in the thralls of passion. So warm. So moist.”
Nico shuddered. “Yuck.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
“You used the M-word.”
I chuckled. “Moist?”
“Stop! I can’t stand that word. Just hearing it—“
“Moist, moist, moist, moist, moist, moist, moist, moist, moist!”
Nico plugged his ears with his index fingers. He’d probably need a cue-tip and witch hazel to get the oil smudges out. “Do you want me to finish helping you change your oil or not?”
I covered my mouth with my right hand in a futile attempt to suppress my giggles. “Sorry. I’m in a weird mood today.”
“I’m not sure if you’re trying to convince me to give Sarah a chance, or turn me off to the idea completely.”
“I don’t understand how a word can evoke such a sense of disgust. It’s just a word, Nico.”
“It’s not just a word. It’s moi—. Ugh, I can’t even say it.”
“Moist?”
“Stop it!”
I chuckled. “Niccolo the Damned has his kryptonite, after all.”
“I don’t need kryptonite. I have all the regular weaknesses that any vampire might have . Well, I used to. I’m not sure all that applies now that the power of Kalyptos is coursing through my body and I’m supposed to be some kind of death god.”
“How does it feel? Having all that power in you, I mean.”
“Well, that I can go out during the day without being afflicted with a fatal sunburn is nice. My body is mostly as it was before. Since I was a hougan in my earthly life, already a student of the Ghede, it’s not all that different. Before I could tap into the power of the Ghede by borrowing it, appealing to the Loa. The only difference now is that I can skip that step. I just have to appeal to myself!”
I laughed. “That won’t be a problem!”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Nico loves himself some Nico. That’s all.”
“I tried to explain that it’s not arrogant. If anything, it’s a deep-seated disdain for myself that’s the problem.”
I shrugged. “Arrogance and self-loathing are not mutually exclusive. Most cocky dudes are insecure at the core. It’s not a bad thing. To love yourself, I mean. It balances out the other side of that coin.”
I hadn’t even noticed that Nico had finished pouring the fifth and sixth pints of oil in the truck. He checked the dipstick. “How about that? Right in the zone.”
“Thanks, Nico. Sorry for being a bitch.”
Nico laughed. “Honestly, it’s refreshing. Most people tread on eggshells around me. It’s nice to talk to someone who doesn’t give a shit.”
I grinned widely. “It’s not that I don’t care. I’m just not intimidated by much at all. If you’re going to be living with us, taking shit from each other comes with the territory. It’s how we show our love.”
Nico chuckled, and he lowered the farm truck hood. “I must be really loved, then! Mind pulling out the blocks when I lift the truck?”
I tilted my head. “Watch this.”
I grabbed the front bumper and lifted the truck myself. “I am vampire woman. Hear me roar!”
Nico laughed and kicked the bricks out from under each of the two front tires. “Impressive strength for a youngling.”
“I’m not a youngling!” I dropped the truck back on its front wheels. “I’m eight years a vampire!”
Nico raised an eyebrow. “Compared to me, you’re barely a baby.”
I shrugged. “Well, this baby has officially killed Dracula twice, now. I kicked your progeny’s ass in hell. Corbin didn’t stand a chance. Plus, I’ve got killer magic.”
Nico patted me on the back. “I’m not questioning any of that. You may be a kickass baby, but you’re still a baby.”
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I was still trying to get a handle on the dynamic between Nico and me. We gave each other crap, which was par for the course in any friendship I’d ever had, but I still wasn’t sure if he really respected me. He respected some of the things I’d done, that’s for sure. As a person, as a vampire, he treated me more like a child than a woman. As a witch, he was a little standoffish. He didn’t know what to make of my power—especially my bloodwitchery. I think it made him uncomfortable. 
As far as respect went, it didn’t help that when I first brought Nico back home to Casa do Diabo Tommy and Sarah were throwing a party. They left the place a mess. He told me to get my “youngling” in line. In his view, I was little more than a child raising a child.
I will not pretend I’m the best sire in the world. I didn’t have an actual sire. As a vampire, I was raised by the collaborative effort of Mercy and Annabelle. The way I saw it, if the worst thing my progeny did was throw a party when I wasn’t home, with the supervision of Sarah, who was way older than me, he was doing well. Most younglings leave a body or two in their wake the first week. Tommy had been a vampire for months now, and hadn’t killed anyone. In a short time, he endured romance and heartbreak. He and Mel didn’t break up. I don’t think they really made their relationship exclusive. Still, since Mel moved back with Mercy to Exeter, I worried the heartache might manifest in a few unsavory vampiric behaviors. So far, though, so good. I deserved a freaking medal.
I knew three of Nico’s offspring. Mercy turned out well. Corbin was a homicidal psychopath. Merrick turned to sorcery and devised a spell to emancipate himself from Nico’s sire bond.
The way I saw it, when it came to our success as sires, Nico was one for three. I had a damn near perfect record—so far, at least. Never mind the small sample size. That’s beside the point.
Apart from bossing us around from time to time, Nico was a welcome addition to our house. Mostly because he didn’t demand his room back—which was mine. He didn’t need a room. Most of his old things were still in storage. He hadn’t opened a single box. That was his old life. He was something else now. A vampire, but also a Ghede Loa. He was earth bound. Baron Samedi said his responsibility was to monitor the left-over energy from Kalyptos, the parts of the demiurge that had struck Connor and Nicky. Even as shifters—albeit different kinds of shifters—their bodies weren’t resilient enough to accommodate Kalyptos. The primal force of creation requires a nearly indestructible vessel—like Nico’s reforged body. 
The energy of the demiurge was out there, somewhere, and if anyone dared tap into it and use it for anything insidious, Nico was there to stop them. Since Kalyptos was the primal force, the mediating energy harnessed by whoever God was when she created the world, anyone who harnessed the power could use it to make anything at all. A billion dollars. An army of zombies. It could give someone the powers of freaking Superman, or remold the planet into a cube rather than a sphere. The only limit to what it could do was what one could imagine. Thankfully, Nico absorbed the bulk of it. He refused to tap into it. Whatever was left, once it was used, couldn’t be repurposed. It was sort of like a genie in a bottle, without the bottle. Use up however many wishes the power allows, and that was that.
Maybe it would be harnessed by someone with modest desires. A noble man in Ethiopia who wanted an endless well of clean water for his village. A sixteen-year-old who wanted a Lamborghini. A middle-aged woman who needed a butt lift or a gym rat who wanted to get swole. The problem was that anyone who had the kind of power to harness something like the demiurge needed to know about it, have access to a magic or method to harness it, and a body resilient enough to contain it. Anyone who had those qualifications probably wasn’t interested in something trite like modifying their figure and probably wasn’t noble enough to use it to provide for the hungry or thirsty.
It had only been three weeks since we stopped Dracula from claiming Kalyptos, and the warlock Baladan Branham from harnessing the power in his fool-hearted attempt to turn the clock back six months on the entire planet. In my world, a three-week respite from some kind of world-threatening crisis was the closest thing I ever had to a vacation. When you’re one of the designated guardians of the mystical convergences, the breaches between worlds and dimensions, you can’t take a break. You have to be ready because at any given moment, something nasty and previously unimaginable could break through into the world.
Three weeks also gave Connor a chance to get his sleep schedule back to normal. Annabelle gave him a job. He worked the counter at a head shop called Marie’s on Canal Street. Annabelle’s predecessor, the Voodoo Queen Marie Laveau used to have a room in the back where she met with folks who sought her services, engaged in business deals on behalf of Vilokan, and performed her summonings and rituals. Annabelle didn’t use the space, but the shop was still there. It was one of a dozen or more business establishments that Annabelle inherited from Marie Laveau. The proceeds helped support the voodoo community in Vilokan. As such, Annabelle needed people she trusted to run her businesses. She had an opening at the head shop, and Connor needed a job.
It was a perfect arrangement—except for the fact that it gave Connor and me very little time together. He worked during the day and after he closed up shop in the evening, we had a few hours to spend together before he had to get to sleep so he could function at work the next day. He usually stopped by Casa do Diabo before his shift after sunrise. The head shop didn’t open until nine o’clock. That gave us a little more than an hour after I went inside for the day and he woke up before he had to leave for work.
Connor had his own apartment, but he usually spent his nights sleeping in my bed while I got out of the house to either grab a snack or patrol the area for convergence-related shenanigans. It was a way to maximize the time we spent together before we went our separate ways.
I made Connor breakfast while I waited for him to wake up. Cooking might not be my strong suit, given my personal dietary considerations, but I made a killer bowl of Cap’n Crunch. I went all out. I also made him my world-famous Pop Tarts and had a steaming pot of Maxwell House waiting.
Nico was out and about for the day. He took the farm truck with him. I didn’t have any use for it during the daytime. He said he was going to get new tires—the ones still on the truck were threadbare. 
Tommy and Sarah were still up. Sarah was in her room working on her latest crochet project—a hat and gloves for Nico. Tommy was on the couch, dicking around on his phone. He used Tinder the way most people used Grubhub. Swipe right, and if he had a match, he also had breakfast come nightfall.
We’d come a long way since my days as a fledgling vamp. We had no choice but to evolve once they shut down the “casual encounters’ on Craigslist. Survival of the fittest.
Mercy thought all of that was dumb. She was an old-school vampire. She still believed that we met the best meals face-to-face in the real world. 
Mercy had a point. The last time I used social media to find a meal, the “gentleman” presented in his mid-twenties with a baby-oiled chest and a six-pack. The man who showed up was fifty-plus, had a beer gut, and had week-long whiskers. No baby oil on his mid-section, but his hair was greasy, and he smelled like Long John Silver. That’s what you call a “catfish.” I bit him anyway. I had to pinch my nose and hold my breath while feeding, but I choked it down.
The sound of a fart let me know Connor was up. Apparently, we were at that point in our relationship. When we first started dating, he held them in. When did we move beyond the romantic gesture phase and gas pains being worth enduring for the sake of wooing the other?
It reminded me of my dad. I nicknamed him the “toot man” when I was five. Why do men feel the need to blast ass first thing in the morning? And when they’re going up the stairs? Or when they’re brushing their teeth? Connor even did it when he was shifted. Wolf farts are the worst.
Connor stumbled down the stairs in his pajamas. His gourmet bowl of cereal and his platter of Pop Tarts were waiting next to his full mug of coffee on the table.
“You shouldn’t have!” Connor exclaimed, seeing the smorgasbord of goodies awaiting him.
“What can I say? I slaved over it all night.”
Connor sat down and took a bite out of his first Pop Tart. “Mmm! Delicious! I don’t know how you do it.”
I smirked. “It’s a secret family recipe. I’d tell you how, but then I’d have to bite you.”
“Please do! I could use a fix, and you deserve breakfast, too.”
Connor held out his wrist. I pulled one of our high-backed dinner chairs next to him and sank my fangs into his flesh. I took two swallows, released his wrist, and wiped my mouth with a napkin. “Scrumptious! You taste different.”
“It’s the vitamins. The guy at GNC said men shouldn’t take iron supplements, but he didn’t realize that I was dating a vampire.”
I grabbed my wand from my leg pocket and pressed it to Connor’s wrist, healing the two wounds my fangs left behind. “Just like new.”
“Voodoo” by Godsmack sounded from my phone that was plugged in on the kitchen counter. It was Annabelle’s ringtone. Fitting, right? I re-pocketed my wand, stood up, and picked up my phone. It was a strange time to call. She was a late sleeper.
“Annabelle?” I asked.
“Is Connor with you?”
“Of course he is. Do you want to talk to him?”
“I could have called him. I need to talk to both of you. Where were you two last night?”
I furrowed my brow. “He slept through the night. I took a walk then came back and Nico helped me change the oil on Ellie’s truck.”
“Are you sure about that?”
I pressed the speaker-phone button and set my phone on the table. “What’s going on, Annabelle?”
“Turn on your television. It’s on all the local channels.”
I sighed. “Don’t tell me something else showed up from one of the convergences, freaking people out again.”
“I don’t know what I’m seeing. Maybe you can explain it.”
I hurried across the room, grabbed the remote from the end-table next to the couch, and switched on the television. It was already tuned to the local morning news.
A freeze frame of my image taken from a security camera was on the screen. The caption below said, “Young woman and wolf wanted for attack on Bourbon Street.”
“What the hell?”
Connor tilted his head. “And a wolf? I was here all night!”
“You’re telling me you had nothing to do with this?“ Annabelle asked.
“I didn’t go to Bourbon Street last night. That’s not me. It looks like me, but you have to believe me—“
“I believe you. The problem is that the Chief of Police is demanding I turn you over. Both of you.”
“He knows about Connor and me?”
“Of course he does,” Annabelle said. “He and I communicate about anything involving supernaturals in the city. If I don’t give you to him, he’s threatening to come after us.”
“What do you mean, come after us?”
“I don’t know. A SWAT team in Vilokan, probably. I’m sort of between a rock and a hard place, here.”
“Tell him it wasn’t us!”
“He won’t believe me. That looks like you, Hailey. It’s not even a fuzzy image. I don’t know what I can say that will dissuade him.”
Connor grunted. “Kalyptos.”
I sighed. “That must be it. When we harnessed Kalyptos, and parts of it struck Nicky and Connor, what if it molded itself to their abilities?”
After about two seconds, Annabelle exhaled. “Nicky can shape-shift. Connor is a wolf-shifter. It’s possible, but Kalyptos can’t do this alone.”
“Right, the demiurge isn’t a person. It’s more like a force. Someone must’ve harnessed that power and is framing us!”
“Who would do that?” Annabelle asked. “Do you have any ideas? If we don’t give the cops something soon, they’ll come for you.”
I picked up several footsteps approaching the front door. “I think it might be too late for that.”
With a loud bang, someone kicked open the front door of the house. A half-dozen men in black, with helmets and face shields, bullet-proof vests, and rifles poured into the house. Tommy sprang up from the couch.
Before I could even react, the SWAT team had Connor and me surrounded.
I could have fought them off. Their bullets wouldn’t hurt me. Connor didn’t have that luxury. I also couldn’t let them arrest me. The sun was out. If they took me outside, I’d fry.
The men tossed both of us on the floor. They handcuffed Connor. I wouldn’t allow them to pull my hands behind my back. “Get off of me!”
“You’re under arrest for the murders of fifteen people on Bourbon Street last night. You have the right to remain—“
“Fuck you!” I screamed. “I didn’t do it!”
They’d probably heard that before. Not just the F-bomb, but the denial. They ushered Connor out of the house while the rest of them struggled to hold me down. Once he was in the clear, if I fought back, he’d be safe. At least, I hoped he would.
I sprang to my feet, sending three of the officers flying against the wall. I flashed my fangs and hissed. What can I say? It was instinct.
“What the fuck!” one cop screamed, taking two steps back.
“Grab her!” another officer screamed.
They didn’t stand a chance. I yanked the gun out of one of their hands. I ran around the room, disarming them one-by-one. They couldn’t keep up. I resisted the urge to bite. If someone was framing me, the last thing I needed was to add “assaulting an officer” to my charges. I didn’t commit the murders, but I would be guilty of that. I could deal with resisting arrest. The alternative was a deadly sunburn.
One of the SWAT members had Tommy at gun point. My progeny stood against the wall, shaking. He wasn’t under arrest. I had to wonder, why did they think Connor was involved? The news said a wolf was there—did they know Connor was a shifter? The Chief must have known and gave them his name. Proving he was guilty, though, wouldn’t be a straightforward task. Not without exposing what he really was to the world. Even then, there was no way to prove that the wolf who helped the imposter kill those people was Connor. That’s the thing about wolves. They look a lot alike.
I couldn’t kill these men. I also couldn’t leave the house.
Officers went flying as a force pressed between them. It was like Moses parting the Red Sea. The force moved so fast that even with my enhanced senses, I couldn’t make it out. Something flew over my head and grabbed me tight. I was in a blanket and whatever held me was a lot stronger than I was. My feet left the ground. The next thing I knew, my body thudded down on something metal. I didn’t dare move. I could tell from the sounds all around me that I was outside.
The sound of a door opening, an ignition turning over, and the rumble of an engine helped me put the pieces together. There was no mistaking that sound. No one else I knew drove a vehicle with a death rattle. It was the farm truck. That meant the figure who took me was Nico. My racing heart slowed from a rapid ten beats per minute to my usual two or three. 
All I could figure was that Nico saw what was happening, parked a couple blocks away, and ran at a speed that only a vampire as ancient he was could. He rescued me. What about Tommy? Sarah was in her room when everything went down. I could only hope she’d find a way to help him through the situation. After the officers were thrown around the house like rag dolls, I doubted they’d play nice with either of them.
I wanted to tell Nico to go back for them. Riding in the back of the truck, with the wind blowing over me, and several layers of thick light-tight cloth over me, I wasn’t sure Nico could hear me even with his enhanced hearing.
I couldn’t call or text him. My phone was sitting on the dinner table when the SWAT team broke in. Annabelle must’ve heard everything. I could only hope that she’d take care of Sarah and Tommy since Nico was occupied. Sarah was stronger than me. She was older than me. She was even older than Mercy. She could fight them off. Tommy was stronger than the average human, but probably couldn’t overpower a SWAT team alone. I was worried that the situation would push his limits, put a strain on the control he maintained over his bloodlust.
If Annabelle didn’t get there fast, Sarah and Tommy might not have any choice. Vampires are like snakes that way. They won’t usually strike if they aren’t hungry—unless they’re threatened. At the moment, the cops had them cornered. It was a recipe for a bloody massacre.
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We must’ve been on the road for an hour. Thankfully, the farm truck was registered to Ellie. There was no reason to suspect that the cops knew I had access to it. 
The police were the least of my concerns. With that video out there, it was only a matter of time before hunters got wind of the incident. Hunters who knew how to slay vampires.
I didn’t have any sense of direction since I couldn’t see and didn’t dare peek beyond the blankets. They were all that was keeping me safe from the sun. All I had was the sense of momentum and the vibrations of the road. The farm truck slowed down. Nico was exiting the highway. He made a series of turns. The sound of crunching gravel and the bumpiness of the drive suggested we’d left the paved streets. My body bounced around the truck bed. It didn’t feel good but, as a vampire, I didn’t bruise easily. Eventually the truck squealed to a stop.
The truck door opened and closed. Footsteps. Then my body was dragged in the blanket out of the truck bed. Nico slung me over his shoulder.
“Nico, is that you?” It had to be. Who else could toss me around like that or had access to the farm truck? Presuming it was the farm truck. Who was I kidding? Most people wouldn’t be caught dead driving that thing in the city. Since I was sort of dead anyway, I guess it didn’t bother me that much. It was transportation. Most of the time, it functioned.
Nico didn’t respond. He chuckled, though, enough that I recognized his voice. I heard a door open. It squeaked and from the sound of it the door rubbed on the ground of whatever building he was taking me into.
Nico flung me back over into his waiting arms, then dropped me on the floor.
“Ouch!” I shouted.
Nico laughed. “There aren’t any windows in here. You can come out.”
I rolled around. I couldn’t tell how many times he’d wrapped me in this cloth. He did it so fast and I was in a bit of a panic when it happened. I didn’t really notice. I hit the wall.
“A little help, please?”
“What was that?” Nico asked. “I can’t hear you. Too many blankets.”
“Unroll me, asshole! I feel like the beans on the inside of a burrito.”
“I just saved you, Hailey. What’s up with the name calling?”
I sighed. “Will you please help me get out of here?”
“Glady,” Nico said. The next thing I knew, my body tumbled around and around three or four times. He must’ve grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled hard. I found myself laying on my back in what looked like an abandoned log cabin.
I rubbed my forehead. “Gentleness isn’t really your thing, is it?”
“You’re a vampire. You can take it. Besides, I thought you liked it rough.”
I pushed myself into a seated position. “Like you’d know anything about that.”
Nico laughed. “The sounds that come from your bedroom in the evenings make it clear.”
“Connor is in trouble. Tommy and Sarah—“
“The situation is under control.”
“Seriously? A SWAT team busting into Casa do Diabo doesn’t sound like an in-control scenario to me.”
“The police don’t have any solid evidence to pin anything on Connor. I assume you know why the police came this morning since it was all over your television set when I ran in.”
I nodded. “Annabelle called me a few minutes before the cops showed up.”
“They won’t be able to hold Connor for more than twenty-four hours without charges. We’ll get him into hiding once it’s safe.”
“What about Sarah and Tommy?”
“I knocked out the cops. Hopefully, I bought them enough time to hide.”
“To hide? You really think they could hide from a SWAT team? They’ll tear that place apart looking for any evidence they can find. There won’t be a corner of that house they can hide.”
Nico grinned widely. “That’s not true. There’s a small chamber encased in cement under the floorboards of the kitchen. I built it a long time ago for situations just like this.”
“Seriously? I’ve lived there for a couple of years now and Mercy never mentioned it.”
“Mercy knew it was there. I suspect she never had occasion to bring it up.”
“An emergency panic room might be something she’d mention given all the shit that the universe likes to throw our way.”
“I slipped a note under Sarah’s door explaining what to do.”
“When did you do that?”
“Before I saved you. I’m fast. You might have noticed.”
“What’s the plan? They hide in the panic room until nightfall?”
“I gave her coordinates. I’ll pick them up there and bring them here tonight.”
I looked around the cabin. It wasn’t much. Cobwebs covered what looked like a turn-of-the-century bronze chandelier. A thick layer of dust coated everything. There was one antique square table against the wall and what looked like a couch covered in clear but dusty plastic. “What is this place?”
“One of my safe houses. I suppose Mercy owns it now since she inherited all my property. I wasn’t entirely sure it was still here. I haven’t come here in almost twenty years.”
“You own a cabin in the woods and you never went there?”
Nico laughed. “I owned a lot of properties back in my time. This wasn’t exactly a spot I frequented.”
“Where are we exactly?” I asked.
“Close to Bayou Chene in St. Martin Parish.”
I bit my lip. “You’re telling me we’re in the middle of nowhere?”
“It wasn’t always like that. Sure, the community that used to be here is now buried under about twelve feet of silt. About a hundred years ago, nearly five hundred people lived in a small community here. Then, there was the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. They rebuilt after that, but most of the area was abandoned in the fifties. No one has settled here since. Given the condition of my cabin, I don’t think anyone’s been here since I was, decades ago. It’s about as safe a place to hide as there is in the entire state.”
I stood up and stretched out my arms. “I can’t stay here forever. Annabelle and I were talking just before the cops showed up. We think that the power from Kalyptos that hit Connor and Nicky must’ve absorbed their power or mimicked it somehow.”
Nico nodded. “Kalyptos definitely has something to do with it. I’d say that’s a sound theory. The question is, who would want to frame you and Connor for a mass murder?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Most of the people I’ve known who wanted me dead ended up dead themselves.”
“Nicky and Connor couldn’t hold the power. You saw what it did to them.”
I nodded. “A common warlock or witch couldn’t harness the demiurge, either. Even Baladan needed to recruit a dozen other warlocks when he was trying to seize Kalyptos.”
“My best guess is that vampires are involved. Not younglings, either. Only an old vampire has the fortitude to use a power like that. The question is who it could be and what kind of magic they used to attract Kalyptos to themselves.”
“Can you use the power of Kalyptos to track them down?”
Nico shook his head. “I don’t know. I meant what I said before. No one should wield that kind of power, myself included. The power is inside of me, but even if I knew how to use it, I wouldn’t.”
“Come on, man. Someone is framing me. There has to be something you can do.”
“I saved your cute little butt. I am doing something.”
I smirked. “I do have a cute butt, don’t I? One of my better assets.”
Nico smirked. “Assets.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re hilarious.”
Nico winked at me. “The good news is that any vampire old enough to use power like that is someone I probably know. When I meet up with Sarah, we should be able to use her power to identify the culprits.”
“Nice thinking. Then it’s easy. We track them down and stake their asses.”
“Hearts, Hailey. Some vampires might enjoy getting their asses staked, but it won’t kill them.”
“There you go with your jokes again.”
Nico laughed. “I’d say I’ll be here all week, but I have things to do. It won’t be so easy as staking them, either. That won’t get the fuzz off your back, and it certainly won’t dissuade the hunters, who are probably already on their way from every corner of the country looking for you.”
“Killing bad guys is usually the way I handle this kind of problem. If we can’t kill them, what do we do?”
Nico smiled from ear-to-ear. After all the crap I’d given him, and how I’d resisted his attempts to exert his authority over us since he came back, he was enjoying this more than he should have. “The way I see it, we have no choice but to bait the vampires responsible into taking your shape again. We catch them on camera, or with credible eye witnesses from the police present, and bust them. Once the Chief of Police knows shifters were responsible for what happened, it should clear your name.”
“How exactly do you plan to do that?”
Nico scratched the back of his head. “I’m still working on that.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “I need my grimoires.”
Nico raised an eyebrow. “They’re at Casa do Diabo. We can’t go back there. The cops will be watching the place twenty-four seven.”
“Sarah and Tommy are still hiding there, right? My phone is on the table, but you should be able to get hold of them. You have a phone, right?”
Nico reached into his pocket. “One of the first things I got when I returned to the land of the living. You can’t survive in the twenty-first century, even as a vampire, without one.”
“Tell Sarah to channel my thoughts. I can let her know which books to grab. There are a few spells that can use someone’s blood to temporarily seize control of a person.”
“You don’t know those spells by heart?” Nico asked.
I shook my head. “The spells are complex and require exotic ingredients that are hard to come by. Mastering spells like that takes time—which I haven’t had as of late.”
Nico shrugged and tossed me his phone. “You text her and tell her what to do. Good luck getting service out here.”
“What’s your passcode to unlock it? I can’t use your thumbprint or facial recognition.”
Nico’s eyes darted back and forth. “1, 2, 3, 4.”
I stared at Nico blankly. “Seriously?”
