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  CHAPTER 1


Being possessed by a familiar isn’t all bad. I mean, it comes with some pretty impressive abilities. Don’t get me wrong, Isabelle can be a major pain in my ass at times. But she’s also hyper-aware of our surroundings. 
Annabelle! Watch out! Isabelle screamed, her voice echoing from within my mind. A split second later a figure stepped out in front of my Camaro. I slammed the brakes, cranking the wheel hard to the right. Spraying gravel struck the underside of my car. A thud against the passenger side quarter panel suggested that I’d failed in my attempt to miss the moron who’d stepped in front of the car.
“Are you okay?” I tilted my head. It was my graduation party, but Ashley was the one who had too much to drink. Just a few minutes earlier she was singing, loudly, to the tune of “Sweet Child O’ Mine.”
I’m partial to the oldies. But now, she was unresponsive. I grabbed my phone and paused my playlist, silencing Axl Rose mid-shriek, before punching the lump of flesh that vaguely resembled my sister in the shoulder.
“Huh?” was Ashely’s only response before rolling back over in her seat. She wasn’t going to be of much help in this situation.
She was fine, relatively speaking.
It took a second for my mind to recognize what had happened. I’d hit someone! Shit…
I reached for the door handle, praying that I hadn’t killed anyone.
Wait, Isabelle urged. There’s something unusual here…
“You mean, of the supernatural sort?” I asked. Ever since my family had been attacked by a few supernatural baddies when I was nine, my sister and I had become a sort of two-girl paranormal investigation team. We were damn good at it, too. And we’d seen our share of insidious creatures. Whatever this was, particularly with Isabelle’s powers at my disposal, I was sure I could handle it.
Yeah, Isabelle said. But I don’t recognize its aura… this is something new.
New wasn’t a word typically used to describe anything supernatural. Most of the things we encountered were ancient, predating human history. “What do you mean by new?”
It’s not like anything I’ve ever encountered… at least not recently.
“Is it human?”
Sort of…
Sort of human was my jam. Most of what we encountered—vampires, zombies, demon-possessed Ouija boarders, ghosts—they were all sort of human. At least they’d started that way.
“If it’s human at all, I can’t leave it on the side of the road,” I said. “We have to help.”
Just be careful, Isabelle said. With your adrenaline pumping this hard, I don’t think I’d be able to take over if things get nasty.
Isabelle was the source of my power. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t helpless when I was in charge. I could access most of her abilities. They were just turned down a bit. And I could only access her magica in limited quantities. I was more than capable in most circumstances, but it was nothing compared to the kick-assery we were capable of when Isabelle held the reins. Letting her take over came with a cost, though. It was hard to maintain. A little emotion, something startling, and I’d be back in charge, only with a raging headache that would leave me useless, like a pile of mush, for the next several hours.
Still, I could handle most of your run-of-the-mill supernatural nasties without much problem. Not to mention, whatever it was didn’t appear to be moving. Its body was lying prostrate about ten feet in front of the car.
I nudged Ashley again, but she still hadn’t regained any of her wits.
“Think we could use some healing energies to sober her up?” I asked Isabelle. Ashley didn’t have any powers herself, but she was hella resourceful in situations like this. When it came to magical trinkets and shit like that… not even a Shaman could do better. And she’d learned from the best of them.
Not the best idea, Isabelle said. I’d hate for you to blow your load before we know what we’re facing.
I chuckled a bit since I was reasonably sure Isabelle had no clue what blowing one’s load actually meant—she’d been born a slave girl… owned by my ancestors, in fact. You’d think that would make things awkward between us, but we’d been together long enough that the “past” wasn’t so much a barrier to our relationship as the present. Isabelle’s phrasing aside, she had a point. Trying to sober Ashley up would take more power than you’d think. Healing spells were tricky. It wasn’t the degree of healing that took the most power, it was how extensive the injury was, how much of the body was affected. In most instances. A single hole blown in the chest was easier to heal, frankly, than trying to purge someone’s entire system of alcohol. Isabelle wasn’t wrong. It might take every drop of magica I could access to pull it off. And I still might fall short.
I took a deep breath. “Well, here goes nothing.” I unbuckled my seat belt and opened the door. The crunch of gravel beneath my feet seemed louder than I’d expected. When you’re nervous, almost every sound is amplified.
