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  CHAPTER 1


A feral vampire loose in the French Quarter was one way to spoil a lot of folks’ Friday night. Pauli—now in boa constrictor form—wrapped himself around me and transported me to Chartres and St. Philip. The vampire already made it quite a few blocks from Casa do Diabo on the Esplanade end of Decatur. I half suspected he was trying to make his way to Vilokan, which was hidden in a mystical doorway in an alley on one side of the St. Louis Cathedral. 
Appearing out of thin air with a flash of rainbow light would probably strike people as odd—but I didn’t have much choice.
I heard a few gasps as I appeared on the edge of the sidewalk. Think quick, Annabelle! I flashed a grin, gave a bow, and removing one of my shoes, I held it out to the crowd. Several onlookers applauded, filled my shoe with spare change, and went on their way.
Brilliant idea, my soul-fused familiar and ghostly partner, Isabelle, remarked, her voice echoing in my mind.
I chuckled. “It was the only thing I could think to do.”
I dumped my change-filled sneaker in the instrument case of a saxophone player on the corner, put it back on, and looked around trying to catch a glimpse of the vampire. The first concern, of course, was for any human who might get bitten. Just as serious, though, was the fact that Kalfu was actively hunting vampires. It wasn’t that I gave more than a handful of shits about what happened to vampires—but when Kalfu bit one, he would steal their powers. In this case, a newly formed vampire wouldn’t have a clue what powers he actually had. Only through centuries of feeding on humans, getting a taste of human souls, can a vampire get a handle on their abilities. At least that’s what Mercy had told me—and she was the only vampire I knew who had lived long enough to know.
Mercy is going to try to cut him off at St. Ann, which is just a couple more blocks down. If we keep pressing on, he won’t have too many places left to go.
“That would work,” Pauli said—being a “snake,” he could hear Isabelle. Most animals, in fact, could. Even though Pauli had a human soul and preferred to shift into a human shape that closely resembled the body that used to be his—a body that Kalfu now possessed—his body was still, technically, a snake’s body. He had to be in his “natural” form in order to teleport. If he shifted into human form now, he’d appear completely naked in the middle of the French Quarter—in other words, it would be nothing all that out of the ordinary. Still, at the moment we needed his abilities.
“Pauli,” I said, “can you zap around and try to find him? Even with Mercy pressing forward the opposite way, all he’d have to do is duck inside a shop, find a place to hide, whatever. He has the advantage unless we can figure out where he’s hiding out.”
“You got it, honey!” Pauli exclaimed.
I grinned a little. His over-the-top flamboyance seemed to make even dire situations, like this one, a bit more jovial than normal.
I heard a scream. I turned my head.
I think that was a block over, toward the river. Maybe he’s in the French Market?
“How the hell did he get over there?” I wondered out loud.
Truth be told, vampires moved fast. Very fast. Even a young vampire, like this one, could move faster than the average person. And older vampire, like Mercy, was practically a blur when she moved. It was one of her few remaining abilities that made her terrifying. Needless to say, in spite of her attempts to prove her trustworthiness, I still felt like it was only a matter of time before she turned on me. It was just her nature…
I hung a left down Dumaine toward the French Market. The screams continued—I tried to zero in on them.
“Somewhere inside,” Pauli said. “Too many people, I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.”
I pressed through the crowd, through the golden archway at the market’s entrance. Someone was screaming—it sounded like a child for Christ’s sake, and people were just ignoring it, examining melons to see if they were ripe, browsing handmade jewelry, and other such bullshit. I pushed my way past a woman who seemed offended by the fact that I dared shove her aside in my effort to hopefully save someone’s life.
Then I saw it. A boy, hunched over the body of what looked to be a teenage girl, blood pouring from her neck and his mouth. He turned to me and grinned.
“Beli” I said aloud, summoning the dragon elemental who formed itself into a variety of weapons—this time, a stake. The boy cackled, blood pouring from his fangs.
“Pauli,” I said, “I need a distraction.”
“You got it!” He flung himself across a number of tables. Nothing like a snake in a market to cause a panic. Someone being assaulted? Whatevs… But a snake? Yeah, that freaks people out.
I didn’t recognize this particular vampire—he was probably in his twenties. He likely graduated the Academy—undoubtedly from College Samedi—before I’d arrived. I plunged Beli into his chest, and his body dissipated in a cloud of black smoke.
I bent over toward the girl.
The bite… it’s too deep. We’re too late.
“Fuck that,” I said. “You can heal these bites.”
