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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      While I have updated the Nightcreature Novel series (adding cell phones, removing answering machines, etc), I wrote the New Orleans Nightcreature Trilogy (Crescent, Midnight and Rising Moon-Books 4,5,6) before, during and after Hurricane Katrina. As a result, these novels are grounded in that world, in what happened then and how it changed the city forever.  Rising Moon, in particular, is a love letter to post-Katrina New Orleans. Therefore, while I have updated technology, I have left references to the hurricane and the city as it was and as it became because this is part of not only the plot, but the theme and the characters of this trilogy.
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      Last night I dreamed of the beach in Haiti. The rolling waves, the smooth, warm sand, turned white beneath the light of a glistening silver moon.

      The dream continues to haunt me because on that beach I said good-bye to everything I’d been and welcomed the woman I would become.

      Once I was a stay-at-home mom with a big house in the Southern California suburbs. I drove an SUV that was far too large for carting a five-year-old girl to ballet lessons; I was married to a man I thought was my soul mate.

      Then, in the way of a picture-perfect life, everything went to hell and I became a voodoo priestess. When I change lives, I do it right.

      I did have a little help from the witness protection program. Although they weren’t the ones who suggested I spend years studying an ancient African religion, travel to Haiti and be initiated, then style myself Priestess Cassandra, owner and operator of a voodoo shop in the French Quarter. That was all me.

      I chose the name Cassandra because it means “prophet.” Voodoo priestesses are often called on to see the future, but I’d never been the least bit psychic. Despite the name, I still wasn’t.

      Voodoo is a fluid religion, adaptive and inclusive. Practitioners believe in magic, zombies, and love charms. I like pretty much everything about it, except one thing. Their stubborn insistence that there are no accidents.

      Me, I have a hard time believing it, because if there are no accidents that means my daughter died for a reason, and I just can’t find one. Believe me, I’ve looked.

      I’m not the first person to have trouble with certain tenets of their religion. That doesn’t mean I don’t believe.

      In Haiti, on that beach, I committed myself to voodoo wholeheartedly. I had a very good reason.

      I planned to raise my daughter from the dead.
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      I got off the plane in Port-au-Prince for the second time in my life about midafternoon on a sunny Thursday in October. Not much had changed. Heat wavered above the asphalt, shimmering, dancing, making me dizzy.

      Inside the airport, a man whose starched white short-sleeved shirt and khaki trousers emphasized the ebony shade of his skin hurried over. “Priestess Cassandra?”

      I winced. What had been good business in New Orleans sounded pretentious in the shadow of the mountains where voodoo had first come into its own.

      “Just Cassandra, please.”

      I wondered momentarily how he’d known me. Perhaps my being the only white woman who’d gotten off the plane was a pretty good clue. I’m sure my blue eyes and short dark hair weren’t all that common around here either. But what usually made me stand out in a crowd was the slash of pure white at my temple.

      The oddity, which had appeared in my hair shortly after my daughter died, had gradually lost pigment from its original gray. I probably should have covered it with dye—I was, after all, in witness protection—but the white strip served to remind me of my daughter and my mission. As if I needed reminding.

      The streak also served as my penance. I hadn’t done the one thing a mother was supposed to do—protect her child against everyone. Even her father.

      The man in front of me dipped his head. “I am Marcel, Miss Cassandra.”

      His accent hinted at France. A lovely lilt in English; I bet in Creole, the language of the island, he’d sound fabulous.

      I opened my mouth to tell him my last name, then realized I no longer had one. Once I’d testified against my scum-sucking, drug-dealing pig of a husband I’d become Priestess Cassandra, one name only—a la Cher, the Rock, Madonna.

      WITSEC, short for witness protection folks, had been unamused when I’d refused to acknowledge the need for a last name. Of course very little amused them. They’d slapped Smith on my records, but the name wasn’t any more mine than Cassandra.

      “Monsieur Mandenauer has arranged for a room at the Hotel Oloffson.” Marcel took possession of the single bag I’d carried onto the plane.

