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      Dax cruised along the southeastern bluff overlooking Redemption City on his custom chopper motorcycle. From up here, the air was clean. Mostly. The occasional shift in wind would grab a fistful of stench and cast it into his face to remind of him of the city he was currently trying to avoid.

      But up here, above the city, he couldn’t see the pervasive grime and decay that was Red City. A city covered in the blood of the victims of the corrupt and powerful. A city where the rich and strong preyed on the poor and weak. A city being bled dry by the ambitions of bad humans and even worse supernaturals.

      He wrinkled his nose and pushed down on the accelerator pedal. His bike roared at the sudden surge of gasoline and surged forward, and soon he left the gust of stench behind. Dry leaves and the aromas of autumn filled the fresh, crisp air and inspired him to take a deep, lung-filling breath. It had been a while since the last rain, but the fall air felt cleansing, none the less.

      He’d needed to get out of the city and burn some nervous energy. Over the last year, he’d repeatedly lamented the loss of his quiet life. But now that nothing was happening, not since the death of his acquaintance Gunnar and the appearance of the Tarot Slayer, he couldn’t help but feel like something was missing.

      Dax’s best friend Tomi chided him about his sudden reversal, telling him to enjoy the quiet moment. Perhaps Dax could, if there wasn’t the constant threat of renewed violence. The bikers were still buzzing around Red City, at least on the outskirts, choosing to avoid the city proper so they didn’t risk his warning of instant death if he caught sight of any of them.

      Perhaps they just had other evil deeds to do.

      But also the emergence of a powerful group of sinister figures worried at his calmness. The mage and his handler promised new supernatural threats against Dax and his friends. His hands tightened on the handlebars of his motorcycle.

      He was supposed to be up here to blow off steam, not find more reasons to be anxious. He forced his hands to relax and pushed his dark thoughts of lurking enemies away, though he couldn’t banish them entirely.

      Even though the “quiet” had returned to his life, it wasn’t a peaceful one. He’d been a patient being, often waiting for eons in the performance of his tasks when he was the reaper of death, but now that virtue seemed to have abandoned him. Maybe it was his human impatience asserting dominance.

      He still hadn’t found the balance of being a human with a mortal body, and occasionally some of the old aspects of the body and brain he’d hijacked slipped into his current mind. Perhaps that would be something to explore later.

      As Dax approached a section of the road that wound sharply up into the hills above the basin Red City squatted in, he focused on the road. Though he’d likely survive a crash—he was more durable than a standard human—he had no desire to feel the pain or deal with healing he’d have to do. Nor did he want to wreck his bike with its custom skeletal horse paint job.

      He sped up again, taking the curves at a breakneck pace and letting the thrill of the ride push all other thoughts away. By the time he reached the next section of straight road, he found himself smiling. The ride—in combination with the golds, reds, and browns of the changing leaves—had allowed him to get out of his own head for a while and let him find clarity.

      Although the results of that clarity didn’t exactly thrill him, not like the ride had. He didn’t like waiting to be preyed upon. He was the Grim Reaper, damn it. He was the predator. He could be patient, but only as the hunter, not the hunted.

      Shaking his head, he exhaled heavily. He missed the action.
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      Dax parked his bike in the garage of his new apartment building. After his previous place had been discovered by his enemies, he’d decided to move. Plus the money he’d received when Boudreaux’s people hacked into the assassin’s account made that an easy option. Before, coming up with deposits and moving expenses would have been tight, especially with the up and down business at the House of the Rising Sun Pub and Tearoom.

      He’d even opted for a nicer place, though not too luxurious. He was a simple creature after all.

      As he pulled his helmet off, a peal of thunder sounded. He’d gotten lucky and missed the impending rain. He’d thought about extending his ride, but decided against it once he noticed the dark clouds rolling in from the west. Feeling extra smug, he pushed the button to the elevator up. It always responded—one of the best features about his new digs. In his old place, it was even money if the elevator chose to show up to work that day. The elevator in his new building had a much better work ethic.