No, Annabelle… If you do that, she’ll turn. Let her go…
I drew on some of Isabelle’s magic. She cut me off.
“Isabelle, we are not letting this girl die.”
She’ll only hurt someone else. She’ll become like he was.
“I won’t let that happen! Now let me access your magica!”
Isabelle sighed. Fine, but when this goes south, it’s your mess.
I nodded and inhaled deeply—Isabelle’s green magica filled my eyes. I placed my hands to the girl’s wound and released the energies into her. Her wound healed in seconds.
The girl was shaking uncontrollably. She reminded me of a younger version of myself. Long dark hair, a slender frame, and wide eyes—only they weren’t wearied by years of trauma and bitterness. Not like mine had been by the time I was her age. The trauma she now knew… it was just beginning to set in.
“My name is Annabelle,” I said. “You’re safe now.”
“I’m Hailey. Please… is he gone?”
I nodded. “Nice to meet you, Hailey. I promise, he’s gone. He can’t hurt you anymore. But I need to take you with me now.”
“To the hospital?”
I shook my head. “They can’t help you. But I will. I promise, I will.”






  
  CHAPTER 2


I pulled out my phone and texted Mercy: “We got him. Had to stake him. Sorry :(” 
“Dammit,” Mercy replied.
“And he bit someone…”
“Take care of it.”
“I did.”
Mercy sent back a thumbs-up emoji. Though, by taking care of it, I was reasonably sure she meant that I should have staked his victim, too. There were simply too many new vampires on the run, and Mercy couldn’t keep up with them all. Everyone who’d died in Vilokan who had the aspect of Baron Samedi, in fact, had been recently turned—partially Mercy’s fault for raising their corpses as a zombie army to utilize against Kalfu, and partly mine for attempting to release all the souls that Kalfu had hoped to infuse into his Bokors, leaving those who had Samedi’s aspect free to naturally reinhabit their bodies. Thus, the zombies became more than corpses, they became vampires. It wasn’t the usual process that left someone in a condition of vampirism—but it had done the trick, no less.
Mercy sent a second text. “Meet me at CDD.”
CDD—had to be short for Casa do Diabo. Though, in truth, it had never occurred to me to abbreviate it before. I couldn’t go into the house. The place was warded against anyone who had Ogoun’s aspect. That excluded Mikah, too. Still, there was a fairly nice garden there—albeit one that doubled as the burial site for a few “staked” vampires—that provided a fairly convenient place to meet. Besides, since my family home had burned down and Vilokan was still uninhabitable, the only building I owned was the old slave quarters on my family’s property. Since Isabelle had actually lived there briefly during her human life, no small part of me recoiled at the idea of sleeping there.
So, for the last week or so I’d been sleeping at the nastiest hotel I could find. Since I was Kalfu’s number one target, I didn’t want to risk any innocent lives being caught up in whatever he might have planned next. I picked the lowest-rated, single-star hotel listed on Google. Not even the dude from Hotel Impossible could fix this one. The first three sets of sheets they gave me had strange stains on them. The standard stuff: blood, semen, probably some poop. I gave up and bought a set of my own—but then I forgot to hang the “do not disturb” sign on the door when I left in the morning. I was reasonably sure that my sheets would be gone when I got back. Thankfully, I’d bought two sets and stashed the second one in my Camaro for good measure.
Pauli teleported himself back to Casa do Diabo directly—the last thing I wanted to do was freak Hailey out further. She’d just been attacked by a vampire, and though she probably didn’t realize it, she was in the process of becoming one. I couldn’t imagine—a girl with her whole life ahead of her. She couldn’t go back home. It wouldn’t be safe. I put my arm around her.
“Where are your parents, honey?” I asked.
Hailey shrugged. “They don’t know I’m here. Snuck out.”
I tried to suppress my grin—this girl more than looked like me. I’d been known to sneak out from time to time when I was her age. My parents, still home at the time, were nonetheless not really there, and Ashley was the one who was left to scold me. “There are bad people out there,” she’d tell me. “People who could hurt you.” But when I was a teenager, particularly one just beginning to learn what I could do with Isabelle’s power inside of me, I felt like I was invincible. I thought the world was mine to conquer.
“Who’d you sneak out to go meet?” I asked.
“A boy.”
“Is he around?” I asked.
Hailey shook her head. “He took off when the guy attacked me. Just ran. I thought he was going for help, but…”
“He was probably scared, too,” I said. “The thing that attacked you…”
“Just some crazy person,” Hailey said.
“He was a vampire,” I said.
Hailey snorted. “Not in the mood for jokes.”