“What? I don’t leave my phone lying around. It’s not like anyone is going to break into it.”
I unlocked Nico’s phone. “Damn. You’re right. No service.”
“Wait until dark. Hopefully, Sarah and Tommy will still be in the house. If you head due north, you’ll hit Interstate 10. You might pick up a signal near the highway.”
I furrowed my brow. “If the cops are watching the place, how are Sarah and Tommy going to leave without being noticed?”
“That’s a good question. I hadn’t thought of that.”
I smirked and started typing out a text. “I’m going to ask Annabelle to get them out of there and get my books.”
Nico rolled his eyes. “Annabelle Mulledy.”
“I know you two aren’t the best of friends.”
Nico laughed. “Our history is complicated. Even so, I don’t think she can teleport in and out of the house.”
“She can’t. Pauli can. He can get everyone in and out of there and no one will know the difference.”
Nico grunted. “I was really hoping we wouldn’t have to get them involved.”
“You were all classmates at the Voodoo Academy back in the day, right? Before you got lost in Guinee, became a vampire, and were sent back to earth a few thousand years earlier.”
Nico nodded. “That’s right. For me, it’s ancient history, I suppose I can suck it up and work with them.”
Nico headed for the door. “Don’t go anywhere.”
“It’s the middle of the day. Where the hell am I going to go? More importantly, where are you going?”
“I’m going to head back to the crime scene and see what I can find out.”
“You’re taking the truck? How am I going to use it to get into cell range?”
Nico chuckled and tossed me the keys. “I don’t need the truck. I’m faster on foot, anyway.”




Chapter 4
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Staying an entire day in a dusty old cabin was only marginally better than the few occasions when I’d had to hide in a makeshift grave until nightfall. I had Nico’s phone but he didn’t have any entertaining apps and I needed to save his battery so I could contact Annabelle once I got into a service area. 
I pulled the plastic off the couch. It could have been the ugliest couch I’d ever seen. Why was the color of vomit so popular back in the day? I’d spent enough time in Corbin’s temporary mansion and his castle in Romania to know that some old world vampires had Victorian tastes. I could appreciate that. Why was Nico stuck in the seventies? He was older than they were, but apparently his modernizing sensibilities died with the eight-track and Betamax.
At least he had the latest iPhone. He probably didn’t have a clue how to use it other than for sending texts and receiving calls, but it was a step in the right direction.
I dug around in the seat cushions because I had nothing better to do. I found a wrapper from a Tootsie Pop. Why in the world was that there? Nico was a vampire. Maybe he was just curious to see how many licks it really took to get to the Tootsie Roll center. I checked the wrapper for the Native American and the star. There was a rumor that if you had that on your wrapper you could exchange it for a free one. I’d never tried it. I suspected the cashier at the grocery store wouldn’t know what to do with it if I did. They didn’t sell Tootsie Pops individually anymore. You had to buy an entire bag. Besides, these days someone would probably find the imagery offensive. Tootsie Roll and their damned cultural appropriation. Exploiting stereotypical imagery of First Nations people just to sell shitty suckers. Cancel the Tootsie Pop!
I also found a nickel under the cushions. Whoopee!
There was a small kitchenette on one side of the square cabin with two whole cabinets over a small, dirty countertop. I checked the cabinets and found a stack of old Polaroid photographs.
It’s sad to admit it, but they provided the most entertainment I’d had in months. Most of them featured Nico, Mercy, and Ramon. They were dressed in early nineties attire. Mercy was wearing baggy printed jeans. Ramon was in tight-rolled jeans and a matching jean jacket. Nico was wearing the gaudiest baggy parachute-style pants I’d ever seen—and a bright green fanny pack. I don’t know why they called them fanny packs. He was wearing it in the front. It had at least three zippers.
They were dressed the same in all the photos, which meant they were probably taken the same day. Obviously, the photos didn’t have great light since all three of them were vampires, but they had enough light cast from artificial sources that I saw enough to make it all out.
Nico also had a mustache and a flat top—which was awesome.
Those were the “good old days,” when vampires like Nico and Mercy had little more to worry about than where to find their next meal, how to avoid sunlight, and went about their routines without worrying about the next world-ending threat. It struck me that the photo must’ve been taken in the late eighties or early nineties. After Nico was born in the early nineties, Mercy and Ramon staked his older vampiric self. He couldn’t exist at the same time on the same plane of existence twice. One of those funny rules about trans-dimensional travel. You could never take a gate or a portal to a time where you already were, or you’d end up getting dumped into the void. Mercy didn’t remove Nico’s stake until after his grown-up self was lost in Guinee, when the whole vampire origin story began.
One photo depicted a woodsman, passed out, with bite marks on his neck and wrists. Ramon was holding him up by the scruff of his flannel shirt the way a kid might who’d just caught a large fish. At least they found a meal out in these parts to sustain them. I had to wonder why they’d come out to the bayou to begin with. Perhaps it was a family trip, a chance to get away from the busy city and relax.
I realized I knew little at all about this time in Mercy’s vampiric life. She talked a lot about growing up in Exeter, and the years when she and Nico first arrived in New Orleans. Maybe she didn’t share much about these times because there wasn’t much to say. It’s funny how that works. We tend to remember and talk about the trying times in life, the struggles we went through, and forget about the moments when we had a chance to actually live and enjoy whatever life offered. For most people, the best part of life is also the most mundane. I was looking forward to that. A chance to do nothing meaningful at all except enjoy my time with Connor, feed when needed, and take vacations. Probably not to a cabin in the swamps, but vacations no less.
I suspected I’d never get that chance. Not unless we figured out a way to close the convergences again. Then again, the irony of the situation was that I had absolutely nothing to do while I sat in that damn cabin and was eager to kick something’s ass. Preferably whoever it was who’d framed me for mass murder.
The entertainment value of the old Polaroids was short-lived. After that, it was back to sitting on my ass and waiting for the sun to set. I tried to sleep, but my head was spinning with rage. Someone out there had it in for me. It was probably a couple of old vampires who I’d never met but inadvertently pissed off somehow.
Since the cabin didn’t have windows, I relied on Nico’s phone to tell me the time. Checking the clock didn’t drain the battery much. I knew the sun would set around eight-thirty. The last hour dragged on for what felt like another day.
When I knew it was safe, I left the cabin and got into the farm truck. The engine choked a little as it started. I was afraid it might not, and I’d have no option but to hoof it through the swamp until I found a signal.
Thankfully, the GPS function on the phone didn’t require data to work. I didn’t have access to all the features, but it was enough that I found my way. It was a good thing I had the farm truck. The roads were overgrown with high peaks in the center. A smaller vehicle would have bottomed out. Not all the roads that navigated the old bayou showed on GPS. They might have been whatever roads used to access the bayou town that used to be there. If no one had lived there since the fifties, it made sense that the roads wouldn’t be on modern electronic maps.
Until turn-by-turn navigation kicked in, I used my orientation on the map to make sure I was making the right turns that led me north.
I was checking Nico’s phone every minute or so. Once I had a signal, I could stop and call Annabelle. She and Pauli could get to Casa do Diabo, get my books, and help Sarah and Tommy get out of there without being seen by the police.
I was trying to keep track of my turns. I knew where the cabin was on the map, but since the roads weren’t marked, getting back wasn’t straightforward.
Eventually, I picked up a single bar on Nico’s phone. I tried to call Annabelle but when I hit dial, I was stuck listening to silence. I drove a little further until I got two bars. This time my call connected.
“Hey bitch!” a voice answered on the other end.
“Pauli? What are you doing with Annabelle’s phone?”
“What are you doing with Nico’s phone?”
“You seriously call Nico ‘bitch’?”
“I call everyone bitch, bitch.”
I chuckled. “Fair point. You still didn’t answer my question. Where is Annabelle?”
“She’s right here. We’re in her Camaro. She’s driving.”
“It’s actually good you’re there. I need your help. Tommy and Sarah are hiding under the floors at Casa do Diabo. Now that it’s dark, we might be too late. If they leave and the cops see them—“
“Bitch, please. I brought them both to Vilokan hours ago.”
I snorted. “You did?”
The volume of road noise increased. Pauli must’ve put the phone on speaker. “I heard what was happening on the other end of our call,” Annabelle said. “I went and got Pauli right away to get you out of there, but you were already gone. Pauli teleported all the knocked out cops out of there then came back and grabbed Sarah and Tommy.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That’s a relief. Thank you.”
“I’m the one that’s relieved! When Pauli said you were already gone and it looked like a tornado had blown through your living room, I feared the worst.”
“That was Nico. He knocked out the cops and took me to an old cabin he owns somewhere in Bayou Chene.”
“Damn it, Nico. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad he was there to help, but he could have let me know what was going on.”
“You two never got along, did you?”
“That’s because he’s a bee-atch!” Pauli piped up.
“Maybe he was when you all were classmates in the academy. He’s had the advantage of a few thousand years to grow up. Not to mention, the whole death thing and coming back as a god. It doesn’t matter. Can you pick up a few things at Casa do Diabo and bring them to me along with Sarah and Tommy?”
“Send us a ping to your location,” Annabelle said.
“A photo would also help,” Pauli added. “I should be able to put two-and-two together to get there.”
“The cabin is out of phone range, so you’ll have to meet me where I am. I can take us back to the cabin. I think.”
“What books do you need?” Pauli asked.
“I’ll send you a list with the coordinates and the photo. Annabelle, any news on Connor?”
“We were on our way to the department to pick him up. They couldn’t prove he was involved, and he certainly wasn’t about to shift into wolf form to bolster their case.”
“Any progress with the Chief of Police?”
Annabelle sighed. “I only talked to him once. He’s not too happy about how things went down at Casa do Diabo. I tried to tell him it wasn’t you, but I don’t think he believed me. He suspects I was involved and was hiding you in Vilokan.”
“Can he get into Vilokan?“ I asked.
“I don’t think so,” Annabelle said. “But if he knows I’m coming to pick up Connor, it might be a trap.”
I tightened my grip on Nico’s phone. “It’s definitely a trap. If he thinks you helped me escape the SWAT team, he could charge you with aiding and abetting.”
I heard sirens through the phone.
“Speak of the devil.” Annabelle sighed.
“Pauli, get her out of there.”
“That will only make this situation worse,” Annabelle said. “Pauli, go pick up Connor. Take my phone with you. Help Hailey and Nico solve this little problem.”
“Annabelle!” I shouted. “You can’t trust them. They might not release you like they did Connor.”
“They don’t have any proof of anything,” Annabelle said. “Besides, I can escape at any time. Isabelle is with me. I have my soul-blade. You’d better take my phone with you, Pauli. There’s lots of crap on there they could use against us if they’re looking for an excuse.”
“Annabelle! You’ve been working with the Chief of Police for years, brushing shit under the table. He probably has a whole file on you he can bring up as leverage.”
“I’ll be fine, Hailey. We don’t have time. The officer is approaching the car.”
“Call me back on her phone in five minutes,” Pauli said. “I’m getting out of here.”
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Unless Annabelle was pulled over for speeding, she was going to jail. Connor was getting out. At least that’s what we thought. What if they told Annabelle he was being released just to lure her out of Vilokan? Either way, Pauli could save them both. All he had to do was shift into rainbow patterned boa constrictor form, teleport to wherever they were being held, wrap himself around them, and take them with him when he teleported out. 
Since we were likely dealing with shifters, it was handy to have a shifter of our own. Don’t tell Pauli he was handy, though. He’d probably tell you that was one of his favorite things to do. Pauli was right, though. That the cops probably had a file of shit they’d turned over to Annabelle through the years. Supernatural mishaps, murders, and mayhem of any sort that they weren’t equipped to handle all fell on the Voodoo Queen. They should have been grateful. This wasn’t about Annabelle, though. Not really. It was about using her to get to me. She didn’t even need Pauli to escape. She could use her dragon-soul-blade, cut a portal to Guinee, and summon the dragon in his beastly form there who could blast a portal back to earth with his breath. The dragons were the original gatekeepers of the realms. They could carry a person across realms without the need of a convergence. What we knew as convergences, though, were found in locations where such portals were created in the past. If she had to use Beli to make a jailbreak, getting home meant another portal which could easily become a new convergence. We already had more than we could manage in the New Orleans area. 
Annabelle’s ability to cut portals into thin air was one reason why. Annabelle couldn’t do it at any time. She could only cut portals when Isabelle’s spirit was with her. That was the only way they could summon Beli, the dragon-soul blade that could open new portals between worlds.
When Isabelle wasn’t with Annabelle, she was the prime guardian of the crossroads along with her second and her love, a hougan named Mikah. Back when Isabelle and Annabelle were inseparable, Mikah was Annabelle’s mentor in College Ogoun. This was when Annabelle was still a student, well before she became the Voodoo Queen. Isabelle fell in love with Mikah. Annabelle wasn’t attracted to the hougan in the least. It made for an awkward romance. Annabelle had to allow Isabelle to take the reins so she could date Mikah. 
It was a long story—I was involved in it, but I was closer to the enemy at the time. Another Loa, Kalfu, had deceived me into being his second in his attempt to take over the crossroads. Annabelle and Isabelle saved us—Isabelle and Mikah took over the crossroads. Now, Isabelle often went back and forth between guarding the crossroads with Mikah and inhabiting Annabelle. They could use Beli and forge gates together. They’d done it many times in their effort to save the world from the bad guys. 
It wasn’t her fault. No one ever told her that the era of the gatekeepers was coming to an end. It made sense. The gatekeepers were finite mortals—Merlin and Lilith. Even if they could use their gates to traverse the fabric of space and time, every finite being has its own time. They still aged. Without new gatekeepers to take their place, the gates between worlds and dimensions were vulnerable. In less than a year, we’d already seen several world-threatening entities and beings that could have brought the end of the world.
This wasn’t a threat to the world. Not directly, at least. It was coming after me and if it was the power of the demiurge that the conspirators were using to frame me; it was only because I’d destroyed the realm of Barbelo and sent Kalyptos to earth. Just as Annabelle didn’t know she was forging gates when she used her soul-blade to save the world in the past, I didn’t know that using the power of Erzulie in Barbelo in an attempt to get him would destroy the aeon and cast the primordial energies through my exit-gate and through the convergences spread around the world. If I was up to my ears in shit in New Orleans, I had to wonder what they were dealing with in other places across the world where similar convergences thrived. Not all the convergences were as active as those in New Orleans. Nicky and Devin hadn’t encountered much in Kansas City. Mercy had her hands full in Exeter, but she also had Wee Willie Winkie, the new Faerie King, guarding the transplanted Seelie Forest over an active convergence. I hadn’t heard much from the druids in St. Louis, but Elijah and Emilie tended to take care of business like I did. They’d call in help if needed, but only if needed.
Bottom line—Annabelle allowed herself to be arrested and she wouldn’t use her blade unless it was necessary. Was “escaping” a crime if you could prove that they held you unjustly to begin with? No clue. I was no lawyer. I didn’t know many. I’d bit a few in my time, but it wasn’t by choice. Their personality types soured their blood. Lawyers were the brussels sprouts of humans. The nutritional value was fine, but no one really craves them. 
Given all of Annabelle’s business dealings, I knew she had a lawyer. He was also a vodouisant who lived in Vilokan. I’d never met him and his name skipped my mind. Was he equipped to deal with criminal law, or was he one of those lawyers who only handled contracts and shit? I wasn’t sure how much of a difference there was, but I suspected choosing the right kind of lawyer was like making sure you went to the right doctor. You don’t want to get your dentist confused with your proctologist. Go to the wrong one looking to get your cavity taken care of and it could scar you for life.
I took a few photographs of my location. I wasn’t sure how much it could help Pauli. Bayous are sort of like convenience stores. They all look about the same. There wasn’t anything remarkable about my surroundings that set it apart from any other swamp I’d ever ventured into. The only difference I noticed was that Bayou Chene had more oaks and other deciduous trees while cypress trees dominated Manchac Swamp. I hadn’t seen as many alligators in Bayou Chene. There were rivers running through the area while Manchac was more marshy.
So long as Pauli could get there with my friends and my books, I had no reason to question his methods. I sent him the photos and my coordinates. He sent back a clapping hands emoji. Two seconds later, he sent a random eggplant emoji. It didn’t make any sense, but if anyone was going to send that emoji for no reason at all, it was Pauli. He was letting me know he was the person behind Annabelle’s phone and was sticking to the plan.
I sat on the back bumper of the farm truck and waited.
Ever since the cops came to arrest me, it was a series of hurry-up-and-wait events. A bi-polar cycle of hurried crises and doing nothing at all. First it was escaping Casa do Diabo only to lay wrapped in a blanket in the back of the truck, then left in a cabin with nothing to do for a day. Then it was hurry and get a signal while Annabelle got arrested and I waited for Pauli to show up.
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Finally, a flash of multicolored light signaled Pauli’s arrival. He dropped a duffel bag full of my books in the bed of the truck. Pauli grabbed a change of clothes out of the bag as well—if Pauli didn’t bring clothes with him, when he shifted out of boa constrictor form, he was stark naked. He was fine with that—I wasn’t. For once, he was respectful enough to cover his naked body in my presence. 
“My books? You got my books before you got Connor?”
Pauli sighed. “They didn’t release him. It was all a ruse to get Annabelle to leave Vilokan.”
My shoulders sank. “Of course it was. I was afraid of that.”
“Annabelle suspected as much. She insisted on leaving anyway.”
“You could break them out!”
“And what would that accomplish? She could break herself out if she had to. Annabelle is buying us time.”
“But Connor did nothing wrong.”
“Neither did Annabelle. They’ll both be free soon enough. The police will question her. The Chief himself, I suspect. She’ll make the case that you were not responsible for the murders.”
I rolled my eyes. “I doubt he’ll believe her. If it inclined him to listen to reason, he wouldn’t have arrested her without just cause. He wouldn’t have arrested Connor, either.”
“Be that as it may, she is in a position to present the case. All we have to do is give him the evidence to prove that what Annabelle reveals is true.”
“Nico is out looking for evidence as we speak. At least he was. He may be back at the cabin now. We should get back, then you can retrieve Tommy and Sarah.”
Pauli shook his head. “You won’t find the evidence you need out here in the middle of nowhere. The night is still young.”
“If we go back to New Orleans and Nico doesn’t find me in the cabin, he’ll be pissed.”
“Probably. Are you Nico’s bitch?”
“Of course not! He’s not the boss of me, but he did save me. He’s still trying to save me.”
“Since when were you a damsel in distress? You’re Hailey fucking Bradbury. You’re a badass blood witch bitch, honey. If someone out there is trying to frame you, you’d better believe they’re looking for you the same as the cops. They want you out of the picture.”
I shook my head. “Even if we find them, we can’t just kill them. That’s why I had you get the books. I need to work on a spell that I might be able to use to force the imposters to shift in plain view of the cops. Nico has a good plan. We can use Sarah to find the vampires responsible.”
“That assumes they are vampires. Even so, I know where Sarah is. She’s safe in Vilokan right now. You can take care of this now. Why wait for Nico?”
I sighed. “Fine. But first we go back to the cabin. If Nico isn’t there, we’ll leave.”
“Nico is a Loa now. It makes him more powerful, for certain. It also makes him vulnerable.”
“Vulnerable to what?” I asked.
“Just like Holland summoned Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo before and bound them to her will, a vodouisant with the aspect of a Ghede can do the same to Nico.”
“Why would we do that?” I asked. “He’s on my side already.”
“I wouldn’t have suggested it if Annabelle hadn’t mentioned it already.”
“So, this is her idea? She wants us to bind Nico and use him like a dog on a leash?”
Pauli laughed. “The metaphor would be more appropriate for your boyfriend. I have to ask, Hailey. Have you and Connor ever done it doggy style?”
I smirked. “That depends what you mean. If you want to know if we’ve ever done it while he’s shifted, then no. I’m not a freak.”
Pauli giggled. “I am!”
“You’d do a dog?”
“That depends how well hung he is!”
“Shut up! You’re not serious.”
Pauli shrugged. “Technically, I’m a snake. That’s my default form. I was born a man, of course. But my body was claimed by another Loa by the name of Kalfu. Aida-Wedo cast my consciousness into her personal pet, a Boa with rainbow scales. With her aspect, I can shift into any form I like. I’m still an animal at the core.”
“You’re a snake. What does that have to do with doing a wolf?”
“I can become a wolf, too. Is it any less natural to do a canine than it is for me to take a human form and screw a man?”
“You’re reasoning is seriously fucked up, did you know that?”
Pauli smirked. “I just like watching you squirm. I wouldn’t do a wolf. Please. That’s not my style. A horse, on the other hand. Have you seen the size of of the—“
“I get the point,” I interrupted, desperately hoping Pauli wouldn’t finish his sentence. “My position is the same. Binding Nico to Holland wouldn’t help us.”
“Unless you need the power of Kalyptos that he refuses to wield.”
“He has a good reason for not tapping into that power. I won’t subject him to that.”
Pauli shrugged. “It’s just an idea. With his power, raw and unformed, you could stop the shifters. The power of the demiurge they absorbed was already purposed to the abilities of two shifters.”
I scratched my head. “You can shift into anything, right?”
Pauli shook his head. “Not anything. I can’t become an inanimate object.”
“We already know that one of the vampires—if they are vampires, as we suspect—shifts into a wolf like Connor. That’s because it was his power that shaped the power that struck him. The other one has shapeshifting ability taken from Nicky. I know that she can shape however she likes, but it wasn’t always like that. Her powers have changed over time. If we want to know exactly what shapeshifting ability the imposter who framed me has, we need to talk to her.”
“It can’t hurt,” Pauli admitted. “Give her a call?”
I nodded and climbed into the truck. Pauli got in the passenger side. I dialed Nicky’s number on Nico’s phone, switched it to speaker, and set it on the dash. 
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Surprisingly, I remembered most of the turns that would lead us back to the cabin. I was about eighty percent sure we were headed in the right direction.
“You can shift into anything, right? After you purged yourself of the curse of the Neck and embraced your identity as a nymph, your powers are basically unlimited, right?”
“They were,” Nicky said. “Until a couple of months ago. My power to shift however I like isn’t innate. It’s connected to the essence of the wellsprings in Guinee.”
“So whatever power the demiurge mimicked when it hit you is limited again?”
Nicky let my words linger in the air a moment considering the implications before she spoke. “My ability to shift at the moment is what it was before. I’m still a nymph, not cursed like the Neck, but my abilities reverted to what they were when I was among the Neck once the gatekeepers fell and I couldn’t access the wellsprings the way I did before.”
“Refresh my memory. How exactly do those powers work? I need to know what power the vampire who arrested the power of the demiurge has.”
Nicky sighed. “I have to target someone. It’s how I hunted humans when I was among the Neck. I focused my will on a person I intended to woo, you know, so I could lure them into my watery lair for dinner.”
“I understand what you were and what that means. The form you took was based on what your target desired the most.”
“That’s right. If my target was in love with the Queen of England, I became the Queen of England. If he had an unnatural desire for Henry Kissinger, I’d look like Henry Kissinger.”
“Why would anyone think about Kissinger like that? I’ve studied history.”
“He was a brilliant man. Not everyone desires someone because of their physical traits. The point is that I can only shift into a form that my target most desires.”
“So you target Devin and, with no desire to eat him, you still maintain your current form.”
“It would work that way. It did work that way before. I haven’t used my ability since the gatekeepers fell. If I try to draw on the wellspring, if the nearest convergence is more in tune with another realm, I can’t access my true power. I don’t have any desire to change my shape anyway. I love who I am, and Devin does, too. So I’ve stayed as I am.”
“So whoever took my form has targeted someone who desires me.”
“I’d say that’s likely,” Nicky said. “Do you suspect they targeted Connor?”
I sighed. “Maybe. There’s another alternative I hadn’t considered. We thought we sent all the wraiths back to hell. What if we didn’t?”
“You’re thinking the imposters might be vampires you’ve killed already?”
I nodded. “Not just any vampires. Corbin and Bianca. If Corbin absorbed the power that was shaped to match Connor’s abilities, and Bianca targeted Corbin, who thinks he loves me, Bianca would look just like me.”
“I’ve never encountered either Corbin or Bianca. As a hunter, though, I know who they are. Bianca was Corbin’s most loyal subject, one of his progeny.”
“It might not be her. It could be any vampire, really, but it makes sense she’d go along with his scheme.”
“I wish you luck,” Nicky said. “If there’s anything you need, feel free to call.”
“Thanks, Nicky. You were a tremendous help once again.”
Pauli hung up Nico’s phone. “You really think Corbin is back?”
I clenched my hands on the steering wheel. “I can’t say for certain, but it tracks. My gut tells me it’s true. There’s only one way to know. If Nico isn’t at the cabin, I need you to take me to Sarah.”




Chapter 7
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My intuition was almost always right. Mercy thought it was a vampiric gift, something I’d absorbed and inadvertently cycled from one of my past victims. When I had a gut feeling about something, something I couldn’t shake, it was always right. If it was a vampiric ability, it wasn’t the kind I could turn on and off. It was a latent ability, something that manifested instinctually, like the ability a human has to breathe or how the brain signals the heart to keep beating without a conscious thought. Maybe Mercy was right. Maybe she wasn’t. Whatever the case, I  knew we were dealing with Corbin and, probably, Bianca.
If I was right, it meant Corbin had become a wraith. He’d escaped Lucifer’s hell, or was cast there by the devil as refuse. It also meant since Corbin was one of Nico’s progeny, I could use Nico’s sire bond to control him. As ominous as it was, the revelation also gave me a real way to control him, even without the spell I intended to master from my grimoires.
I made a few wrong turns but when the GPS showed I was moving the wrong direction, I backtracked and course corrected.
We made it back to the cabin. I stepped inside. It was vacant. “Damn it, Nico.”
“He’s not here. Are you really going to wait another full day cooped up in this place or are you going to come with me?”
