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Chapter 1



[image: ]


May 2010

The late spring morning brought sunlight streaking across Makeda’s bed. She moaned and rolled over. Saturday mornings were meant for sleeping in—especially for nurses who worked third shift. Makeda didn’t have that luxury—not this weekend. 

Three weeks ago, her great-grandmother, Yewande, contacted her using kasi kasi. Appropriate, since she taught Makeda how to speak telepathically. But over two decades had elapsed since she’d spoken to her great-grandmother. Now, they planned to meet at nine a.m.

She recalled the tiny cottage home secluded in the western North Carolina woods. What happened to it? 

No one had maintained the place since Yewande’s death—at least not to Makeda’s knowledge. Her parents kept information surrounding her great-grandmother’s death secret. Makeda feared what had become of the house. She had no directions to its location. Yewande’s house wasn’t on GPS. It had no mailbox or coordinates to reference. She would have to rely on memories and instinct. 

Scented roasted meat tickled her nose and gave her the impetus to climb out of bed and into the shower. After slipping into jeans and a pullover sweater, Makeda sprinted out of her bedroom and across the living room. The home’s great room included a kitchen, dining area, and living room. Her hand hovered over the doorknob as her mom called.

“Where are you going?” Mom stood at the kitchen island, filling a pot in the sink.

“Meria’s,” she lied. “She wants to go shopping. I’m going to hang out at her place.”

Attuned to Mom’s searching gaze, Makeda’s countenance remained neutral. She cleared her mind of Yewande and the upcoming reunion. Mom didn’t like Yewande—actually hated wouldn’t be too strong a word. Makeda understood this fact from childhood. The two women barely tolerated each other. If Mom learned she planned to meet up with her great-grandmother...

And how would they meet? 

Zaubers communicated via kasi kasi, but Yewande died decades ago. Would she be speaking with a spirit? Figure it out later. 

“Gotta go,” Makeda said. “Love you.”

She sped outside and into her car, missing Mom’s reply. 

As she turned onto the main road from the dirt driveway, Makeda phoned Meria. On the second ring, her best friend answered. 

“Hey girl,” Meria said, singingly. “What’re we up to today?”

“I need you to cover for me. Mom thinks we’re spending the day together.”

“Okay. So what’s going on and why can’t your mom know?” 

“It’s not like that.”

“Hooking up with Michael?”

“No. We haven’t seen each other since I left Ramsey.” 

Memories of the handsome sheriff made Makeda’s breath catch. She intended to spend time with him soon, only not this weekend. A vision of a hulking werewolf interrupted her romantic thoughts of Michael. 

Figure out why a demon wants to kill you before planning a date. 

She peered along the narrow county road for landmarks.

“Why not? He’s crazy about you.”

A bend in the road required her attention and Makeda dropped the cellphone. With one hand, she groped along the seat cushion, hearing Meria’s shouts. 

“Sorry. I’m trying to find a house.”

“Where?”

“I can’t explain right now.” 

A few miles beyond the bend she noticed a familiar tattered wooden fence.

“Look, cover for me if Mom calls.”

“Fine, but you owe me.”

“Whatever,” Makeda mumbled to herself. 

“I’m serious. I want you to teach me magic spells—or make me a witch.”

“I can’t make you a witch.”

“But you can teach me spells.”

“Bye.” She hung up as Meria continued listing demands.

While the area looked familiar, Makeda couldn’t locate the house. I’m lost. 

She shut down the cellphone and concentrated, sending a telepathic message for directions.

‘Bajinu, mbabire.’

However, her great-grandmother didn’t reply. If kasi kasi didn’t work...

Makeda struck the car console with her fist. “Damn.” 

After pulling off the crumbling road onto a hilly shoulder, Makeda closed her eyes. Concentrate.

Lavender. The fruity herb reminded Makeda of when Yewande would pick her up from school. Mom often worked late or ran errands. Because he crafted furniture late into the night, Dad appreciated having a free babysitter. 

Back then, Yewande drove a beat-up pickup. Plants, herbs, and other miscellaneous items filled the trunk bed. Inside, the cab smelled of lilac and lavender. A necklace draped with charms hung from the rearview mirror. 