I approached the body. I almost hit myself for thinking “body.” You speak of bodies when someone is dead. Experiencing the real-world edition of I Know What You Did Last Summer wasn’t how I hoped to spend the next few months.
I cautiously approached the… person. “Sense anything more, Isabelle?”
Not really… I mean, this is pretty weird.
“What do you mean?”
The aura… most of it is average, normal human. Typical teenage male stuff, a lot of hormones.
“Not anything I can’t handle.” I chuckled. “But he’s alive?”
He is…
“But there’s something more…”
Silence.
“You can’t nod in my head, Isabelle… I can’t hear you.”
Yeah, sorry… it’s incredibly powerful, but its hold on him, its aura is separate. It’s like whatever it is had only started to try to take control of him.
“So we’re talking a possession?” I asked.
Of a sort…
I released a sigh. A simple possession. Exorcisms were one of my strengths… our strengths, rather. Isabelle gets a bit snippy when I don’t give her the credit due. I reached into my will and tried to draw enough power to expel whatever nasty creature had managed to latch itself to the boy.
But then everything went cold.
“What the hell, Isabelle?” I asked.
Sorry, I had to cut you off.
“What for?” I said, slightly perturbed.
You don’t want to exorcise something if you don’t know what it is. You don’t know what it could do, you know, once it leaves the host.
“Well, I’m a little short on options here. I can’t leave him like this.”
I reached down and touched the boy’s forehead. His skin was cold—but not “corpse” cold. I wanted to roll him off of his back and onto his side. In my experience, the last thing you want to do with someone possessed is have them lying on their back. Vomit inevitably accompanies most possessions, and ensuring that the boy’s airway would remain free of today’s half-digested dinner was a necessary priority. But the boy had just been broadsided by my car. I’d seen my share of medical dramas—I knew enough to realize moving someone with a potential neck injury was a bad idea.
He wasn’t a bad-looking boy. Probably my age, though it’s hard to tell with boys. Puberty seems to strike at different times. This boy was baby-faced with dark black skin. His tight jeans and tucked-in plaid shirt suggested he might not be entirely in-tune with American culture. I hate to make assumptions based on appearance alone. I mean, he might just have zero sense of style. But I suspected he might have been an immigrant. An exchange student, maybe. He just had that I’m-not-from-around-here vibe.
With my thumb, I gently lifted the boy’s left eyelid. I gasped.
His eyes were pure black. No iris at all. It was like his pupil had dilated so much that it took over his entire eyeball.
“Well, that’s not normal,” I declared. The possessed often have some dilation, but this was off the charts.
With pupils like that, he should have been able to see everything, even in the dark.
“Then why walk out in front of the car? I mean, my headlights were on. There’s no way he did this by accident.”
“What’s going on?” asked a familiar voice from the direction of the car.
“Ashley!” I shouted as my sister clung to the hood of my car to maintain her balance. “I’ve got this. Get back in the car!”
“No way, sis!” she said, stumbling in my direction. “Holy shit! You hit someone! You should have let me drive!” Ashley giggled, covering her gaping mouth with one of her well-manicured hands.
“Ashley, get back in the car,” I said, more curtly this time. I wasn’t in the mood for her drunken bullshit.
“Sweet!” Ashley said. “This dude’s possessed!”
Don’t get me wrong, I got my own thrill out of supernatural encounters. It was mildly addicting. But you never showed it. Not when you were sober, anyway. We were serious paranormal investigators.
I raised my voice. “There’s nothing you can do to help. Not like this.”
Before I could continue, Ashley shrieked.
Instinctively I turned to the boy. His eyes were both open—completely black.
Annabelle, get back! Isabelle’s voice practically exploded my cranium.
I leapt to my feet and jumped back a pace. Flight usually takes precedence over my instinct to fight when I don’t know what’s happening.
Before Isabelle could stop me, I released a torrent of energies at the boy.
He inhaled, drawing it in.
“What the fuck…”
“Delicious,” a deep, gravelly voice answered, one too deep to belong to a boy of his age. “And curious…”
“Tell me your name, demon!” I shouted, trying to hide my complete shock at the fact that the creature seemed to feed off my spell. That spell… it was almost always an instantaneous exorcism. At least when dealing with the lower-level demons.
