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  Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]

I was brand new again. The oldest damn youngling in vampire history. All thanks to a plan we’d cooked up a few months back with Baron Samedi to defeat an ancient Chinese wizard and the empire he’d raised from the dead. For a good hour, give or take, I became human again. That’s how shitty of a human I was. Within that hour, I got myself killed. I don’t know how most humans do it. Meat sacks, running around with skin as durable as the plastic bags you get at a grocery store. Granted, most humans don’t put their mortality on the line to challenge ancient immortals to a fight. Then again, even as a human, I was still Mercy Brown. That was the whole point, the only way to beat the bastard was as a human. Long story short, the emperor’s spirit was possessing Mel—the vampire who used to be my progeny. The emperor bit me and, you know, since he used Mel to do it...my own progeny turned me. That’s right. I’ve heard the joke a hundred times since. I became my own goddamn vampire grandma.  
Life’s a bitch, then you die, then you die again, and come back again. And everything’s still a bitch. 
Now, a part of my deal with Baron Samedi—which I didn’t know at the time—was that I inherited the aspect of my former sire, the original vampire, Niccolo the Damned. You see, he’d died some years back—by choice, of course. He was also a practitioner of voodoo. In death, he was divinized. He became a Loa. He wasn’t the first vodouisant to do it. Not that it was especially common to become gods post-mortem. But Nico was nothing if not uncommon. 
Now that his aspect was in me, I had an innate ability to clean shit up. I could also communicate with him at any time. Think his name, and bam, there he was, chatting away in my head. He said he’d become the Loa of balance. That didn’t mean he became a great gymnast or a tightrope artist. It meant his gift set things right that were out of whack. Like I said, cleaning shit up. Not the most glamorous aspect out there, but it came with some perks. 
Because when I became a vampire again—after my brief foray as a human—Nico intervened and improved Baron Samedi’s design. 
I wasn’t as strong as I was before. Not as fast, either. That was to be expected since I was brand new again. 
But now I could walk in the sun. 
You might think it was a good trade, giving up some speed and strength for the ability to go out into the sun whenever I damn well pleased. You’d be right, to a point. But the way evil shit seemed to find me? Well, I could deal with only fighting outside at night. Lacking strength and speed, though, was a real liability. 
That meant I had to level up. No, not my vampirism. My witchcraft. 
Another vampire witch, Hailey Bradbury, was always a help in that respect. But I wanted to expand my horizons, dive into different aspects of the craft I’d never before explored.
I was new, so why not try something new? A lot of people get a new outfit, a new car, a new whatever, to commemorate a big change in life. 
This was my way of stepping into the new calculation of my existence with my head held high. 
You might say I had a new lease on death. 
It was a grand world out there, so much to learn, so many things to do. Why focus on what I lost? Now that I could go out during the day, I could finally engage the one kind of magic that I hadn’t entertained since I was human the first time. Moon-based magic was cool and all. A lot of witches really ate it up, and I did too. The moon tended to align with the cosmic feminine. The sun, though, represented its masculine counterpart. And since I now had the aspect of my former sire, and the Loa of Balance, rattling around in my head... learning sun-based magic seemed the right thing to do. It was all about balance. 
And it gave me something to do during the day other than sit on my thumb, play checkers with Muggs and Mel, or Twister—the grown up version—with my girlfriend Juliet. Let the reader understand. Right hand goes where? Let’s just say we rarely played the game by the rules in the box. 
It was fun and all, but I’d done that kind of thing my entire existence. Not the Twister part. That was still relatively new. But indoor activities. I was sick of indoor activities. 
And there were a lot of covens out there that met up to explore sun based magic during the day. I figured, why not hit a few of the Meetups? 
I knew I could probably teach most of them more than they could teach me. I’d been a witch a long time. I was trained by Moll Dyer, one of the most powerful witches ever. I’d used my magic in actual fights, against real evil sons of bitches. I’d saved the world on account of my magic, before. Most of the witches I met weren’t ready for things like that. I knew to be careful about teaching things people weren’t prepared for. That didn’t mean I couldn’t learn anything from them. 
That’s something you pick up when you get old, like me. When you’re young, you think you know most everything. You might be willing to learn from someone who’s proven, who has more experience, who has solid credentials. But you dismiss most anyone else. After a while, though, you begin to realize that despite living for more than a century and a half, the collective age of all the humans who make up an entire coven of mortals might actually eclipse mine. No single one of them could rival my knowledge or experience, but all together? Well, with a touch of humility, which didn’t come easy to me, even I could learn something. Sometimes the best wisdom, and the best magic, comes from the unlikeliest of sources. 