Once when Makeda struggled to attach her seatbelt, Yewande had glanced sidewise at her. “You don’t need a seatbelt. We’re zaubers. A car accident won’t kill us.”

Makeda still attached the seatbelt. Her parents had always insisted, and she hadn’t believed her great-grandmother. Everyone died, including Yewande. So her grandmother had been wrong about at least one thing. 

A maze of trees sped by. Nothing particular drew Makeda’s attention. Smoke signaled someone was burning trash in the rural county. But nothing stuck out to identify Yewande’s house. Makeda turned onto a smaller side road and drove east.

“I can’t remember where the house is,” Makeda huffed, straining to glimpse any distinguishing landmarks among the blur of trees. 

This time, she strengthened her plea.

‘Bajinu, mbabire!’ 

Again, no response.

Last night’s hospital shift had been extra tiresome, and Makeda yawned. Her eyelids grew heavy. She seriously considered returning home. 

I have to know why a demon wants me dead.

Makeda shook off her fatigue, stiffened her shoulders, and searched the narrow back roads for a house she hadn’t visited in...too long. Her back tingled, and she adjusted her position. 

“This is ridiculous.” Looking for a spot to turn around, she piloted the car toward home.  

‘Hurry up!’

Makeda snapped to attention. ‘Yewande, I can’t—’

‘Stop whining. This is your first lesson. If you can’t identify the terrain, use maji to find the house.’

A saucy retort rested on Makeda’s lips, but she held her tongue. Luckier people slept at home in their beds, but they didn’t want to become sorceresses. And she desperately wanted to embrace her zauber heritage. 

She refocused on the cottage house. Birds chirped and circled the clear blue sky. Perfume from lilac and lavender intensified. In her mind, a light materialized. It illuminated a tiny spot, which gradually ballooned like a stage scene.

“Got it!”

She executed a three-point turn and doubled back. A mile down the road on the right she spied a miniscule gap in the foliage. Because she overshot the slim turnoff, she had to reverse. Leaving the paved road, Makeda’s car swerved onto a rocky shoulder. 

“What the hell?” 

The car tires squealed, jerking to a stop.

In the middle of the path sat a squirrel. Makeda’s shoulders slumped as she waited for the critter to move. However, it stayed put. She tapped the horn. It wriggled in a small circle but refused to move. 

Now what? 

She exited the car and stared down at the rodent. “Move.”

‘I thought you needed help.’ A creepy smile flashed across the squirrel’s mouth. 

‘Big Momma?’

‘Don’t call me—’

‘Sorry, Yewande.’

‘Well, don’t stand there. Time for class.’ The squirrel scampered around Makeda and darted inside the car.

Now, I’m communicating with a squirrel. 

She shook her head and re-entered the car.

“If I speak normally, can you understand me?”

‘Yes, but squirrels can’t speak, so I’ll have to communicate with kasi kasi.’

Makeda chuckled. “I have a feeling talking to a squirrel will be the least strange thing I will experience today.”

Tree branches scraped the car windows as Makeda drove through a tunnel of trees and greenery. She frowned as the car bumped along the rutted road. 

Please don’t flatten my tires.

Gradually, the foliage drifted aside, and the space enlarged. A miniature clearing in the dense forest. Between two spikey willow trees sat a perfectly square house. The cottage where she first studied maji.

‘We’re home.’ 

Because that was what it felt like, at least how she remembered it. A sanctuary.

Here, an atmosphere of invincibility enveloped her. A place of magical possibilities. She had learned gravitation, levitation, and manipulation of objects, skills which would serve her well as a mwindaji—if she relearned them. No, when she relearned them. 

I can’t accept failure, especially if a demon wants me dead. 

The brick house had no windows on the first floor. On the second floor two elongated windows, resembling gawking eyeballs, watched eerily over the property. 

Before Makeda exited the car, with a swish of its tail the squirrel hopped down from the car’s console and scurried outside. It waited beside the front door.

‘You’ve become rusty. We’ve got work to do with little time.’