Whatever it was within the boy laughed. “I’ll give you my name, if you give me your number.”
Being flirted with by a demon wasn’t unusual. I’d yet to meet a single one who wasn’t a blatant misogynist. Or a perv.
“You wish you could get these digits,” I said, taunting the creature. “But you couldn’t handle this.” Most priests would warn against taunting a demon. But the Church’s rites took time to work. My spells worked immediately. In my experience, egging a demon on was the best way to rend him vulnerable. If I could make him lose his focus, for even a short moment, a well-timed spell could rattle the demon loose from its host.
“Don’t get me wrong,” the demon cackled. “You’re doable. But not my type. I’m more into blonds.” The demon looked at my sister. Clearly she was the one he had in mind.
“I hate to be the one to break the news to you,” I said, “but she isn’t a natural blond…”
“Do you think I care about what’s natural?”
The demon had a point, I suppose. I should have known better. Still, I was trying to distract him.
Be careful, Annabelle…
I ignored Isabelle’s voice. I didn’t want to give anything away. It’s one thing for a demon to see me cast a spell——chances are he’d think I was a Druid, since my magica was remarkably Druid-like in flavor. If he knew what my power really came from, though… Well, I don’t know how he might use that against me. When dealing with demons, it’s best to hold your cards as close to the chest as possible.
“Let the boy go!” I demanded.
“In exchange for what?” the demon responded. “The boy made a bargain, fair and square.”
A bargain… It was almost too cliché. But most demons don’t make bargains. That would presume at least some kind of negotiation. “What did he do? Lose in a battle of fiddles?”
“That only happens in Georgia,” the creature responded. “Besides, the fiddle isn’t my style. Though I once agreed to a rock-off with Tenacious D.”
A demon with an appreciation for old-school comedic rock duos? “Must’ve sucked when they smacked you with greatest song in the world… I’ve heard the tribute.”
Not just a demon, Isabelle said. I mean, he is, but he’s something more. Not sure what it is… try to keep him talking.
I paused a split second—it was a moment too long. Enough to rouse the creature’s suspicions.
“Your tit for tat is weak,” the whatever-it-was said. “Almost as weak as the magic you pretend to wield.”
“Pretend?” I said, feigning offense. In truth, very little offends me. Paranormal investigation isn’t for snowflakes.
“Your magic,” the creature said, “has a distinct flavor about it. Ahh, I can sense it… two girls at once, all in one body. Not a bad way to end a Friday night.”
Shit… he suspected that I wasn’t alone.
Don’t admit to anything, Isabelle said.
“Take that you evil fucker!” Ashley shouted, hurling a vial of holy water at the creature.
“Ashley, no!” I shouted. Holy water would only work against a demon. Anything else, it would only escalate the situation.
The vial shattered over the boy’s face. The creature within him forced a broad grin that strained the limits of the boy’s mouth.
“A feisty one, she is!” the creature shouted before releasing a raucous laugh and licking the moisture from his lips. “Thanks for the drink.”
I reacted promptly, releasing a second purging spell while his attentions were turned toward Ashley. It wouldn’t be enough to break the “bargain” that supposedly bound this creature to the boy—but it might be enough to lure him out, to give him enough of a smart that Ashley, if she managed to get her wits about her, could nail him with a salt pellet.
I wasn’t sure if the spell worked——it was the same one I’d cast before with no effect. Still, the creature was putting on a good show, at the very least, to give me the impression that it had. The boy’s body dropped to its knees, his back arched. His neck whipped back——enough he’d definitely need to see a chiropractor in the morning. With the roar of a freight train, a violent black cloud poured from the boy’s mouth.
The black cloud struck me, attempting to make its way in. Isabelle pushed back.
Seat’s taken! Isabelle screamed from within my mind. I never should have let her see Forrest Gump.
The cloud retreated a bit, hovering in silence in thin air for a moment before decidedly turning toward my sister. Apparently, she’d picked up on my signal. She snatched the pellet gun from beneath the passenger seat of the Camaro and fired a salt pellet at the cloud of smoke. But the creature was immune, striking Ashley with a violent force. I looked, jaw-dropped in horror, as the black cloud of smoke forced itself into her mouth, nostrils and ears.