      I’d recently joined a group of government operatives known as the Jager-Suchers. That’s Hunter-Searchers if your German is as nonexistent as mine. The Jager-Suchers hunt monsters, and I’m not using the euphemism applied to so many human beings who belong in a cage. I mean monsters—the type whose skin sprouts fur, whose teeth become fangs—beasts that drink the blood of humans and only want more.

      Edward Mandenauer was my new boss. He’d sent me to Haiti to discover the secret of raising a zombie. I loved it when my personal and work interests collided. Almost made me give credence to that “there are no accidents” theory.

      “This way, please.” Marcel awaited me at the door of the airport.

      I hurried after him, leaving behind the shady, cool interior of the building and stepping into the bright, sunny bustle of Port-au-Prince.

      Though Haiti is horrendously overpopulated—the newest estimates are near 11 million souls—there is also a vast amount of uncharted, unexplored, and nearly un-explorable land in the mountains. I was certain any secrets worth uncovering lay in that direction.

      I glanced at the teeming crowd of humanity that made up the capital city. Secrets certainly couldn’t be kept here.

      Marcel had parked at the curb in direct defiance of the signs ordering him not to do so. He held the passenger door, and I climbed inside, nearly choking on the scalding air within. After tossing my bag into the back, Marcel jumped behind the wheel, cranking the air conditioner to high, before setting off at a speed meant to crush any slow-moving bystanders.

      In a very short time, we squealed to a stop in front of a large Victorian mansion. The Hotel Oloffson was originally built as a presidential summer palace. Used by the marines as a hospital during the initial U.S. occupation of 1915, it became the first hotel in Haiti.

      Marcel led me up the steps and into the foyer. The hotel was expecting me, and in short order I followed Marcel into one of the veranda rooms with a view of the city.

      He dropped my bag to the floor with a thud. “Monsieur Mandenauer has arranged for you to meet a friend.”

      “Edward has friends here?”

      Marcel slid me a glance. “He has friends everywhere.”

      Of course he did.

      “This friend will help you find what you seek.”

      “You know what I seek?”

      “There was a little trouble with a curse, oui?”

      I wouldn’t have referred to the beast ravaging New Orleans as a “little” trouble, but it sounded as if Marcel knew the basics.

      In the Crescent City I’d seen amazing things, but none as fantastic as a man changing into a wolf and back again.

      Werewolves are real. You might think this would be an upsetting bit of knowledge for a former PTA member, but it wasn’t. Because if the werewolves of legend exist, doesn’t it follow that zombies do too?

      “Edward told you exactly why he sent me?”

      “To remove a curse, you need the voodoo queen who performed it, and she is dead.”

      “For about a hundred and fifty years.”

      Marcel lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “You must raise her from the grave. Zombie.”

      Though a George Romero Night of the Living Dead, type zombie might be enough to satisfy Edward, it was not enough to satisfy me. I couldn’t sentence my child to become such a creature. I aspired higher.

      I’d been searching for a way to bring life from death since I’d left here the last time. All I’d found was more death. Then I began to hear whispers of incredible power in these mountains, an ability beyond the mere reanimation of a corpse. However, I hadn’t had the means to return to Haiti, neither the funds to search the island the way it needed to be searched nor the cash to pay for what a secret like that must cost.

      Until now.

      I strolled onto the veranda and stared at the distant hills. Somewhere out there was a voodoo priest who, according to the latest rumors, could raise the dead to live again.

      As if they’d never been dead at all.
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      Can you imagine? No more death. I had a hard time believing it myself. But I wanted to.

      In New Orleans I’d often spouted platitudes about death being the beginning, not the end, a new plane, a different world, an adventure. Maybe it was.

      I still wanted my daughter back.

      I turned away from the city, moving into the room where Marcel waited. “When will I meet Mandenauer’s friend?”

      “The friend will come to you, Priestess.” At my scowl Marcel corrected himself. “Miss Cassandra.”

      “When?” I repeated.

      “When it is time.” On that helpful note, Marcel opened the door and disappeared.

      I didn’t bother to unpack. As soon as I had a direction, I was out of here.