      He longed to get up to his apartment and throw open the windows so he could get that fresh rain scent. Petrichor was a scent he’d come to appreciate after a long dry spell.

      When he opened the door to his apartment, he cringed. “Damn, dude, do you have to stink so bad? Maybe I need to change your kibbles…”

      Mortie, his kitten roommate, bounded out of the back room. At the moment, he was in his small black and white tuxedo kitten form. Dax was glad for that. Lately the kitten, though in calendar time he was past the point of that designation, had taken to playing with his size and form. He still had the bruises from the last time a bobcat sized skeleton cat had pounced on him as soon as he’d walked through the door.

      Something in Dax’s interactions with the kitten he’d adopted off the streets had changed the nature of the little feline. Maybe it was saving him and using death magic to kill the fleas on the scrawny kitten or perhaps it was the kitten getting covered in Dax's blood when he’d been shot and the little fluff ball had stood on his chest and dug in his claws to keep him attached to life. It was likely the latter. Dax had no idea where his human body ended and his magic essence began, but in that case, the blood was probably the mingling point that had altered the tiny kitten in interesting ways.

      Dax set down his helmet, took off his leather jacket, putting them away in the closet, and went to scoop the cat box. For a being that could be a skeleton cat sometimes, he sure shit a lot. Once he finished, taking the full bag down to the dumpster, he finally opened the windows, which was much needed. As the wind threw the curtains back, the scent of petrichor replaced the stench of used litter box until his abode was once again odor-free.

      He took a minute to stand in front of the window, but closed it some as the wind drove in a sheet of rain. It was still enough to let the smell of rain revive him and freshen up the apartment. Grabbing a beer from the fridge, he wandered over to his sofa, scowling at the cigar burn in the cushion—a gift left by the trickster god, Baron Samedi. He wasn’t sure why it was visible. He kept that side of the cushion facing down. But every now and then, he’d come home and find it reversed with the burn mark clearly visible.

      “Fucking trickster gods,” he mumbled, shaking his head. He flipped the cushion and sank into the couch, opening his beer and pulling his cell phone from his pocket. He sent a text.

      “Hello, Delphine. Got time for tea soon?”
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      Mari always enjoyed going to Madam Tibodeaux’s with her mother. As a child, the place held mysteries and discoveries that delighted a young heart fascinated with the magical world she thought everyone existed in. Plus the voodoo priestess always had a tasty treat for her.

      Once Mari had grown older and started to learn magic, she had her own purchases to make, such as today. She eagerly pulled open the door and stepped in, letting the smells of the magical ingredients and exotic woods wash over her. However, the music wasn’t the usual jazz the manbo liked to play.

      “Punk rock?” she muttered to herself. She looked around the shop but didn’t see Manman Delphine. Instead, a short curvy Black woman with an asymmetrical natural afro stood behind the counter. “Is Manman Delphine in today?”

      The woman, who’d been staring at her cell phone, looked up. “Nope. She’s…uh…consulting with another client off-site. What can I help you with?”

      In all the years Mari had been coming to Madam Tibodeaux’s, she’d never seen anyone besides the tall, brightly dressed trans woman behind the counter. “No. I think I can manage. Just need a few ingredients.”

      She grabbed a hand basket and headed to the aisle with the bins of various herbs, spices, and other ingredients that could be used in a variety of mundane and magical ways. Picking through them, she found the ones she always used for this potion, then stared over the others she might want—the variable items. When she’d walked in the door, she knew what she wanted to do with this iteration of the potion, but now that she was confronted with a wall of ingredients, her plan crumbled like so many dried leaves under the weight of a pestle.

      Then seeing a bin of wood chips—well, sawdust—a smile played across her face. She grabbed a small paper baggie from the shelf and a scoop and filled the bag with the dark red sawdust. She inhaled deeply as the scoop plunged into the wood particles, basking in the scent of the tropical wood. Once she’d filled her bag with enough for two potions and some extra for “in case,” she picked out the rest of the ingredients for this formulation and headed to the counter.

      “This going to be it for you?” the young woman asked.