For the hundredth time since Yewande reached out to her in Ramsey, Makeda wondered why a demon wanted her dead.
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Despite the cool temperature, the Memphis sun beat down aggressively upon Allen’s head. Sweat trickled down his spine. He zigzagged up the dirt path of Nesbit Park on his mountain bike. The trail weaved through the thin pines and over dry creek beds. 

Tree canopy intermittently blocked the unrelenting sun’s rays. An occasional sliver of water traversed under the narrow wooden bridges. Lush green forest gave the spring morning energy. Allen glanced over his right shoulder. 

“Come on, guys.”

“Slow down, man,” one of his friends said. “This is a fun ride, not a competition.”

But Allen relished the wind blowing in his face. With effort, his legs pumped harder. Exhilaration flowed through his veins. Cycling had always been his passion. 

A quick glance at his watch reminded him of the ballgame that evening. After a long day cycling, he’d appreciate a cool beer and dinner with friends. His wife would probably expect him home early to help with preparations. 

When Allen peeked over his shoulder a second time, his friends were no longer in sight. Gliding his bike next to a pine tree, he braked and rested it against the trunk. Near the exit of the trail, a large bridge covered a briskly flowing creek. His pulse pounded rapidly in his ears. With the back of his hand, he wiped his sweaty forehead. 

Crunch.

Startled, Allen peered between the brush. “What’s...” 

Aww. 

“Hello? Anyone there?”

Not receiving an answer, he tramped down the low-sloping bank, careful with his footing. Three feet down he stopped and listened, straining to perceive the slightest noise. Bramble and tree trunks complicated his descent. Ten yards ahead, Allen spied a body lying at the foot of a rotted tree trunk.

“Help,” a low gasping voice croaked.

“Here I come,” Allen said, sliding the final two feet and landing at the man’s feet. “You okay, man?”

Bending down, Allen slowly reached forward touching the unconscious man’s forehead. For a minute, nothing happened. The man didn’t speak or move.

Allen shook him forcefully. “Wake up!” 

Though he knew CPR, Allen didn’t relish giving mouth-to-mouth to a stranger.

“Hey, guys!” he yelled up toward the trail. “I found someone—”

A guttural rumble leaked from the man’s mouth. 

As Allen leaned forward to check for chest movement, he spied a dark object inside a nearby bush. 

He glanced at the man’s motionless body before walking slowly over to the bush. A slimy gel covered its surface, and the body resembled a snake without scales. 

Had the man been bitten?

Hesitantly, Allen hiked up the path. “Guys! I’m down here!” 

Leaves and branches fluttered near the snake-like form. Curious, Allen climbed down and approached it again. As he peered ahead. His gaze widened. 

Two brilliant yellow orbs glowed from one end of the creature.

“What the—” 

Suddenly, the creature slithered and shot forward.

Using his arms, Allen shielded his face. “No!” Allen screamed as the creature smashed into his face. 

Everything went dark.  
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Sound ricocheted off the Raleigh nightclub walls like 1980’s techno-pop, blaring Donna Summer’s Hot Stuff around the room. People packed together, gyrating to the music. Among the throng, a slender woman with long, blond hair squeezed between dancers, searching for a seat at the bar. She zipped onto a vacant stool and periodically checked her cellphone. 

A moment later, a gentleman in a sports coat and slacks nuzzled up beside her. “Lakesha?” he asked in a husky voice. 

“Sean? Oh, hi.” She popped off the stool, and they exchanged a brief hug. “So nice to finally meet you.”

“Yes.” At a half-foot taller than Lakesha, his dark eyes swept over her. “Yes, it is.” 

They sat and ordered drinks. 

He scrutinized her while drinking beer. “Online pictures usually flatter appearances, but you’re more beautiful in person.”

She giggled. “You’re pretty hot yourself.” Lakesha glanced around the club as the bartender brought her a cocktail and Sean a beer. Before taking a sip, she asked, “Should we order something to eat?”

“I don’t need food.” Sean peered into her eyes. “Being here with you is enough. Now we’ve finally met in person.”

“Online chats aren’t the same thing.”

His admiring gaze took in her entire body. Lakesha finished her cocktail and returned a comprehensive evaluation of her own. They drank each other in, oblivious to the frenetic surrounding atmosphere. 