      Exhausted, I fell asleep across my bed still wearing my travel outfit of loose jeans, a black tank top, and black tennis shoes. When I awoke, night had fallen.

      The noises of Port-au-Prince seemed louder in the still, navy blue darkness. Under a new moon, the sky was as devoid of shining silver as my jewelry box had been before I discovered werewolves.

      My beringed fingers sought out the shiny crucifix around my neck, worn not for religious purposes but for protection. These days I overflowed with the stuff. I’d once thought it best to keep protective amulets hidden, but I’d learned it didn’t hurt to have them displayed either.

      I turned on my side and froze. The door to my room was open, and someone stood on the veranda.

      “Hello?” Slowly I sat up. “I’m Cassandra.”

      “Priestess.”

      The word was a hiss, reminding me of Lazarus, the python I’d left in New Orleans. He’d been my only friend until the crescent moon curse had brought Diana Malone into my life.

      A cryptozoologist sent to New Orleans to investigate tales of a wolf where one didn’t belong, she’d gotten the surprise of her life when she’d found a whole lot more than a wolf. She’d wound up in my shop investigating the voodoo curse, and we’d bonded, as women sometimes do.

      The hovering shadow continued to hover, so I murmured, “Come in, please.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, the figure glided over the threshold. I flicked on the light, my eyes widening at the sight of the woman in front of me.

      Tall and voluptuous, she was also gorgeous and ancient. Her skin cafe au lait, her eyes were as blue as mine. She was clothed in a long, flowing purple robe, and a matching turban covered her head. This was what a voodoo priestess should look like. Too bad I’d never be able to carry it off.

      “I am Renee,” the woman said. “You wish to learn about the curse of the crescent moon?”

      Her accent was French, her diction upper-class. She might be from here, but she’d learned English somewhere else. That, combined with the shade of her skin and eyes, marked Renee as mulatto—a nonoffensive term in Haiti, referring to the descendants of the free people of color from the Colonial era. Their mixed race had afforded them great wealth, as well as the rights of French citizens.

      Why I’d expected Mandenauer’s friend to be a man I wasn’t quite sure. Maybe because he was so old the idea of a lady friend kind of creeped me out. Like catching your grandparents in flagrante delicto on the kitchen floor. I wanted to stick a needle in my eye to make that image go away.

      “Uh, yes. The crescent moon,” I agreed. “Is it true a voodoo curse can only be removed by the one who did the cursing?”

      “Yes.”

      “And if that person is dead?”

      Her head tilted; the turban didn’t move one iota. Impressive. “You have come to learn of the zombie.”

      I couldn’t think of any reason to be secretive about it. “I have.”

      A crease appeared in Renee’s nearly perfect brow. She didn’t have many wrinkles, so why did I think she was ancient? Must be something in the eyes.

      “Raising the dead is a serious and dangerous proposition,” she said.

      “But it can be done?”

      “Of course.”

      I caught my breath. “Have you done it?”

      “Such a thing is against the laws of both man and God.”

      I didn’t worry about either one anymore. There was nothing the law could do to me that was worse than what God had already done.

      You’d think that after what happened to my child I wouldn’t believe in God. And for a while I hadn’t. I’d begun to study voodoo for one reason—Sarah—but I’d been seduced by what I’d found there.

      Complex yet adaptable, tolerant, monotheistic. A lot of what I’d learned explained things better than any other religion ever had. For instance, there can’t be evil unless there’s good.

      And I believed in evil. Much more than I’d ever believed in anything else.

      Renee frowned, as if she’d heard my thoughts. She’d probably just read my expression. I cared about nothing but raising life from death. That kind of obsession could be hazardous to everyone’s health. I knew it, but I couldn’t change what I felt, what I needed, who I was.

      “Have you ever raised the dead?” I repeated.

      “No.”

      I released my breath in a hiss of disappointment.

      “But I know someone who has.”

      Anticipation made me dizzy. “Where can I find this person?”

      “Raising the dead is an act performed only by a bokor. You know what that is?”

      “A houngan who serves the spirits with both hands—an evil priest.”