      “No, I need some castor bean oil, please.” The items with strictly magical uses were kept behind the counter to ensure no mundanes got up to any accidental mischief. Many of them were dangerous or poisonous if used by the uninitiated. Everyone was welcome to shop at Madame Tibodeaux’s, but only the magical community could get access to certain items.

      The woman narrowed her eyes as she looked at Mari thoroughly for the first time. Castor bean oil was poisonous if taken internally. The examination made her nervous. “It’s just for a hair color potion.”

      The woman’s eyes swept up to Mari’s pink hair. “Did you create that shade of pink with a potion?”

      The woman’s attention made Mari blush. “Yes?”

      “Well, it looks rad. I like it.” She smiled warmly and reached under the counter. “How much you need?”

      “Thanks!” Pride warmed her cheeks even more. The hair color potion was one of the creations she was particularly proud of. She could get just about any color she wanted, it smelled better than commercial dyes, and it lasted longer and didn’t damage the hair. She was even working on a few tweaks to add a moisturizing component in. “One vial will do.”

      She pulled out the vial and set it on the counter, then extended her hand. “I’m Little Suzie, by the way.”

      Mari took her hand. “I’m Mari. My mom leads the Coven of the Holy Moon. Do you work here regularly?” It wasn’t the real name only those initiated into the coven learned the true name. As of yet, Mari still hadn’t been brought into her mother’s coven, but she’d only just passed her eighteenth birthday. She expected it would happen soon. Her powers were already coming along.

      “Nice to meet you. I guess I’m the manbo’s apprentice.”

      “Me too.” She laughed nervously. “I mean, I’m my mom’s apprentice, not Manman Delphine’s.”

      Little Suzie laughed. It was a warm, friendly sound. “I knew what you meant. Anything else you need before I ring this up?”

      “No. That’s it.” She remembered the note in her pocket. “Oh, I do need to leave this order for the manbo. It’s for the coven.” She set the list on the counter.

      Little Suzie picked it up and looked over it quickly. “I’ll give this to Delphine. She’ll call when it’s ready.”

      She quickly sorted through the basket and rang up Mari’s items. When she was finished, she reached toward a stack of paper sacks.

      “I have my own bag.” Mari set it on the counter.

      Her mother had always told her to only put the purchases into her own bag. It was covered in patterns her mother had embroidered into the canvas fabric. The threads she’d used had been soaked in various potions and other concoctions to create a bag that nullified the power of any unwanted magical effects while leaving the potency of the base ingredients alone. It was a security measure. Her mother and the coven purchased what they couldn’t make or get on their own from Madam Tibodeaux’s, but she’d warned Mari to never trust anyone outside the coven. It had been the first thing she’d learned as a young child.

      Little Suzie set the items in the bag and added the receipt. “Here you go.  Nice meeting you, Mari. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      “Thanks. I’m sure you will.” She took the bag and left the shop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

          DAX

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dax rolled past Manman Delphine’s magical curios and supply shop in his 1965 Lincoln Continental. For the third time. He loved the big, black boat of car. It had a sinister vibe and generally matched his aesthetic.  But it was a bitch to find a parking space in a neighborhood with mostly street parking.

      Normally, he’d have ridden his motorcycle the short distance to his friend’s shop. But the rain that had started the day before still fell hard. His hopes raised as a car pulled onto the road and drove away, but when he pulled up and prepared to parallel park, he snorted through his nose and shook his head. There was no way his Lincoln would fit in a spot vacated by the subcompact. Throwing the car into drive, he pulled away just as another small car celebrated his misfortune by taking the spot, going in nose first and parking crooked.

      “Amateur,” he mumbled.

      A few minutes later, he walked into Delphine’s shop, the little bell above the door announcing his presence, and lowered his black, leather coat which he’d pulled over his head to keep the rain off his head, settling it back in its proper place around his shoulders. As he flapped it into place, it stirred the air around him, bringing to his nose the bouquet of Delphine’s shop—spices, exotic woods, and the pervading undercurrent of magic, if you could sense such things.