“Let’s go,” Sean said, gently assisting her off the stool. 

Lakesha smiled. “Want to dance?”

Like a laser, his dark eyes focused on Lakesha. “I have something else in mind.”

Sean leaned forward to make himself heard above the loud acoustics. His lips brushed her earlobe. “There’s a bistro down the street. Better for an intimate conversation.”

Heat made Lakesha’s pulse thrill. She accompanied him out of the bar as if pulled by the weight of his words. 

Breezy night air brought their bodies close. Lakesha blinked rapidly. As her vision adjusted to the darkness the intoxicated sensation diminished. She scanned the street.

“Where’re you parked?” 

Fingering her chin, Sean brought her face up to his. “The night’s calm. Let’s walk.”

Lakesha walked beside him, occasionally observing traffic churning mere feet away. 

“How far?”

“A little stroll.” Wrapping a muscular arm around her waist, Sean led her toward an alleyway.

“What’re you doing?”

“I know a shortcut. Those spiked heels aren’t meant for hiking.” 

Though her smile faded, Lakesha followed. Halfway into the alley, she asked, “Are you sure?”

“Um hmm,” Sean said, pulling her closer to his hips. “How about a kiss before dinner?”

Readjusting herself in his arms, she said, “Not a bad idea.” Lakesha dangled her arms around his neck, gazing over his shoulders. “I didn’t expect to meet such a gorgeous man online.”

“Well, you can’t always trust dating sites,” he said, smirking.

“True. But this time, I got lucky.”

He gazed down at the top of her head. “I feel the same way.”

Sean traced a finger along her chin. Simultaneously, Lakesha stroked the side of his face. 

“Ow!” Sean cried, pushing her slightly away as a red linear streak pulsed along his cheek. 

“Must’ve been my ring.” She retreated a step.

“What’s it made of?” He palpated his blistering skin.

“Silver.”

His gaze narrowed. 

Avoiding his eyes, Lakesha whipped out a small pole from her purse, pointing it at Sean’s chest. 

Pointy incisors descended from his mouth. Light from the streetlamp magnified their cruelty. “Bitch. You’re gonna pay for this.”

She shook the pole, but nothing happened. “Dammit.”

A crooked grin extended across Sean’s mouth. “I’m going to teach you why online dating can be hazardous to your health.”

He leaped forward but Lakesha sidestepped and smacked him on the head with the pole. 

“Shit.” Sean grabbed her wrist and hurled her down onto the pavement. 

With her stilettos, Lakesha kicked toward his knee. 

Sean swatted her foot aside, smacking the red stiletto into a trash can.

He leered down upon her. “Let’s see if you taste as delicious as you text.” 

A thick, red tongue flicked between his lips like a whip. Sean bent over her and suddenly groaned. Blood and tissue spurted across the gravel, coating Lakesha’s leg. 

Frozen, Sean’s eyes gaped. His spindly fingers palpated the silver lance protruding out of his chest. He grimaced before slumping to the ground.

“Yuck.” She scooted away.

A thick-set man wearing glasses extended his hand. “Need help?”

Alarmed, she prepared to strike out with her lance but hesitated and glanced upward. “Zeke.” She accepted his hand and rose.

“What took y’all so long?” She peeled off the blond wig and scratched her scalp.

Zeke watched the vampire disintegrate into a pile of sand. “I got tangled up in the club. Peter spotted you and alerted me,” he said, displaying a walkie-talkie. 

A voice blared over the line, asking, “Zina all right?”

“Yeah,” Zeke said. “We’re on our way.”

Zina retrieved her stiletto, and they fled the alleyway. On the sidewalk, they blended in with the pedestrian traffic. 

“What happened?” he asked, checking approaching vehicles.

“The stupid lance didn’t work. It wouldn’t extend.”

“Did you check it before entering the bar?” Zeke asked, giving her a side-glance.

“No time.”

A sand-colored van zipped in front of an idling taxi and braked, squealing to an abrupt stop. The side door slid open.

“Get in.”

“About time,” Zina said, squeezing inside with Zeke right behind.