      “There are no absolutes,” Renee continued. “Any houngan must know evil to fight it, just as a bokor must at one time have embraced good to hold any hope of subverting it.”

      Sometimes I longed for the days of black-and-white, or at least their illusion.

      “What if you’re raising the dead for good?” I asked.

      “Nothing good can come of such a thing. In death there is peace everlasting. Though the living fear it, the dead embrace it. They do not wish to come back here.”

      “And you’ve talked to many dead people?” I snapped. “They’ve told you this?”

      “Death comes to all of us when it is our time. There are no accidents.”

      “I don’t believe that!” My voice was a little too loud, a little too strident.

      Renee’s eyebrows lifted. I needed to be careful. The woman wasn’t stupid. She’d figure out I was in Haiti for a reason other than Jager-Sucher business, and I’d discover nothing.

      “What I believe doesn’t matter,” I said more calmly. “Edward wants me to find a way to end the curse of the crescent moon. From what I’ve been able to discover, that means bringing back from the dead the voodoo queen who did the cursing so she can remove said curse. Can you help me learn how to do this?”

      Renee studied me for several ticks of the clock, then lifted her long, slim hands—which didn’t appear very old either—and lowered them. “There is a man in Port-au-Prince⁠—”

      “I heard there was one in the mountains,” I interrupted.

      Renee’s eyes flashed. “He is not someone you wish to learn from.”

      “He who?”

      “Names have power,” Renee whispered. “I will not give voice to his.”

      I agreed with the names-have-power sentiment. In legend and myth, many curses could be broken by the use of someone’s name, although in practice, I’ve never found this to be true. You could call a werewolf’s human name until you were three inches from dead and the beast would not change form. I’d heard it said that a key part of the ceremony for raising a zombie involved calling the departed’s name three times. Since I didn’t know the rest of the ceremony, I’d never been able to discover if that particular name game was true.

      “I need to meet this man,” I said.

      “No, you do not. To raise the voodoo queen you must only learn the ceremony. Bring her out of the grave for an instant; she will do as you ask; then you will put her back where she belongs.”

      “And the man in the mountains?” I tried to keep the eagerness from my voice, but I doubted I was successful. “He does something different?”

      Renee turned toward the veranda. For an instant I thought she might glide right out the door, and I took a single step forward. Foolish, really. I doubted I’d be able to stop her from doing anything she wanted to do. I sensed great power in Renee. Though it wasn’t voodoo, it was something. However, she didn’t move, merely stared at the distant rolling hills, turned the shade of evergreen beneath the ebony skies.

      “Have you ever heard of the Egbo?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “In the bad times, when the people of Africa were stolen away and sold into bondage, there was a tribe known as the Efik of Old Calabar. They controlled all the slave trade on the coast.”

      “A tribe that sold its own people?” This I hadn’t heard.

      “Not its own. In Africa, then and now, there are divisions, wars, hatreds. One group would fight another; then the victor would sell his prisoners to the Efik, who in turn sold them to the white traders.”

      I wished I could say I was shocked, but I wasn’t. People, regardless of geography, time period or color, just weren’t very nice to one another.

      “The Efik had a secret society known as the Egbo. The Efik began as a group of judges, but eventually they had so many slaves in their possession, they had to find a way to keep them under control. The Egbo became a feared clan who imparted vicious punishment for the slightest wrong. The very whisper of their name was enough to cow captives into submission.”

      I could see where that would be helpful. Slave revolts were a reasonable fear when the population of the oppressed was often double that of the oppressor. In fact, Haiti had been the location of the only successful slave revolt in history.

      “This is all very interesting, Renee, but what does it have to do with me?”

      “The man in the mountains is said to be of the Egbo.”
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      “Why would there still be an Egbo? There aren’t any more slaves.”

      “Are you certain of that, Priestess?”

      “Slavery’s illegal. Isn’t it?”

      “Things are only illegal if you are caught doing them.”

      “No. They’re always illegal.”

      She smiled. “So young and innocent despite the pain in your eyes.”