“I’m not joking.”
Hailey rolled her eyes. “All right. I think I’m going to go home, now. Thanks for… whatever.”
“Hailey, you can’t.”
Hailey extended her middle finger as she walked away. I sighed. I didn’t want to do this, but I had no choice. “Isabelle, don’t heal me. Not right way.”
I bit my hand—hard. I drew a little blood.
Immediately Hailey turned around. “What is that…”
I held up my hand as a drop of blood dripped down my wrist. “You feel the hunger, don’t you?”
“I… Oh my God… so weird!”
I nodded. “Okay, Isabelle.”
“Who is…”
My eyes began to glow green as Isabelle released some magica into my wound.
“What the fuck are you?”
“I’m a person. It’s the truth. But I have a connection to another spirit, one who allows me to heal.”
Hailey was biting her lip. “The craving, the hunger I felt, it went away.”
I nodded. In truth, I didn’t know a ton about vampires. No one really did…except vampires. But I needed to give Hailey confidence. I needed her to come with me. If not, she probably wouldn’t survive more than a few nights. “You’re turning. Soon, your teeth will begin to change. The cravings will become irresistible. You won’t just crave blood when someone is actively bleeding in front of you. You’ll start to see everyone, even the people you love, as prey. You need to let me help you.”
“What can you do for me?” Hailey asked. “Assuming what you say is true, why would you help me?”
“I can handle myself,” I said. “But I know someone else who can help you control it. And I don’t want to scare you further, but there’s something else out there. Something hunting vampires. It craves vampire blood. And if he gets to you, there’s very little I can do. Please, come with me.”
Hailey took a deep breath. Tears welled up in her eyes. “Fuck! I just wanted to get out of the house!”
I nodded, stepped a little closer, and put my hand on the girl’s shoulder. “If you come with me, I promise, I’ll do what I can to help you through this transition. If you can control it, you might be able to have something that resembles a normal life someday. But you need to let me help you.”






  
  CHAPTER 3


“You said you took care of it,” Mercy said. 
I almost jumped out of my pants as I turned to her, blindsiding my face with a branch from one of the trees in the garden.
“Holy shit, Mercy.”
Mercy smirked—she enjoyed it when I embarrassed myself. “The reason that one got away is because I can’t possibly keep that many baby vamps in check. So you got rid of him, had to be done. But you allow his victim to turn?”
“She’s young,” I said. “It’s only right. You were young once, too. A whole life ahead of you.”
Mercy looked at Hailey with her red, beady eyes. “A whole life… exchanged for an eternity as a creature of the night. Is this what you desire, girl?”
“I just want to go home. I didn’t choose this.”
“Be that as it may,” Mercy said, “it is not the choice to become what you are that is in front of you now. The choice you have is whether the life of one like me is one you can stomach. You have to think about what it will be like to see your family grow old and die while you remain the same. You have to think about living without being able to enjoy a sunny day. Food will never be the same. You will have to feed. More at first than later. But can you live with yourself when you do?”
Hailey shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, what if I only bite bad people?”
Mercy grinned, showing off her fangs. Hailey gasped a little at the sight.
“Are you prepared to judge the good from the bad? How can you ever be sure? Does a butcher consider the morality of a heifer before leading it to slaughter?”
“That’s different,” Hailey said. “Cows aren’t people.”
“Sounds like you’re making a judgment based on the alleged superiority of your own former species. But soon you will be a more superior creature still. The humans will be like cattle were to you before. Useful, insofar as they can be. Food when required.”
“Mercy,” I said. “Is this really necessary? The girl is just trying to come to grips—”
“The girl you turned needs to know the truth about her new condition. If she cannot accept it, you might as well stake her here and now. Put her out of her misery.”
“No!” Hailey said. “Don’t do that. I can accept it. Just please, help me learn, help me deal with the hunger. I’m already feeling the urge…”
I placed my hand over my neck as Hailey eyed me, looking at me less with the puppy dog innocence and fear that she had at first and more with a growing desire. Her own craving was proving Mercy’s words—soon, there would be no moral inhibitions that prevented her from acting on her nature. She’d have to learn to control her craving, come to learn like Mercy had that discipline is the key to her own survival.
“Very well,” Mercy said. “I will help you. But once she has mastered her cravings, she becomes your responsibility, Annabelle. And in the meantime, I will need your assistance to help keep the other new vampires in check. They fear you, which can be useful.”
“Why do they fear you?” Hailey asked.