“Nico could still come back. As you said before, the night is still young.”
“Are you really willing to waste the night on the off chance Nico shows? He might not come back and with Annabelle risking her neck for you, buying you time, wasting the night would make all that pointless.”
I took a deep breath. “Fine. Take me to Vilokan. We’ll come back for the truck later.”
“It’s an old beat up truck. Is it really worth the effort?”
“It’s not my truck. I can’t leave it here. Besides, something about that old hunk of metal is growing on me. I like it.”
Pauli rolled his eyes. “Fine. We won’t leave your truck. I don’t want to bother with it later. Get inside.”
“You want to drive back?” I asked.
Pauli smirked. “I said get inside. Don’t start the truck.”
I got in obediently—mostly because I was curious about what Pauli was about to do. I climbed into the truck and fastened the seat belt. It was a habit. I always felt naked if I was in a car without my seat belt on. It was also a precaution because I suspected Pauli was going to use his ability to somehow teleport me within the truck. It could be a bumpy ride.
Sure enough. Pauli stripped down naked and tossed his clothes onto the passenger side of the bench-style seat. He closed the door before he shifted into his snake form and expanded his body. He grew until he was big enough to wrap his entire boa constrictor body around the truck. He coiled around until his massive face was staring straight at me through the windshield.
His forked tongue tickled the glass before a flash of multicolored light enveloped everything. The next thing I knew, I was sitting in the truck on the side of a street about two blocks from Jackson Square. Pauli shrank back to his normal snake form, slithered through the cracked window, and shifted again until his naked body was straddling me.
“What are you doing, you dirty girl?”
“This was your doing!” I laughed.
“My anaconda don’t want none, honey!”
I chuckled. “Get off of me you perv!”
Pauli laughed and rolled back into the passenger side of the truck where he’d tossed his clothes.
Pauli quickly slipped into his fancy sequin decorated jeans and his frilly floral-patterned blouse. He zipped up his three-inch platform boots over his jeans.
“Let’s go! We can walk from here.”
“You can’t just teleport us again?”
“You insatiable minx! I could do it, but do you know how much energy it took to do what I just did? Pauli needs a break and a Viagra before he gets any more action.”
Pauli was an acquired taste. It wasn’t hard to see why Mercy found him mildly annoying and Nico didn’t have the patience to deal with his antics. Personally, I found him entertaining. No matter how tense a situation was, Pauli always had an inappropriate comment, or a dick joke, to lighten the mood.
I locked the truck with the key. It was an old truck—I had to lock it manually. We headed to Pere Antoine alley on the side of St. Louis Cathedral, and from there passed through the mystical doorway and down the steep staircase that led into Vilokan.
We found Sarah and Tommy, along with Holland and Ellie, hanging out in Annabelle’s office. Ellie was on Annabelle’s computer, looking at Hello Kitty paraphernalia. With Annabelle’s dial-up connection, it seemed like an awfully inefficient use of time. Not to mention, Hello Kitty. Seriously? Ellie liked to party like it was always and forever 1999.
Ellie jumped up from her chair, pushed the bridge of her reading glasses with her forefinger to straighten them on her nose, and ran to me with her arms wide open. I reluctantly allowed her to hug me. When a tsunami is coming for you and you have nowhere to run, all you can do is hold your breath and hope for the best. In this case, it was a tsunami of fruity body spray, too much makeup, and giggles.
“What are you doing?”
“A little shopping! In between making arrangements. Erzulie is coming to town. She has a new host ready and willing. I’m so excited! She’s going to teach some classes at the Voodoo Academy again and plans to sponsor a new student!”
I raised my eyebrows. “She was just here recently—back when she gave me her aspect. I take it that host didn’t last?”
Ellie shook her head. “It didn’t, but she couldn’t stay away for long. Yay for us!” 
“You’re still hugging me.”
“Sorry!” Ellie giggled. 
Once I wiggled free of Ellie and her cloud of pear-scented fragrance, I turned straight to Tommy. “Are you alright?”
Tommy nodded. “As well as can be expected.”
I patted Tommy on the cheek. I wasn’t that much older than he was, vampiric years aside. His earthly life began only two years after mine. As his sire, the closest thing a vampire had to a parent, it was a little awkward. Most vampires had sires who were at least a human lifetime older than they were. Tommy hadn’t let on that it bothered him at all. He respected me, and also pushed my limits, like a son might his mother.
Sarah was pacing back and forth behind Annabelle’s desk. “Where is Nico?”
I tilted my head. “Don’t you know? You can sense him, can’t you?”
Sarah shook her head. “Not since he became a Loa.”
I sighed. “I don’t know where he is. He left me at a cabin in Bayou Chene and never came back.”
I turned to Holland. “Can you summon him?”
“Maybe.” Holland was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed in front of her chest. “He’s a new Loa, there’s no precedent, no recorded offering that might draw him to me.”
“What would you need to do it?” I asked.
Holland shrugged. “Most of the Loa enjoy rum, cigars, or a variety of dishes. Nico was a vampire.”
“He’s still a vampire,” I added. “He’s just more than that now.”
Holland nodded. “If I were to make a guess, an offering of blood might do it. There’s just one problem with that. Blood offerings might attract any other number of entities who share his appetites.”
“How does it work with other Loa? From what I understand, a lot of them have a taste for rum. How do you determine which Loa is going to show?”
“With a veve,” Holland said. “A sacred symbol attuned to the Loa’s essence. It’s like a spiritual signature, unique to each one.”
I rubbed my brow. “Serving on the vampire council, I’ve had the chance to examine several of the orders he issued while he was still chancellor, before he died and Mercy took over. He used a waxen seal on the envelopes that contained his orders. The seals were stamped with his ring, one he still wears. It looks a bit like a family crest but contains only his initials at the center.”
“Can you duplicate it?” Holland asked.
“I think so. I can probably scribble out something similar.”
“It’s worth a shot.”
Ellie reached into Annabelle’s desk and retrieved a sheet of loose-leaf paper and a pencil. “Try to draw it.”
I took the pencil. Before I started drawing it I turned back to Sarah. “By the way, Sarah. Have you sensed any vampires who might be the shifters responsible?”
Sarah scratched the back of her head. “I’m not sure. I’ve heard strange echoes, but nothing distinct.”
“I have a theory. It might be wrong. I’m thinking it might be Corbin and Bianca, returned just as Dracula did before.”
Sarah took a deep breath. “If that’s the case, it might make sense. Both vampires were older than me. Since Corbin knows about my abilities, they could be taking precautions to block me from accessing their thoughts.”
“What kind of precautions?”
“Something similar to the wards you used to dampen the psychic energy feed that was flooding my mind when the wraiths escaped hell before. My guess is some kind of magically imbued trinket. Older vampires are harder to sense already. The murmurs I’m picking up, though, are more elusive than usual.”
“Start drawing,” Holland said. “Nico is one of the Ghede now. Even if Sarah can’t sense Corbin or Bianca, if that’s who they are, Nico might.”
I shook my head. “If he could do that, he would have already. He doesn’t seem to know what kind of power he has as a Ghede Loa or how to use it.”
Holland smirked. “When Nico was a student, he belonged to the same college I did. He vanished during his first year. I finished my education as a master of the Ghede. I can teach him a few things that might help.”
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was trying to recall the symbol on Nico’s seal. “If I can get back into Casa do Diabo, I can dig into the files and find his seal.”
“I can take you there, but the police are still watching the place. They were already inside. They could have the place bugged.”
“Give it your best shot,” Holland said. “If it doesn’t work, nothing will happen. It doesn’t hurt to try before we take that risk.”
I took a deep breath. I drew what looked like a knight’s shield. I wasn’t sure of the exact shape, but I drew it the best I could recall. I knew the bottom of the shield came to a point. I wasn’t sure about the angles that formed the top. The initials in the middle of the shield were equally complex. I knew it was an N.F. but it was in a flourished script I wasn’t sure I could duplicate. Then there was something around the outside of the shield. A world-serpent wrapped around the shield and swallowing its own tail. Was the serpent’s face on the right or the left, more toward the top or the bottom of the seal? I didn’t remember. I scribbled out an image that vaguely represented what I thought I remembered, but I was sure I’d messed up a few of the details. I wasn’t sure which details, but the seal was too complex for me to duplicate perfectly. I was no artist. Even if my memory was perfect, I doubted my ability to sketch it out exactly.
I handed the sheet of paper to Holland.
She looked at it and narrowed her eyes. “This looks like shit.”
I chuckled. “Thanks. Shit was exactly what I was going for.”
“I’ll give it a shot. No promises. I doubt this is sufficient, but it doesn’t hurt to try.”
I cleared my throat. “If you summoned him, would he be bound to you?”
“That depends how I do it. Something like that, though, is risky. Attempt to bind a Loa but miss a single detail in the ritual tends to have the opposite effect one intends.”
“You did it with Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo.”
“Right. They’re well-known and often summoned Loa. I’ve practiced those rituals for years. Trying to do something like that with Nico could awaken a rage in him I doubt any of us would hope to experience if I weren’t to do it just so.”
“It’s still possible,” Pauli said. “Figure out how to summon him without binding him, then add the necessary incantations the next time you do it.”
Holland nodded. “Once I’m certain I can summon him at all, it’s possible. Is it really necessary? Nico is on our side already.”
“He refuses to tap into the power of Kalyptos,” I said. “Pauli thinks we might need to force him to use it to stop Corbin and Bianca, presuming I’m right that they’re the ones framing me.”
“Why would Corbin frame you?” Ellie asked. “You used Erzulie’s aspect on him. He is in love with you.”
I sighed. “Love is weird. He tried to kill me before to make me his queen in hell. Framing me doesn’t seem nearly so drastic a measure.”
Tommy cleared his throat. “It’s possible he’s simply trying to create chaos. He wants to unsettle you, force you to abandon everything and everyone you’ve relied on in the past. That way, you’d have to turn to him for help.”
I snorted. “That sounds like a desperate move.”
Ellie shook her head. “Unrequited love is desperate by definition. I think Tommy might be on to something.”
“How long will it take for you to use this drawing as a veve and attempt to summon Nico?”
Holland smirked. “Give me ten minutes, fifteen at most. I’m not going to try it here. We don’t have the supplies necessary. I’ll need to go down to the gymnasium. That’s where students of voodoo often practice such rituals. There are altars already set up for rituals like this. I’ll just need to make a few modifications. I’ll also need to shed a little blood. The blood I use, though, might give Nico a particular craving for the one who gives the blood.”
“Use mine!” Sarah piped up.
“You’re a vampire,” Holland said. “Your blood isn’t the kind that satiates a vampire’s cravings.”
“Right,” Sarah muttered. “Still, I wouldn’t object if he took a little extra interest in me.”
Ellie giggled. “I could help you with that.”
Sarah sighed. “I don’t want that. If Nico is going to love me, I want him to love me for me. Not because of Erzulie’s influence.”
“Wise choice,” I said. “Do what you can, Holland. If that doesn’t work, I’ll either have to go back to Casa do Diabo or we’ll have to try to hunt down Corbin and Bianca on our own.”
Holland grabbed my hand. “Come with me. This summoning will require blood.”
“You have blood. Why do you need me?”
“You can awaken the power within my blood and greatly increase the power of the summoning. Our chances of success are far better with your help.”
I tilted my head. “You want me to exsanguinate you? Partially, I mean?”
“That’s unnecessary,” Holland said. “I want you to activate the power within my blood when I shed it over the veve. I assume that’s not a problem.”
I smirked. “It’s elementary, my dear Holland. Elementary.”
Holland rolled her eyes. “Follow me. You too, Sarah. If I’m able to contact Nico, but he cannot manifest, your skills might help.”




Chapter 8
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Holland took my crude sketch of Nico’s crest. Sarah and I followed her into the elevator that led down from Annabelle’s office. Holland took us to the gymnasium. 
There were a few students at the academy practicing their skills. Savanna was there with her patron Loa, Sogbo, who possessed the form of a gray-haired man in his early sixties. Three clouds floated in the air about six feet over Savanna’s head. She was casting lightning bolts between the clouds that formed a triangle of electric light over her.
When we entered the room Sogbo raised his hand and the clouds and lightning vanished.
“Hey guys!” Savanna exclaimed. She ran over to us and touched my shoulder. A shock passed from her fingers to my skin.
“Ouch!”
Savanna giggled. “Sorry about that. I’ve got quite the charge flowing at the moment.”
I rubbed the spot on my shoulder where she shocked me. It was sore like a sunburn. “Maybe don’t touch people when you’re electric like that.”
Savanna winced. “Better you than someone else. You’ll heal, right?”
I chuckled. The pain was already fading. “Perks of being a vampire.”
Sogbo strolled toward us. “What are you doing here?”
Holland cleared her throat. “My apologies, Loa Sogbo. We’re going to summon Ghede Niccolo. He’s gone missing and we think it might be important.”
Sogbo tilted his head. “Do you have his veve?”
Holland handed Sogbo my sketch. “This won’t do.”
“It’s his crest. He uses something like it to seal his correspondence. At least he used to back in the day.”
Sogbo cleared his throat. “Give me just a moment.”
Sogbo pulled a charcoal pencil from behind his ear and flipped the page over. He started sketching a different veve. It was similar to the one I drew, but the shield was a little larger. The upper edge had a more concave shape than the flat line I drew. He added a script to the middle that had a few more curls at the ends of the letters and redrew the world serpent at the border with its mouth swallowing its tail on the opposite side.
“One advantage of being a Loa is that we knew one another’s veves. This one is brand new, but I can assure you, it will be more effective than what you drew before.”
“Thank you,” Holland said. “I wasn’t aware the Petro Loa were familiar with the veves of the Ghede.”
Sogbo chuckled. “My brother, Bade, possesses this host with me. He wishes to tell you he finds your ignorance amusing.”
Holland snorted. “My ignorance?”
“No disrespect,” Sogbo said. “My brother can be brash. The point is simply that there is much to what we are, and how we relate to the other nanchons or families of our kind that not even the most astute mambos or hougans understand.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So there are two demigods within you right now?”
“My brother and I are inseparable,” Sogbo said. “Our abilities work in concert. Bade can harness the wind. I can spin his wind into a tempest.”
“Technically,” Savanna added, “I have the aspects of both.”
“You’re certain this veve will work?” Holland asked.
“Absolutely,” Sogbo smiled widely. “Provided you give the young Ghede a suitable offering.”
“Why are you helping us?” Holland asked. “It’s usually against the rules for the Loa to work with students of other schools.”
Sogbo shook his head. “You are not a student, you’re a graduate. The rules don’t apply. Besides, I’m aware of our queen’s current predicament.”
I gulped. “You mean that she’s been arrested?”
Sogbo bowed his head slightly. “For your sake, no less. Anything that threatens our queen is a threat to all of us. The integrity of Vilokan and our continued existence without interference from the outside world depends on her success and yours.”
“Mine?” I asked. “You mean, that I don’t get arrested, too?”
Sogbo laughed. “More than that! You are a guardian, are you not?”
I nodded. “That’s right. I’m supposed to monitor the convergences.”
“Then you are to us as the gatekeepers were before. Our kind dwell in Guinee when we are not on earth. Our continued interest in this world has always depended on the cooperation of the gatekeepers. Now that you are a guardian, we expect you to cooperate with us in the same manner. Were you to be removed from the picture, and other beings took control of the convergence, it would not only be devastating to this world. It would compromise our ability to come to the aid of the mambos and hougans who depend on us.”
I cocked my head. “If I was compromised, you would lose your power on earth?”
“Eventually, perhaps. Your purpose is greater than stopping whatever creatures might invade the earth from other realms. You must also maintain the connections, the balance, that the gates between worlds permit. If that balance was altered, or entities like the Loa, or even the angels, could no longer interact with the world, there’s no telling the devastation that might result. There is much we do here that goes unnoticed by most. We prefer it that way. While our presence might not be widely known, our absence would surely be felt. Consider my skills, and those I’m teaching young Savanna to master. Even with my assistance and that of my students, the devastation caused by storms is profound. Our very city has suffered much in recent decades. Hurricane Katrina, for instance.”
“You could have stopped it?”
Sogbo shook his head. “The earth itself has powers that exceed those that even the collective power of the Loa possess. We cannot stop every disaster from occurring, but without our gentle nudge, things would be much worse.”
I scratched my head. “I suspect the same applies to the other Loa?”
“Think of a world where humans were unrestrained in matters of war? Ogoun cannot prevent every conflict, but he can help bring those that arise to a speedier resolution. How treacherous would the seas be without La Sirene? How would the world’s ecosystems be impacted if La Sirene and Agwe did not defend marine life? Without Erzulie, whose power breeds charity, how many millions would suffer? Without the Ghede, a peaceful transition to the next life would be impossible. Vengeful spirits and haunts would be a regular and recognized threat rather than fodder for the Travel Channel.”
I brushed my hair out of my eyes and tucked it behind my ears. “I get it. You’re important.”
Sogbo bowed his head. “Indeed. That means you are every bit as necessary a presence in the world, along with the other appointed guardians, who are consigned to a similar fate of heroism without acclaim and risk without recognition.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know if I deserve any rewards. Saving the world, and continuing to exist in a place not ruled by a savage vampire, overrun by devils or dragons, or swarming with unseelie faeries and wraiths, is reward enough.”
“Still, Miss Bradbury, you have my gratitude. We Loa recognize and value your contribution.”
Holland snorted. “If you two are going to screw, screw. We have work to do.”
I shuddered. “Ew!”
Sogbo tilted his head. “My host is not so repulsive.”
“Your host is old, dude! You look old enough to be my father.”
Sogbo grinned. “I have no desire for intercourse with you.”
“Excuse me? No desire? I’m insulted!”
“That’s not my point. You’re lovely. I only meant—“
I interrupted Sogbo with a chortle. “I’m not offended. I’m giving you shit.”
Sogbo furrowed his brow. “I do not desire shit. If you ever intend to summon me, shit is not an appropriate offering.”
Savanna giggled and covered her mouth with her well-manicured French-tipped nails. “It’s an expression, Soggie.”
Holland tilted her head. “Soggie?”
Sogbo shook his head “That’s what she calls me.”
Savanna nodded resolutely. “Annabelle has her Oggie. I have my Soggie.”
Holland smirked. “Hailey has her doggie.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Connor is a wolf, thank you very much. He’s not a dog. There’s a difference.”
Holland shrugged. “No judgment. Far be it from me to kink shame.”
“What are your kinks?” Savanna asked.
Holland narrowed her eyes. “You’re too young to know about the things I enjoy.”
“I’m sixteen!” Savanna crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I’m practically an adult.”
Holland narrowed her eyes. “If you tried to Google the things I enjoy, you’d get one response: WTF.”
“We get it,” Savanna said. “You are into whips and chains. Everyone knows you dig that sort of thing.”
“Whips and chains?” Holland huffed. “Please. Try the Pear of Anguish.”
“What the hell is that?” Savanna asked.
I shook my head. “You don’t want to know.”
“I’m surprised you know what it is,” Holland said. “I’m impressed.”
I snorted. “Oh, I didn’t say I knew what it was. I’m content with my ignorance.”
Holland shrugged. “To each her own.”
Holland took the reworked veve toward an altar on the wall on the opposite side of the entrance to the gymnasium. There were several altars, stations, where students could practice their summonings. Nothing more than a curtain divided them. I didn’t know how it worked, but I imagined the curtains were imbued with some kind of enchantment that silenced whatever magic might be swirling next door. Curtains were handy like that. Blackout curtains were a blessing to vampires who realized that living in windowless houses severely limited our options. Soundproof curtains were a thing—though I wasn’t sure how effective they were. Magic proof curtains were new to me, but I didn’t have any reason to doubt their efficacy. Annabelle ran this place, and she didn’t half-ass anything when it came to the security of Vilokan and the safety of the voodoo underworld’s citizens.
Sogbo—who was apparently joined by Bade within his host—and Savanna resumed their lessons. When someone is casting thunderstorms nearby, it can be distracting. Holland didn’t seem to notice. She’d practiced her summoning in the gymnasium for years. Presuming the veve worked, and the blood offering would appeal to Nico, there was no reason to think Holland couldn’t pull it off.
A part of me was anxious Nico would show up and be pissed. I didn’t listen and stay in the cabin. For all I knew, he showed up there just after Pauli and I left. I had a feeling, though, he’d gotten tangled up in something. I doubted he was in any danger. How could Niccolo the Damned, now a demigod as well as vampire numero uno, ever be in real danger? Still, I had his phone. He didn’t have a way to contact me—unless he used someone else’s phone. He wouldn’t do that, though, unless there was an emergency that required my assistance. I doubted he’d ever admit he needed my help. Nico wasn’t the sort of guy who asked for help. He was the do-it-yourself kind of guy, the sort who would struggle to do a two-person job alone when a willing assistant was standing only a few feet away.
Holland scattered several items on the altar. The few summonings I witnessed usually involved a flask, a glass of red wine, or some kind of premium tobacco, usually cigars. Sometimes flowers were included. This time, though, all Holland scattered were a variety of dried herbs. I didn’t need to ask her what they were for. As a witch, I worked with herbs on the regular. Arnica blossoms helped increase psychic energies and probably amplified the power of the summoning. Astragalus root offered protection from any harmful magical blowback. When you’re summoning demigods, while not a part of my regular practice, it was probably a wise precaution. Citronella was supposed to attract friends. It made sense. Nico was a friend. In this instance, though, given the similarity between vampires and mosquitos, I wasn’t sure if it was the best choice. It wasn’t my spell, though. Meadowsweet was a staple for altar offerings across a variety of traditions. It ameliorated any kind of discord or disharmony. It was supposed to make the summoner seem more desirous and worthy to the summoned.
Pretty standard stuff. There were debates about the uses of some herbs and elements across traditions, but most of the basic uses were universal.
“What is Nico’s preferred vessel?” Holland asked.
I tilted my head. “What do you mean by a vessel?”
“Does he prefer to drink from a glass, a mug, or a flask?”
I tilted my head. “He prefers to drink from the carotid or femoral artery. Occasionally the wrist.”
“He never takes his blood in a secondary vessel?” Holland asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him feed more than once or twice. He tends toward high society. If he uses a vessel at all, a wine glass is far more likely than a flask.”
Holland nodded. “Using my body as a vessel for this ritual is too risky. Besides, presenting my femoral artery is too forward for a first summoning. I rarely allow a Loa access like that until our second or third encounter, and even then, he has to work for it.”
I pressed my lips together. “Just use a wine glass. I’ll heal your wound when we’re done.”
“Very well.” Holland took a small blade from a cabinet. She disinfected it over an open flame. She set a wineglass on the altar, then slit her palm over it, squeezing her fist as her blood drizzled into the bowl of the glass, the red hue reflected down the stem. 
That was my cue. I recovered my wand and aimed it directly into the glass. I didn’t need to channel extra magic into the glass. Drawing out a bit of Holland’s soul, bringing it to the surface, added flavorful notes that a vampire like Nico would surely appreciate. 
“Ghede Niccolo!” Holland shouted. “I bid you, come! Bless us with your deathly presence! Shower us with your favor.” 
I tilted my head. Showering with Nico hadn’t ever occurred to me. I was pretty sure Sarah had entertained the notion once or twice. 
As Holland made her appeal, the veve Sogbo drew glowed with vibrant red energies. As the magic pulsed through the veve, the blood faded from the glass, as if someone was sucking it out of the bottom through an invisible straw. 
The veve exploded. The glass shattered. The force of whatever magic was released sent Holland flying to the ground, skidding more than ten feet on her back across the waxed gymnasium floor. I ran to Holland and helped her up. 
“What happened?” I asked.
Sarah sighed. I’d almost forgotten she was there since she’d remained quiet since we arrived. “Nico happened.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“He’s not himself.” 
“She’s right,” Holland said, rubbing the back of her head. “We’re too late. Someone else has already summoned him and bound him to their will.” 
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Holland paced back and forth across the gymnasium floor. “Only someone with a Ghede’s aspect could summon him. Anyone else couldn’t overpower my summons.” 
I rubbed my brow. “So a mambo or hougan is involved?”
Holland stomped her foot. “It has to be. It doesn’t make sense. If you’re right, and Corbin and Bianca are the shifters, I can’t think of anyone in the voodoo world who would take their side.”
I rubbed my brow. “There are hougans and mambos who aren’t members of Vilokan, right? Bokors and caplatas.”
Holland nodded. “That’s the only reasonable explanation. What I did before, when I bound Baron Samedi and Ghede Nibo to my will, that wasn’t exactly accepted practice.”
“You broke the rules? You rebel, you.”
“It was with good reason. The rules are more like guidelines. Every rule has exceptions, especially when it comes to dealing with enemies who have no rules at all. Sometimes, for the sake of preserving the balance, we have to bend the rules a bit.”
“Annabelle knew what you did. She was with you when you summoned the Ghede before.”
Holland clenched her fists. “It was her idea!”
“We can’t assume that whoever bound Nico is also working with the shifters. They may have bound Nico for unrelated reasons.”
“That’s a part of the problem,” Holland added. “Nico is new. Few vodouisants even know he’s among the Ghede now. We had to pull his veve out of our asses.”
“Not exactly,” I added. “Sogbo gave it to us.”
Holland nodded. “Which means whoever is responsible likely got the veve necessary from another Loa. Since it had to be someone with a Ghede’s aspect, it had to be a Ghede Loa who provided the veve.”
I shrugged. “No problem. You summoned him before. Call up Baron Samedi. Ask him who did it.”
Holland rubbed her brow. “I can’t bind him, not like before. Not without Annabelle’s authorization.”
“I thought rules were meant to be bent when it was for the greater good?”
Holland placed her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. “You’re right. We can’t do it here. There are safeguards, wards in here, that prevent anyone from doing anything like that within Vilokan.”