      I didn’t want to discuss the pain in my eyes with her or anyone else.

      “Are you trying to tell me the bokor is a slave trader?”

      “Of course not. That is definitely illegal.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “What are you saying?”

      “I will not tell you of the bokor. I will not take you to him. You are to stay away from the man. He is wicked and, I have heard, not quite sane.”

      Too bad he sounded like just the guy I needed to see.

      “Fine.” I lowered my hand. “When can I learn how to raise the voodoo queen?”

      “I will send a houngan to meet with you.”

      “I thought only a bokor could raise the dead.”

      “Only a bokor would. Any priest or priestess may know how.”

      Too bad I’d never met one.

      “Is raising the dead worth losing yourself?’ she asked quietly.

      I lifted my chin, met her eyes squarely. “Yes.”

      Renee held my gaze for a moment, then gave a sharp nod and stepped onto the veranda. By the time I followed, she was gone.

      I returned to my empty room. I had to find the bokor, and I needed to get out of Port-au-Prince before Renee figured out what I was up to, if she hadn’t already. She’d tattle to Edward. He’d come down here, or send someone else. Then we’d have the shouting and the arguing and the dragging me home.

      I didn’t know Edward well, but I knew that much. He didn’t like his orders disobeyed. I had not been sent to confront a possibly insane, violent man. I wasn’t trained for it.

      I’d be yanked out; one of Edward’s minions would be sent in, and the only hope I had of getting my daughter back would explode in a burning ball of fire—the common Jager-Sucher method of dealing with problems. Although, come to think of it, werewolves exploded when shot with silver, I wasn’t sure what happened to evil voodoo priests.

      I could not allow that to occur before I found out what I needed to know, so I locked my door and snuck out of the hotel.

      Money talked, everywhere, and thanks to Edward I now had quite a bit of it. Less than two hours and several hundred dollars later, I entered a bar in a seedy section of Port-au-Prince—though, really, most of the city was iffy at best.

      Blocked roads, huge potholes, open drains, and burning piles of garbage—I’d have been scared if I cared all that much about living. However, since I did care about my daughter, I carried the knife Edward’s influence had allowed me to bring into Haiti in a sheath at my waist. I wasn’t much good with guns, but the knife was a different story.

      After my whole world fell apart I’d been understandably twitchy. I’d learned a little karate and how to handle a knife. I could even throw the thing, end over end, and hit a target on a tree eight times out of ten. So if a tree ever attacked me, I was in excellent shape.

      Over the last few hours, I’d discovered there wasn’t a Haitian alive who’d go near the bokor. But Devon Murphy would. For the right amount of cash, he’d sell his soul.

      While the description made my lip curl—my husband had been obsessed enough with money to throw everything worthwhile away—nevertheless, I needed just such a man to lead me into the mountains.

      Inside the Chwal Lanme—Creole for Seahorse if the icon on the sign was any indication—the scent of beer was overwhelming, and the crowd was thick. The tavern resembled an old-time sailors’ haunt, with a teakwood bar and a ship’s wheel as a chandelier. A lone white man slumped at an empty table, eyes half-closed, beer mug half-full.

      “Murphy?” I asked.

      His black gaze was beady in the bloated confines of his face. His beard gray and scraggly, he had to be fifty, maybe sixty. If he knew where the bokor lived, I didn’t care if he was a hundred.

      “May I?” I pulled out the empty chair.

      He drained the last of his beer, then, setting the glass down with a click, motioned to it.

      Lifting my hand for a refill, I sat. After the bartender brought the drink, waiting at my elbow until I paid—I guess running a tab wasn’t an option in a place like this—I got right to business. “I hear you’re the man to see if I need to go into the mountains.”

      Murphy grunted.

      “How much will it cost to take me to the bokor?”

      White, bushy brows slammed together as he drained the beer in one long sip. His mouth opened; no sound came out His eyes rolled back, and he passed out slumping forward until his forehead kissed the tabletop.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Is that any way for a lady to be talkin’?”