“Because most stakes just put a vampire into a kind of stasis. Unless their bodies are burned, they’ll come back. But if I stake a vampire—”
“It’s the end of the line,” Mercy said. “She’s a badass vampire killer.”
“And she’s the one who’s going to take care of me, not you?” Hailey asked.
Mercy huffed. “Probably not a bad thing. She’s one you want on your side. And getting on her good side is almost impossible to do.”
Mercy’s words rang true—but there was also something haunting about them. Yes, it was to the vampires’ advantage to stay on my good side. But I also represented a threat. My mind went back to one of Oggie’s lectures. When facing an enemy more powerful than yourself, there are two options. First, you appease the foe. Make yourself valuable enough to them that they’d never think to eliminate you. But there is another option—take out the foe quickly, take them by surprise. The only way to truly be free from a powerful threat was to eliminate them—it was the more risky option, but it also had the greater upside. For now, the vampires were taking the first strategy. But knowing that I could eliminate them if they ever stepped out of line… I was pretty sure they’d turn on me eventually. I’d have to get used to sleeping with one eye open… or at least sleeping during the daytime.
A flash of rainbow light appeared.
“Pauli, I thought you were looking for clothes…”
But she appeared—not Pauli. It was Aida-Wedo. I glanced at Hailey. Her jaw had dropped nearly to the flowers.
“Aida-Wedo,” I said, “what brings you…”
The Loa raised a hand, cutting me off. “There’s no time. The Bokors are attacking the reservation.”
“The reservation?” Kalfu couldn’t go there with the wards, and the Choctaw people were generally immune to the effects of most kinds of magic. “That doesn’t make sense. Why…”
“Because your friends are there.”
I bit my lip. It still didn’t make sense. I knew they had gone to the reservation, but it seemed foolish for Kalfu to attack them there. The last I’d seen them, Mikah had taken Oggie’s old Hummer, along with Roger in his Jeep, and they were supposed to be appealing to the Choctaw elders for an alliance. It was Roger’s idea—and he was confident they’d go for it. Allow us to “make base” on the reservation where, at the very least, Kalfu couldn’t attack. In exchange, they’d be helping us eradicate Kalfu. Doing that, frankly, was in everyone’s interest.
I wasn’t worried. Roger and Ashley were resourceful enough on their own. Ellie and Sauron had their own abilities, having the aspects of Erzulie and Sogbo respectively. Mikah now had a familiar of his own in Alexa Windstrom—the very girl who’d destroyed Vilokan on account of an ill-advised bargain she’d made with Kalfu. According to Mikah, she was all in on helping us—she wanted redemption and, more than that, revenge on Kalfu now that she’d been freed. With her abilities, Mikah was every bit as strong as I was—if not more so. But beyond all of that, they also had Joni Campbell with them—Druidess, siphon, and La Sirene, the General of the Fomorian Wyrmriders. An altogether badass who could more than hold her own. We figured with them all together, the chances of any group of Bokors standing a chance was slim to none. Sure, Kalfu had the numbers on his side. But only a few of them—those who’d managed to acquire a few souls from Vilokan’s fallen before I intervened—had any real threatening abilities. I still wasn’t sure what those abilities might be, so there was a giant unknown to contend with. But the majority of the Bokors were half-rate sorcerers. Dangerous enough, but not a match for my cadre of friends.
“How could the Bokors stand a chance against them?” I asked.
“That was not their purpose. Their goal was to demonstrate to the Choctaw nation that harboring you and your friends would be to their own peril.”
“Why didn’t they just text or something?”
“All I know, child, is that the Bokors who arrived had abilities that they hadn’t predicted. Mikah had to turn over the reins to Alexa, and her storm magic basically created some kind of pulse that fried all technology in a mile’s radius.”
“Holy shit,” I said . “That’s crazy. So the soul-fused Bokors…”
“I cannot say what they each could do,” Aida-Wedo explained. “I could not be there on account of the reservation’s wards, which prevent all Loa from entering their sacred lands. But I caught my son as they were fleeing. He wanted you to know the plan. Said we’d find a way to meet up again once we knew what we were dealing with.”
I bit my lip. Mikah said six others had managed to become soul-fused with Vilokan’s fallen before I’d shattered the vessel, interrupting their ritual. The only problem was that none of them had manifested any abilities at all the last we saw them. There’s no telling what they might have discovered they could do later.
“So the reservation kicked them out?” I asked.
“They hadn’t yet made appeal to the elders. Once the Bokors arrived and they knew what they could do, apparently your Shaman friend was no longer willing to subject the Choctaw nation to the danger.”