That said, even I was cynical when I found out this particular coven was meeting at Panera Bread. Serious witches don’t meet at chain restaurants. Old bookstores, electric coffee shops, maybe. The back rooms of mystical shops, definitely. Panera Bread, though? I’m sure the food was great for humans. But what got my attention was a particular witch who was visiting this coven.
Raelin Noor.
Anyone who was anyone in the craft knew who she was. Known for her expertise in elemental magic and divination, she was rumored to possess powers that rivaled even the most ancient of witches. Her presence at a mundane place like Panera Bread was mildly jarring. 
As I walked into the bakery-cafe, the scent of freshly baked bread and brewing coffee wafted over me. And the smell of blood, of course. Because the place was packed. It’s funny the things you miss when you’re a creature of the night. I’d never experienced a place like this—totally different from the kinds of establishments I sometimes visited after dark when I was out for a bite. 
I don’t know if I was as powerful as Raelin or not. Thing was, since I was a vampire, I had to be careful about what witches I fraternized with. I haunted little witch forums online looking to impress people with my insights, or attend pagan conventions where I could hob-nob with other practitioners. 
I kept my abilities to myself. Not that I was afraid to share my skills with others. But because exposing that part of myself came with the risk of exposing the other side of what I was. The blood-sucking, sun-allergic side of me. 
But with a set of contacts in place to hide my red eyes, and without the risk of turning into barbecue in the sunlight, it meant I had a chance to actually engage in some folks who might know a few things I’d never explored. 
It was Raelin Noor’s reputation with divination that had me especially intrigued. Given all the horrible crap I’d faced through the years, how big of an advantage would it be if I could see into the future? Even if I was only good enough to peer into the near-future, thirty minutes to an hour, I’d be able to see what my enemies were going to do before they did it. I could cut them off at the knees—literally or metaphorically, depending on my mood. 
The coven meeting at Panera Bread was an unusual sight, to say the least. As I made my way through the bustling cafe, I immediately recognized the congregation of witches gathered around a large table with steaming beverages in hand.
There was nothing about the ways most of them were dressed that gave them away. No pointy hats, or brooms leaning against the table. They didn’t have green skin or warts. Witches pretty much look like anyone else. Some of them pretty, some of them ugly, and everything in between. They come in all sizes and shapes, colors and cultures. It was the magic radiating off the coven that made it obvious—to my magical sensitivities—where the Meetup was sitting. There was a power emanating not from the group at large, but from the woman I’d come to meet. 
Raelin Noor sat at the head of the table, her presence commanding attention without her needing to say a word. The other witches around her looked up to her with reverence and awe, their expressions a mix of respect and curiosity. I could sense the undercurrent of energy swirling around her, a subtle hum that spoke of untapped power and ancient knowledge.
As I approached the table, I caught Raelin’s gaze, and for a moment, it felt as though the world around us faded away. Her amber eyes held a depth of wisdom that seemed to pierce through my very soul, leaving me feeling vulnerable in a way I hadn’t experienced in a long time.
“Mercy Brown,” Raelin spoke, her voice smooth like silk yet carrying a weight of authority that demanded attention. “I have been expecting you.”
Her words sent a shiver down my spine. How did she know my name? I knew the answer—she’d divined it. She foresaw my arrival, somehow. Even knowing that, though, it took me off guard. Did she also know I was a vampire? Probably. But she didn’t show the slightest trepidation. Probably because she’d also divined that I wasn’t going to bite her anytime soon. 
Yeah, seeing the future—what a gift! What a difference it could make. Maybe, just maybe, if I could stop all the world-ending threats that consumed my time, I’d be able to carve out some me time for once in my existence. 
All I could do was force a laugh. “Of course you were.” 
“I’m Sunshine!” one of the other witches said, a bubbly blonde with a voice so grating and high-pitched it almost made my sensitive vampiric ears ring. The first thing I thought was how ironic her name was. Until recently, a name like “Sunshine” would have been to me like calling someone “Guillotine.” 
Not the happy-go-lucky kind of name her hippie parents probably thought it was. 
I nodded at Sunshine and extended my hand. “Mercy.”
“I know!” Sunshine chirped, shaking my hand. I was a little anxious she’d react to my general clamminess, but she didn’t seem to notice how cold I was. Probably because the whole damn restaurant was over-chilled. “Raelin just told us, remember? What a pretty name! Your parents must’ve been like mine.” 
I nodded. “Yup. Pretty. And, no. My parents have been dead a long time.”