“Aw, hell no!” I shouted. “Leave her alone!”
Ashley would have warded herself against this kind of thing if she’d been sober. She wasn’t at all on her A game.
Ashely’s eyes turned black.
The creature had taken her. Still, I didn’t have time to freak out or panic. At least now, whatever it was, it wasn’t bound to her by a bargain. If I’d been able to coax the creature out of the boy, luring him out of Ashley should be easy… strictly speaking.
I tried to muster another spell, but I was tapped out.
This isn’t good…
“Ya think?” I hushed my voice, trying to be discreet about the fact that I was responding to Isabelle.
He knows I’m here. He has access to Ashley’s memories.
“So he knows everything,” I replied to Isabelle, recognizing that at this point keeping up any kind of ruse was pointless.
“How unique.” The same raspy voice that he’d used while speaking for the boy spoke from my sister’s mouth. “How does it feel to be the product of an abortion?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’m not talking to you, Anna.”
“It’s Annabelle.” I narrowed my eyes. I hated it when people tried to shorten my name.
The creature smirked. If he had access to my sister’s mind, he clearly knew calling me Anna would annoy me. He was trying to get under my skin.
He’s talking to me…
“That’s right. Isabelle, isn’t it? You’d intended to claim this body for your own, but someone else intervened.”
“Not true,” I protested. “Not completely…”
Don’t listen to him, Isabelle said. He only knows what Ashley knows… nothing more. He’s trying to drive a wedge between us.
“Is it any wonder that you two can’t ever get along? Such a shame, fused together in a single body for the rest of your lives…”
On that front, the creature was right. Isabelle and I didn’t get along… not well. It could be downright miserable at times.
“I could relieve you both of this burden,” the creature said. “I could untangle your souls.”
“That’s not possible,” I said.
“It was a Loa’s magic that melded you together,” the creature said. “Only a Loa’s magic could separate you. You need only make a simple bargain.”
I looked around. We were standing at a crossroads. And he was a Loa? My stomach dropped. I knew there was something familiar about all this. For years, Isabelle and I studied the Loa. Learning about them… never encountering one. Not since that night nine years ago… the night of the attack.
Don’t trust him. There’s bound to be a catch. There always is…
“What are the terms you propose?” I was already resolved not to take him up on his offer, no matter how enticing it might seem. Still, in my experience, with demons at least, the more I could get them to talk, the better. With little more than book knowledge to guide me, I assumed a similar tactic with the Loa: make him talk, learn what you can, let him think you’re enticed by his offers.
Annabelle, no! Don’t even listen!
“I can free you of your unfortunate… cohabitation… but I must lay claim to her soul. She will belong to me.”
I wanted to roll my eyes—but I was still trying to give the Loa the impression that I was considering his offer. In truth, it wasn’t much of an offer. It wasn’t that I liked Isabelle that much, personally, and there was something tempting about letting her go. The powers are great and all, but you never have an ounce of privacy when your head has another soul churning about in it. I couldn’t do a damn thing without her moralizing it. She was like a cartoon angel constantly perched on one shoulder… but I didn’t need a demon on my other to balance her out. My own nature was mischievous enough. Sometimes a girl just wants to live, ya know? Still, you don’t share a body with another soul for nine years without developing some kind of affection for one another. She could be a thorn in my side… but give her over to this creature? Yeah, that wasn’t about to happen.
“What would you do with her?” I asked.
“It isn’t your concern,” the creature replied.
“It is, if you’re going to get me to agree to this bargain you’re proposing.”
“Very well…” The creature’s smirk looked out of place on Ashley’s face. It wasn’t an expression Ashley would make. “Even as I possess the only power that can free you from your possession, my soul, too, is bound to another… and it is only the power she wields that can grant me my independence.”
“So you’re looking for a straight trade? My freedom for yours?” I asked.
“It is the fairest bargain I have ever proposed to a mortal.”
“But you still didn’t answer my question. What would this bargain do to Isabelle?”
“I’d free her, once she freed me. She could rest in peace.”