“We’re in, Thomas,” Zeke said. “Tell your brother—”

Before they belted in, the van sped off. Thomas buckled into the passenger seat. Weaving in and out of downtown Raleigh traffic, the van rocketed onto Interstate 540. 

Zina banged the lance against her palm. “What’s wrong with this thing?”

“Give it here.” Zeke examined it. “Always test weapons before a mission.”

“I was texting Sean.”

Zeke shook his head and worked on the lance. 

Peter drove, methodically scanning the van’s mirrors.

Seated behind him, Zina said, “Thanks for spotting me when we left the bar.” She scratched her scalp, removing bobby pins that had held the wig in place. “Next time, Makeda can play the decoy.”

“She’s busy with nursing,” Peter said.

“Humph,” Zina huffed. “Why do I always have to play the victim?” She pulled out her cellphone and began texting.

“You make a perfect victim,” Peter said, grinning. “The exact type of person to engage in online dating.”

“Besides,” Thomas said, regarding his brother, “since the incident in Ramsey—”

“You can’t be an mwindaji and be scared of monsters,” Zina interrupted.

“Easy to say when you weren’t there.” Peter sat up straighter in the seat. He and Thomas shared a glance. 

“Over a hundred vampires and werewolves terrorizing a small Kentucky town,” Peter said distantly.

“We barely made a dent in Ramsey’s problem,” Thomas said.

“Should’ve asked for help from the other mwindaji,” Zina said, returning Peter’s glare from the rearview mirror.

“Besides, you’re proficient at anything internet,” Peter said, gliding onto Interstate 40 West toward Asheville. 

“It’s useful. I’ve discovered several mwindaji groups.”

“I doubt any legitimate mwindaji group would post to an online chat room,” Zeke said, tinkering with her lance. “I can fix this, but next time, test out the equipment before the mission. What if I hadn’t arrived in time?”

“Then you’d have to explain to my mom how you let me get gutted by a vampire.” 

“That’s not funny,” Peter said, observing traffic. “Sloppiness risks the entire group.”

Zina stretched out her legs. “I’m joking. Lighten up.”

Zeke glared at her. “Peter’s right. This isn’t a game.” He retrieved several tools from the rear of the van.

“Why is everyone so extreme?” 

Peter frowned. “You sound like the bimbo you played in the bar. This is real life.”

“Whatever,” Zina said, rolling her eyes. 

“And stay away from online mwindaji sites.” Peter gave her a stern glance.

“Daniel uses them to communicate with other groups.”

“He knows what he’s doing.” Zeke shook the lance, fully extending it. “You don’t.”

“No wonder we lose members,” Zina mumbled. “Too many stupid rules.”

“The internet is dangerous,” Peter said, changing lanes.

“With the internet we could easily locate monster cells, instead of relying on word of mouth or local contacts.”

“Our system works,” Zeke said, “and keeps us safe.”

Peter glanced in the rearview mirror and noticed a glint in Zeke’s eyes.
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Inside a square, cozy study, Enu studied a ledger of financial accounts. Seated at a wooden oblong desk, he observed his brother scowling.

Korlemo stared vacantly at a cold fireplace. “Unacceptable. How did Herman expect me to live in this isolated hole under these circumstances?” His head shook. “Impossible.”

“Herman had insufficient time to arrange suitable accommodations.”

“Untrue.” Korlemo stomped around the room. “Where are my pianist and valet?”

“Brother, this is not Ramsey. You cannot expect the same treatment as in Kentucky.”

“I demand someone tend to my needs.”

“Here, people will not work for the same wages we paid in Ramsey, nor will they submit to similar conditions.”

Korlemo paused before a floor-to-ceiling bookcase behind the desk. “Our dear friend, Madame LaLaurie maintained her staff—even after she moved to France.”

Enu grimaced. “Our friend? Are you referring to Marie Delphine MacCarthy?” 

“When we dined in Paris, Madame LaLaurie recounted various methods she used to inspire her staff’s obedience.”

“Your friend lived in nineteenth-century slave state Louisiana. Besides, she fled America in disgrace and died over a century ago.”

“How do you know? A lupasteri with her guile—”

“And if half the rumors can be relied upon, she mutilated and tortured her servants. They burned down the mansion, preferring death to life under her authority.”