      The rich laugh of the voodoo priestess greeted him. “You should get an umbrella.”

      “I’d look silly carrying an umbrella around.”

      “You look silly holding your coat like that.” She stepped around the counter and greeted him with a hug and kiss to his cheek. “Water will be ready in a moment.”

      He nodded, following her behind the counter and through the beaded curtain that led into the back room where she kept her office, her back stock, and a portion of his tea and Chinese clay teapots. Although none of his precious teas and antique purple clay pots had been harmed when the bikers set his bar on fire, nearly burning it down, he didn’t want them left in the building while construction was happening. The vibration of heavy equipment could shake one of the delicate pots off a shelf. Nor did he want the potential of dust or any of the chemicals they might use during the construction to contaminate the pots or the tea. Since he drank tea with Delphine so often, he asked if she’d store some of his stuff. She’d agreed on the condition that they drink it together regularly. Seemed fair.

      True to her word, the kettle finished its boil as the beads settled. The tall Black trans woman already had everything laid out and ready, including the leaves from the cake of pu-erh she was most fond of. It was one of Dax’s favorites as well, and he appreciated having someone who liked it as much as him to share it with. Humming as she worked, she went through the proper method of preparing tea in the Chinese style he’d taught her.

      Once the tea was ready a few moments later, they sat and enjoyed the first few steepings and chatted amiably about the weather and what they’d been up to in the few weeks since they’d last had tea, pausing only a time or two when customers came in.

      After Delphine sat down with another round of tea, she crossed her legs, her cup cradled in her hands. “What brings you here today, Dax?”

      “Can’t a guy stop by and see his friend?”

      “Of course a guy can, and the guy is always welcome to do it, but if that guy is you, you seem  unwilling to impose on your friends’ time unless you have to.” She winked at him. “Definitely something to work on.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Friendship was still a very new concept to him, especially in the epic scale of his total existence. He’d thought he’d had a friend or two at one point, but that had led to his betrayal and exile to live as a human. He snorted quietly and shook his head at himself. No wonder he’d been reluctant to make and maintain friendships. Fortunately, Tomi and his family had started the process of building human relationships. And Delphine had become a trusted and close confidant. Perhaps humans were made of better stuff than gods.

      Before he could reply, something that had been floating in the aether, teasing at the back of his mind, stopped his words in his mouth as it drew closer. It spoke of passages and darkness…and death.
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      “Damaris, dear…” her mom called from the other room.

      “Yes, mom?” Mari replied.

      “Can you run an errand for me? The manbo called and said my order’s ready.”

      Mari turned the TV off and poked her head into the kitchen where her mom sat at the island, drinking a cup of herbal tea. She could smell the mint, eucalyptus, and rose filling the room. “Sure, I need to get a few things from the shop myself.”

      “More hair dye ingredients?” Her mom rolled her eyes but smiled indulgently.

      Mari knew her mom considered using her skills for such “frivolous” things a waste of her time and talent. “Yes.”

      “You just changed your hair color.”

      “I know, but I have some new ideas I want to try.”

      Her mom raised an eyebrow. “Won’t that much dye damage the hair?”

      It was Mari’s turn to roll her eyes. “I solved that problem a long time ago. My current formulations heal and replenish the hair and scalp.”

      A burst of pride filled Mari’s chest when a brief impressed expression flashed across her mom’s face.

      “Well, at least your experiments in cosmetics are building your skills,” her mom replied.

      Mari bit back her snarky response. It wasn’t worth the argument. But it annoyed her that her mom felt perfectly fine using her skills on various small glamours to alter her own appearance, but all the potions Mari made were somehow frivolous.

      She grabbed her purse, a jacket, and the keys to the car. “Bye, mom.”

      “Be safe, dear.”

      Stopping under the roof of the small porch, Mari pulled the scarf she had wrapped around her neck and tied it over her hair in what she liked to think of as “babushka-style” to keep the heavy rain off her hair. She dashed to the car and climbed in quickly before firing it up and backing out of the driveway.