The Loa was doing his best to sell me on the deal. On the surface, it seemed fair enough. But why was he “bound” to begin with? If the magic Isabelle possessed had bound him, there had to be a good reason. I couldn’t risk freeing some kind of cosmic villain on the universe, no matter what he promised.
The magic of Annwn is meant for life. If it was used to imprison this Loa in some way, life itself had to be in the balance…
I turned my head and coughed twice. It was a signal I often used to let Isabelle know I heard her. In the past we used a number of random passphrases and gestures. Some of the classics included the phrase “inverted nipples,” picking my left nostril, and a double-slap on my own right butt cheek. As one might imagine, though, these signals often led to awkward social moments. While it was less entertaining——for either of us—the double cough over my right shoulder was subtle enough that it sufficed without the risk of embarrassment.
If I could just get him to talk a little longer, get him to think I’m considering it, my magic might recharge just enough to try one more spell.
At least that was the plan before a loud rumble accompanied by the brightest headlights I’d ever seen came hurtling over the hill, on the opposite side of the crossroads from where I’d come.






  
  CHAPTER 2


A cherry-red Hummer turned sharply and skidded to a halt, spraying my Camaro with gravel. 
“What the hell, man!” I shouted. I’d just had my car custom painted. A nice, glittery purple. It was fucking gorgeous. At least it was before a body struck my front quarter panel. And the Humvee driver assaulted it by gravel shower.
The man who climbed out of the front seat of the vehicle was one of the most frightening—but also one of the most attractive—people I’d ever seen. If he was compensating for anything by driving a Hummer, it was probably due to the unfortunate effects caused by anabolic steroids. His build resembled that of a bulked-up pro wrestler. His dark curls cascaded down his back, like a river of pure chocolate. His skin was olive in tone and unblemished. In spite of his chiseled features, though, I could tell from his eyes he wasn’t more than a few years older than me. His eyes… there was something unique about them, dark and broody.
“Oggie,” the voice possessing my sister said. “This is not your concern.”
“I’ve told you before,” the man said with an islander’s accent. “Stay away from these crossroads.”
“The boy made a bargain,” the Loa said.
“Your one-sided bargains mean nothing here, Kalfu.”
Kalfu… I wasn’t sure if I knew that name or not. It was familiar… it had the sort of “ring” to it that suggested Isabelle recalled it more clearly than I did. We’d probably encountered the name in our studies, and Isabelle had something of a photographic memory. I couldn’t read her mind, exactly. But I often had a sense of déjà vu, a sense of familiarity about things, that more often than not was attributable to something churning in Isabelle’s mind.
“You have no jurisdiction over the crossroads, Ogoun,” Kalfu said.
“But what does your bargain have to do with these girls?” Oggie said, gesturing toward Ashley and me. He grinned at me subtly. I felt a blush coming on.
“These aren’t your average girls,” Kalfu said. “Don’t you sense it? The dark-haired one, can you feel her power?”
“Whatever is hers belongs to her, Kalfu,” Oggie said, pulling a flask from his back pocket and pouring liquid on the ground beneath his feet.
“A waste of good rum!” Kalfu protested.
Oggie lit a match and dropped it in the puddle of rum, which immediately burst into flame, tickling the man’s muscle-bound thighs.
Oggie must have detected my confusion. He turned to me and winked. “My testicles are cold.”
I almost choked on my own tongue. Did he seriously just say that?
I mean, wool underwear would be a better solution. Or not… probably itchy. I don’t know. I’ve never had testicles. They seem like they’d be an awful inconvenience most of the time. And even so, what kind of man lights a fire under his own balls?
A badass, that’s who…
He confirmed as much when, inhaling deeply, he drew the flames into his lungs. His eyes went ablaze as he released a torrent of energies toward Ashley. I wasn’t sure if I should intervene or not. The big guy seemed to be on our side… but this looked like, and felt like, fire magic.
Fire does more than burn…
Isabelle was right. It also purifies. Perhaps this was a kind of exorcism—one I’d never experienced. Still, fire purifies by burning… not exactly the method I’d choose myself if I wanted to exorcise a demon without harming the host.
Nonetheless, the flames moved with intention. My fire spells are a lot of “boom” and “pow,” when I can pull them off, but trying to target them precisely… my aim was usually worse than that of a drunken frat boy gunning for the toilet. Oggie clearly had better aim than that. His spell made a beeline directly for Ashley’s mouth.