“Didn’t you do it at the convergence in Manchac last time?”
Holland nodded. “Performing a summons near the convergence helped draw the Baron and Ghede Nibo to us. I can summon Nibo just about anywhere. He’s less likely to have the information we need though. We should summon Baron Samedi, but he’s notoriously difficult to call forth. The convergence increases our chances of success.”
I nodded. “Alright. Pauli is still back in Annabelle’s office. At least he was when we left. He can take us there.”
“Alright,” Holland said. “I don’t like this. Annabelle has worked with the Baron in his green, or benevolent, nature before. If I summon and bind him, we might get his darker red persona.”
“If he’s bound, does it matter?” I asked.
“Binding a Loa is tricky. It’s also not a hundred percent. Last time, despite binding them, they helped us because we shared a common interest. If the Baron is not inclined to help, bound or not, he can simply return to Guinee. I can’t force him to help, I can only direct him to a point, so far as doing so doesn’t piss him off. He may not be willing to assist us unless we agree to terms.”
I sighed. “You mean he’ll want to make a bargain?”
“Even if he appears in his green aspect, he isn’t the sort who lends aid to mortals without something in it for himself. The last time, our plan to capture the wraiths and return them to vampire hell was enough. We don’t have that kind of leverage anymore.”
“I have a question,” Sarah chimed in. “If a Loa can simply resist, even if he’s bound, by returning to Guinee, why wouldn’t Nico do that if whoever bound him is up to no good?”
Holland rolled her eyes. “Because Nico can’t go to Guinee. He was made different. So long as the demiurge is out there, he’s stuck here. When the other Ghede elevated him to Loa status, they did so for the purpose of thwarting anyone who might use the energy of Kalyptos to threaten the Ghede again. He doesn’t have the luxury of resistance.”
“It’s the best shot we have,” I said. “Do you need any supplies to summon the Baron?”
“I can grab what I need from here.”
Holland picked up a handful of supplies from the cabinet near the altar station where we failed to summon Nico before. We left and returned to Annabelle’s office.
Ellie was still surfing the internet on Annabelle’s computer. Tommy had his feet crossed over Annabelle’s desk. Pauli was gone.
“Where did Pauli go?” I asked.
Ellie looked up from the computer. “He said he had a sudden craving for kielbasa and left. What a strange thing to want at this time of night?”
I sighed. “For Pauli, that’s code for something else.”
Holland shook her head. “Fucking Pauli.”
I picked up Annabelle’s landline phone from her desk. Cellphones didn’t work in Vilokan. I looked up his number on Nico’s phone and dialed it.
It went straight to voicemail. His greeting sounded through the speaker on Annabelle’s phone: “Hey, bitches! You reached Pauli! If you’re calling for head, I’m currently booked through 2025. If you’re calling for any other reason, leave a message.”
I was about to tell Pauli to call us back ASAP when a female voice chimed in. “This voice mailbox is currently full.”
“Well shit,” I huffed.
“Fucking Pauli,” Holland muttered for the second time in as many minutes.
I nodded. “We can take the farm truck. It’s just a couple of blocks away. Ellie, can you stay here in case Pauli comes back?”
“Sure!” Ellie smiled widely. “I was just about to place an order. Check out this My Little Pony ‘Friendship is Magic’ t-shirt that’s on sale!”
I stared at Ellie blankly for about two seconds. “Whatever. Tommy, you should probably stay.”
Tommy huffed. “I can help. I know I’m only a youngling, but I’m still useful.”
“We don’t have enough seats in the farm truck. We need Sarah. She might have a better chance of picking up on the vampires involved outside of Vilokan. I know you’re useful, Tommy. I’m not saying you aren’t. It’s just a matter of logistics. Three people in the front of that truck is already cramped.”
“I’ll ride in the bed of the truck! I can lie down. No one will know I’m there.”
Ellie tilted her head. “I could use your company.”
“You haven’t said two words to me this whole time we’ve been sitting here.”
“That’s not true. Without your help, I might have settled on that Malibu Barbie backpack. Thanks to you, I have money left for this t-shirt!”
Tommy huffed. “Anything you show me, my answer is going to be the same. It sucks.”
“Rude!” Ellie snapped.
Holland chuckled. “Bring him with us. I never thought I’d say something like this, but he doesn’t deserve that kind of torture.”
I took a deep breath. “Alright. You can come. But you have to listen to what I say. If the cops pull us over, run. If things get out of hand in the swamp, and we get in over our heads, you need to come back here and get help.”
“Understood!” Tommy jumped up from his chair. “Let’s do this!”
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We checked the security monitors before we left. Annabelle had an infrared camera mounted over the place on the side of St. Louis Cathedral in Pere Antoine alley where the door to Vilokan appeared to those of us who had access—usually it meant someone with the aspect of a Loa. 
Ellie knew how to work the security system. The camera could turn to give us a view up and down the alley. I had to assume that the police were monitoring the area. They knew about Vilokan, but I wasn’t sure if they knew where the entrance was. It wasn’t supposed to be common knowledge, but when you have a community of hundreds, and people come and go through a doorway that magically appears and vanishes again, keeping it a secret was sort of a lost cause. It only took one person to talk, or someone to use the door without checking to be sure no one saw them do it, for word to get out. For most people, given all the supernatural lore surrounding New Orleans, the notion of a doorway on the side of the cathedral wasn’t the most scandalous or even the strangest thing that circulated through the rumor mill. About half of the paranormal and supernatural activity that people believed existed in New Orleans was pure fiction. The rest, though? It would shock most people to learn exactly how much of it was real. The police knew about Vilokan. If word circulated about the location of the entrance, they’d certainly take note.
We didn’t see anyone in the alley. That didn’t mean the cops weren’t watching just outside.
“It’s too risky,” Holland said. “I might be able to come and go just fine, but you can’t. They’re looking for you.”
I sighed. “I need to be there.”
“Why?” Holland asked. “You can’t summon a Ghede.”
I sighed. “You said that the Baron might require a bargain.”
Holland nodded. “I did. You aren’t seriously considering offering him your soul in exchange for information about Nico, are you?”
My eyes darted back and forth. “The idea occurred to me. Look, Baron Samedi told us before that he was going to allow vampires to be born with souls.”
“I have my soul,” Tommy said. “He gave it back to me. I haven’t noticed much of a difference.”
Holland shook her head. “He will not be all that interested in your soul. No offense, Tommy.”
“But he would be curious about mine,” I said. “He’s never seen mine since, apparently, I held onto it when I was turned. He has to at least be curious why.”
“Which is why you’d have to be an idiot to offer it to him,” Holland said. “You don’t know how it would affect you.”
“I’m not an idiot. If I offer my soul, I’m going to need more than information. Everything has a cost, right? I can drive a hard bargain.”
Holland shook her head. “No one gets the upper hand in a bargain with Baron Samedi. Even if you think you’re getting the better end of the deal, you aren’t.”
I shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt to see what we can find out through negotiation. I don’t have to accept his bargain. He just has to think I’m considering it. We just have to get him talking. With a few leading questions, we might get a few clues, at the very least.”
Holland sighed. “It’s still not going to be easy to get you out of Vilokan unnoticed.”
“They didn’t see me when I came here.”
“You don’t know that,” Holland said. “Maybe they saw you and now they’re just waiting for you to leave.”
“There’s another way in and out of Vilokan. We used the slide from Marie Laveau’s tomb before. I’m pretty sure the cops don’t know about that.”
Holland stared at me like she thought I was a moron. “That tunnel is steep, narrow, and slick. There’s no way you can climb out of it.”
“Tommy and I can. We have vampire skills.”
“It’s too damn slick, Hailey. Your speed will not make much difference.”
I bit my thumb. Then I turned and pressed the door to open the elevator. “I have another idea.”
“What are you thinking?” Holland asked.
I smirked. “I’m going to go tell Savanna to blow me.”
Holland shook her head and chuckled. “If she has that kind of power.”
“Sogbo said that Bade was also within his host, right? If Savanna can’t do it, well, the gods can blow me instead.”
Holland tilted her head. “I wouldn’t phrase it that way. The Loa don’t typically respond well to that kind of thing.”
I rolled my eyes. “I wouldn’t actually tell him to blow me. I have tact!”
“You have tact? Yeah, and I’m Miss Congeniality.”
I chuckled. “I see your point. Still, Sogbo said he is duty-bound to help. All I have to do is ask.”
Holland joined me as we returned to the gymnasium. Sogbo was still training Savanna. When we entered the gymnasium, a small tornado was blasting across the polished wood floor.
Savanna released the whirlwind when she saw us. I waved at her and we met in the middle of the floor.
“We need your assistance,” I said. “I see you are working with wind.”
Sogbo nodded. “She’s wielding my brother’s aspect, well.”
I tilted my head. “Does Bade ever talk?”
Sogbo rolled his eyes. “Does he ever. If I give him the reins, he won’t stop talking. He’s a real blowhard.”
I snickered. “I see what you did there.”
Savanna nodded. “Bade handles most of the lectures. The last one he gave took three hours.”
I winced. “Ouch. That must’ve sucked.”
“Nope!” Savanna giggled. “It blew!”
I glanced at Holland. “See! They have a sense of humor. I don’t know what you were so worried about.”
Savanna cocked her head. “What do you need?”
I chuckled. “I was going to ask you to blow me. We need a straight wind strong enough to carry Tommy and me up a tunnel that leads out of Vilokan to Marie Laveau’s tomb.”
Savanna scratched her head and looked at Sogbo. “We haven’t practiced straight winds. Do you think Bade could do it for us?”
“Better,” Sogbo said. “It sounds to me like a learning opportunity.”
“You can create enough wind to blow Tommy and me at the same time?” I asked.
Sogbo grinned. “Savanna can. She’s talented.”
Savanna smiled widely. “I really am!”
“We appreciate the help,” Holland said. “Pauli isn’t around. We don’t know where he went. Otherwise we’d ask him to handle this.”
Savanna huffed. “I’m your second choice? I’m offended!”
“Trust me,” I grinned. “I’d rather not be Pauli’s sloppy seconds.”
“Or his sloppy thirds, or fourths, or fifths,” Holland added.
“Well, lucky for you, this will be my first time! Don’t worry, though, I have excellent teachers.”
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Holland had the code to the security door that led to the emergency Vilokan entrance—in this case, the exit. I made sure to tell her where the farm truck was parked so she could meet us there. Sarah joined us. She’d been watching the monitors and said she’d seen an officer patrolling past one side of the alley. We weren’t sure if the police would recognize her. She didn’t get out much. Leaving through the door in Pere Antoine alley was too risky. That meant Savanna was going to need to muster enough wind to blow three of us. Holland wasn’t a suspect and the harsh winds it would take to force us through the tunnel was more than a mortal could handle blasting up her backside. Tommy, Sarah, and I could handle it. 
Sogbo was confident that Savanna could do it. She just had to keep her focus and allow the power to flow at a constant rate. I knew little about wielding the powers of Sogbo and Bade, but channeling any magic at a constant rate can be difficult. Magic is volatile by nature. Most witches weren’t very powerful, not because they couldn’t channel large amounts of energy, but because they couldn’t control it.
If Sogbo was confident, and Savanna was as well, I didn’t have any reason to question it. The worst that might happen was that the wind wouldn’t be enough and we would go sliding back down the chute on our butts.
I went first. Sarah was in line to go second and Tommy would pull up the rear—while the air blasted up his.
I crawled into the bottom of the channel on all fours. Sogbo directed Savanna, telling her how to access and focus Bade’s wind.
Savanna lowered her hands right over my ass. I took the lead and started crawling up as fast as I could. The surface was slick. Holland was right. Without Savanna’s help, we’d never make it. Still, I wanted to get a little distance between Savanna’s hands and my ass. Taking the full force of her blast in my keister wasn’t my idea of a good time.
The wind blew, gently at first, then the force intensified. Before I knew it, there was no reason to even try climbing. I felt like one of those cannisters at the bank drive-through. I covered my head with my hands to prevent goose eggs and concussions. I’d heal, sure, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt.
Eventually, I blasted out of the tunnel and crashed into a stone wall in Marie Laveau’s tomb. The wind blowing out of the hole was so strong I was afraid it would blow the mausoleum apart. So far, though, the structure remained intact. I pushed open the door to release some of the air pressure. The force of Savanna’s power was so strong I had to step outside. I didn’t have a mirror, but I was pretty sure I was in for a bad hair night.
A few seconds later, Sarah tumbled out of the chute. Tommy flew out about thirty seconds after.
His eyes were wide, as if he’d just been shell-shocked. I couldn’t hold in my laughter. Sarah didn’t say much. She looked relieved that it was over.
The wind died down, and I forced the door shut again. I made a mental note to come back and seal the door again later. St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 wasn’t open to the public, and there weren’t many who knew about the secret entrance to Vilokan, but prudence dictated we keep the mausoleum locked up.
“Well, that was a rush!” I exclaimed.
Tommy shook his head. “I feel violated.”
“I feel you,” Sarah added.
I chuckled. “We need to go around the block to avoid the cops. It’s a short walk to the farm truck. Holland will meet us there.”
Since my face was all over the news, I still had to be careful. Even if we didn’t run into the cops, if someone recognized me, it could create problems we didn’t need.
Tommy and Sarah stood on either side of me, blocking my profile from any passersby. I kept my eyes down, avoiding eye contact with anyone, my blonde hair pulled forward and obscuring as much of my face as possible.
No one screamed or pointed at me. Then again, if they thought I was some kind of mass murderer, the last thing anyone would want to do was let me know they’d noticed me.
We moved at a brisk pace. Fast enough to minimize our time in public, but not so quick that we’d draw unnecessary attention.
When we arrived at the farm truck, Tommy climbed in the bed and laid down. Sarah got in the passenger side. I got in the driver’s side.
We waited for Holland. She arrived about five minutes later. She’d made better time than I expected. Getting blown up a chute, as unpleasant as it was, was faster than climbing the stairs out of Vilokan to Pere Antoine alley. Holland had a backpack full of supplies for the summoning ritual. She tossed it in the bed.
“Ouch!” Tommy shouted.
Holland chuckled. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”
Holland hopped in the truck, and Sarah scooted over to the middle.
It wasn’t easy to shift gears on the truck with a middle passenger. I made do as I pulled onto the streets and with the farm truck’s engine rumbling, we made our way toward Manchac Swamp.
I parked the truck in our usual spot. The side of a rarely traveled gravel road.
There wasn’t a clean way to get to the convergence. We’d made the trek through the marsh enough that I knew the best way that avoided most of the muck. Still, my shoes were caked with mud by the time we arrived. Tommy hadn’t fared quite as well. He tripped over his own feet once or twice, braced himself, then wiped the sweat from his brow, leaving a brown streak across his forehead.
Tommy didn’t realize he’d muddied his face, and I wasn’t about to point it out. He’d find out soon enough and wonder why no one told him. Sort of like the time I sat on a chocolate bar and no one bothered to mention that it looked like I’d shat myself until several hours later. Tommy’s situation was slightly less embarrassing.
Holland took her backpack off her shoulders and dropped it on the ground. She unzipped it and retrieved a blanket that she spread out over the convergence site.
“A blanket can function as a make-shift altar in a pinch,” Holland explained, as she set out several other items she meant to offer the Baron. A flask containing whiskey or rum—I didn’t bother asking which. It was all the same to me. I was only sixteen when I was turned, and being a vampire, getting drunk wasn’t very easy. I lacked any actual experience or familiarity with alcohol. All I knew was that it all burned on the way down, caused a temporary warmth in my gut, then before I could experience any kind of intoxication my vampirism was already at work to nullify its effects. I’d have to chug an entire bottle, which wasn’t enjoyable or pleasant, to get so much as a buzz. It wasn’t worth it.
Holland set out several herbs, the same ones she used in our failed attempt to summon Nico.
Nico’s phone rang from within my pocket. I checked it. “You won’t believe this.”
“It’s Pauli, isn’t it?” Sarah asked.
I nodded and answered the phone.
“Pauli, where the hell did you go? We needed your help.”
“Sorry!” Pauli interjected. “I had an appointment. I don’t make a habit of stiffing my clients—unless that’s what they pay for.”
I snorted. “I don’t want to know. We’re at the convergence in Manchac. We had to sneak out of Vilokan. It wasn’t easy.”
“I’ll be right there!” Pauli hung up without apologizing or making excuses.
Holland huffed. “Don’t make me say it again.”
I chuckled. “I’ll say it for you. Fucking Pauli!”
Not two seconds later, a rainbow flash signaled his impending arrival. He appeared in boa constrictor form in the grass and slithered up my leg. He could still talk as a snake. “Forgot my clothes. I think I’ll stay like this.”
I nodded as Pauli draped himself over my shoulders. “It’s probably for the best.”
“What’s the plan?” Pauli asked.
“We’re going to summon Baron Samedi. We believe someone figured out how to summon Nico and bind him. We’re going to find out from the Baron who did it.”
Pauli hissed. “Good luck with that. The Baron can be a bitch sometimes.”
I chuckled. “You call everyone that.”
“Yeah, well, when it comes to the Baron, I mean it.”
“We have it handled,” Holland said as she unrolled a vinyl replica of Baron Samedi’s veve and flattened it over the middle of the rug. The veve looked like a two-tiered altar, a pair of Xs on the right and left. A Christian cross ascended from a third tier, a smaller platform above the altar. Two more Xs were sketched over the horizontal crosspiece. Two small caskets were depicted a couple of inches removed from the cross on either side. To an outsider, the use of Christian imagery in a voodoo veve surely seemed odd. However, most vodouisants understood their faith was a combination of French Catholicism and African religion. “Everyone stay back. If the Baron responds to my summoning, he’ll need some space.”
Tommy, Sarah, and I stepped back as far as we could. Dry ground was a premium in Manchac Swamp. We couldn’t give Holland more than a few paces’ worth of space.
Holland started chanting something. For a girl who grew up in Vilokan, she rarely had much of an accent. When she started doing her voodoo, or was visiting with other native Vilokanians, the Creole got thick.
“Baron Samedi!” Holland began. “Vous summon nous. Come to us, Loa of death! First of the Ghede! Mé bind nous to mine will, so long as nous traverse this earthly plane. Mé bind nous to your aspect in me, to the rum, to the veve, the Baron la Croix. These offerings three like a stranded cord tether nous to me. Free nous be to depart if my will conflicts with totchen.”
Holland repeated variations of the same petition twice. Each time she spoke louder than the time before. Wind swirled around us, centered on the convergence. Holland started shouting her petition as red energies joined the whirlwind.
The same red energy blasted from Holland’s eyes and the veve. The swirling vortex concentrated around Holland and the make-shift altar until a pillar of red energies formed over the veve.
The energies formed into the appearance of Baron Samedi. He didn’t have a host. Without a host, a Loa could appear but couldn’t wield his own power apart from the mambo or hougan who summoned him. Nico was different. He had a body forged from the power of Kalyptos within him.
Baron Samedi’s natural form was haunting. He always wore a suit, black and dingy, reflecting the style of a bygone era. He wore a top hat and held a flask in his hand. That’s how he sealed his bargains. Make a deal with the Baron, take a sip from his flask, and the terms of the bargain were sealed and immutable. That is to say, once you made a bargain, you were bound to the terms unless the Baron willfully relinquished his claim—which he never did.
Baron Samedi’s eyes glowed red—a sign that he wasn’t with us in his more benevolent persona. So far as I knew, Annabelle was one of the few mambos who could draw out his better demon. She didn’t have the aspect of the Ghede, but her connection to Guinee and the Tree of Life gave her power and influence, a power that the Baron himself craved. More than once, through the years, Baron Samedi had tried to steal Isabelle, the spirit within Annabelle, to bind her to himself. Thankfully, Annabelle prevailed in each encounter. To put it mildly, while Baron Samedi could occasionally aid us and do good—especially in his green aspect—he always had his own agenda. We had to choose our words carefully.
Baron Samedi turned around and examined his surroundings. He fixed his eyes on Holland, then turned to look at the rest of us. He focused on me. “Where is Miss Mulledy?”
I snorted. “Annabelle is in jail.”
Baron Samedi’s eyes rolled back in his head. He started laughing. “I see that!”
I tilted my head. “You are looking through another vampire’s eyes?”
“Of course I am! Any whose souls I still possess I can access. That excludes you and your progeny, of course.”
Sarah shook her head. “But not me.”
“Precisely,” Baron Samedi smirked. “You can do just as I, sweet Sarah. Every vampire has my aspect, though not all of them can access every facet of my power.”
“By cycling blood from humans,” I added. “We can gain new powers.”
“Certainly, but those powers latent in human blood are not the same. Sometimes, the human a vampire bites, if the human has my aspect, grants the vampire access to my abilities.”
“That’s how I got my ability?” Sarah asked. “I wasn’t aware I ever bit a mambo or a hougan.”
“But you did!” Baron Samedi grinned widely. “Do you remember the young man whose blood granted you your ability?”
Sarah nodded. “I could never forget. Back when I lived in Exeter, I rarely left my house. The man whose blood gave me this ability came to me.”
Baron Samedi nodded. “Rene Grégoire Fontenot.”
Holland tilted her head. “He was a hougan. Recruited by Marie Laveau, herself and taught at the academy in the nineteenth century. He wrote a textbook for vodouisants who specialize in the Ghede.”
“That was later,” Baron Samedi said. “He started as a bokor. I sent him to you, Miss Sarah.”
Sarah tilted her head. “He came to me. He offered himself to me. I allowed him to leave. I don’t understand. Why would you send him to me?”
“He made a bargain with me years earlier. It was what I demanded.”
“What was his bargain for?” Holland asked.
“And you still didn’t answer my question,” Sarah snapped. “Why did you send him to me?”
“One at a time, ladies.”
I cleared my throat. “We need to know who summoned and bound Nico.”
Baron Samedi narrowed his eyes. “I said one at a time. The bokor made a bargain that I would free him from the thrall of another insidious Loa named Kalfu. You’re quite familiar with him, aren’t you, Hailey?”
I snorted. When I’d first become a vampire, Kalfu deceived me into working with him in an effort to claim the crossroads, the path through Guinee that the Loa passed through back in the day, allowing them or preventing them from accessing earth of their own accord. “More familiar than I’d like.”
“You wanted me to have this ability?” Sarah asked. “For years, all I could do with it was feel the death of vampires worldwide.”
“It makes sense, does it not, that the first sensation you’d know once wielding my power is the one most intimate to my nature? I suspect that even now, the death of a vampire speaks to you more acutely than any other vision.”
Sarah nodded. “It does.”
“You are my conduit, Sarah. Through you and others like you, I have access to the sight of other vampires. This is how I’ve always worked. If you ever meet the stake and leave the earthly plane, I’ll have to replace you with another.”
I tilted my head. “You told me before you were willing to grant vampires their souls again precisely because you didn’t need to see through them. You said that I’d proven that an ensouled vampire can serve your needs better than one whose soul you possess.”
Baron Samedi grinned widely. “I was feeling a little green that day.”
I grunted. It wasn’t a shock that the red Baron might have a different view of what he’d told me when his green nature prevailed. “Of course you were.”
Sarah scratched the back of her head. “Does this mean that I can only sense vampires if you are in possession of their human souls?”
Baron Samedi shook his head. “That’s how it should work. It’s how it used to work before your power evolved. It’s a mystery, I must admit, how your skills have grown apart from my direct involvement. After all, while you are my conduit, I cannot see through your natural eyes despite having your soul. Your sight, to me, is replaced with the sight of every other vampire whose vision is cast into your mind.”
“Who summoned and bound Nico?” I asked a second time. “Someone has taken him from us and I suspect is using him in ways he’d never accept.”
Baron Samedi shook his head. “Niccolo has a soul. I cannot see through his eyes. As much as I’d love to bargain with you to provide this information, I do not have what you seek. Sarah, however, can see through his eyes in ways I cannot comprehend.”
Sarah tilted her head. “Do you only see what visions I consciously call to mind?”
Baron Samedi laughed. “Not at all. I can see whatever I wish through you, Sarah. Anything your abilities allow you to see, I can witness, with or without your consent.”
I bit my lip. “So you can see through souled vampires, like Nico?”
“That requires her consent. It is why I cannot see through your eyes, Hailey, but Sarah could. It’s why she can sense Niccolo. She can provide the answers you seek.”
“I don’t know how!” Sarah shouted. “I’ve tried. That power of the demiurge within him creates some kind of interference.”
Baron Samedi’s eyes widened, and a sly grin split his face. “I can show you. For a price.”
“Fuck that,” I muttered.
“What’s the price?” Sarah asked.
“Sarah!” I interjected. “Don’t!”
Baron Samedi laughed. “Let me mount you. Be my host in the world.”
“No, no, no!” I screamed.
Sarah narrowed her eyes. “For how long?”
“How about a week?” Baron Samedi proposed.
Holland cleared her throat. “You’re bound to me, Baron. If you possess her, I’m still in control.”
Baron Samedi tipped the brim of his top hat toward Holland. “Of course, mon petit chou chou.”
I clenched my fists. “You only want to possess her so you can access the full breadth of her ability!”
Baron Samedi smirked. “Of course! For the first time, mon amie, I’ll be able to see through your eyes.”
I narrowed my eyes. “This isn’t your call alone, Sarah.”
“It’s my body.” Sarah shrugged. “It will help us find Nico?”
“Of course!” Baron Samedi clapped his hands together. “I will not bury your consciousness. I will not even hold the reins. You will remain in full control of your body unless you choose to take the back seat.”
“I don’t like this,” I huffed. “Remember, when Baron Samedi makes a deal with you, you always end up with the short straw.”
“But sometimes, little girl, the short straw is enough. What does it matter if I gain much if it helps you manage this pesky predicament you’ve found yourself in?”
“What will you gain, exactly, by seeing through my eyes?” I asked.