Shrugging, Korlemo said, “Whatever works.”

“Does it not disturb you, Brother, that those enslaved people resembled you and me?”

“Fate rewards the strong. For centuries, Africans have enslaved and been slaves—as you well know.”

“You seriously want to emulate a sadistic slaveowner?”  

Korlemo circled the study. “I expect the same accommodations as before.”

“It is not possible—”

“Do it!” Korlemo snarled, glowering at him.

Enu exhaled and closed the ledger. “Tantrums will not replicate the circumstances Herman created for you in Kentucky. We relocated at your insistence.”

Korlemo lurched forward. “If servants cannot be hired to meet my demands, I expect my family to provide those services.”

Enu gaped. “And function as servants?”

“If you do not want your wife and children cleaning the floors, I suggest you find a solution.”

For a moment, Enu considered whether his filial obligations had finally exceeded their limitations. Resolved to complete the task at hand, he returned to reviewing the financial statements Korlemo provided. 

“Well,” the latter grunted, “are the funds sufficient?”

“Yes, but there appears to be a discrepancy in Herman’s figures.”

“Discrepancy? What do you mean?” Korlemo dashed over to the desk and peered over Enu’s shoulders.

“I am not an accountant, however, it appears someone removed a significant amount of money from your accounts the day before the mwindaji slaughtered Herman and his family.”

“Who?”

Enu stood and stretched his back. “I do not know.”

“Figure it out.” 

“Hire an accountant if you want specifics.” Enu sauntered over to a cushioned armchair beside the fireplace. “Otherwise, you possess sufficient finances for our present needs.”

“Irrelevant.” Korlemo’s hands fisted. “I want the person who stole from me.”

The door opened, and Zainabu entered. She glanced at Enu before pivoting toward Korlemo. “I heard shouting. Can I help?”

“No one shouted,” Enu said, studying her. “Why are you here?”

In front of the desk, Korlemo held a chair out for her. “She will assist me since you refuse.”

“Brother, I did not refuse. I merely stated an accountant can provide the details you require. I cannot.”

“Perhaps I can.” Zainabu smiled up at Korlemo. “If you wish, I will hire a forensic accountant. What else do you need?”

“I want to leave this wretched place—immediately. But first, I must know who stole from me.”

Tired, Enu headed for the study door. With his hand on the knob, he glanced back. “Our security should take precedence over your vengeance.”

Korlemo sulked. “True.” He turned toward Zainabu. “You will arrange for my personal security. The Baptistes have family along the eastern coast. What is the cousin’s name, the one who heads their New York branch?” he asked Enu.

“Stefan.” 

“Correct.” Korlemo addressed Zainabu. “He will assist you with the arrangements.”

At the door, Enu spoke in Ibori, the language of their tribe. “Do you think it wise to trust this witch with these responsibilities?”

Korlemo snorted. “I do.”

“We know nothing about her origins.”

“Because of her vision, we left Ramsey before the mwindaji attacked.”

“How do you know the mwindaji executed Herman Baptiste?”

“Who else?”

“You forget, Brother. Many bindimèn would love to see you dead, not to mention the demon.”

Korlemo’s jaw tensed. “This is not Zorulo.”

“Are you sure?” Enu glanced at Zainabu. “Demons are clever and understand many ways to defeat an opponent.” 

He departed. 
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The Honda’s engine idled as Makeda stared at the ramshackle house. Her chin quivered. Chilled, despite the warm spring morning, she recalled how lovely and delicate the home appeared to her as a child. She shut off the engine and exited the car.

Side by side, she and the squirrel surveyed the exterior. Minutes elapsed with the only sounds coming from rustling leaves and chirping birds. Makeda stepped onto the porch and prepared to open the door when a hawk swooped down and scooped up the squirrel. 

“Yewande!” she shrieked.

The bird clutched onto the squirrel’s body and soared into the sky. Confused, Makeda searched for something to hurl at it. Before she found an object, the tiny squirrel morphed into a ginger cat and snapped at the hawk. 

Squawking, the bird released the feline, who fell toward the ground. Makeda rushed over toward the falling animal. She caught the cat and coddled it to her chest. Her heart raced as she stroked the cat’s coat. The feline wriggled free and vaulted onto the ground. 