Her eyes turned red, matching Oggie’s. A moment later, the black cloud that had entered her poured out of her mouth, again, with an ear-piercing roar.
The boy! Isabelle shouted from somewhere deep in my mind. Kalfu is going after the boy!
I gathered whatever magica I could muster and, my eyes dimly glowing green, sent it all toward the boy. It was a pitiful spurt of magica, but it was all I could draw. I was scraping the bottom of the barrel, but I knew it wouldn’t take much. Isabelle’s magica was the purest kind, drawn directly from the Tree of Life. It was primal magic—the stuff that made the world. It warded off anything impure, like this Kalfu asshole.
My magica intercepted the black cloud before Kalfu could reenter his former host.
“Nice shot,” Ogoun said, clearly taken aback by my display of power. With a subtle grin, he nodded my direction.
I nodded back, still blushing.
The black cloud coalesced into a form of its own, right in the middle of the crossroads. It was a translucent form—not fully corporeal. His skin was leathery, a deep burnt red. His frame was massive, though not quite as large as Oggie’s. He wore an old-school tuxedo with long tails. Atop his head was an old-timey top hat, a single red carnation attached to the band where the base of the hat met the brim. The Loa had a style of a sort—that is, if he lived two hundred years ago. He was in desperate need of a makeover. He’d be a great candidate for an episode of Queer Eye for the Evil Guy.
I ran toward Ashley, who was attempting to get her feet under her. Apparently, being briefly possessed had sobered her up in short order.
“What the hell is he?” Ashley asked, trying to gather her wits.
“Isabelle says he’s a Loa,” I said, mildly petrified by the truth of my words.
“Of all the nights,” Ashley said.
I nodded.
“And who is that!” Ashley said, gesturing toward the more aesthetically pleasant, though equally beastly, Oggie. She was clearly impressed by his chiseled appearance as much as I was.
I shrugged. “Not sure. But he apparently has a case of the chilly balls.”
“What?” Ashley said.
I just grinned.
Oggie was staring at Kalfu directly in the eye… speaking a language I couldn’t understand. What were they saying?
“Isabelle, can you make sense of what they’re saying?” I asked.
It sounds familiar… but I’m not sure. I definitely can’t translate.
Whatever it was, the two were clearly involved in a sort of verbal joust. Both being massively hulked up, it resembled the sort of face-off one might see mid-ring in the WWE. I half expected a stomping punch, followed by a body-slam or suplex at any moment.
“You’re no match for me without a willing host,” Ogoun said, now using English, as he turned his back on the Loa.
“But when I get mine,” Kalfu said, his apparition beginning to fade, “none of you will be able to stop me.”
As Kalfu’s apparition faded away, Ogoun diverted his attention to the boy who’d hit our car, helping him to his feet. He gripped the boy by each shoulder, almost like a parent chastising his disobedient son. “What were you thinking, Mikah? Of all the Loa to evoke…”
“I thought I was calling Papa Legba,” the boy sheepishly explained. “Just like we were taught.”
“You clearly mucked up your gris-gris…”
“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “But I’m Annabelle, and this is my sister, Ashley.”
“The name’s Ogoun,” the large man said, extending his hand. I gripped it, his massive fingers completely enveloping mine. “But my friends just call me Oggie.”
“Your friends?” Ashley interjected, taking her turn to shake his hand. “So that evil freak is your friend?”
Oggie nodded. “I hesitate to say he is a friend. He was, once.”
“Thank you for helping me,” the boy said, his eyes meeting mine. “I’m Mikah.”
“Well I don’t know how much help I was,” I said. “I mean, I hit you with my car. Are you okay?”
Mikah put his hand to his ribs. “A bit sore,” he said, with an accent that clearly indicated he came from somewhere in Africa. “But I’ll live.”
“So that Loa… Kalfu… he made you jump out into the road?”
Mikah shook his head. “I did that. He was just getting a foothold. I couldn’t let him take over.”
I dropped my hands to my hips and narrowed my eyes. “You jumped out on purpose?”
“As any faithful Hougan would,” Oggie said, beaming at the boy. “You did well, Mikah.”