“It’s a gamble,” Baron Samedi admitted. “Think of it like a lottery ticket. I might scratch it and find I gain nothing at all.”
“What are you trying to find out?” I asked. “I have a soul. Big whoop. You can’t see through my eyes.”
“It’s quite simple,” Baron Samedi said. “Of the thousands of vampires who’ve touched my aspect, you are the only one whose soul I couldn’t touch. Color me curious. All I want to find out is how you did it.”
“And you can discover that by using Sarah’s abilities?” I asked.
Baron Samedi laughed. “Sarah has barely scratched the surface of what she might do. What she stands to gain is also a gamble. Everything I do, while accessing her abilities, she’ll be able to do with ease forevermore.”
“I won’t allow him to harm any of you,” Holland added. “The Baron might be a lion, but he’s a lion on a leash.”
Baron Samedi bowed his head slightly. “For the time being, this is true.”
“You don’t need a week,” Sarah said. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours.”
A mischievous grin split Baron Samedi’s face. “Give me forty-eight and you have a deal.”
“Wait,” I piped up. “If you make a bargain on these terms, you must leave her after forty-eight hours, correct?”
“I am bound to my agreements as much as those who enter into my bargains with me. Two days from now, no matter what occurs, I will be expelled from Sarah’s body.”
I narrowed my eyes. “If you do this, you must enter Sarah according to your green aspect.”
Baron Samedi closed his eyes. He had them shut for nearly three seconds. When he opened them again, they glowed green. “Are you now convinced that I intend no harm?”
Sarah looked at me. I nodded. “Do what you want, Sarah.”
“You have a deal.” Sarah stepped up to the Baron. He handed her his flask. Sarah tilted it back and took a swig. When she did, the Baron’s form disappeared, a green glow radiated from her eyes, then faded.
“It’s done,” Sarah said. “I can feel him inside of me.”
“Where is Nico?” I asked.
Sarah took a deep breath and pressed her eyes shut. She gasped. “I can’t believe it.”
“You can’t believe what?” I asked.
“He’s locked himself in a tomb. There’s a small altar. Can a Loa summon himself?”
Holland tilted her head. “I’ve never heard of that.”
“I think he’s bound himself to himself!”
“Why the hell would he do that?” I asked.
“It has something to do with Kalyptos. He’s losing control.”
Holland nodded. “Perhaps he thought if he bound himself he could restrain Kalyptos; keep the power under his thrall.”
“Is it working?” I asked.
“I can’t tell,” Sarah said. “Baron Samedi is probing his thoughts and memories. It seems to be working, but I don’t think it will for long.”
“Why would the demiurge suddenly try to escape him?” Holland asked.
I shook my head. “I don’t think it is. Someone else is trying to draw it out of him and use it. It must be Corbin.”
“One second,” Sarah said, pressing her eyes shut again. “I see a wolf. I see you Hailey. They’re trying to break into Nico’s tomb. It’s a large mausoleum. Nico has barricaded the doors. Why doesn’t he just fight them off?”
I shook my head. “Maybe he can’t.”
“Or he won’t,” Sarah said. “Whatever the case, we have to get to him and stop this.”
“Can you tell if it’s Corbin inhabiting Connor’s wolf body? Is it Bianca impersonating me?”
Sarah nodded. “I’m sorry, Hailey.”
“This damn intuition of mine,” I huffed. “Sometimes it sucks being right.”
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A surge of warmth passed through my skull. I wasn’t sure if it was Baron Samedi poking around in my head or paranoia. As much as I hated the arrangement, without it we wouldn’t have known that Nico was holed up in a mausoleum while Corbin and Bianca were trying to steal the demiurge from him. I didn’t have a clue  how they were trying to do it, but when dealing with the powers of Barbelo, what I knew barely scratched the surface of the abounding mysteries. When dealing with a vampire as ancient and as devious as Corbin, there was no telling what he knew. This wasn’t the first time he’d taken me by surprise. It also wasn’t the first time he’d escaped death. He was like the corduroy of vampires. As much as I hated him, and wouldn’t let him near my lady parts, he kept coming back.
I went through that phase briefly. Never again. It was evil. Corduroy, I mean. Same goes for Corbin.
We’d just come from St. Louis Cemetery No. 1. It was a big place, but Sarah said she’d seen a video camera mounted to the wall. Needless to say, security systems, not to mention electricity, weren’t a common feature in mausoleums. It was the mausoleum originally owned by Alberto De Leonne, the original owner of Casa do Diabo—before anyone called it that. It was also where Nico spent two decades staked while his human self grew up, destined to get trapped in Guinee and sent back to the past as the world’s first vampire.
If we could get there, I could use Nico’s sire bond and compel Corbin to back off. I could even make him stake himself, which was certainly on my agenda—once I cleared my name.
Bianca was the wildcard. I had no control over her. She hated me, if for no other reason than I’d infected Corbin with Erzulie’s power and made him love me. It was necessary when I did it, but since then, it had created a lot more problems than it originally solved. When a sociopath thinks he’s in love, well, have you ever seen Fatal Attraction?
First, he wanted to make me his vampire queen. Then, he even took over hell temporarily and tried to have me killed so I could rule hell at his side. He might have been in Connor’s wolf-form now, but what he had was hardly puppy love.
I’d have to deal with Bianca the old-fashioned way. With blood magic. I just wished I’d had time to study my grimoires and polish that spell. If Nico had come back to the cabin like he’d promised, the original plan might have worked. I could have studied the spell, learned how to control Bianca and Corbin, and handled them with ease. Even if I had all the purest ingredients for the spell, it would only last a few minutes. That’s all I’d need. The cops were everywhere. If I forced her to reveal herself, it might not clear my name. There was no way to prove which one of us they saw on those cameras, but at the very least, it would raise questions about the truth. It would give me enough of a case to establish reasonable doubt.
I suspected that was why they were trying to extract Kalyptos from Nico. Nico hadn’t used the power. It was raw and unformed, not like the power that Corbin and Bianca absorbed. They could use that power to do anything. There was no way to know what exactly they planned to do with it, but Corbin’s plans were always the same. He wanted power. And he wanted me. What still wasn’t clear was why they framed me to begin with. If Bianca’s power was what she’d inherited from Nyx, she could have targeted anyone and become someone else’s ideal. She targeted Corbin for a reason. If it was just her, I’d assume she did it out of spite. She hated that Corbin thought he loved me. She loved Corbin. She had for centuries. Since Corbin was with her in Connor’s wolf shape, though, whatever she was doing, he supported. He was her sire. She couldn’t do anything if he didn’t want her to do it.
That thought gave me an idea. If I could use Nico’s sire status over Corbin to control him, I could make him control her. We’d considered a similar tactic when facing the wraiths. It wasn’t a viable option, then. This time was different.
I’d rarely used my sire bond to compel Tommy to do anything. It wasn’t my style. Manipulating people or forcing them to obey doesn’t really help them grow or mature. I hadn’t even used Nico’s sire bond but once—when I forced Corbin to leave Lucifer’s form and gave the devil back his domain.
The spell to steal a sire’s bond was simple, but it wasn’t easy to pull off. It involved the use of a proxy sacrifice. It had to be a creature with equal or more mass than the vampire whose sire status you intended to claim. You had to consecrate the sacrifice in your own blood, give it the name of the vampire whose bond you hoped to swipe, and stake it as if it was a vampire. So long as the stake remained intact, the bond remained yours. There were a few other rules. For instance, you had to be on the same plane of existence for any of that to matter. When I took Nico’s sire bond, I did it in hell. Corbin was there—he saw me do it, but I pulled it off before he could stop me. I used a hellhound as the proxy sacrifice and left hell before he could unstake the beast. That meant, since the beast and I were no longer on the same plane, it didn’t matter. Separated by space and time, unstaking the hellhound couldn’t rob me of Nico’s sire bond. If I ever went back to hell, presuming Corbin unstaked the beast, or the devil did it himself, I’d probably lose the sire bond the second I entered that terrible realm.
If the spell was really so simple to do, why didn’t more vampires do it? Why weren’t vampires constantly stealing the sire bonds of vampires more powerful than they were? The reason was because outside of me, and Merrick, who was a dead vampire caught in the in-between, something like purgatory, no other vampires knew how it worked. Merrick used the spell to free himself of Nico’s influence, then he took his grimoire with him that contained his notes on the spell, and hid it where no vampire would ever find it. In the in-between, in a cave guarded by the Seelie faeries.
Now that we had Pauli, the trip to the cemetery was simpler and a lot faster. We needed a plan.
“Can we all fit inside the mausoleum?” I asked.
Sarah nodded. “It’s large enough. It isn’t necessary, though. I can see through your eyes. I can hear what you hear. The Baron is awakening all kinds of power within me I couldn’t control before.”
“She’s right,” Holland added. “You go ahead of us and talk to Nico. Sarah will know when you’re ready for us, and Pauli can come back to take us to corner Corbin and Bianca.”
“Take us there first,” I told Pauli. “We need to talk to Nico so we know exactly the situation we’re walking into. After that, we can go after Corbin and Bianca.”
Pauli’s forked tongue fluttered against my neck. It sent shivers down my spine. “Stop that!”
Pauli giggled. I’d never heard a snake giggle. Then again, most people outside the first few chapters of Genesis had never heard one talk either. “Ready to go?”
I nodded. “Take me to Nico.”
Pauli slithered around my shoulders and wrapped himself around my chest. In a flash of light, I disappeared and found myself standing in Nico’s mausoleum.
He turned to me with wide eyes. “What are you doing here?”
“You didn’t show up at the cabin. Do you realize what lengths we had to go to just to find out what happened to you?”
“It doesn’t matter. You still should have waited. You don’t understand what we’re dealing with here.”
“It’s Corbin and Bianca. They’re trying to steal your demiurge. Just like the time Dr. Evil stole Austin Powers’ mojo.”
“That’s not the same. Dr. Evil went back in time to do that. Corbin and Bianca just escaped hell. If anyone knows about going back in time and coming out of hell, it’s me. That’s sort of the problem. Corbin wasn’t a hotbed of mental health before he went to hell. That much time in hell—even just vampire hell—will warp the mind. That’s why a lot of vampires who have been staked come back and are more unpredictable than vampire neophytes. I’ve encountered more than my share of vampires who’ve been unstaked and weren’t the same bloodsuckers they used to be. Corbin and Bianca are on a whole other level of crazy.”
“Why didn’t vampire hell affect you like that? You spent almost twenty years there, right?”
Nico took a deep breath. “I did. I was prepared for it. I knew what to expect. It took everything I had to hold on to my sanity. Corbin doesn’t have that kind of discipline.”
“Can they get in here?” I asked.
Nico shrugged. “This is the most secure place I know of. I had to make it that way. I couldn’t depend on Mercy and Ramon to stand guard over my staked corpse for twenty years.”
“Is there a way out of here?” I asked.
Nico glanced at Pauli and sighed. “I suppose there is now.”
Pauli zapped himself off my shoulders and reappeared curled around Nico’s leg.
“Hey there, big guy!” Pauli giggled.
Nico shook his leg. “Get off me!”
“I just need to slither a little higher...”
“I don’t consent! Ever been bitten by a vamp, Pauli?”
Pauli zapped right off of Nico’s thigh and onto my shoulders again. “Sure have. It sucks. No pun intended. You’re a party pooper, Nico. Always have been. Who do you think you are to turn down a boa? Did you know I can swallow another snake whole? I don’t know what you’re packing, but I’m sure I can take it. I can swallow almost as much as my girth.”
Nico sighed and shook his head. “You’re disgusting.”
“Honey, there isn’t a hooker in all of New Orleans who could do you better.”
Nico shuddered. “You’ve ruined the Discovery Channel for me forever.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. I knew Pauli was joking—sort of.
I decided to change the subject. As much as I appreciated Pauli’s sense of humor and found his flirtations amusing, he had a knack for interjecting the tensest situations with references to his penis. That wasn’t a topic I was eager to stay on. Not that I ever got on his... you know what I mean. “I can sense wards here. It didn’t keep Pauli out. Do you really think it will work to keep out Corbin and Bianca?”
Nico nodded. “It’s the best I can do. Look, Hailey. This is a great opportunity. We know where they are. So long as I stay here, I can be the bait. Get the attention of the cops. Lure them here. They’ll chase you, but they won’t be able to catch you. Not with your speed and all your powers. When they get here, and see Bianca in your form, they’ll think she’s you.”
“They’ll kill the cops!”
Nico shook his head. “They will try. That’s when you show up and protect them. Use my sire bond. Command Corbin to use his sire bond to command Bianca to turn herself in.”
I nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I should go back to the convergence in Manchac. I can bring the others.”
“You don’t want to get them involved. You can do this, Hailey. Choose your words carefully. Remember, the product of a sire bond, the progeny, cannot violate your commands. That doesn’t mean they can’t do something you don’t anticipate to thwart your efforts.”
I patted Pauli across his scales. “Alright, Pauli. We know the cops are watching Casa do Diabo. Take us there.”
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Pauli teleported me to the front porch of Casa do Diabo. Sure enough, it didn’t take long before three officers showed up with their guns drawn. 
“Get down on the ground!” one of them shouted.
I grinned. “Make me.”
I took off running.
“Damn it!” one cop screamed. “We have wood tipped bullets! Stop or I’ll shoot!”
I kept running. I darted back and forth across the street. Before they even had a chance to open fire, there were people between us. They wouldn’t shoot. They had no choice but to pursue us—just as I’d hoped.
I had to stop periodically to make sure they stayed on my trail.
“Come and get me!” I shouted before I turned and ran again.
Even with Pauli on my shoulders, slowing me down a little, I could run three or four times faster than any mortal. They didn’t stand a chance.
Two more cops approached from straight ahead. I couldn’t outrun their radios. It wasn’t a problem. I blasted right past them, pushing both of them on their backs, and kept running.
We reached the iron fence surrounding St. Louis Cemetery No. 2. I made sure the cops saw me scale it. I almost cleared it in a single leap. The perks of vampirism are real.
It wouldn’t take them long to get through the gates. It bought me enough time to hide.
I spotted myself—really Bianca—along with Corbin in wolf-form just outside Nico’s mausoleum. They weren’t trying to break through the doors. Maybe they’d tried and gave up. Perhaps they were waiting him out. I wasn’t sure if the portions of the demiurge made them invulnerable to sunlight or not. If it didn’t, waiting for Nico to come out was a losing effort. Nico could walk in the sun, after all.
Something was off about the whole scenario. Perhaps Corbin and Bianca didn’t know that Nico could go out during the day. Even so, there weren’t many things a vampire couldn’t get into with enough determination. Nico designed the mausoleum, though, specifically to keep powerful vampires out.
I heard sirens in the distance. The cops had called for backup. In just minutes, the whole cemetery would be swarming with the police. There wasn’t anywhere I could hide—except inside another mausoleum.
Pauli teleported me into Nicolas Cage’s pyramid-shaped tomb. I knew it was empty. Despite the actor’s recent role as Renfield the vampire, so far as I knew, Nicolas Cage was still a living, breathing, human.
Why did Nicolas Cage have the tomb? You’d have to ask him. Annabelle believed it was because after Cage purchased the haunted LaLaurie Mansion, he was cursed by the dead serial killer who once inhabited the place and believed being buried near Marie Laveau might free him of his curse upon his death. There was some reason to believe Annabelle’s theory. Was he cursed? Check his box office numbers as of late, and you might become a believer.
Not to mention, not that long ago Annabelle and Cain encountered the ghost of Delphine LaLaurie. She’d possessed a few folk and wreaked a lot of havoc in the Vilokan Asylum. Cain wrote about it in his memoir. Check it out sometime if you’re curious. So far as I’m aware, Nicolas Cage didn’t appear in that tale.
Still, the mausoleum for the actor wasn’t especially spacious. I suppose he didn’t anticipate the need to do a lot of stretching in the afterlife. Still, it served my purpose.
Pauli teleported in and out a few times to keep an eye on the situation on the ground. We had to time this just right. Let the cops see the other me, wait until she started fighting them off, and show up to play the hero.
I’d clear my name, and they’d have no choice but to let Connor and Annabelle walk.
I didn’t need Pauli to show up again to know shit was going down. The sound of gunshots, only slightly muffled by the stone and marble around me, made it clear. Short of busting out of the tomb, and earning an enemy out of the Leaving Las Vegas star, I didn’t have a way out. They didn’t usually build exit hatches on mausoleums. A clear ADA violation. Accessibility is important—even for the undead. I blame it on systemic zombiphobia.
A blast of refracted light accompanied Pauli’s sudden return. “Be careful! Don’t want you to get shot. I’ll stay on your shoulders so we can skedaddle if necessary.”
I chuckled. “Skedaddle?”
“Retreating is for pussies!”
I chuckled. “Skedaddling is so much more manly.”
“I was going to say we’d ‘high tail’ it out of there, but I’m not entirely sure where my body ends and my tail begins. My existence is a paradox. I don’t have a tail, but I’m all tail. And I get a lot of tail.”
“That’s not a paradox,” I said. “It’s just weird.”
“Right now, the cops are chasing Bianca and Corbin around the cemetery. They have them surrounded and are closing in.”
“Best get me out there. Once they don’t have any place to run, they’ll have no choice but to fight. That’s when I need to intervene.”
“There are too many cops to go out and wait. We need to time this just right. I can keep going back and forth to check, but I can’t be in two places at once.”
Tell Pauli to stay there. I can see everything.
“Sarah?” I asked.
“Do I look like Sarah? Please.”
“No, I think she’s talking to me.”
It’s me! I’ve always had vampire ESPN. I think now that the Baron is in me, it’s like I have ESPN+!
I chuckled. “It’s just ESP, Sarah.”
Whatever! You can hear me. How cool is that?
“Very cool. Can you tell me exactly when Pauli needs to teleport me out there?”
Sure can. Need any help?
I shook my head. “Not yet. It’s too dangerous, especially for Holland. If this doesn’t go well, I don’t want the cops to arrest or kill you and Tommy, too. I think they have wood-tipped bullets, just like the kind Prince Ladinas and his team in Exeter had.”
Sarah sighed. Ladinas should sue the cops for trademark infringement.
I chuckled. “Yeah, right. So far as I know, the issue of vampire property rights hasn’t come up in the courts. Wouldn’t want to press the issue. If Mercy lost her bank accounts, she’d lose her debit card. Then, how could I ever buy anything?”
“Good point!” Pauli interjected. “Not that I really know what you two are talking about.”
I chuckled. “Sarah is watching everything go down through Corbin and Bianca. She’ll let us know when to move.”
“Are you sure her telepathy is on a secure channel?”
I snorted. “I don’t know. Sarah, did you hear Pauli? Through me, I mean?”
I did. I think we’re fine. This is all a little new, and Baron Samedi is pulling the strings.
I snorted. “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about.”
He’s been nothing but a gentleman so far!
I chuckled. “Yeah, well, I don’t intend to change my clothes for the next forty-eight hours, just in case. Certainly not in front of a mirror.”
The Baron will be so disappointed in you. The notes of sarcasm in Sarah’s voice were obvious. That might be the whole reason he did this. Just so he could see you naked.
More gunshots sounded from outside. “Are you sure it’s not time yet? It sounds like things are getting bad out there.”
Just so you know, Bianca may or may not look like you. If she targets any of the cops for death, she’ll change.
I pressed my lips together. “Well, unless the cops are having secret affairs with each other, she’ll be the only non-cop out there.”
“Juicy!” Pauli interjected. “Can you imagine? Those tight uniforms. Handcuffs. Night sticks! The things I could do with one of those!”
I shivered. “I’d rather not think about it.”
“Keep the pepper spray away, though. You don’t want to get that stuff in your urethra.”
I cleared my throat. “I’m not going to ask you about the time someone pepper sprayed your junk. I’m not sure I want to know.”
“Happens more often than you’d think! It’s a real bitch!”
I chuckled. “That doesn’t surprise me nearly as much as it should.”
“Look, my dick is like the gospel! I have an obligation to share it with anyone who might be open to it.”
I rolled my eyes. “Open to it? Let me guess, open ears aren’t what you have in mind.”
“Not usually. But you know, to each his own. A hole is a hole.”
I rolled my eyes. “You realize, Pauli, some people would consider that assault. It’s no wonder you’ve been pepper sprayed there.”
“Assault with a deadly penis! Guilty as charged!”
I laid there shaking my head as more gunshots sounded through the muffle of the marble tomb. “How many cops are out there, Sarah?”
I can’t say for sure. I can only see what Corbin or Bianca see. I’d say at least a dozen. Probably more.
“Please tell me they have body cameras. If I do this, I need evidence. Something more than the word of witnesses. Something that can prove I’m not the homicidal Hailey.”
You don’t think the cops would testify honestly about it? Sarah asked.
“Usually, I would trust them. Putting something like a shape-shifting vampire on public record, though? They’ll be pressured to keep it under wraps.”
“They’ll just delete the video feeds if that’s the case,” Pauli said.
I nodded. “Maybe, but all it takes is one cop who refuses to cover up the truth. I have to believe there’s at least one good and honest officer in the bunch.”
Get ready, Sarah added. They’re surrounding Corbin and Bianca. One row on the east side of Marie Laveau’s tomb. Wait for my signal.
It only took another ten seconds before Sarah shouted in my mind. Go now!
“Now, Pauli! One row east of Queen Laveau’s tomb!”
Pauli tightened his grip around me and in a flash we disappeared and reappeared right in front of Corbin and Bianca. Only now, Bianca appeared like another woman.
From the look on one of the cop’s faces, I knew who she was targeting. “She’s coming after you!” I shouted.
I dove in the middle as Bianca shouted. “Sick him, Corbin!”
What was happening? Why was Bianca making Corbin do the dirty work? “No, Corbin!” I screamed. “By the power of your maker, I order you to stand down!”
Corbin didn’t listen. Why the hell wasn’t he obeying the sire bond?
I dove and grabbed Corbin by his fur. As I did it, I saw Bianca change again—she returned to my form. Was she targeting Corbin?
A gunshot went off. The bullet grazed my forearm and blasted right into Corbin’s chest.
He fell to the ground and whimpered before he took his usual vampire form again.
“Hailey!” Corbin muttered. “Bianca has the bond!”
“How did she—“
Before Corbin could answer, the wooden bullet in his chest must’ve shattered, leaving a splinter in his heart. His body went pale—paler than before. I could see it in his eyes as his consciousness left his body. That fucker still thought he loved me.
One cop dove at me and tackled me. He tried to pin me down. I was too strong. I threw him off like he was a rag doll.
Bianca took off running. She was shifting repeatedly as she targeted each of the cops, turning into their wives, their lovers, or the imagined appearance of their ideal fantasy mates. She sank her teeth into some of their necks. Those were the lucky ones. She decapitated at least five of them in only seconds.
“Pauli!” I shouted. “Get as many to safety as you can!”
Pauli disappeared from my shoulders. He wrapped himself around one cop and disappeared before reappearing and taking another one. He couldn’t save them all. Bianca was too quick.
When she turned into Connor—his human form—I knew she was coming after me.
I grabbed my wand and aimed it at her. I cast an exsanguination spell at her, but she dodged it. Whatever power she’d absorbed made her fast. Even if I struck her, there was a chance it wouldn’t work. I’d trapped the energies of Barbelo in a blood prism before. It was the only thing I could think to do.
Before I could get it off, Bianca flew at me. The force of her tackle loosened my grip on my wand and I dropped it.
“Get off me!” I screamed.
“I’ve waited for this for too long!” Bianca cackled. She reached into the waistband of her pants and pulled out a wooden stake.
The next thing I knew, Bianca went flying off me.
“Stay away from her!”
“Nico!” I screamed. “Run!”
Nico didn’t listen. He went after Bianca. She grabbed him by the head. A bright orange light blasted out of Nico’s eyes and flowed right into Bianca’s waiting mouth. Nico fell to his knees.
Bianca ran past me and scooped up Corbin’s staked corpse. Then the two of them disappeared in a flash of light.
I ran over to Nico. “Are you alright?”
Nico huffed. “I’m sorry. I had to save you, but she got my power.”
“All of it?” I asked.
Nico sighed. “The power of Kalyptos. I’m still a Loa and a vampire. She can’t take that from me.”
“How the hell did she do that?” I asked.
“I don’t know. How did she steal my sire bond?”
Come back to the convergence, Sarah said. The answer is here. So are the cops that Pauli saved.
“Send him back to pick us up,” I said.
I helped Nico to his feet. I’d never seen him so weak. Extracting Kalyptos from his body must’ve taken a toll.
“I’m going to need blood.”
I helped Nico over to one of the headless bodies. “There should still be enough soul in the blood.”
Nico was about to sink his teeth into the man’s neck when he realized his entire head and neck were gone. He grabbed the dead man’s wrist instead and drank.
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Corbin wasn’t dead. If the bullets the cops had were like those that Prince Ladinas and company used in Exeter, they splintered on contact. Removing the wood from the heart was possible. It just took more effort than yanking out a stake. What baffled me the most was that it was Bianca, not Corbin, who was pulling the strings. 
Had she gone to the in-between and found Merrick? Did she learn the sire-bond spell from him? More likely was that Corbin saw me do it when I took Nico’s sire bond in hell. He was there. Did Corbin really want Bianca to have that information?
I thought he loved me!
Maybe he thought he did. He certainly didn’t trust me. Corbin was no dummy. He knew Bianca was in love with him. I didn’t give two hoots about him. Who he loved was irrelevant. This wasn’t about love. It was about self-preservation, and Bianca was a better bet even if she did send him to a temporary death just moments earlier. If anything, it was a distraction. If she didn’t care about Corbin and she was content to let him languish in vampire hell, she could have left his body there and allowed us to deal with it. I would have burned out his heart and that would be that.