I shook my head. I knew it wasn’t the best plan to begin with, but I was needed here to help corral the vampire younglings and to try to hide them from Kalfu—it was just a matter of time before he started picking them off, one by one, acquiring more power with every vampire he bit. And, by latest count, there were almost thirty new younglings represented by nearly all of those who’d lived in Vilokan and had been given Baron Samedi’s aspect. It was too much to hang on Mercy—and it wasn’t safe for my friends who, without the advantage of my soul-blade, would each be tempting meals for the younglings. Only Pauli—since his body was technically cold-blooded, even when he shapeshifted into human form—was safe amongst the vampires.
Still, rage boiled up from within me. It pissed me off that from day one, from the time I’d first encountered Kalfu and he’d learned of Isabelle, we’d been on the defensive. Always waiting for him to make a move. Then we’d have to respond and react. More often than not, as could be expected, he ended up more powerful with every encounter. Even when we thought we had him cornered on the beach—the wyrmriders and Tressa’s sharks assailing him by sea and Mercy’s zombie army pinning him in on the opposite side—something crazy would happen, like the souls from the vessel that I’d freed suddenly re-possessing their zombie bodies turning them into vampires, and Kalfu would again have an advantage. Vampires were easy prey for Kalfu—and there was no telling how many new powers might lie latent in the blood of these younglings. Particularly consumed by bloodlust and acting recklessly now made them easy prey for Kalfu.
I sighed. Destroying the vessel might have prevented the Bokors from all acquiring innumerable new abilities, but it made it possible for Kalfu to acquire more for himself. I was pretty sure he had counted that as a win. And once again, it forced me into a defensive role. Protect the vampires. So long as I was on the defensive side of this war, it was going to be nearly impossible to make progress in defeating Kalfu.
“You know what you must do, child.”
I shrugged. “I do?”
“Well, you are High Mambo, no?”
I huffed. It was an honorary title I’d received as the default winner of the Voodoo Trials. Technically, I’d been eliminated in the second round. But since everyone else afterward was either disqualified or dead, I was pronounced the “winner.” It also came with Dumballah’s blessing which, in turn, was now what Agwe had called a Seelsorgerin—a soul soother, a ring I wore that gave me the ability to dispel most any curse. I couldn’t undo a bargain, but it was almost as good. When one breaks their end of a bargain with Kalfu, the result was—at least per the terms he usually conducted—a curse that would eventually leave the person’s soul in his possession. Now that I could remove the curse, Kalfu would either need to find a new way to structure his bargains or I’d be able to effectively render them powerless.
“I guess I am the High Mambo. Not much good that does since the whole Voodoo world is gone.”
“Scattered, child. But not gone. Do you recall what the High Mambo was tasked to do?”
I nodded. “To unite Vilokan. To stand against Kalfu.”
“This has not changed, child. And you and Pauli have restored Vilokan, no?”
“We fixed the firmament,” I said. “But even though Mercy raised everyone who had the aspect of Samedi as zombies, that was only about a fifth of the population. The place is still littered with bodies. The water damage is too extensive. No way to deal with the water damage, much less the mold.”
Aida-Wedo cocked her head sideways. “You mean to tell me that mold is the problem you fear the most?”
“Mold is some serious shit,” I said. “And the smell of death… we can’t just move back in. It’s going to take serious work.”
“Then you’d best get to it, child.”
“If you haven’t noticed, we’re a bit busy. I’m protecting the vampires from Kalfu—not to mention from hunters who are probably already on their way here. If we can figure out how to beat Kalfu, then we can slowly rebuild Vilokan.”
“No, child. You cannot win without Vilokan. The city must be restored.”
I shook my head. “That tactic makes no sense…”
“Do I look like Ogoun, child? This is no tactic. Vilokan is more than a city. It is a place that gives our people, the people of the Voodoo world, confidence and strength. It unites us, in spite of our differences.”
I took a deep breath. I knew what she said was true. Hell, they’d even accepted me of all people, the great-great-granddaughter of slave owners. This, in spite of the fact that Vilokan had originally been a place of refuge for slaves, a place where they could escape their oppression, where they could learn and thrive. How they ever accepted me… it was remarkable.
“So war tactics be damned?”
“There is a time for everything, child. But before you can lead an army, you must have one. You need Vilokan for that.”
“Fine,” I said. “I don’t know what to do. The place is… disgusting.”
“Vilokan will speak to you, child.”
I had to consciously force myself not to roll my eyes. In the realm of nouns—you know, people, places, and things—only people “speak” on the regular, and few things (provided they are equipped with Siri or Alexa) talk at all, but places don
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