“Indeed,” Raelin added—a single-word clue she tossed out there to let me know that she knew exactly who I was. Was it meant as a threat, like “Yeah, I have my eye on you, vampire,” or was it more of an olive branch, like she was saying, “I know why you’re here, and I can help you.” Or was she just showing off? Maybe it was multiple-choice D: All of the Above. 
Sunshine didn’t pick up on any of that. Instead, she winced out of embarrassment. “Oh… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—“
I waved my hand through the air. “It’s for the best. If my parents were still alive, they’d be monsters.” 
Raelin chuckled a little. “Glad you’ve joined us, Mercy. You’re the reason I came.” 
I bit my lip. “Really? I just saw your name on the Meetup. I didn’t have any expectations, just figured, you know—“
“That I might be able to show you what you’re looking for?” Raelin asked. “Let us enjoy our lunch—well, the rest of us will enjoy it. I suspect you’ll abstain. I don’t see anything on the menu here that suits your unique dietary restrictions.” 
“They do have vegan options!” Sunshine added. “You might be surprised.”
I winked at Raelin then turned back to Sunshine. “Yeah, I’m not vegan. Let’s just say my dietary needs are due to an extremely rare and unique condition. But I’m not here for a physical, I’m here to meet the coven—and Raelin, of course. I’d rather not discuss my medical history.” 
Raelin’s lips curved into a knowing smile as she gestured for me to take a seat at the table. The other witches moved slightly, creating an open space for me beside Raelin. I settled into the chair, feeling the weight of everyone’s curious gazes on me.
As I sat down at the table, a brief silence hung in the air before Sunshine eagerly piped up, “So, Mercy, what do you do for a living?”
I arched an eyebrow at her, resisting an urge to refine her definition of ‘for a living.’ “Let’s just say until recently, I worked the night shift—I had for years, longer than anyone here would probably believe. Presently, well, let’s just say everything changed and I’m looking for new opportunities.” 
Raelin, watching the interaction with a keen gaze, interjected smoothly before Sunshine could press further. “Mercy’s line of work is rather unique and often requires discretion. She deals with matters that lie beyond the ordinary scope of employment.”
Sunshine’s eyes widened in fascination. “Oh, mysteries! How exciting! Do you work for the FBI? The CIA?” 
I chuckled. “Something like that. But less…well-known. Super secret stuff. I mean, I’d tell you all about it—but then I’d have to kill you.” 
Raelin’s eyes gleamed with amusement as Sunshine giggled nervously, clearly unsure if I was joking or not. Raelin smoothly steered the conversation back on track, her voice calm and reassuring.
“Mercy’s skills are unparalleled in her field,” Raelin said, her tone carrying a subtle note of respect. “She navigates the shadows that most dare not tread, protecting our world from threats that remain unseen to many.”
I inclined my head at the praise, acknowledging Raelin’s words with a tight smile. The coven members around the table exchanged glances, a mixture of curiosity and wariness in their expressions. They probably thought I was some kind of assassin, black-ops, an operative for the deep state or some shit. I mean, I did live underground. I suppose you could call my band of vampire warriors a deep state of a kind. But it wasn’t at all what the conspiracy theorists thought it was.
As everyone started eating their sandwiches and salads I just sat back, doing my best not to crave any of the food sitting around the table. I was there to mingle, to meet Raelin, and maybe pick up a few tips from the other witches. 
“So, Mercy,” another witch who hadn’t introduced herself to me yet, “I have to ask, what is your skin routine like? Your complexion, it’s flawless.” 
I smirked. “Let’s just say I have plenty of iron in my diet.” 
Sunshine tilted her head. “Iron is good for the complexion? Who wouldda thunk?” 
“Clearly,” the girl who’d asked the question initially continued, “you don’t get too much sun. I think that’s probably a big part of it. The sun can do a lot of damage to the skin.” 
I nodded. “Oh, you have no idea. It can be devastating. Like I said, I’ve worked nights for a long time. I can barely remember the last time I was out in the daylight.” 
I was getting in a groove. It was funny, you know, how many things these witches said that touched unwittingly on my vampirism, questions I couldn’t answer with complete forthrightness. Still, I was navigating them well, finding answers to most anything they asked that were true, even if my replies didn’t reveal the whole truth. 
As the conversation flowed around me, I studied Raelin. There was an air of mystery about her, a subtle power that seemed to emanate from her very being. I couldn’t help but feel drawn to her, a sense of familiarity tugging at the edges of my mind like a half-remembered dream.
Raelin caught my gaze, her amber eyes holding mine in a silent exchange that seemed to transcend words. There was a depth to her gaze, a knowledge that hinted at secrets long buried and truths waiting to be uncovered.