      I spun, then I gaped. The man in the doorway was⁠—

      My mind groped for a word; all I could think of was exotic. His hair brushed his shoulders. Once light brown, it had been streaked nearly blond by the sun. Tangled in the strands were beads and feathers of unknown origin.

      His skin had darkened to just short of bronze. Burnished gold bracelets were clasped around the honed biceps revealed by the torn-out sleeves of his once white shirt. Khaki trousers had been similarly attacked below the knees, leaving his sinewy calves as bare as his feet. But what really drew my attention was his face. With sharp cheekbones, a square chin, and eyes that hovered between blue and gray, he was stunning.

      When he tilted his head, a hoop flashed in his left ear. Before I could stop myself my hand lifted to my own pierced but no longer adorned lobe.

      He smiled and instead of softening his face, the expression, combined with the hoop, made me think of marauding pirates.

      “Were you looking for me, mademoiselle?”

      His first words had sounded Irish; now his accent had traveled to France.

      I glanced at the sloppy drunk spread out on the table in front of me. “God, I hope so.”

      “Which makes two of us. Step into my office.”

      He disappeared through the door. I hesitated only long enough to stroke my fingertips over the hilt of my knife before following.

      As I entered a narrow alleyway, the heat of a tropical night caressed my face. The man leaned against a chain-link fence that separated the Chwal Lanme from another business of unknown origin. He lifted a bottle of beer to his mouth and drank.

      Fascinated, I watched his throat work, captivated by a single drop of liquid that raced down his neck before disappearing into the collar of his shirt. I swallowed, the sound an audible click in the silence that stretched between us.

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and offered the bottle to me. The idea of putting my lips where his had been unnerved me so much I stuttered. “Wh-who are y-you?”

      “Who do you want me to be?”

      “What?”

      “For the right amount I’ll be whatever or whoever you want.”

      His accent was American now. He made me dizzy.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He lifted the beer, drank, then lowered the bottle. “Who are you looking for?”

      “Devon Murphy.”

      “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

      “You’re Murphy?”

      “I am.”

      I was no longer sure if I was happy about that or not.

      He took a step closer. I took a step back. My shoulders skimmed the wall of the tavern. He towered over me, which wasn’t hard since I wasn’t tall, but I figured he was well over six feet of wiry muscle.

      My fingers crept toward my knife. His closed over them before they got there, and my gaze locked with his.

      “No,” he said softly, squeezing to a point just short of pain before releasing my hand.

      He didn’t move, continuing to crowd me, his body so close I swore it brushed against mine. All I had to do was bring up my knee, fast, and he’d go away—or perhaps go down—but I didn’t do it. I didn’t want to.

      What was it about Devon Murphy that fascinated me? His beauty? His mystery? His strength? Perhaps it was just my deprivation. I hadn’t been with a man since I’d learned the truth about my husband. Before that, there’d only been Karl. I’d thought I was dead inside, but I guess I’d been wrong.

      “Back off,” I ordered.

      His eyes widened; his lips twitched, but he moved. Suddenly I could breathe again. Unfortunately, all I could smell was him. Why didn’t he stink like a half-naked tavern-dwelling beer drinker should? Why did he smell like soap, rainwater, and sunshine? I had a thing for sunshine.

      I shook my head hard enough to make it ache. When my vision cleared, he was still gorgeous and right in front of me. I thought of my daughter and why I had come.

      “I heard you know the mountains.”

      “As well as any man can know them.”

      “Will you take me somewhere?”

      “That depends upon where that somewhere is.”

      “I don’t know where it is. I only know what I need to find.” My lips tightened. “Make that who.”

      “You’re searching for someone in the mountains? I haven’t heard of any tourists being lost.”

      “Do I look like a tourist?”

      “Except for the knife, I’d say yes.”

      “I’m not.”

      He lifted his hands in surrender. “My mistake. There aren’t a lot of tiny white women running around Haiti. What are you?”

      “None of your business. All you need to know is that I can pay, if you deliver.”

      “Deliver what?”

      “Me. To the bokor.”

      His mouth flattened as the light in his eyes brightened. “Mezareau?”