“Did well?” I asked, scrunching my brow. “He almost killed himself.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” Oggie said. “The boy was attempting a summoning beyond his grade. He will be disciplined for that. But once he knew the Loa he was dealing with, he made the noble choice.”
“What’s noble about throwing yourself in front of a car?” Ashley asked.
“Nothing,” Oggie said. “But giving your life to prevent Kalfu from walking the earth… he might have saved thousands of lives.”
“But he mucked it up,” I said. “He didn’t die.”
“Your magic healed him the moment it struck him,” Oggie said. “Otherwise, he might have.”
“Well, sorry for saving your life,” I said sarcastically.
“He didn’t leave my body because you pissed him off. He left because my body was injured.”
“And in spite of his power, one thing Kalfu can’t do is heal,” Oggie said. “Not many of us can.”
“Not many what?” I asked.
Oggie turned, scratching his head. He clearly wasn’t sure if he should answer my question.
His aura… He’s a Loa, too. Isabelle said.
“Wait, you’re a Loa?” I asked.
Oggie turned, shrugging his shoulders.
He’s possessing this body…
I tried to access my magica, enough to exorcise this Loa from the body he possessed. I’d really tapped myself out this time. It would be a while before I could draw enough to try to exorcise him.
“You can’t exorcise me,” Oggie said, apparently picking up on my attempt to draw in a bit of magica. “And if you did, you’d only be hurting my host.”
“Hurting him?” I asked.
“Stage four cancer,” Oggie said. “I’m the only thing keeping him alive.”
Cancer… I could heal injuries, and probably an isolated tumor. But stage four? Once it’s spread like that, there wasn’t much I could do. Isabelle might have a shot, though, if I let her take the reins.
“And now you’re training young Voodoo priests?” Ashley asked.
“I am,” Oggie said. “There is a war coming. That’s why I am here.”
“A war?” I asked.
“You wouldn’t understand,” Oggie said, looking me directly in the eye. “But I’d like you to. With your power, you would make a strong ally if you were properly trained.”
“Trained?” I asked.
Oggie reached into his pocket and handed me a card. It wasn’t exactly professional-looking… it had nothing but an address, and a signature at the bottom. “Go to this address at dawn.”
I recognized the address: 615 Père Antoine Alley. Any good Catholic who lives in New Orleans would.
“That’s the St. Louis Cathedral-Basilica.”
Oggie nodded. “Simply walk into the alley between Chartres and Royal streets. Again, it must be at dawn. Someone will meet you there to guide you to our academy.”
“An academy? I appreciate the offer, but I just graduated.”
“Then you’re free to pursue other studies,” Oggie said. “Studies more attuned to your… gifts.”
“What would we learn?” Ashley asked.
“The invitation is only for your sister,” Oggie said. “My apologies, I’d love to have you, myself. But I can only sponsor a single initiate each semester.”
“You’re a Loa,” Ashley said. “Aren’t you in charge or something?”
Mikah choked down a laugh. Oggie, however, took the question seriously. “I play a pivotal role in our school,” Oggie said calmly. “But administration is not a part of that.”
I took a deep breath. “If you can only take one, why don’t you just take Ashley? She’s a much better student than I am.”
“Perhaps next semester,” Oggie said. “If no other candidate for my sponsorship presents herself.”
“I can handle myself already,” I said. “But I appreciate the offer.”
“You were lucky today,” Oggie said. “But Kalfu knows you now. He knows you have… a familiar.”
“And your point?” I asked.
“My point is that he is a persistent Loa. He will not rest until he finds a way to lure you into a bargain, until he gets what he wants.”
Until he gets to me…
I sighed. “I’ll think about it.”
“Don’t think about it too long,” Oggie said. “Kalfu will not require a single moment to ponder his intentions. Every moment you wait, he gains an advantage.”
“And you think you can help me?”
“I would not wager any mortal has a chance to thwart Kalfu without a solid grounding in our arts,” Oggie said.
“And those arts are what, exactly?” I asked.
“Voodoo,” Oggie said. “I’m inviting you… asking you… to join the Voodoo Academy. We need you. But even more than that, you need us. You might be powerful, but without solid training you’ll be no match for Kalfu.”
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