‘I’m fine. Let’s get on with this.’

‘Big Mom—Yewande, you could’ve been killed. Can’t you assume a human body?’

‘No, not unless I possess a bindimèn.’

Makeda frowned. ‘A bindimèn?’

‘That’s what zaubers call humans.’

‘Then why not a larger animal like a dog or cat?’

‘Because stupid people kept trying to rescue me. I got tired of being dropped off at animal shelters.’

‘What do you mean by possessing?’

‘Forget it. Come on.’

Makeda unlocked the front door, and they stepped inside. Yewande, in the form of a cat, slunk through the door close upon her ankles. 

Inside, drop cloths covered the few pieces of furniture. At least an inch of dust covered the surfaces. Beginning in the living room, Makeda removed the coverings and inspected the furniture. A half dozen photos lined a table near the front door. 

One by one, Makeda admired the photos. In one, she viewed her great-grandmother as a young woman wearing a thin mid-calf dress with a blue beaded charm around her left ankle. Ten minutes passed before she realized Yewande had disappeared. 

The small home had a rectangular living room. A narrow staircase led upstairs. Slightly off center of the front door, an arched doorway led into the kitchen. A door in the kitchen opened onto the backyard. Makeda exited the house. Cautiously, she tested the splintered deck planks before proceeding outside. 

On her left, a tangled mass of bramble and weeds choked the once-thriving herb garden. To the right, Makeda admired tall pine trees. At the far end of the yard stood a majestic oak tree. Kudzu draped down its tortuous limbs. She frowned. 

‘I loved this place. It seemed magical.’ 

‘It will be again.’ The cat slithered around her legs. ‘Your first lesson.’ Licking its paws, the cat stretched out along the creaking deck. 

‘An accomplished zauber understands magic and sorcery. Herbs play an important part in both. Now, clean up this mess.’  

Makeda gazed at the cat. ‘By myself?’

‘Yes. You must prepare to face Zorulo.’

‘Tell me about this demon. Who is he, and why would he come after me?’

‘Why an enemy hates you makes no difference. Being prepared for battle does.’

With a deep breath, Makeda scrutinized the yard. She scratched her head. ‘But I want to know why—’ She looked down. The cat had disappeared. 

‘Yewande?’

In addition to wondering why a demon wanted her dead, Makeda failed to understand how cleaning up a garden would improve her sorcery. For a moment, she stared into the sky. 

Would being a zauber help the mwindaji? What other sacrifices would she have to make? 

As she re-entered the house looking for tools, Makeda mentally formed a list of questions to ask her great-grandmother. 

First question, what did she mean about possessing bindimèn? Next, why did a demon want me dead?
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Chapter 6


[image: ]


Inside the Ramsey Sheriff’s Office, Michael Wilson propped his feet up on the desk and laughed. “So, when will you finish the yard work?” he asked, speaking on his cellphone.

“I’m not sure, but not before this weekend,” Makeda answered.

Birds squeaked in the background.

“What about your brothers?”

“Peter’s busy with wedding plans.” 

“Thomas?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Too busy with video games, right?”

“It’s only one weekend.”

“Don’t forget your promise.”

“I haven’t,” Makeda said before hanging up.

Reclined in a chair, Michael fantasized about his upcoming plans with Makeda. Since the mwindaji left Ramsey, most of their interactions had been telephonic. They shared one brief Saturday, discussing current events and making plans. He had no intention of letting Makeda forget about her promise. Knowing he would soon spend time alone with her made the monotony of Ramsey tolerable. 

Michael grabbed his hat off the desk and exited his office. “Anything happening I should know about?” he asked a room full of deputies while zipping up his jacket. 

“No, Sheriff. It’s been quiet,” a deputy said while filling out a form.

“Ramsey usually is,” added Carlotta, their dispatcher.

“Anything from Bowling Green?” he asked.

“Naw. They’ve probably wrapped up the Baptiste murders by now,” a deputy said.

“Any news about the dog?” he asked, glancing at the German shepherd sitting at attention beside the entrance.