      I experienced a sudden chill despite the heat of the night, as if someone were staring intently at the center of my back. I glanced around, even though no one was here but us.

      I shook off my unease, excited to hear the man’s name at last. “You know him?”

      “Not personally. No.”

      “You know where he is?”

      His face became guarded. “Perhaps.”

      I tried to refrain from sneering. “How much?”

      “A hundred thousand.”

      I laughed. “Dollars? Try again.”

      He shrugged. “No skin off my nose.”

      “I heard you’d do anything for money.”

      While that should have been insulting, Murphy merely smiled.

      “What’s so bad about the mountains?” I asked. “Why won’t anyone go there?”

      “It’s not the mountains that keep people away, but Mezareau. He’s ... not right.”

      “Who is?”

      Murphy tilted his head again, and I was distracted by the glint of his earring. Was the thing hypnotizing me?

      “What happened to make your eyes so sad and your voice so sharp, Miss...?”

      “Cassandra,” I supplied.

      He continued to wait for my last name, but he’d be waiting a long time.

      “Hmm,” he said when I didn’t answer. “Secrets, mon cher?”

      This time he spoke French with the accent of the Irish.

      “How do you do that?”

      He spread his hands, trying to appear innocent but failing. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You change accents every other minute. Where are you from?”

      “Everywhere. Nowhere. Here.”

      “Secrets?” I mocked.

      “You tell me yours,” he winked, “and I’ll tell you mine.”

      “When hell freezes over.”

      “You don’t want to share?”

      “Sharing always gets me into trouble.”

      He smirked and my cheeks heated.

      “I doubt you’ll tell me anything anyway,” I continued, “or at least not the truth.”

      He put his hand against his chest in a dramatic gesture. A silver ring encircled one thumb. “You don’t trust me?”

      “No.”

      “Yet you want me to lead you into the darkest jungle,” he said.

      “There isn’t a jungle anymore.”

      The majority of Haiti was marked by a complete lack of tree cover. Deforestation caused by a total reliance on wood as energy and charcoal for cooking had decimated the country before the twentieth century. There were only a few forests left, and they were national parks.

      “Figure of speech.” Murphy’s mouth curved. “How do you know I won’t take the money and run?”

      “Because I won’t be giving it to you until we get back.”

      “How do I know you have it?”

      “I do.”

      He shook his head. “I have a better idea.”

      His gaze wandered over me and I rolled my eyes. “Get another idea.”

      He laughed. “Sadly, that one seems to be stuck in my mind.”

      “You and most men.”

      “Yes. We are a disgusting lot.”

      Now he sounded English. I resisted the childish urge to kick him in the shin. “Is there anyone else I can hire?”

      He leaned against the fence, crossed his arms. His muscles bulged against the golden bracelets. The jewelry, the beads, the feathers, should have made him effeminate, but they had the opposite effect. “What do you think?”

      I didn’t bother to answer. I’d already been from one end of town to the other. Everyone was terrified of the bokor, if they would even admit to knowing what one was or that one existed. The single person who didn’t seem afraid, merely wary, was Murphy. He was also the only man who’d known the bokor's name or had any idea where to find him.

      What was a hundred thousand dollars compared to both the life of my child and the death of the crescent moon curse? I was certain Edward would agree.

      I’d decided to accept Murphy’s terms when he spoke first. “You tell me why you want to meet Mezareau, and I’ll take you to him for a reasonable fee.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged and glanced away. “You seem desperate.”

      And he didn’t seem the type to care.

      “What’s reasonable?”

      “Ten thousand plus expenses.”

      That was reasonable. If you didn’t count baring your soul to a stranger in the mix.

      “All right.” I offered my hand.

      His fingers enveloped mine, so long, so supple and clever, I was reminded of a pianist, until heavy calluses rubbed against my skin. My gaze flickered over the numerous cuts, scrapes, and scars on his.

      Murphy held on too long, and when I realized I was letting him, I yanked my hand away, making no effort to hide my unease as I rubbed the tingling appendage against my jeans.

      He didn’t seem insulted. Not that I cared. He now worked for me.