      Normally it was a thirty minute drive to the neighborhood where Manman Delphine’s shop was, but she drove slowly to avoid losing control on the wet pavement which had too much standing water. It never took much rain to cause the storm drains to back up, and the heavy rain that had started the day before had quickly overwhelmed them. She was thankful most people tended to avoid going anywhere unless they had to on days like this.

      She sighed, a bit of a dark mood settling over her as she drew closer to her destination. She’d started the day feeling good after a night of dreamless sleep, but the rain seemed to be bringing her down. At this point, the sly comments about her potions from her mom only mildly annoyed her. It was an old argument she’d learned to let go of a while ago. And she long ago quit letting them hurt her feelings. At least as much as they used to.

      The closer she drew to the shop, the more something pushed into her awareness. Something she couldn’t quite understand. Each minute increased her dark mood. Instead of looking forward to her little adventures in the manbo’s shop, a sense of impending dread threatened to overwhelm her.

      With a quick shake of her head, she looked for a place to pull off the road and thankfully found an open spot just a head. She pulled along the curb and turned the car off, her breathing growing heavy.

      She leaned into the back of the seat, let her head fall against the head rest, and closed her eyes. It took her a while to calm her breathing and push down the growing anxiety threatening to push her into a panic attack. She hadn’t come this close in a long time, not since she’d learned to manage her anxiety with meditation. The potion her mother had devised also helped. She’d never taught Mari the recipe, saying she worried about her daughter overusing it, which could deepen the problem instead of relieving it.

      It had been a while since she’d needed one of the potions, but perhaps she’d send a message to her mom to see if she could have one ready for her when she got home.

      She continued box breathing—four seconds in, hold for four second, out for four seconds, hold for four seconds, repeat—until she felt certain she could safely continue. She started up the car again, but before she put it in drive and pulled back onto the street, she reached out into the aether, pulled in a bit of magic, and constructed a wall around herself. It was a bit flimsier than normal. But she sighed in relief once the impending doom she felt was reduced to only a small trickle sneaking through her defenses.

      She could accomplish her simple mission. Then once she made it home safely, she could figure out what was causing her near panic.
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      The front bell announced a customer. The manbo set down her tea and headed to the front.

      “Hello, Manman. I’m here to pick up the order I dropped off for mom the other day.” To Dax’s ear, the voice speaking sounded like it belonged to a younger person—one who was nervous about something based on the quaver in her voice.

      “Hi, Mari. Just wait here a moment. I have it all boxed up in the back. Need anything for yourself?”

      “No, thank you. Maybe soon though, I have a couple new ideas.”

      Standing up and reaching into the aether, Dax put himself in a position to see who stood at the counter as the manbo pushed aside the beaded curtain and reentered the back room. The quick glimpse told him too much and not enough.

      Something blurred her aura and blocked him from instantly reading her. But whatever was interfering his vision couldn’t block it entirely. Either her aura was too strong to be contained by it or it wasn’t that strong, but the dark wisps sneaking through tantalized him.

      If he wanted to, he could strip whatever was impeding him and lay her magical nature bare before him, but that would be a violation. Instead, he examined what little of her aura was escaping her grasp, though he left his touch delicate to avoid alerting her to his presence.

      As Delphine returned through the curtain, he caught a glimpse of the girl’s physical appearance. She wore a black canvas jacket and a black and red silk scarf covered her dark red hair. He gasped slightly as his eyes fell on her face.

      A skull flickered in and out of visibility just beneath her pale white skin.
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      A man stood in the middle of Manman Delphine’s stockroom. At least she thought he was a man. It was hard to tell. Perhaps her shield was interfering with her sight. Whatever he was, she didn’t want to stay here any longer than she needed to. She could get her own potion stuff when he wasn’t here.

      Her eyes flicked back to the manbo who looked like her normal, elegant tall self. She wore a brightly patterned red, blue, and yellow caftan with a sapphire blue head wrap.

      Mari’s eyes escaped her control and flicked back to the swaying beads of the door curtain, hunting for another glimpse of the man…being…entity.