“No, sir,” a deputy replied.

“She’s all yours,” Carlotta said, grinning.

“I can’t take care of a dog,” he said.

“If you don’t, we’ll have to send her back to the breeder.” Carlotta slipped on headphones and answered an incoming call.

Whistling for the dog to follow, Michael departed. 

Outside, he inhaled crisp morning air, reflecting on events of the past month. The chief medical officer of the local hospital had been indicted for embezzlement after she fled with millions of dollars. Two of the most prominent families in the county had been slain in their own homes. And he learned his girlfriend belonged to a group called mwindaji, traveling the country killing monsters. April in Ramsey had not been boring.

Before starting his patrol car and phoning Bowling Green Homicide Division, he opened the back door for the German shepherd to hop inside. 

“Hello, this is Sheriff Wilson in—”

“Oh, hey Mike. What’s up?” 

“Hey Ryan. Nothing much here. I wanted to check in. See how the Jason Tupelo investigation is going.”

“That’s been officially closed as of five o’clock yesterday. The DA issued a public statement.”

Michael checked his watch. “I didn’t see anything in the paper about it.”

“Yep. The news will eventually trickle over to Ramsey. They concluded Jackie Baptiste murdered Jason Tupelo, and the gang she was associated with committed the homicides at the Baptiste and Senegal homes.”

“The state attorney didn’t contact us.”

“I’m just a homicide detective,” Ryan said. “They probably figured it wouldn’t matter.” 

“Strange.” Michael considered how the state attorney could close a homicide case in Ramsey’s jurisdiction without contacting the sheriff’s department. Why would the state attorney rush such a significant investigation? 

Jackie’s father, Herman Baptiste, had been the chief financial officer at Lebanon Memorial Hospital. From Makeda, Michael learned how Mr. Baptiste and his family of werewolves preyed on hospital patients. His stomach churned at the memory of the hospital refrigerator. 

“Well, now Ramsey can go back to being sleepy, small-town America.” Ryan chuckled.

“I guess. Hey, let me know if anything changes.”

“Will do. Call when you’re in town. We can throw a couple burgers on the grill and watch a game.”

They chatted for another minute before Michael hung up. Staring out of the windshield, he considered what Ryan had said. 

Fortunately for the mwindaji, authorities had no idea of their group’s involvement—or existence. It irked Michael though that the state attorney’s office closed the case without consulting his department. Another peculiar thing about Ramsey. He started the cruiser and began his patrol. 

***
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The car dashboard clock displayed 5:28 p.m. After a brief call to his dispatcher, Michael headed toward southwest Ramsey. Though not gated, the area clearly represented a higher economic area of town. Spacious lots held old colonial homes. A few still had separate functional servant quarters. 

He’d stopped calling them slave quarters because it irritated the owners. Amid this display of opulence sat an older, sturdy brick house with a huge, gnarled oak tree anchoring the front yard. 

Michael parked in the 1950’s ranch home’s driveway, ambled up to the entrance, and rang the bell. Less than a minute elapsed before the door opened. 

An older man with light blue eyes squinted. “Hey, Mike. Come in. It’s chilly.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Michael entered, careful to wipe his feet on the mat. “Oh, can Daisy come in?”

“Sure. Your sidekick’s welcome.” The doctor wiped his glasses as he entered the living room. 

Michael and Daisy followed. The former admired the classical interior before taking a seat beside a wall of windows at the rear of the room. 

Over several minutes, the doctor arranged a small card table and another chair across from Michael.

“Need any help, Neil?” he asked. 

“I’m good. What can I get you? Wine?”

“Beer for me.” He stretched his legs beside the table and gazed into the backyard. 

Neil returned with a can of beer and a bowl of pretzels, took a seat, and placed a deck of cards on the table. 

“To friendship,” he said, holding up a glass of brandy.

“And honesty.” Michael tapped his beer bottle against the doctor’s glass.

With a side grimace, Neil asked, “What does that mean?”

Michael drank while studying his friend. “Simply what I said. Truth between friends.”

Without replying, Neil dealt the cards. Both men picked up their hands and play began. Several hours of brisk gin rummy ensued. Neil won the last hand. 

“You
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