      “Do you want to do it here or inside?”

      Images of “doing it” spilled through my head.  “Wh-what?”

      His grin told me he’d misled me on purpose, just because he could. This trip was not going to be easy, but then I’d never expected it to be.

      “You said you’d tell me why you want to meet the bokor,” he said.

      “True.” I strolled toward the door. “But I didn’t say when.”
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      I figured Murphy would argue semantics. Instead he murmured, “Touché,” and followed me into the tavern.

      “When can we leave?” I asked.

      “As soon as I buy supplies.”

      “I’m supposed to hand over the cash and believe you’ll come back?”

      “I agree to do a job, I do it; otherwise I wouldn’t live very long in a place like this.”

      Third-world countries such as Haiti did possess a “hang the horse thief ” mentality. I couldn’t say I blamed them. People had very little; they protected what they did have with a vengeance. Literally.

      “Great.” I reached under my shirt to extract money from the belly bag where I kept it.

      Murphy’s gray-blue eyes followed every move.

      “When can we leave?” I repeated.

      “Sunup.”

      My watch read well past midnight. He obviously wasn’t going to patronize any of the retail establishments in town.

      “Are you hiring bearers?

      “No one would come.” His eyes met mine. “You still want to go?”

      “Nothing could make me stop.”

      He stared into my face for several seconds more, as if trying to figure me out. Good luck.

      “All right then, I’ll see you at sunrise.”

      I returned to the Hotel Oloffson, stopped in the lobby, and roused the manager. Edward had made certain I’d be able to draw funds whenever I might need them. I obtained a money order for the agreed-upon amount, then headed to my room.

      As soon as I flicked on the light, I knew someone had been inside. Not the maid either. They usually didn’t draw symbols on the wall over the bed.

      Bright red. Could be blood.

      I crossed the floor and swiped my index finger against the plaster, then stared at the glistening residue. Probably was.

      I didn’t plan to wait around for an analysis. I didn’t plan to call the authorities and tell them about it. I had to meet Murphy, and the police would not be amenable to letting me leave once they saw this.

      In Haiti, everyone and their grandchild knew that drawing the icons of a coffin and a cross called the loa Baron Samedi, Lord of Death, gatekeeper to the other world.

      Loas are the immortal spirits of voodoo. A bridge between God, known as the Gran Met, and humankind, they resemble the saints, angels, and devils of Catholicism. And in a coincidence that probably wasn’t, Baron Samedi also oversees the process of changing the dead into zombies and the shape-shifting of animals.

      I wasn’t sure what this meant, but I was sure I wanted to get out of here before I found out. I turned away from the wall and something crunched under my shoe.

      Dirt lay strewn from the doorway to the bed. I’d been dancing in the stuff since I walked in.

      The whisper of a thousand voices surrounded me. I staggered, feverish and dizzy. Someone had sent the dead.

      Not just any someone. Only a bokor can perform this most feared of all black magic spells.

      The sorcerer gathers a handful of graveyard dirt for every spirit sent to enter the body of his victim. The amount spilled on the floor of my room explained why I heard so many voices, why I felt innumerable hands pushing, pulling, and pinching me, the pressure in my head as the spirits attempted to invade my mind. If they succeeded, I’d go insane and then I’d die. The only way to end such a spell was by the interference of a powerful voodoo practitioner.

      Wait! That was me.

      Struggling to think past the pain, the voices, the confusion, I searched for an answer and thought of a plan. Each loa has a light and a dark side, Rada and Petro, respectively. To call the dark side requires blood, usually of a large animal, often a pig.

      My gaze went to the drawings on the wall. I bet the owner of that blood had oinked at one time.

      Baron Samedi is a Gede, a spirit of death. To send him away, I needed to summon a spirit of life, and there was none stronger than Aida-Wedo, goddess of fertility. Conveniently she was also the wife of my guardian spirit, Danballah. I had never had a problem summoning either one of them, sometimes even when I didn’t want to.

      Uttering a prayer that tonight would be no different from any other, I thrust my hand into my bag
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