      He appeared to be wearing leather or some other black fabric in  from head to foot. She gave her head a little shake and narrowed her eyes. He kind of looked like an older white man, but she couldn’t quite tell. She longed to reach into the aether to see if she could focus the image. Before she could stop herself, she touched the edge of his aura and gasped. She yanked her awareness back like she’d touched a hot pan. Her heart pounded in her ears. Even in the that barest of brushes, she had nearly been overwhelmed.

      “Are you OK, Mari?” Manman Delphine asked.

      Through short pants of breath, Mari swallowed the saliva flooding her mouth for some reason. “Yeah. Um. I think so.”

      “Here’s your mother’s order, cher.” Delphine set a box on the counter, her face showing her concern and disbelief in Mari’s answer.

      She tried to pull in more power to strengthen her shield but couldn’t grasp any. It was like something was preventing her from reaching the aether. No. That wasn’t it. Something was overwhelming her and blotting out her access to it.

      “I’ll add it to your mom’s account. Are you sure you’re alright?” the manbo asked.

      “Yes. I’m fine. Thank you. Um. Sorry. I’m in a bit of a hurry. Sorry.” She grabbed the box, flashed Manman Delphine a quick smile that felt more like the rictus of a fleshless skull and fled the shop as fast as she could without running.

      Once she made it around the corner and away from the windows at the front of the shop, she collapsed against the brick wall of the building, using its rough texture against her back to hold her up. She gasped in huge lungfuls of air as rain sluiced off the edge of the building and splashed onto her head, soaking through her headscarf instantly. Soon she was completely drenched. But she couldn’t catch her breath. Her hands trembled. Reaffirming her grip on the light box, she dashed away from the building, running blindly into the rain.
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      Delphine cast a last look over her shoulder as she walked into the backroom to rejoin Dax. “That’s odd. I’ve never seen the girl lose her cool like that. I hope she’s OK.”

      The words barely registered in Dax’s awareness as he stared at the wall where the girl leaned outside the shop. He knew what had set her off. She’d made the mistake of brushing against his aura.

      He was sure other supernaturals who had the ability to look into the aether to see beyond the mundane world had touched his aura. He’d felt it many times. But he’d never had it create this kind of reaction before.

      It wasn’t because she was completely untutored and young. Sure, she’d likely never encountered a being of his power before, and certainly never blithely reached out to inspect it. Touching a hot pan is a hard lesson learned. But she wasn’t a green kid either.

      There was a well of power escaping through the holes in her shield. And the shield itself, though not complete, showed a grasp of magical knowledge beyond the amateurish. And then there was the brush of her aura. It spoke to an acquaintance with death that he’d never seen in another mortal. At least not since he’d been forced to live as a human in Red City.

      “Dax? You there?” Delphine asked.

      He pulled his focus back in along with his aura, covering it in a cloak from the aether. “She’s not.”

      “What?”

      “She brushed my aura.” He stared off in the direction she’d run. He could still sense her as she disappeared in the distance. “She took off.”

      He felt bad that the merest touch of his other aspect had sent the girl into a spiral of panic. He’d just been curious about the presence around her. The brief glimpse had only served to pique his curiosity, not satisfy it.

      “I’d better go see if she’s OK.” Delphine grabbed an umbrella and a coat.

      “I’ll stay here. My presence might cause more harm than good.”

      “Good idea. Heat the water up. I’m going to need some hot tea after venturing out into this weather. And if someone comes into the store, tell them I’ll be back shortly.”

      “Will do,” he said, but she’d already disappeared through the beaded curtain.

      He took the kettle and filled it with water before returning it to its base and turning it on. Fortunately, no one entered the shop before the manbo returned. He could run a bar, but he had no idea even how to ring up a purchase on her register.

      “Is she OK?” he asked.

      “I hope so. I couldn’t catch up to her. Just saw her in the distance then she disappeared.”

      Nodding, Dax let his awareness slip out along the lifeline he’d briefly been in contact with, though he did it with
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