What Corbin might have underestimated was Bianca’s disdain for me. Was it Corbin’s plan to frame me for murder, or did Bianca do that on her own once she had Corbin in her thrall? Corbin’s last words to me suggested that something hadn’t gone according to plan. He wasn’t my ally—not in the least. But he also wasn’t the primary villain in this scenario.
The cops left in the cemetery were in a state of shock. Several officers were murdered by a shape-shifting vampire in front of them. Some of the police on the scene knew about vampires. That’s why they had wooden bullets. That didn’t mean all of them understood the whole situation. If they didn’t know about vampires already, or the supernatural, they’d not only seen their colleagues killed in front of them, they’d seen a reality that shook them to the core.
Waiting around to figure out how they’d respond to all that happened wasn’t wise. This wasn’t the first time I’d encountered people who were confronted with the supernatural in a horrific way. Sometimes they retreated in shock. At other times, they lashed out violently—a desperate effort to hold on to the fictitious world they used to live in.
Debriefing the officers at the scene wasn’t my job. The police chief knew the truth. If he hadn’t been upfront with the officers he charged to go after me, that was on him. He’d have to deal with them later. I had to get back to the convergence.
Pauli knew what to do. Nico wrapped his arms around me. Pauli enveloped both of us. In a flash, my feet were back on the soft ground of the Manchac marshlands.
There were police there, too, who were just as rattled as those at the cemetery. The difference was that they’d been removed from the scene. The bloodied bodies of their fallen brothers and sisters weren’t lying in front of them. They’d also been teleported by a rainbow-colored snake in an instant. At the very least, they were more likely to hear us out.
Holland and Sarah were already talking to them, doing their best to explain everything they’d seen. Tommy was standing idly by, like a neophyte should.
When they saw me, Sarah came over and took me by the arm. “There’s something you need to see.”
I looked around. “Shouldn’t I talk to the cops?”
“Holland is handling it for now. This is more pressing.”
Sarah pointed across the water to another patch of ground. “See that dark mass behind the tree?”
I rubbed my eyes. “Sort of. It’s hard to make out.”
“Come with me.”
I waded through the knee-deep water beside Sarah. My feet sank a good eight to twelve inches into the mud with each step. The suction against my feet almost made me lose my shoes. We climbed back on dry ground and I got a better look at what Sarah meant to show me. The creature was large, more than twice my size. It had dark fur. It wasn’t a werewolf—but someone who didn’t know better could have mistaken it for one. It also had a wooden stake in its chest.
“That’s the hellhound I killed when I claimed Nico’s sire bond in hell.”
Nico wasn’t far behind us. He saw what I saw. “They must’ve brought it back with them when the convergence opened and spat out the wraiths.”
“How could they do that?” I asked.
Nico scratched his head. “Corbin wasn’t a wraith. He was in vampire hell. He must’ve pulled it through with him and hid it here. Only after the demiurge split into separate energies and he absorbed a part of it was he able to use it to assume a body.
I sighed. “A body like Connor’s. Bianca must’ve done the same.”
“I can’t say for sure,” Sarah added. “Baron Samedi isn’t giving me access to past memories, only what’s happening at the moment. What if Corbin brought it back with him, knowing that he’d be vulnerable to Nico’s sire bond?”
I nodded. “He unstaked it. I must’ve lost Nico’s sire bond, but didn’t even realize it. If Bianca was with him, and got him to explain what was happening, all she’d need to do is reconsecrate the hellhound, name it, and stake it again.”
Nico bent over and grabbed the wooden stake. “If that’s the case, all we have to do is remove the stake from the beast. The bond should return to me by natural right.”
I tilted my head. “Why would they leave it here for us to find?”
“They probably dragged it over here hoping we wouldn’t. This hellhound is huge. Even for two vampires, it wouldn’t be easy to move.”
“They could have covered it in brush or something. We don’t know what will happen if we pull out the stake. This isn’t an earthbound creature. It might revive.”
“If that’s the case,” Nico said, “Corbin and Bianca likely faced that problem themselves. If they unstaked it, they must’ve staked it again quickly. It takes a moment for a vampire to completely revive after a stake is removed. He’s usually disoriented for a few minutes.”
I rubbed my brow. “It’s still odd that it’s here. There must be a reason. I have a theory I’d like to test.”
“What is your theory?” Nico asked.
“Can you two help me move it? Let’s see what happens as we move the hellhound further from the convergence.”
All three of us grabbed onto the beast’s limbs and pulled it. We didn’t get more than a few feet and my grip passed straight through the hellhound’s paws as if it wasn’t there at all.
“That’s it,” I said. “The hellhound’s proximity to the convergence allows it to maintain its form. They must’ve discovered the same thing. They couldn’t toss it in the water. Alligators would be more likely to tear it apart, or pull it away. All Corbin knew about how Merrick’s spell worked was what he saw me do in hell. If he’d let the beast return to hell by pulling it away from the convergence, we couldn’t do anything about it short of going to hell to reclaim your sire bond. He must’ve thought the best course of action was to leave it here.”
“Alright,” Nico said. “All I’d have to do is remove the stake, consecrate the thing in blood, give it my name, and stake it again.”
I grabbed Nico’s hand. “I have a better idea. What is Corbin’s surname?”
Nico nodded. “Corbin Cel Tradat. I think I know where you’re going with this. Are you sure it’s wise to claim Corbin’s sire bond over Bianca? Corbin has always been more dangerous than Bianca.”
I sighed. “Corbin still thinks he loves me. It’s a warped, demented love, no doubt. But if we claim his bond over Bianca and if by removing the stake, you regain your sire bond, we could control both of them. I’ll use Corbin’s bond against Bianca. You can use your natural bond over Corbin.”
Nico grinned widely. “That’s brilliant. It might work.”
“It might?” I asked. “Do you have any doubt?”
Nico sighed. “Bianca took the power of Kalyptos from me. She’s wielding some kind of magic that we aren’t accounting for, and with the raw power of Kalyptos, she could use it to do almost anything. When anything is on the table, there’s no such thing as a foolproof plan.”
“I didn’t feel a thing when they took your sire bond away from me. At the very least, they won’t see this coming. It might not guarantee we can beat them, but it gives us a damn good shot. We’ll have the element of surprise on our side.”
“I say we do it,” Sarah said. “Hailey’s right. If Bianca really stole Kalyptos from you, that’s the case whether or not we do this. At least this way we have something.”
I nodded. “Exactly. Besides, I’ve done this before. No offense, Nico. I have more experience.”
Nico chuckled. “When it comes to spells of any sort, Hailey, I’d never question your experience over mine.”
“We’d better do this fast,” I said. “We’re running out of moonlight.”
“Before the sun rises, we should talk to the cops. Holland and I were trying to convince them to release Annabelle and Connor. Hearing you explain what happened might help. These men are willing to help, I think. But they will be taking a risk undermining their chief if they let them go.”
“I hate to admit it,” Nico said. “Annabelle could be of assistance, especially since we can’t say for certain what Bianca plans to do with Kalyptos.”
I looked back across the waters. Even through the darkness, the look of annoyance on Holland’s face was evident. Still, she was demonstrating uncharacteristic patience as she talked with the policemen that Pauli saved. Pauli, meanwhile, was slithering around Tommy’s thigh. He was probably propositioning my progeny, which made me laugh. The wide-eyed look on Tommy’s face told me all I needed to know.
I knelt down. Nico and Sarah helped me roll the hellhound on its back. I bit my own wrist. My blood was a part of this. I grabbed the stake with my right hand and yanked it out of the beast’s chest. The hellhound roared. The fire of hell on its breath felt like I’d just reached into an oven set at four-hundred-and-fifty Fahrenheit.
“Corbin Cel Tradat!” I screamed as I plunged the stake back into the hellhound’s heart.
The monster stopped roaring and fell back into a slumber.
“Did it work?” Sarah asked.
I shrugged. “We won’t know until I try to use Corbin’s sire bond on Bianca.”
“I cannot say for certain if I’ve recovered my sire bond, either,” Nico added. “I’m different than I was before. Still, I remain the vampire I was. It should work.”
Sarah was about to wade back into the water. I grabbed her arm. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before.”
I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Hey, Pauli! How about a lift across the water?”
“Bitch, seriously? I’m trying to get a little snake-on-snake action here!”
“He can’t have my snake!” Tommy shouted back. “This thing is a freak!”
Pauli slithered his way up Tommy’s body and flicked his snake tongue in my progeny’s ear. It took all my effort to stifle my instinct to laugh.
“You realize, Tommy, he’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”
“Yeah!” Tommy shouted. “In more ways than one!”
Nico shook his head. “Pauli. If he wasn’t so damn useful, I’d consign him to a herpetarium.”
In a flash of light, Pauli disappeared off of Tommy and onto Nico. “Honey, the herps have never stopped Pauli!”
“I didn’t say herpes!” Nico huffed. “I said herpetarium.”
“Sounds like a magical place!” Pauli giggled. “Maybe I’ll give you mine!”
Nico grunted. “Vampires can’t get STDs. We are immune.”
Pauli tilted his giant boa head. “Well, where’s the fun in that?”
I rolled my eyes. “There’s nothing fun about herpes, Pauli.”
“Like you’d know! You’re immune. Don’t knock the love bumps. They might hurt, but they add texture to the experience.”
Nico shuddered. “Gross.”
I shook my head. “Just take us back across the water, Pauli.”
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After Pauli teleported us back to the ground around the convergence Sarah introduced me to one of the police officers. 
He extended his hand. “I’m Lieutenant Martin Cavanaugh.”
I shook his hand. “Hailey Bradbury. But you probably knew that already.”
Cavanaugh smirked. “You realize your name is still a missing persons cold case?”
I nodded. “Undoubtedly on account of my parents. They know the truth now. Clearly, I’m not missing.”
“You became a vampire...”
“Does that make you uncomfortable?”
Cavanaugh scratched his forehead as he laughed. “I only learned that vampires exist when this case came up. I thought it was a joke. When I learned it wasn’t, I thought you were a mass-murderer. My chief still believes that’s true.”
“But you don’t?” I asked.
“I watched someone who looks like you change her face in front of me and proceed to murder my partner. I’d say that this case isn’t as cut and dry as the security footage suggested.”
“You realize,” Holland added. “If it wasn’t for Hailey, this city would have been overrun by evil vampires or other monsters years ago.”
“Apologies,” Cavanaugh said. “This is all new to me. I’m still trying to put all the pieces together and it still feels more like I’m living in the middle of a Supernatural episode than reality.”
“My name is Niccolo Freeman,” Nico said, extending his hand. Cavanaugh hesitated a moment before shaking it.
“Your hands are cold,” Cavanaugh said. “Unnaturally cold.”
“I’m the first of our kind,” Nico said.
“I’ve seen your name in our files,” Cavanaugh said. “How is this possible? You can’t be older than thirty.”
Nico chuckled. “It’s a long story. In short, during a battle against an evil demigod, I was caught in another realm and turned into a vampire. When I came back to earth, it was in the distant past. I’ve existed for centuries.”
Cavanaugh shook his head. “I’m sorry. This is all a lot to take in.”
“I understand,” I said. “When I was sixteen and I became a vampire, it rattled my world. It takes time to wrap your mind around this kind of thing. The fact is that you’ve seen the real murderers. You know it isn’t me. The evidence literally stared you in the face an hour ago. As the police, your job is to serve and protect, is it not?”
“Of course it is.”
“The best way to do that is to allow us, along with my friends that you have in custody, to fight against the actual killers. We can stop them and, frankly, if you were on our side, it would help.”
“Because of our bullets.”
I nodded. “And because you’re detaining people who could make a difference.”
Cavanaugh narrowed his eyes. “If I free these people, I’m taking a personal and professional risk. Can you guarantee you’ll be able to stop these killers?”
“Honestly, no. I can tell you I’ve beaten both of them before—with the help of my friends. I can also promise I’ll do everything I can to stop them again. Even if it kills me.”
Cavanaugh turned to his fellow officers who, until this point, had largely stayed silent, appearing overwhelmed by all that was happening, but were listening to our conversation. “Do you agree? I can’t do this alone. I need your support.”
“We have all the evidence we need on our body cameras to justify our actions,” a female officer responded. “I say we help this girl. She’s not the perp. If she can help us stop the actual killers and end this nightmare before anyone else dies, I say we do whatever we can to support her.”
I smiled and nodded at the woman. She nodded back. “This will not be easy. I have to warn you, there’s a new power these vampires wield that’s unpredictable, to say the least. There’s no telling what they might do once we come after them.”
Cavanaugh nodded his head resolutely. “All the more reason we have to stop them.” 
“We can locate them,” Sarah said. “We don’t have a lot of time to act. How soon can you free our friends?” 
“It might take a little while,” Cavanaugh sighed. “After the cemetery happened, the department will be in a state of chaos. Give us a couple hours. Presuming this snake-guy who brought us here can take us back to our squad cars.”  
“Sure can!” Pauli piped up, zapping himself onto Cavanaugh’s shoulders. The officer shivered on contact. 
“What the—“
“That’s Pauli,” I said. “Don’t let him get to you. He’s a good guy, even if he gets easily distracted by men in uniform.” 
“I’m more interested in men out of their uniforms!“ Pauli piped up. “But you have to unwrap the candy before you get to taste the sweetness.”
Cavanaugh gulped. “I’m not sure if I’m more disturbed that this snake is talking right now, or by what he’s saying.”
Nico sighed and shook his head. “Welcome to our world.”
“Welcome to Pauli’s world!” Pauli slithered around until he was staring Cavanaugh straight in the face. “Where all of my dreams come true, and you get to go along for the ride!” 
“Just take them back to their squad cars,” I said, laughing a little. “When you’ve done that, meet us back here. We need to track down Corbin and Bianca.”
“Already on it,” Sarah said, her eyes clenched shut as she focused on whatever vision her power, with Baron Samedi’s aid, revealed. “I’m trying to figure out what Bianca is doing with the power she stole from Nico. So far, I’m not seeing anything.”
“If they’re smart,” Nico added, “they’ll wait until they see what our next move is. If you have an ace up your sleeve, you don’t play it until you’re dealt a hand that gives you a good chance at winning the pot.” 
I laughed and shook my head. “We’re going into this with a plan that we can expect will be a lot more complicated once we face them. Just once, I’d like to see one of our strategies pan out exactly the way we planned.”
“Has Bianca restored Corbin yet?” I asked.
Sarah shook her head. “Not yet, but I think she’s planning to do it soon. I see a scalpel, a bucket full of water, and a lot of rags. I think she’s going to try to dig the splinters out of his heart.” 
“Do you have their location?” I asked.
“I think so,” Sarah said. “They haven’t gone far. I think they’re in an abandoned apartment just a couple of blocks away from the cemetery.” 
“Hurry,” I told Pauli. “If we’re going to finish this before sunrise, we need you to drop off the officers and get back so we can stop Bianca. Ideally before she unstakes… or unsplinters… Corbin.”  
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Corbin and Bianca didn’t have their own apartment. Vampires had a long history of kleptoparasitism. Are you impressed? I learned that word on Animal Planet. Like the Blue Jay, which doesn’t bother building nests of its own but steals the nests of robins and sparrows, vampires often formed their own nests out of other people’s homes. People they fed from and either kept on hand and fed as a constant blood supply, or attempted to turn them. By becoming their sire, they could basically claim their home without raising suspicions. It was risky, of course, because turning a new vampire wasn’t a simple process. Not every vampire could do it and, more often than not, it required either a lot of extra blood on hand and some medical expertise, or a bit of magic. 
In a lot of movies and films, the vampire fed someone they drained with their own blood to effect the change. Like most myths, that had its root in reality. Sometimes a vampire’s blood could sustain someone’s life long enough for them to complete the transformation. It wasn’t a guarantee, though. More often than not, it didn’t work. If someone was AB positive, they had a better chance of completing the transformation that way. Universal recipients were less likely to reject the vampire’s blood. Also, ingesting the vampire’s blood wasn’t the proper method. If you drank blood, it didn’t enter your bloodstream. Most people vomit. It requires a transfusion.
Corbin and Bianca had been at this game a long time. It had been a long time since they’d had to secure shelter or forge a nest, but I suppose for older vamps, it was like riding a bike.
From what Sarah described, the apartment that Corbin and Bianca retreated to resembled a senior living facility. Not a nursing home. The kind of place where old folks still live independently but have help nearby if required. How’d she know? She spotted an emergency call button next to the bed. There were also a lot of doilies, family photographs, and throw-pillows decorated by needlepoint. Nothing that reflected Corbin’s old world tastes. Maybe that was the point. Of all the places for ancient vampires to hide around the French Quarter, we’d never suspect they’d be holing up in a retirement center.
Sarah also saw a sign when Bianca entered the place, carrying Corbin in her arms: The Carlyle.
At that time of the night, it wasn’t surprising that Sarah didn’t see anyone else. Older folks aren’t exactly known for keeping late hours. Perhaps that explained it. Bianca needed a place where she and Corbin could come and go at night with minimal interference. What was strange was that whoever that apartment belonged to wasn’t around. What was even stranger is that after Sarah saw Bianca cutting into Corbin’s chest with a scalpel, her vision went blank.
Sarah didn’t know why. She said Baron Samedi within her was equally confused by his sudden inability to access Bianca’s sight. All we could figure was that Kalyptos had something to do with it. When Nico became a Loa, a portion of the demiurge was used to forge his new nature. There was more left over he didn’t need, raw and unformed power that Bianca was using—somehow, someway, to do something indeterminably nasty.
We decided to split up. If Annabelle and Connor were released, someone needed to pick them up and update them on everything. Pauli was going to be a busy boa. With his help, we could get backup at the Carlyle if we needed it fairly quickly. Pauli took Holland and Tommy to pick up Annabelle. If we needed her, she could also go back to Vilokan to gather reinforcements—Sogbo and Bade with Savanna, or Ellie and anyone else whose skills might help.
If our sire bond spell worked, though, we wouldn’t need it. Nico was Corbin’s natural sire, and I’d taken Corbin’s sire bond and could control Bianca. If all went according to plan, we’d enter the retirement facility, bind both Corbin and Bianca, and whatever Bianca was doing with the demiurge would be inconsequential. No matter what she’d done, if I could control her, she wouldn’t be able to use it.
After Pauli returned from dropping off Holland and Tommy somewhere within walking distance of the police station, he took Nico, Sarah, and me to the sidewalk outside the retirement center.
It was a relatively small brick-faced facility with well manicured floral bushes surrounding the circle drive that curved around the covered entrance.
We stepped through the front doors. The desk where I assumed visitors were supposed to sign in was vacant. There wasn’t anyone in the foyer. It was almost five o’clock in the morning. One would think that the doors would either be locked or there’d be someone manning the front desk.
“Picking anything up?” Nico asked Sarah.
Sarah took a deep breath. She rested her hand on Nico’s shoulder. “Baron Samedi suggests channeling our energies together. He can’t pick up anything. Maybe you can give us a boost?”
Nico shrugged. “I’m not sure what to do.”
Sarah didn’t respond. She closed her eyes and grimaced. “It’s no use. They’re blocking us, somehow.”
We didn’t know our way around the facility and weren’t entirely sure which apartment Bianca and Corbin were using. Without Sarah’s abilities, we didn’t have many options. Even if we knocked on doors, waking up and irking a lot of grumpy old people, would Bianca really answer the door for us? Probably not.
“Can the sire bond work through walls?” I asked.
Nico nodded. “So long as they can hear us. Vampires aren’t like humans, whose senses dull as they get older. Our sense of hearing improves with age. If we speak clearly and forcefully, they’ll hear us. They might even hear us now. We should act before they have a chance to take us off guard.”
We moved through the foyer into a common area. Several game tables and couches were arranged into miniature gathering spaces within the expansive room.
“Bianca!” I shouted. “Come out and don’t you dare try to attack us.”
“Corbin, my son,” Nico added. “I demand you join us and refrain from attacking anyone unless I allow it.”
We stood in silence for a few minutes. Several doors opened and closed from a distant hallway. A crowd of people with glazed-over eyes and blank stares entered the room. They parted like the red sea for Moses as Bianca moved through the crowd, Corbin a few paces behind her, and an old woman with red vampire eyes right beside Corbin.
“What is going on here?” I asked.
Bianca laughed. “I’ve changed! I’m like you now, Nico.”
“What are you talking about?” Nico asked.
Bianca smiled widely and snapped her fingers. The people who’d gathered in the room fell to their knees and bowed toward Bianca.
Bianca gestured toward the old vampire next to her. “I turned the host of Erzulie. As her sire, I commanded her to use the power of the demiurge to make me like her.”
I gulped. “You’re a Loa, now?”
“Just like Erzulie! With a few unique powers, of course.”
Corbin knelt down in front of Bianca and kissed her boots.
“Look at that! He loves me now!”
I huffed. “You did this to force Corbin to love you?”
Bianca rolled her eyes. “I’m not that desperate, child. When you can compel people to love you, to worship you, there’s nothing you can’t accomplish.”
Bianca snapped her fingers. A pulse of pink energy blasted from her eyes and settled on Nico and Sarah. They fell to their knees and bowed down with the rest.
“Stop this!” I demanded. “Release them!”
Bianca laughed. “I’m more than a vampire now. I must hand it to you, claiming Corbin’s sire bond was a clever move. It would have worked if I had remained as I was.”
“I’m not worshiping you!”
“Of course you won’t. You already hold the aspect of Erzulie. I control Erzulie, herself, through a sire bond. Sadly, I can’t control you. As one who can wield Erzulie’s aspect, you’re immune to the power. I suppose, though, that my worshippers, even Niccolo here, would love to pay homage to their goddess. You’d make a fine sacrifice!”
I took a couple of steps back as the people rose and circled around me. Sarah was leading the group. She looked me in the eye and smirked.
She can’t control me. The Baron is protecting me. I need to give him control.
I gulped and nodded. 
He is going to take Bianca to the crossroads. It’s the only place where we can fight her fairly. Get to Annabelle. She can get you there. We will need your help! When the Baron takes me over, get out of here. Whatever you need to do. Even if the Baron succeeds, the power of Erzulie will still have a hold on the rest. Including Nico. 
A list of questions that I couldn’t ask scrolled through my mind. Why was Nico still vulnerable? I could take a guess. He was a vampire and a Loa, but he didn’t know how to wield any of his Loa abilities. Or, perhaps, he was also pretending. It wasn’t likely. Bianca knew about Nico’s true nature. She didn’t realize that Baron Samedi inhabited Sarah. Was she sure we could trust Baron Samedi if he took full control of Sarah’s body? What other option was there? I didn’t even know that Baron Samedi could take someone straight to the crossroads. As a Loa of death, I suppose, it made sense that accessing other realms with or without a convergence was within the scope of his power. Then there was Erzulie, herself. What commands had Bianca already issued her via the sire bond? Erzulie was immune to the effects of her own power, just as I was. I knew that the influence of a sire bond remained even if the sire left earth, even if they were staked and dead. Whatever commands were issued remained in force, written into the vampire’s blood. That was why Corbin and Mercy never killed one another—Nico had forbidden each of them from harming the other directly. 
Perhaps the biggest question was how the hell was I going to escape these people, especially Nico, if they thought they were in love with Bianca and worshipped her as a goddess? 
My only chance was to take advantage of the wake of confusion that would spread in the moments after Sarah and the Baron seized Bianca. If they succeeded and pulled it off without getting eviscerated by the crowd of the elderly enthralled. 
A blast of green energy encircled Sarah’s entire frame. Baron Samedi was in control. The green energy turned red as Sarah’ s body collided with Bianca’s. Which Baron were we dealing with? Whatever the case, he was doing what Sarah said he would.
“Get off me!” Bianca shouted.
Corbin sprang to his feet and tried to pull Sarah off Bianca, but the blast of the Ghede’s energy enveloped him, too. In a blinding red flash, they disappeared. 
Ear-piercing screams sounded from the group. Nico grabbed me by the wrist. “What did you do to my love?” 
I pulled my wand from my pocket with my free hand. He’d probably make me pay for it later, but I didn’t have a choice. He was too strong, and Bianca’s love spell still warped his mind. I blasted Nico with a partial exsanguination spell. It gave me a brief advantage over him in terms of strength. Enough that I wrested my wrist out of his grip. 
*Run, Hailey, Run!* 
Sarah’s voice still echoed through the ether—somehow—and I didn’t question it. I made like Forrest Gump and ran as fast as I could. I hit the doors of the retirement center and hurried across the street.
The old folks and Nico pursued me as blue and red lights flashed across my face. With a squeal of his tires, Lieutenant Cavanaugh’s squad car stopped between us. “Go!” the officer shouted. “I’ll hold them off!” 
Fists and aluminum canes beat against the cop’s car. Poor Cavanaugh didn’t have a clue why a geriatric mob was assaulting his car, but all things considered, it was the least strange thing he’d seen all night.
Cavanaugh bought me just enough time to put some distance between myself and the crowd. I heard Cavanaugh’s engine roar as he pulled away. I was relieved that he had gotten out of there, but I didn’t turn back. Like the iconic Tom Hanks character, I just kept running. I didn’t run cross-country. I only had an hour or so before sunrise. I ran straight to Vilokan. If Annabelle and Connor were free, that’s where they’d be. Presuming, of course, that Pauli got them back safe and sound. 
Sarah, possessed by the Baron, was facing off with Bianca and Corbin at the crossroads. Annabelle’s familiar spirit, Isabelle, was one of the keepers of the crossroads. She could take us there and, hopefully, we could stop them.  
Everything had come full-circle for me. It was under the influence of a nasty Loa, Kalfu, who had aspirations of claiming the crossroads that I first experienced the place. Kalfu had intended to make me his second. The crossroads had always been guarded by a pair. It was Legba and Kalfu, before. Kalfu tried to replace Legba with someone he thought he could control and dominate—me. I wasn’t half the witch or a fraction of the vampire then that I am now. Annabelle defeated him and freed me from his thrall. She released Isabelle, and the spirit of another vodouisant named Mikah, to claim the crossroads. They’d governed it ever since. It wasn’t a typical gateway or convergence. It was a unique path that the Loa could use to cross between realms. 