Breaking the unspoken connection, Raelin shifted in her seat and addressed the group with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Now that we’ve all had our fill, I believe it’s time to discuss the purpose of our gathering.”
The other witches turned their attention to Raelin, their expressions shifting from idle curiosity to focused attention. 
Sunshine cleared her throat. “Yeah, we invited you!”
Raelin bowed her head slightly. “You invited me three years ago. Today, however, there was a reason for my visit. I’m certainly happy to discuss the intricacies of divination with your coven, but I’m here for another reason.” 
Raelin fixed her eyes on me. Those eyes—eyes that could look into the future. I wasn’t sure if I was more turned on or creeped out by it all. It’s one thing to know of witches who can see into the future. It’s another one to look into the eyes of such a witch wondering what it was they really saw. I knew reflective objects were a part of her craft—did that mean as she looked into the dark contacts, the glisten in my eyes, she was reading my fortune even now? 
“I was hoping you could help me with my illusions!” Sunshine piped up. “I know divination is your thing, but I hear you work with the sun quite a bit. Figured you’d have a few pointers.” 
Raelin forced a smile. “If time allows, I’m happy to help however I can. You’re more powerful than you realize. Most modern witches can’t manifest evident magic, only implicit power. They cast rituals that have an unfolding effect over time, rather than cast spells that have a visible impact on reality now.” 
Sunshine leaned forward eagerly, her eyes shining with excitement. “I’m ready to learn anything you have to teach me, Raelin! I want to be as powerful as you one day.”
Raelin’s smile softened at Sunshine’s enthusiasm. “Patience is as much a part of magic as the spells themselves. Your journey is just beginning, Sunshine. Embrace each step along the way, and you will unlock powers within yourself that you never knew existed.”
Then Raelin turned back to me. “You are why I’ve come. Will you come with me, Mercy?” 
“Can we come too!” Sunshine blurted.
“Give us a moment,” Raelin insisted. “We’ll be back momentarily. I must have a word with Mercy, alone.” 
My eyes darted back and forth—I wasn’t sure if it was out of nervousness or because I was hoping she wasn’t using my eyeballs as crystal balls. Either way, I was curious about what she meant. 
I stood up and straightened my dress. “Lead the way.”






  
  Chapter 2
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I stepped out of the Panera Bread, squinting against the late afternoon sun, and followed Raelin across the parking lot. An old camper and pickup truck sat in the far corner, looking decidedly out of place. I cocked an eyebrow at her.  
“Aren’t you from Morocco? What’s up with the camper? I figured you flew in.”
Raelin flashed me an enigmatic smile. “Of course I flew into the states. But I knew I’d be here a while. I needed a place to set up my things, and given the nature of what I’m going to show you, I thought it best if I make my new sanctum portable.”
I tilted my head, trying to decipher her cryptic words. What the hell did she mean by that? A sense of unease prickled along my spine. 
“What do you mean ‘what’s going to happen?’” I demanded.
Raelin’s amber eyes gleamed with secrets. “You must see it for yourself. I will not expect you to take my word for it.”
Well wasn’t that just peachy? I huffed out a breath and followed her to the camper door, my boots crunching on the gravel.
The interior of the trailer was nothing like I expected. No cozy living space or quaint little kitchen nook here. Instead, the guts had been completely ripped out, transformed into some kind of witchy apothecary. Intricate patterns swirled across the walls, herbs hung in dried bunches, and the pungent scents of sage and other ritual plants permeated the air. 
My eyes fixated on the massive crystal ball perched on a pedestal in the very center. Even from several feet away, I could sense the power thrumming within its crystalline depths. Magic radiated off it in palpable waves.
“This is my preferred divination focus,” Raelin explained, caressing the orb with a reverent touch. “The crystal structure amplifies my natural scrying abilities, which are already quite formidable. Combined with Soleil energy - sun magic, if you will - this orb has the power to reveal the future of whomever touches it.”
I arched a brow. “Then how the hell do you know mine? If it only shows the future of whoever is touching it.”
Raelin’s laughter tinkled like wind chimes. “That rule only applies to those I’m working with. I can see the fate of anyone.” She fixed me with a piercing stare. “You don’t witness as many futures as I do without learning the name Mercy Brown.”
I planted my hands on my hips, meeting her gaze head-on. “So, why were you spying on me, anyway? I didn’t even expect you’d know who I was.”
“Oh, Mercy.” Raelin shook her head, an enigmatic smile playing at her lips. “If the world was in jeopardy, and it has been many times, I’d often see the one who stopped it. As many times as not, it was you.”
I tilted my head, considering her words. A smirk tugged at the
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