With Isabelle on earth with Annabelle, it left the crossroads vulnerable. Could Baron Samedi defeat Bianca? Probably. He was a lot older and more powerful. Then again, it was the Baron’s red power that took over at the last minute. 
My stomach turned in knots as I made my way through the doorway on the side of the St. Louis Cathedral and descended into Vilokan. Bianca and Corbin were still vampires. Bianca was a Loa, like Baron Samedi and Erzulie. She was new, sure, but she’d made herself a Loa by compelling Erzulie to do the same thing for her that Baron Samedi did for Nico before.  
Bianca and Corbin were still vampires. What control did the Baron maintain over them since he still held their souls?  
I pieced it all together as I flew down the stairs and made my way back to Annabelle’s office. The Green Baron, who initially took control of Sarah, was the one who’d given her the initial plan. Perhaps his intentions were sound—send Bianca to the crossroads so we could go there and defeat her. Once the red Baron took over, though, I suspected the worst. If two vampires defeated Mikah and Isabelle—and Isabelle was with Annabelle on earth at present—the Baron could have influence over the crossroads. That meant he could send any Loa he wished to earth. He could also recall them at will. 
Annabelle could force the Baron back into his green essence. She’d done it before. The question was, could we get there in time to save the crossroads? How long could Mikah hold them off, especially if he was facing Baron Samedi, Bianca in goddess form, and Corbin all at once? He didn’t stand a chance. Not without our help. 
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No sooner did the elevator doors part and Connor had his arms wrapped around me. It was good to have him in my arms, but with the impending crisis at hand, I resisted the urge to bask in the warmth of his embrace. 
“We have a problem,” I blurted out as I marched into the room. Annabelle looked at me with wide eyes. I continued to explain. “Bianca stole Nico’s power. She turned Erzulie’s host into a vampire and used her to turn herself into a love goddess. She forced Corbin and a whole slew of old people to worship her. They think they’re in love. But that’s not the worst part—“
“Bianca and Corbin are at the crossroads,” Annabelle said. “Isabelle already knows. She sensed it the moment it happened.”
I exhaled. “Okay, then, no need to explain. We have to go there. Can she take us?”
“Beli!” Annabelle shouted, summoning her soul-blade to her hand. “We were waiting for you.”
I looked around the room. Everyone was there. Holland, Tommy, Ellie, and Savanna. Pauli was draped over Annabelle’s shoulders.
“What about Sarah?” Tommy asked.
“She allowed Baron Samedi to take her over. He turned red just after he did.”
“Damn it,” Holland muttered. “I should have been there. If he’s still in Sarah, though, I should be able to restrain him.”
I nodded. “I don’t think it’s just Bianca and Corbin we have to deal with. I think Baron Samedi is connected to all of this. He wants to make Bianca the new prime guardian of the crossroads and Corbin her second.”
Holland stared at me with wide eyes. “You’ve said enough. Remember, Baron Samedi can see and hear what you see and hear, now.”
I grunted. “I know, that bargain we agreed to was a mistake.”
“Technically, Sarah agreed to it,” Holland said.
“Yeah, well, I could have stopped her. I consented to allow her to make the bargain. I should have known better.”
“What’s done is done,” Annabelle said. “We don’t have time to nurse our regrets. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that they’ll overpower Mikah and take control. It’s a lot harder to usurp a lord of the crossroads than it is to defend one.”
“Let’s do this,” I said. “We may need each and every one of you to help. Remember, we’re not just dealing with two ancient vampires and a couple of demigods. We’re dealing with vampire-gods wielding the power of Kalyptos.”
“They’ve already purposed that power,” Annabelle said. “Let’s hope they don’t have any left.”
Annabelle’s eyes and blade glowed green as she cut a portal in the room. Pauli resumed his human form and cast a rainbow into the portal.
“Pauli will stay here and hold the portal open,” Annabelle said. “It’s the only way we can be sure we all get back”
I tilted my head. “What about Nico?”
“What about him?” Annabelle asked.
No sooner did I say it and the elevator dinged. Annabelle ran to her desk and pressed a button to hold the doors closed. It didn’t matter. Nico tore through the doors like paper. He pushed his way past me and didn’t say a word. He dove right into Annabelle’s portal.
“Fucking Nico!” Annabelle screamed. “Is he going to help us or fight against us?”
“He’s under Bianca’s power. He thinks he’s in love with her.”
“I’ll deal with that,” Ellie said. “I might counteract the spell to a point.”
“Erzulie is still out there somewhere as well.”
“If she doesn’t come bursting into my office,” Annabelle said, “we can deal with her later.”
I nodded. “Right. I can take Bianca’s sire bond and free her from her influence. But we have to stop Bianca and the others first.”
“Let me get this right,” Tommy piped up. “It’s us against the original vampire who also happens to be a Ghede Loa, Baron Samedi in his darker aspect, Corbin who has been nearly impossible to get rid of for months, and Bianca, who is also a demigod, now?”
I shrugged. “We have the Voodoo Queen, three more powerful mambos, and both of us.”
“Not to mention Isabelle and Mikah,” Annabelle added. “We have the advantage numbers wise.”
“Sure,” Tommy said. “But none of us are wielding a demiurge. We aren’t demigods.”
I chuckled. “Welcome to the team. This is what we do.”
“No time to waste,” Annabelle said. “Keep the portal open, Pauli.”
“Good luck, bitches!” Pauli piped up.
“I’m not a bitch,” Tommy huffed.
“Bitch, please!”
Tommy shook his head. I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him into the portal. Annabelle, Ellie, Holland, and Savanna followed close behind.
The crossroads appeared exactly like you’d think. It looked like two dirt roads intersecting in the middle of nowhere, with dark, impenetrable forests surrounding us on all sides.
Mikah had the aspect of Ogoun. He was strong. Even so, he was struggling to hold off Corbin, who had him pinned to the ground.
Isabelle separated from Annabelle and charged Corbin, knocking him back into the dirt.
With my wand in my hand, I blasted Bianca with an exsanguination spell. She deflected it with ease. Whatever power she had now was hard to penetrate.
Nico ran towards me, his eyes wide with fury. He was standing there almost frozen, as if Sarah was fighting off his influence. Baron Samedi was still in Sarah’s body. Ellie clapped her hands together and released a concussive blast of pink energies, striking Nico in the chest.
Annabelle went after Sarah. She was the only one of us who really knew how to bring out the best of the Baron. Holland joined her. She was the one who summoned Baron Samedi to begin with and bound him to her will. I had to hope that together they’d restrain him.
“What do I do?” Tommy asked.
“Help Mikah!” I shouted as I got back on my feet.
I grabbed Savanna by the arm. “Before, the storm power you used silenced the power of the demiurge. I don’t know if it will work here, but if you can suppress the power of Kalyptos, it may give us a chance against Bianca.”
“Got it!” Savanna raised her arms and formed a dark storm cloud overhead. Every hair on my arms rose as the electric charge filled the air.
“No!” Bianca shouted. She charged after Savanna. I blasted her again with an exsanguination spell.
This time it worked. Her blood blasted out of her body, but it didn’t stop her. Did it turn her feral? Maybe—what could be worse than a feral demigod? Once the storm faded, I’d lose my chance.
“Bianca!” I screamed. “Release her!”
Bianca dropped Savanna, the mambo’s blood dripping from her chin. Savanna kept the storm brewing as lightning crashed all around us. With the storm in the air, using Corbin’s sire bond against her worked.
“Release Nico from your influence! Remove the love spell from him!” I screamed.
Bianca waved her hand through the air. Ellie had already restrained him. Before I could direct her again, I saw Corbin flying toward me, a wooden stake in his hand.
“Stop!” Nico screamed. Corbins’ eyes widened in horror. I raised my wand, and it struck him right in the chest—just like a stake—as his stake tore through my flesh and struck my heart.
Everything went black. The next thing I knew I was standing in darkness—Corbin’s red eyes and wide smile greeting me. We were in vampire hell. Together.
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“We have little time,” Corbin said. “One of us is going to revive. Whichever side prevails. The other one of us will remain here.” 
“We’re going to win.” I took two steps back avoiding Corbin’s attempt to take my hands.
Corbin shook his head. “You can’t manipulate Bianca from here. Do you really think that Annabelle and that other mambo can keep Baron Samedi’s darker nature suppressed forever?”
I nodded. “You don’t know my friends the way I do.”
Corbin sighed. “In that case, it’s time you released me.”
“Released you?”
“From your love spell.”
“I don’t know how to do that!”
“Sure you do,” Corbin said. “As I stand here, in front of you, I still love you Hailey. I can’t help it. So I’m going to tell you what you need to know. After that, release me so I can rest here at peace. It’s the power of your spell that’s brought me back to you time and time again, but you won’t love me back. You never will.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, sorry. I have a strict rule against dating sociopaths. Call me old-fashioned.”
“I didn’t want to date you. I wanted to court you and marry you. I wanted to rule the world, hell, and every dimension with you at my side. It seems even if I offer you the world, it won’t be enough.”
I rolled my eyes. “You don’t get it, do you? I don’t want to rule. I’m content with the power I have. All I want is to keep the world safe from people who might do others harm. That means I have to keep the world safe from you.”
Corbin rubbed his eyes. “I understand. I know I’m going to regret this the moment you release me. Still, you have to know something about Bianca and what she’s become.”
“What do you mean? She’s like Erzulie Junior, right?”
“She was using Erzulie as her sire. That’s why she had that power. You might have commanded her to release Nico, but Erzulie’s influence over him remains. Bianca played along to let you think it was safe.”
“I don’t understand. Nico tried to stop you before you staked me.”
“The mambo who also wields Erzulie’s power suppressed its influence over him for a moment. When she stops channeling her power, Nico will do whatever he can to defend Bianca.”
“Isn’t Bianca feral? I blasted her with an exsanguination spell.”
Corbin shook his head. “Vampirism is still very much a part of her. She also drank a bit of that Sogbo mambo’s blood. That’s why you were able to use my sire bond once the electricity in the air nullified the effects of Kalyptos. She’s also something more.”
“Right. She made herself a demigod.”
“In a way. She also changed her vampirism, she reordered it. She’s also turned a half dozen more of the people at the Carlyle to be like her. Bianca intends to turn all the residents. She’s not just a vampire, now. She’s the next evolution of vampires. When she bites someone, she doesn’t just siphon someone’s soul. She unmakes the soul, reforges it into its original form.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“The power that made souls to begin with. Every vampire she makes will have the power of the demiurge, and they’ll be able to get more of that power every time they feed. Bianca doesn’t just want to rule the crossroads. She wants to remake the world, using her new breed of vampires to do it. She also loves me. Not because of her magic, but because she always has. Like I desired with you before, she wants nothing more than for me to rule at her side in her new creation.”
“We can stop her! We were winning the fight!”
Corbin sighed. “Perhaps you were. But Bianca also bit the mambo who cast the storm. You might have exsanguinated some of the blood from her body, but she has fresh blood. She’ll recover quickly.” 
“I have to get back there!”
Corbin nodded. “Exsanguinate her again. That won’t be enough. There’s only one thing more dangerous than a powerful ancient vampire. That’s a youngling with all the power in the world to do whatever they wish. Bianca’s new progeny, the new kind of vampire, who now roams the streets of New Orleans.”
I gulped. “So what do I do?”
“You won’t be able to claim her sire bond over her neophytes. She’s not like you. You can’t harness that kind of bond. My bond over her still has sway. You can’t let Bianca win. You can’t kill her, either. She’s the only one who can call off her progeny.”
I sighed. “Well, fuck me!”
“Can I?” Corbin asked.
“No. Nice try.”
“Come on, Hailey. Just once for old time’s sake. What happens in vampire hell, stays in vampire hell.”
I chuckled. “Sorry, Corbin. Thank you for telling me this.”
Corbin bowed his head. “As I said, it’s only because of the spell you cast on me in that church months ago that I’m willing to tell you. Maybe this love isn’t real. It sure feels that way. Remember what you promised. You will release me from the power before you leave.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll try. That’s sort of the problem, though. Any kind of magic I release here will attract wraiths like flies to shit. I don’t know if I can do it. Even if I do, though, there will be hundreds of wraiths swarming on me before I can even finish the spell.”
Corbin nodded. “Allow me to deal with the wraiths. I’ll hold them off. Unless, of course, your side fails and I’m the one who returns to the crossroads. If your side loses, the wraiths will consume your magic and your mind until you’re one of them.”
I chuckled. “That will never happen. I have faith in my friends. Still, I could just leave you here. I could wait this out and avoid attracting the wraiths altogether.”
Corbin shook his head. “I told you, already. I won’t rest until we’re either together or you remove the spell from me. I will come for you again, somehow, someway, if you don’t do this.”
“Why would you tell me that?” I asked. “Isn’t that what you want?”
“My feelings for you don’t erase the heartbreak I feel every time you reject me. Still, I cannot help but pursue you. I’m telling you this now, so we can both be free. I can finally die, even if it means I exist here as a wraith, and you can go back to earth without worrying about my eventual return.”
I shook my head. “You could really use a session or two with Dr. Cain. Maybe Dr. Freud. They specialize in the magically and mentally deranged.”
Corbin chuckled. “They could try. It probably wouldn’t work. I know my nature. I’ve been a vampire for far too long. I’m too set in my ways to benefit from a couple of supernatural psychotherapists.”
I nodded. “It might surprise you what they can do. Still, I never thought we’d agree on something, but your insanity is a topic upon which we share common ground.”
Corbin smirked. “Even now, you have jokes.”
I snorted. “Those same therapists would probably say I use humor to deflect when I’m in a tense situation. They might be right, but so far, it’s worked pretty well.”
“We may not have much time, Hailey. It’s your choice. Free me, or don’t. You’ll have to live or die with the consequences either way.”
I took a deep breath. Corbin was right. If I didn’t free him, in a few weeks, months, or maybe years, he’d come back. He’d find a way. He did it before, he’d do it again. Though, if this didn’t work, and the wraiths descended upon me and warped my mind, I might not be the same person even if I got unstaked. Could Corbin defend me? Would he even try to defend me if it worked, and I released him from the spell? Why would he defend me if he no longer loved me? If Corbin’s side won, if Bianca beat my friends and the red Baron regained control over Sarah, and Bianca reclaimed her influence over Nico, we’d all be screwed. Corbin would be back with her, too, and no longer conflicted by his imagined love for me. This wasn’t a straightforward decision, but my gut told me it was the right thing to do. Was Mercy right about my gut? Was it a special vampiric ability that guided me by intuition? Whatever happened to me was bound to happen. What it really boiled down to was whether I had enough faith that my friends would prevail.
I’d never doubted them before. I wasn’t about to question their resolve when I had a chance to finally stop Corbin once and for all.
The only way I knew how to tap into Erzulie’s power was to think about Connor. He was the man I genuinely loved. If I could draw on that power, and focus it, perhaps I could pull the spell out of Corbin and free him.
As I focused my mind, a pink glow emitted from my eyes. Shrieks filled the air. The wraiths had already sensed the power I was wielding and were coming for me.
Corbin took off and grabbed them one by one as they approached and tossed them aside. I focused my power while Corbin fought to defend me. It was a lot like how I focused my blood magic. The power of Erzulie that I released was like an extension of me. All I had to do was make it move.
I narrowed my eyes until I saw it. A single ball of my power, Erzulie’s power, in the middle of Corbin’s chest. I drew it out of him and pulled it into my body. It joined the rest of my power.
Corbin didn’t stop fighting the wraiths. I thought he would. He turned to me and smiled. Did he actually love me for real? Had Erzulie’s power initiated it, but now it was a part of him that only he could release?
I’d never know. That was the only thing I could imagine that kept him fighting. For a moment, I felt bad for him. There was nothing I could do to make him fall out of love with me. Time would have to heal that wound and, perhaps, with the spell gone, he’d have that chance.
The last thing I saw was Corbin grabbing a wraith and tossing it back into the darkness. My vision went black again and when I opened my eyes, I was back at the crossroads.
Tommy was hunched over me with a bloodied stake. Connor ran over and licked my face. He was in wolf form. He must’ve been fighting that way.
Annabelle had Bianca by the throat. Isabelle had rejoined her and her blade was back in her hand.
“Stop!” I shouted. “We can’t kill her!”
“What?” Annabelle asked.
“Not yet. We need her. I’ll explain fully later, but she’s created a new kind of vampire and without her, they’ll spread with more power than we could ever imagine.”
Annabelle lowered Bianca to the ground. I looked around. Mikah had regained his hold on the crossroads. Ellie still had her magic enveloped around Nico.
“Don’t let go of him,” I said. “She didn’t actually release Nico before. Only Erzulie can do that.”
Ellie nodded. “I assumed as much.”
Bianca laughed. “Clever. How’d you figure it out?”
I shrugged. “Corbin told me. He sold you out.”
“That damn spell!” Bianca screamed. “Erzulie made him a liar when it comes to you!”
“You won’t hurt any of us,” I told Bianca. “You’re going to gather all your progeny and end this once and for all.”
Bianca huffed. “We’ll see how long you can hold me.”
A bolt of lightning struck Bianca from above. I turned to Savanna, who looked back at me and shrugged. “I can do this all day.”
“You’ll have to keep her charged with electricity until this is over. Can you do that?”
Savanna winced. “Getting through the portal together might be tricky.”
“I’ll go through first,” Annabelle said. “I’ll make sure Sogbo is there and can keep her in a storm cloud after she goes through.”
“That will work!” Savanna exclaimed. “Once I get through, I can take over again.”
Bianca shook her head. “Damn you, bitches!”
I stepped over to Mikah. “Can you deal with Corbin’s body? We don’t want anyone to find him and unstake him.”
Mikah nodded. “I’ll bury him. No one will be able to reach him without my consent.” 
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Savanna passed Bianca like a hot potato through Annabelle’s portal and Sogbo caught her in his storm cloud on the other side. Savanna cast another cloud over Bianca when she got through. I couldn’t help but laugh. With the cloud all around her she looked like Pig-Pen from  Peanuts.
Bianca didn’t find it so amusing. When I laughed, she flipped me off—which only made me laugh more.
“You’re laughing now. I will get the last laugh.”
I didn’t challenge her. The truth was, I knew I could only do so much with a sire bond. I had to stay on my game. If I gave her any loophole at all to act, she could do something I didn’t anticipate and wreak unexpected havoc.
Holland and Annabelle stayed in her office to babysit Sarah. Sarah didn’t usually need supervision, but until the forty-eight hours expired, they had to keep Baron Samedi suppressed and his green aspect in control. If they didn’t, I wasn’t entirely sure what might happen. Baron Samedi could see through me. Could he do more than that? Could he use the connection to manipulate me somehow? Probably not, but we couldn’t risk it. There was too much at stake, and if I lost focus for even a moment, I couldn’t control Bianca.
Nico and Ellie were equally occupied suppressing the love spell that Bianca commanded Erzulie to afflict him with. They stayed with Annabelle, Holland, and Sarah.
That meant Tommy, Connor, Pauli, Savanna, and I were all that remained to deal with Bianca and her super-vampire offspring.
All that begged the question: how were we going to deal with them? These were innocent people, elderly men and women who’d been turned against their will. I couldn’t compel Bianca to order them to simply use up whatever power from the demiurge they’d absorbed. The next time any of them fed, they’d have pure energy, forged from human souls, to use however they wished.
We had two choices: stake them all and burn out their hearts, or commit them to the Vilokan Asylum while we worked on a way to turn them back into normal vampires. Then we’d have to help them tame their natural thirst and help them become responsible vampires.
The second option was preferable on the surface, but there were a few problems with that. First, older folks, when turned into vampires, tended to be more difficult to manage. The human body is the template for what kind of vampire someone will become. Vampirism healed a lot of human infirmities. Any aches and pains or physical limitations these people experienced as humans quickly healed after they became vampires. Brain plasticity, however, was a problem.
Cain worked on that issue while he was still in charge of the Vilokan Asylum. It came up when Devin—Nicky’s husband—brought his mother to the asylum after she’d become a vampire. Aging brains could change, they could adapt sometimes more easily than younger brains, but those changes were more volatile. Any changes made tended to be short-lived and their minds—and consequently their behaviors and habits—quickly bounced back to their original state. That meant helping a vampire turned in old age to tame their bloodlust could lead to quick initial progress, then, quickly, they’d behave like blood-thirsty younglings again.
The bottom line? These vampires could adapt to life at the asylum, but without constant reinforcement of responsible feeding behaviors, they were unlikely to maintain that progress. That meant they’d have to stay in the Vilokan Asylum indefinitely, or at the very least, spend eternity in daily group therapy sessions. Impossible? Probably not. There were addicts and alcoholics who spent decades attending meetings and had success living according to the twelve steps. It was possible, but we were talking about a potential eternity where these folks would have to stay close and connected.
This was the sort of decision I’d usually turn over to Mercy. Annabelle didn’t get it. She was as understanding as a non-vampire could be, but she didn’t know what it felt like to crave someone’s blood, to see every human who walked by as if they were a steak with legs.
The long-term solution wasn’t unthinkable. I’d have to monitor them if or when they ever left the Vilokan Asylum and make sure they stuck to their recovery program—if you could call it that. The more pressing issue was how to convert these super-vampires into normal ones.
That meant using Bianca to harness the power they siphoned when they fed and to use it to reform their own nature. Theoretically, we could make them human again—if that’s what they wanted. They’d die, probably sooner rather than later. Their aches and pains would return. They’d go back to the Carlyle and resume their autumn years as before.
What if they didn’t want to change back? Most young vampires—even if they were old humans—saw and appreciated the immediate benefits of their transformations.
I decided to give them the choice. I was determined to do whatever I could to help them adapt to their vampirism if that was their choice, and to ensure they stuck to whatever long-term therapy Dr. Freud believed was necessary. We’d use Bianca to gather them together, to harness the power they had, and to use it to reform themselves into what they wanted to be—human or vampire. Then, just in case we needed her sire-bond, I’d force Bianca to do the same thing. She’d become a regular vampire again. I’d do the spell to claim her sire bond, then we’d stake her and send her to her beloved in vampire hell.
With all that was going on, I had to make the call. I was an orphan vampire, myself. I didn’t have the benefit of a sire to guide me. I was adopted by both Annabelle and Mercy. I turned out alright—relatively speaking.
I could give these new vampires more. Presuming vampirism was the choice they made. I could be a sire to them. I couldn’t ask anyone else to do it. I knew the spell. Sarah had too much going on in her head most of the time to handle it. Tommy was too young, himself.
All those plans would be for naught if Bianca weaseled her way out of my commands.
Pauli teleported us back into Pere Antoine alley. He remained in boa constrictor form on my shoulders. Bianca glanced at Tommy and Connor, then back at me. “Looks like I’m stuck with the B-team.”
I chuckled. “Keep telling yourself that. I’m very much a first-stringer.”
“You’re an eight-year-old vampire. I’m centuries old. Do you really think your fragile constitution can maintain a sire bond that belongs to a vampire as old as Corbin?”
I smirked. “You’ve underestimated me before. Corbin did, too. How did that turn out?”
Bianca shrugged. “The jury is still out.”
“Maybe, but the verdict is predictable. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to do nothing at all that I don’t tell you to do.”
Bianca bowed her head slightly. “Yes, madam.”
“I didn’t tell you to say that.”
Bianca smirked. “You really don’t know how this works, do you?”
I rolled my eyes. “Enlighten me.”
“You’ll have to be more specific than that,” Bianca said. “I’ve lived a long time and learned a lot. I could teach you many enlightening things.”
I snorted. “You know what I meant. Tell me how this sire bond works.”
“Your ‘commands’ have to be connected to a specific action you wish me to do or not to do. Blanket orders to do nothing at all are weak. The more specific the command, the greater the compulsion to ‘behave.’”
I pressed my lips together. “Follow me.”
I started walking down the alley. Bianca got down on all fours and started crawling slowly behind me.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“You told me to follow you. You didn’t say how.”
“You know what I meant!” I grabbed my wand and pointed it at Bianca. “I could exsanguinate you again.”
“Perhaps, but if you think I’m difficult to manage now, how do you think I’d behave if I was feral? I can’t do anything you tell me to do if I don’t remember how to do it. If I was feral, I certainly couldn’t locate my new creations.”
I rolled my eyes. “Your new creations? That’s some kind of hubris.”
“I am a goddess now, you know.”
”A demigoddess. There’s a difference.”
Bianca shrugged. “Semantics.”
“Whatever. Walk beside me. Take me to each of your progeny.”
“I don’t know where they are!”
“I thought you were a goddess. Surely you can find them.”
A wide grin split Bianca’s face. “We don’t have to find them. They’ve already found us.”
Connor cleared his throat. “I think she’s right.”
I followed Connor’s eyes toward the far end of the alley. Three grey-haired, red-eyed super vampires were making their way down the alley toward us.
I turned around. Three more approached from the opposite direction.
Then they ran so fast I couldn’t react. Before I knew it, one group of three seized Tommy. The other three grabbed Connor.
“If Hailey issues one more command, if she tells me to do anything at all, kill those boys!”
“Yes, goddess!” the six super vampires said in concert.
I narrowed my eyes and stared at Bianca. “Tell them—“
“Wait just a second,” Bianca interrupted me. “That sounds like a command. Choose your words carefully or your boyfriend and your progeny are dead.”
I clenched my teeth. “What do you want, Bianca?”
“Let us go,” Bianca said. “We’ll take the boys with us for safe measure. If you follow us, they die. If you do not return to the crossroads and bring Corbin’s body to me, they die. It’s really very simple.”
I stood there, staring at Bianca. I was speechless—afraid to speak lest Bianca’s progeny fulfill her prior command.
“If you kill Tommy and Connor, you lose your leverage. I won’t have any reason to retrieve your precious Corbin.”
Bianca shrugged. “Are you really willing to gamble their lives on that assumption?”
“You love Corbin. You wouldn’t risk it.”
“You’re right. I love Corbin, but you know, I’m both an ancient and a modern woman. I adapt. If given the choice, do you think I’d really choose Corbin over myself?”
I glanced at Pauli. He could get to Connor or Tommy, but not both of them. If he took one of them away, Bianca’s progenies would kill the other.
I took a deep breath. “Alright, I’ll do it. But only if you release Tommy and Connor the moment Corbin returns.”
“I’ll release them once I have Corbin’s staked body. I am the one who will bring him back, understood?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I got it.”
“Good!” Bianca laughed. “A pleasure doing business with you, little girl.”
“Where do I meet you when I get back?”
“You’ll find us at the Carlyle.”
I grunted. “It’s almost morning. I don’t have much time.”
“You’d best hurry, then. If the sun rises, your snake can bring you to us. I can assure you, all the curtains at the Carlyle will be drawn shut.”
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Pauli teleported me back to Annabelle’s office. 
“I need another portal to the crossroads.”
“Why?” Annabelle asked.
“Because if I don’t bring back Corbin, Tommy and Connor are dead!”
“What happened?”
“The bitch outsmarted me, that’s what happened. She used her super-vampires to take them and commanded them to kill Tommy and Connor if I issued her a single command.”
“Damn,” Annabelle said. “Are you sure this is the best course of action?”
“Erzulie wasn’t among the progeny who took Tommy and Connor. If Pauli can get Erzulie, she can release Nico. He can help ensure that Corbin stays in line.”
“That might work,” Nico said. “But it’s still risky. If Bianca has Tommy and Connor, won’t she be equally pissed if we abduct Erzulie?”
I scratched the back of my head. “That’s a good point. Ellie, do you think you can maintain this? Make sure Nico doesn’t suddenly get horny for Bianca while he’s influencing Corbin?”
Ellie nodded. “I’ve got it handled. Easy peasy. Just like taming a lion.”
Nico tilted his head. “Taming lions is easy?”
“With magic, sure!” Ellie piped up. “You think love magic only works on humans? Any mammal is open to Erzulie’s influence.”
Pauli snorted. “Speciesist. What’s wrong with reptiles? You think we’re not capable of love?”
I tilted my head. “Have you ever been in love?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean I can’t love!” Pauli whined. “I just don’t love people for who they are. I love them for what they’re packing!”
I sighed. “Speaking of love. Corbin still loves me. I released him from Erzulie’s spell, but he still fought off the wraiths until Tommy unstaked me. I don’t trust him one bit, but we don’t have a choice.”
“I will keep Corbin under control,” Nico said.
Sarah rubbed her brow. “I want to help.”
I shook my head. “Are you sure that’s wise? The Baron is unpredictable.”
“We’ve got it handled,” Holland said. “For now, anyway.”
“We can cast out Baron Samedi,” Annabelle said. “The problem is that Sarah agreed to the bargain. If she breaks the bargain and we exorcise him early, there could be consequences.”
“Consequences be damned,” Sarah huffed. “If he manipulates me again, if his red aspect gains power, kick his Ghede ass out of me.”
Annabelle nodded. “If that’s what you want.”
Sarah sighed. “We can’t let Bianca’s progeny reproduce. This new kind of vampire could destroy all of us. I will deal with whatever the Baron requires of me. Besides, he needs me. What can he really do?”
Annabelle tilted her head. “If you attempt to violate the agreement, and I can’t cast him out, he might not leave when the time expires.”
“But you can cast him out, right?“ I asked.
Annabelle nodded. “I believe I can. With Isabelle’s power in me again, we should be able to do it. So long as Mikah and Isabelle remain in control of the crossroads, he won’t be able to come back if he isn’t summoned. Still, there’s a strange connection he has to Sarah’s mind. He may be able to use that connection as a kind of gateway, or even find his way through a convergence, bypassing the crossroads entirely.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. “You need to be out there, Annabelle. So long as you’re here trying to keep the Baron under control with Holland, you can’t fight.”
“There may be another option,” Holland said. “The Baron may release Sarah from her deal if he’s offered something he values more in exchange.”
I sighed. “Like my soul.”
Holland shrugged. “That would probably do it.”
I grunted. “Fine. He can have it.”
“Hailey!” Annabelle snapped. “You don’t want to do that! We aren’t that desperate. I can keep the Baron in his green essence.”
I didn’t want to reveal my plan—especially since the Baron was likely listening in on our entire conversation. I simply nodded. “The bargain was with the red Baron, correct?”
Holland nodded. “He’d have to be in his red nature to nullify his bargain with Sarah.”
I turned to Annabelle. “You sent us to the crossroads before and Pauli held open the portal.”
“Right,” Annabelle said. “It was the easiest way to ensure that we kept the time we spent in the crossroads in sync with time as it passed on earth.”
“What if you came with us and used Beli to bring us back? Couldn’t the spirit-dragon in your soul-blade return us to earth, say, five minutes from now?”
Annabelle nodded. “I can’t summon Beli as a dragon at the crossroads. We’d have to follow the path in the crossroads back to Guinee. From there, I could call Beli and he’d bring us back.”
“How does the Baron reckon time?” I asked.
“Like any Loa would,” Holland said. “If you’re thinking you’d just send Sarah to the future after the forty-eight hours passed, it wouldn’t work. The bargain was for two days within Sarah. It has to be a two-day period relative to her personal timeline, two days as she experiences it.”
I nodded. “We go to Guinee, we spend two days until the deal expires, then Beli sends us back to earth just after we left.”
Nico grunted. “If Baron Samedi leaves Sarah in Guinee, he’ll be in his realm. He’ll try to stop us. Take it from someone who was caught in Guinee with the Baron before. He won’t let anyone go if we don’t give him something in return.”
I nodded. “Exactly. If there’s anything he wants more than Bianca’s success, or his connection to Sarah, it’s my soul.”
“I’m coming with you,” Nico said. “Bianca isn’t there. Her spell won’t affect me in Guinee. Besides, it will give Ellie a break.”
I chuckled. “A brief break if Beli brings us back here just moments after we leave.”
“Not if I go with you as well,” Ellie added.
“Well hell,” Savanna said. “I wouldn’t mind seeing Guinee in person. We’ve learned about it in class. Nothing is better for one’s education than a field trip!”
“I will not sit here on my thumbs,” Holland said. “I am the one who bound Baron Samedi when we summoned him. So long as he remains in Sarah, I still have a semblance of control.”
I chuckled. “Looks like we have the whole team back together again, minus Connor and Tommy.”
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Annabelle summoned Beli and cut another portal back to the crossroads. We had a lot to do. First, we had to recover Corbin. Bianca wanted him staked when we delivered him so she could be the one to revive him. That didn’t mean we couldn’t unstake Corbin then stake him again before we handed him over. 
We arrived at the crossroads. Mikah sighed when he saw us. “What now?”
“We need Corbin’s body back,” Annabelle said.
“I just finished burying him!”
My eyes darted back and forth. I shrugged. “Sorry, dude.”
Mikah grumbled a bit, but he was strong. It took him less than five minutes to uncover Corbin’s dirt-covered body. I pulled the former self-proclaimed vampire king out of his temporary grave and removed his stake.
Corbin gasped as his eyes shot open.
“Rise and shine, valentine.”
Corbin looked at me with wide eyes. “I’m your valentine?”
“It’s just a saying, buddy. Don’t make too much of it.”
“And here I was hoping you’d give me candy hearts that say ‘be mine.’”
I chuckled. “I’d give you candy hearts, but they’d say ‘bite me.’”
“Not a good thing to tell a vampire.”
I chuckled. “Good point! I thought I removed Erzulie’s spell from you.”
“You did.” Corbin stood and dusted himself off. “Some feelings die hard.”
Annabelle chuckled. “Move on, buddy. Hailey isn’t interested.”
Corbin nodded. “I know that. Why did you bring me back?”
I took a deep breath and explained everything that had happened with Bianca. Surprisingly, even without Nico saying a thing, Corbin agreed to help—with one condition.
“I want to resume my life on earth,” Corbin said. “No more attempts to take over the world.”
I tilted my head. “Is that a promise?”
Corbin nodded and crossed his finger over his chest. “Stake my heart, hope to die.”
Nico cleared his throat. “If you start your old shit again, I’ll end you myself.”
Corbin bowed his head slightly. “Understood. After spending a little time in actual hell, then vampire hell, I’ve decided that it’s a shitty way to spend eternity.”
I chuckled. “You think?”
“I will help you stop Bianca. What she intends to do is an abomination. After that, I’ll return to Romania. You won’t hear from me again. Unless you have a change of heart, of course.”
“What will you do when you return to the old world?” I asked.
Corbin sighed. “I’ll return to my chambers. I have a network, an underground community of vampires. I’ll resume control and ensure that my offspring in Vampireland behave.”
I chuckled. “You seriously call it Vampireland?”
Corbin snickered. “It wasn’t what I used to call it. It’s a long story. The former nightwalker, Alice, called it that when she first visited us and set up the original meeting between myself and the Vampire Council.”
Nico laughed. “Alice in Vampireland?”
“Has a ring to it, don’t you think?” Corbin grinned.
I laughed. “Vampireland. The deadliest place on earth.”
“Whatever happened to Alice?” I asked. “I was there when Mercy first sent her to you in Romania.”
Corbin shrugged. “I can’t say.”
“She’s back in Exeter,” Sarah added. “She’s helping Mercy. I’m not sure how long that will last, though. From what I understand, Alice is in love with Prince Ladinas, and he’s torn between Alice and Mercy. He loves both of them.”
Holland shuddered. “Vampire love triangles. Gag me with a foot.”
“Which way to Guinee?” I asked.
Mikah pointed down one of the paths of the crossroads. “That road will lead you into the garden groves.”
We followed the dirt-packed road until the ground beneath us turned into luscious green grass and a bright light appeared overhead. I turned back and didn’t see the path back to the crossroads. Instead, we were surrounded by fields of green, bubbling springs of pure water, and trees that stretched toward the heavenly skies.
Nico and Corbin stood side-by-side as we strolled through the garden groves. I imagined they had a lot to talk about. Nico was Corbin’s sire, after all. I gave them their space.
We had to wait a while for Sarah’s bargain with Baron Samedi to expire. It gave us a much needed respite from the fight. Not to mention, bathing in light wasn’t an experience I had the opportunity to enjoy very often. The light in Guinee didn’t burn vampires—not like the earth’s sun. It was warm, comforting, and invigorating.
The time passed quickly. You’d think with nothing to do in paradise, time would creep along slowly. It didn’t. Before I realized it, Sarah gasped. Annabelle ran to her and took her hands as Baron Samedi stepped out of her body.
He wasn’t red or green. One eye matched each of his aspects.
“I don’t understand,” Annabelle said. “You should be green!”
“I am!” Baron Samedi laughed. “And I’m not.”
Nico approached the Baron. “You must let us leave.”
“I can’t stop you,” Baron Samedi said. “However, I now have a connection to Sarah and Hailey that cannot be purged. Now that I’ve tasted Sarah’s essence, I will always have influence over them.”
“That wasn’t a part of the deal!” Sarah snapped.
“Whatever isn’t delineated in a bargain, dear girl, is fair game.”
“I can deal with that,” I said. “I’d like to propose another bargain.”
Baron Samedi clapped his bony hands together. “Goodie! I love bargains!”
“I want Bianca’s soul.”
Baron Samedi tilted his head. “Interesting. What do you intend to do with it?”
“I’m a Blood Witch. Having her soul is like wielding the power in her blood. It will give me control over her progeny, will it not, just like if I claimed her sire bond?”
“More than that!” Baron Samedi laughed. “Her soul comes with every power she’s ever gained since she became a vampire. That includes the power of the demiurge, the ability to change shape.”
I nodded. “I’ll be able to take the form she desires the most.”
“That’s my form!” Corbin piped up.
I smiled. “Exactly. We’re not going to stake you again, Corbin. When we leave, you’re going to stake me. Nico will stay with you to ensure you behave. When Bianca unstakes me, and releases Tommy and Connor, I’ll stake her and claim control over her progeny.”
Annabelle laughed. “That’s brilliant, but Baron Samedi is going to want something in return.”
“Right you are, Miss Mulledy! Tell me, Hailey, what do you offer in exchange?”
I gulped. “My soul.”
“Hailey!” Annabelle huffed. “You don’t have to do that!”
I shook my head. “It’s the best way to beat Bianca. I have to do this.”
Annabelle sighed. “Won’t Bianca expect you to deliver Corbin?”
I nodded. “Tell her that the Baron kept me in Guinee. He’ll have my soul. In a sense, you’ll be telling her the truth. She’ll be thrilled that I’m out of the picture. Don’t deliver my body to her until she releases Tommy and Connor. I’ll take it from there.”
Baron Samedi laughed and pulled out his flask. He took a sip and handed it to me. “Shall we seal our agreement with a drink?”
I took the flask and drank. I handed the flask back to Baron Samedi. He placed his hand on my chest. Then he reached into a small satchel and retrieved a box of cigarettes. He handed me one of them. “Smoke this, and you’ll consume Bianca’s soul.”
I placed the cigarette to my lips and inhaled. A surge of energy coursed through my body, like when I fed and cycled someone’s soul. I focused my mind, my rage, and killer-instinct on Bianca, whose soul now coursed through my body.
Then my body changed. My flesh expanded. My hair turned dark. Corbin stepped up to me. “You’ve never been more beautiful.”
I chuckled. “You’re an arrogant ass.”
Corbin laughed. “I’m kidding, Hailey. I love you just the way you were.”
I rolled my eyes. “Well, you’re going to have to stake me. Might be a little awkward since I look like you now.”
“Beli!” Annabelle shouted. When she was in Guinee, her soul-blade manifested not as a dagger, but as a dragon. The beast roared as he appeared in mid-flight over our heads and crashed down at our feet.
“Everyone climb aboard,” Annabelle said. “Let’s go home and end this.”
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Corbin used the same stake that had been in his heart before to stake my heart. Annabelle held me in her arms as Corbin plunged his stake into my chest. It sent me to vampire hell—temporarily. 
The plan was for Pauli to teleport Annabelle and me both to the Carlyle. I wouldn’t know how things played out until I woke up. Ideally, if the ruse worked, by the time I came back to earth, Tommy and Connor would be safe and I’d be in Bianca’s waiting arms. They had to change my clothes. Shapeshifting doesn’t come with a wardrobe change. I instructed them to make sure I had my wand on me in case I needed it when I fought Bianca. I might not have access to the stake, especially since Bianca was the one who’d pull it out. In a pinch, my wand could stake a vampire just as well. 
I didn’t dare channel any magic as I wandered through vampire hell. I hated the place. Without a soul of my own, going to hell was even more uncomfortable. The temptation to let go, to forget who I was, to become a wraith, was more forceful than I expected. It was a wonder that so many vampires held on in hell as long as they did. Nico had done it for twenty years! I couldn’t imagine lasting that long in vampire hell without losing myself.
Thankfully, it didn’t take very long.
My eyes shot open and the first thing I saw was Bianca looking back at me lovingly. She pressed her lips to mine.
I had to play the role. I was no Katy Perry. I’d just kissed a girl, and I didn’t like it.
When Bianca pulled back, I looked at her with wide eyes. “You saved me from hell!”
Bianca stroked her fingers through my hair. “I did, my love! Are you free from the witch’s spell?”
I nodded. “I am. I love you! I always have!”
My stomach turned in revulsion, but I had to stick to the script. If this was going to work, I had to play on Bianca’s emotions.
“I’ve done it, my love! I’ve turned everyone here! We have an army of new vampires, better vampires! Soon, with a simple feed, I’ll have the power to change you so you’ll be like us. We will remake the world, it will become our vampire paradise. You and I will be the god and goddess of our new earth!”
“I can’t wait!” I exclaimed, feigning excitement. “Kiss me again!”
I couldn’t believe I said it, but I needed to keep her distracted as I reached into Corbin’s boot and pulled out my wand. Bianca pressed her lips to mine. She forced her tongue into my mouth—and I forced my wand through her back into her heart. 
“Corbin!” Bianca cried as the life faded from her eyes. “What… I don’t understand…”
My body shifted back into my natural form the moment I staked Bianca. She gasped as her consciousness left her body. 
“Not bad for an eight-year-old neophyte, huh, bitch?” 
I don’t know if she heard me before she went to vampire hell—but it felt good saying it. With my hand still fixed on my wand, I channeled a basic fire spell from my wand into Bianca’s heart. I didn’t use nature magic often, but it was elementary stuff. The sort of thing I’d learned from Moll and incanted into my wand long before I became a vampire. 
With Bianca’s heart consumed by flames, her body turned to dust in my arms. 
I stood up and looked at the crowd of elderly super-vampires who surrounded me. “I’m your sire now,” I declared. “I’m going to give each of you a choice. You can continue as vampires. We’ll use your power to turn you into normal vampires, or you can become human again.”  
The people all looked at me with wide eyes but didn’t speak. They were in shock. Becoming a vampire doesn’t mean that the reality of vampires and the supernatural world isn’t jarring. It would take some time for these super-vampires to come to grips with what they were and make their choice. My only regret was that Bianca had turned every resident in the Carlyle before we delivered Corbin’s body—my body—to her and ended this.  
The doors of the facility swung open. Annabelle stepped through with Connor and Tommy. They ran up to me. Connor kissed me on the lips.
He furrowed his brow. “Why do you taste like apple-blossoms?”
I laughed as I shook my head. “Bianca’s lip gloss. Disgusting, right?” 
“A vampire uses apple-blossom lip gloss?” Tommy laughed. “How gross is that?” 
I shrugged. “I guess they don’t make an O-negative flavored lip gloss. Not a bad idea, though.” 
“How many of these people are vampires?” Annabelle asked.
“All of them. Bianca turned all of them. Should we bring them to the Vilokan Asylum?” 
Annabelle shook her head. “Let me make a call or two. We don’t have the space in the Vilokan Asylum for all these people. Freud is also booked up.”
“We need his help! These fledglings are going to need to tame their blood thirst, and I don’t think I can help all of them alone.”
“I didn’t say you’d be alone,” Annabelle said. “I’m calling Dr. Cain. He contacted me last week and said he’d be in town for a visit. I’m going to see if I can convince him to stay for a while.”
“Cain and Rutherford? With their baby?” I asked.
Annabelle nodded. “Absolutely. I also need to see what I can do about purchasing this facility. It shouldn’t be a problem. It’s owned by the same people who operate the funeral home. They are already aware of the realities that lurk in the shadows of New Orleans. When I explain the situation, they’ll give me a good price.” 
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The sun was rising, and I didn’t have a place to go. It was for the best. I needed to keep these elderly younglings inside and under the thrall of my sire bond. It wasn’t Bianca’s sire bond anymore. I’d cycled her power. It really was mine. For all intents and purposes, I was their natural sire.  
Thankfully, Annabelle sent Jessie, a junior psychiatrist at the Vilokan Asylum, to help during the day. 
Connor and Tommy stayed with me. We did our best to provide for the new vampires. They needed to feed. They also couldn’t feed until we had a plan in place to help them make their choice and to use their power to become human or vampire. 
Cain and Rutherford arrived in the early afternoon. Annabelle arranged for a local blood drive to set up camp just outside the Carlyle. Annabelle had a lot of connections. The people didn’t know they were giving blood to vampires, of course, but they were saving lives. More lives than they realized. 
We had a simple plan. Pauli brought Nico, Sarah, and the other mambos to the Carlyle to help manage the situation. Meanwhile, I joined Cain in a small room. He counseled each of the super-vampires, presented them with their choice, and a bag of freshly drawn blood. There was a lot to consider. If they became human, while some of their ailments and frailties might have healed when they were vampires, they’d quickly age again and most of their problems would return. Conversely, if they chose to remain vampires, they had to know the risks and limitations of an eternity in the shadows, craving blood. They needed to understand that they wouldn’t get any younger. They’d maintain their appearance, perhaps with a little more allure than they had before, but they’d be strong. They’d also have to remain vigilant and stay at the Carlyle for group therapy sessions so they could maintain control over their cravings.
I clarified that the consequence of failing to abide by the plan meant a stake to the heart. It was a big choice and, under most circumstances, they’d have more time to decide. Given their cravings, though, time was a luxury they didn’t have. 
Annabelle made arrangements to relocate any who decided to become human again to another nearby retirement community. 
Altogether, there were about fifty residents at the Carlyle, some of them married couples who’d become super vampires. A little more than half of them chose vampirism—more than I’d anticipated. Twenty-eight younglings, under my thrall, to tame and mentor. I was going to be a busy girl for a while. Thankfully, Cain agreed to stay in town until we had the situation under control. 
The process was simple. After we had our discussions with the super vampires, they made their choice. They fed from freshly donated blood and I used my sire bond to compel them to use the power of the soul, the energy they deconstructed into the power of the demiurge, to change their bodies to the form they chose. 
Annabelle took those who chose humanity and handed them off to Ellie, who took them on a bus that was chartered to take them to their new home. The rest remained at the Carlyle. 
We had a lot of empty rooms since so many of the former residents moved out to resume the autumn years of their human lives. When we’d finished, Connor came and got me.
“We have something we’d like to show you.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Connor laughed. “It’s a surprise.” 
I rolled my eyes. “I think I’ve had my fill of surprises for the next century or so.”
“I think you’ll like this one.” Connor interlaced his fingers with mine and led me into one of the abandoned rooms. 
Holland and Annabelle were there. There was an altar set up on what used to be someone’s dinner table. I recognized the veve—it was Baron Samedi’s. 
“What is going on here?” 
“Come on out,” Annabelle said.
I followed Annabelle’s eyes and saw Baron Samedi, his eyes glowing green, step out of the bathroom. “I have something for you.”
I gulped. “You do?” 
Baron Samedi reached into his satchel. “I told you before, when I was in my right mind, I have no desire to retain souls. My lesser half doesn’t agree, but I’m inclined to return yours to you.”
“Seriously? We made a bargain!” 
Baron Samedi shrugged. “Your bargain with my red aspect was to give up your soul. The terms of the agreement dictated nothing about retaining your soul indefinitely. If you’d like it, it’s yours.” 
Baron Samedi handed me a cigarette. “You know what to do.” 
I pursed my lips. “This won’t overwrite Bianca’s soul, will it? I’ll still have her sire bond, right?”
“You cycled it,” Baron Samedi said. “Truth be told, what was hers is also bound to your soul just as well. You will lose none of your new abilities. There are a few, in fact, I suspect you’ve yet to experience. I’m sure Bianca’s sire can fill you in on those details.” 
“Where is Corbin?” I asked.
“He’s still in Vilokan,” Annabelle said. “I told him he could return to Romania after Dr. Freud cleared him.”
I chuckled. “That might take a while.” 
Annabelle smirked. “Indeed.” 
“Are you going to smoke your soul or not?” Baron Samedi asked. “I’d very much like to return to Guinee.”
I placed the cigarette to my lips and inhaled. A surge of energy washed over my body. I licked my lips after the cigarette burned out between my fingers. “Refreshing!” 
Baron Samedi grinned. “Might I offer a piece of advice?”
I nodded. “Certainly.”
“Don’t enter any subsequent bargains involving your soul with the other me. Now that you’ve recovered your soul, if he gets it a second time, expect him to account for that in the future.”
“Thanks for the tip. I don’t intend to bargain away my soul again anytime soon. I might need it. I have a lot on my plate.”
“You have many new vampires,” Baron Samedi said. “I’m sure you will do well.”
I chuckled. “I feel like Miss Flanagan in Annie. Only I’m not surrounded by little girls. Old people, everywhere!”
“May I have my leave?” Baron Samedi asked.
“Very well,” Holland said. “You’re free to go.”
Baron Samedi disappeared in a flash of green light—presumably back through the crossroads and back to Guinee. 
“Did you like your surprise?” Connor asked.
I kissed Connor softly on the lips. “Very much. Thank you, everyone. I didn’t expect this.”
“It was the right thing to do,” Annabelle said. “We still need you, Hailey. I know you’ll have your hands full here at the Carlyle. But we still have a city riddled with convergences. We need our guardian.” 
“About that,” Nico’s voice echoed from behind me. I turned and saw him holding Sarah’s hand. “I’ve decided to stay.”
“The demiurge is gone,” I said. “You could leave if you wished.”
Nico looked at Sarah and smiled. “I have a reason to stay. We’re going to give this a chance.”
I clapped my hands and giggled. “Yay! Young love!”
Nico laughed. “It may be the only thing about me that’s young.”
“This wasn’t on account of Erzulie’s magic, was it? I imagined once I killed Bianca, the spell she’d cast on you lost its hold.”
Nico nodded. “It did. We’ve also spoken to Erzulie. She’s back in Vilokan. She assured me, though, that her power no longer had a hold on me.”
“We aren’t in love,” Sarah said. “Not yet. But you have to start somewhere! And now Nico has a bed he can use back at Casa do Diabo.”
I grinned. “I’m sure you’ll both use your bed well.”  
“About that,” Connor said. “Will you be coming back home?”
I shook my head. “Not right away. I need to be here for my new younglings.”
“I’ll keep your bed warm,” Connor said. “Unless you’d like me to join you here.”
I chuckled. “Are you asking if you can move in with me?”
“I never officially moved into Casa do Diabo. Maybe it’s time we take the next step.” 
“Eeek!” Sarah exclaimed. “There is young love in the air!” 
“Connor and I have been together for a while now!” 
“Sure,” Connor said. “But we’re immortals. The way I see it, we get to enjoy the young love phase of our relationship a while longer. Why rush things when you have forever?” 
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