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I dedicate this story to everyone who believes in Magic, and the power of Love
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Prologue
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Isaiah 5:20 “Woe to them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!”
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APRIL 2, 1936,

Dear Dorian,

I hope this letter finds you and your family well. This morning, I noticed a few Angelica flowers sprouting up all around the front porch. I didn’t plant them, but I was delighted to see their delicate white petals. I’d like to believe they are here as some kind of sign from our own Angelica. Maybe she’s looking after us from heaven? When the plants grow a little stronger, I’ll try to send you some seeds. Angelica root is good for warding off evil.

The Times-Picayune newspaper reports horrible things happening in Europe. Those Germans are up to no good. You mentioned several times, over the years, that you returned to your homeland for the sake of your people. I appreciate you wanting to be in touch with your roots, but I’ve always had bad feelings about Romania. I pray for you and your people often. If ever you change your mind and want to come back to Louisiana, you and your family are always welcome here. 

As you may or may not remember, Anton and David turn forty-six years old on May 23. It sounds foolish, but I keep thinking about the curse Patia spewed out over the twins, way back when they were just four years old. Granted, your wife generally does not have a way with magic (or much of anything really) but I can’t ignore the fact that she managed a spell that killed our sweet Will. I know that the good book says, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay...Romans 12:19”. The Lord knows that to this day, I’m still having a hard time forgiving her. I never said a proper goodbye to him, and one of the hardest decisions in my life was to choose to not avenge my grandson’s death. 

To be honest, for a moment I did feel sorry for Patia. I was sympathetic when she found out Syeira had died. Any mother who has lost a child can relate to that kind of loss. But then, things changed when she got angrier than a wasp’s nest and verbally attacked me. I don’t trust the rage of that woman. Words have power and meaning. When words are fueled by intense love (or in her case) by intense hatred, anything can happen.  

Obviously, there’s a chance she doesn’t even remember her curse. After all, it was over forty years ago. People don’t get any younger. On the other hand, if I can clearly remember our fight that day, my enemy might be able to remember it as well.

The main reason I’m writing to you is because I want to reach out to David and Anton. I feel like the twins are more vulnerable than in the past. I can’t explain why their birthday bothers me so much this year, other than the idea that the numbers forty-six and twenty-three are unlucky numbers. Yes, I am aware that the talk of numbers and meanings sounds silly. Still, I can’t ignore the dreadful feelings that come up. I have terrible nightmares, dreams too dark, too ugly, to share with you. For peace of mind, I want to send the boys items to bless them. I’d probably have to explain the reason why I want to send blessings to protect them if they are to seriously consider my gifts.  

I send Christmas cards to David every year, but I haven’t talked to him since he went off and married some girl who doesn’t like me. I’m still hurt that I wasn’t invited to their wedding. Anton has no clue who I am, unless you talked to him about me, and what I remember from your letters, the two of you don’t get along anymore.  

They need to understand that they are susceptible to Patia’s curse. Their parents were affected by her original spell when the boys were conceived. To make matters worse, it’s unthinkable that my grandson found and fell in love with his half-sister. (Thank God the couple never knew the incestuous truth). These elements of their bloodline could be disregarded as a fluke, or a powder keg for some serious supernatural activity. 

I’m reaching out to you today because although Patia’s curse was a strange one, I do know that the light and love of a woman will save them. The way I see it, light and love from anyone, could save someone.

Before I work my own magic and reach out to David and Anton, I must ask. Do I have your permission to send my blessings? You know how I can be, trying to control everything all the time. I am trying to do the right thing. 

Please get back to me as soon as you can with your honest answer. As a reminder, their birthday is Saturday, May twenty third and it will take a while for me to track them down (Anton more so than David), if I have your approval. If you want me to mind my own business, I will respect your word as well. After all these years, you are still my closest friend, and I value our relationship.

I hope you are safe, and that you have made some kind of amends (or are at least at peace) with Patia. You have always deserved the best in life, even if you don’t feel you deserve it. I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Your friend, 

Zenobia
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“HE WILL PAY.” PATIA Camlo muttered. She clenched the pages of Zenobia’s letter so tightly that her entire arm throbbed.  

“They all will pay.”

The old woman looked up and searched the starry sky until she saw a thin slice of the moon overhead. The stars glittered brightly like jewels in the darkness. The only time she felt at peace in Romania was when she could stand alone, surrounded by trees. Everything else around her, especially when she and her people were closer to town, was noisy and ugly. People angered her often, especially her husband. Every few weeks, the travelers had to abandon everything they owned and hide in the forest when the Germans came around, asking too many questions. The travelers hated the forest. Patia loved it.

For the time being, Patia enjoyed her moment in solitude. She had made the same morning trip into the woods, to the same secluded spot for weeks, muttering spells and treating sheepskin until it turned into luxurious vellum.  

Tonight, this time under a new moon instead of a dull sunrise, she would perform a final ceremony to exact her revenge. She would pour all of her energy into this final ceremony. Making smart, specific choices with her ingredients and being precise with her spell work was critical. After tonight, no one would question her spiritual powers ever again.

The haggard woman tore her gaze away from the sky and took in her surroundings. Stubby, bright candles were around her, forming a semi-circle. Frozen trees, dusted with ice, sparkled in the candlelight.  

She shivered in the frigid air. The metallic scent of lamb’s blood filled her nose. The carcass of a lamb (that she purchased, rather than stole) steamed as it lay on the snowy ground. She slit its throat minutes before and scattered its blood all around her. Select chunks of meat were set aside for dinner. The rest lay in a messy pile, on top of kindling, at her feet. Lamb’s blood, a splash of vodka, bits of her husband's hair, a few herbs, dirt from a graveyard and pieces of black cloth stewed in a metal pot that hung close to the bloody pile.  

She looked at the Voodoo woman’s letter to Dorian again. She fought the urge to tear it to pieces. Instead, she clenched it tighter. She poured a small amount of kerosene from her lamp over her sacrifice before carefully moving the lamp away from her spell casting site.

Patia barely noticed that her back ached and her knees cracked as she walked in a circle, spilling salt around the sacrificial area. To ensure the spell would be successful, she made sure she salted the area instead of wheat or any other weaker substitutions, as she had recklessly done in the past. Salt was very powerful when it came to magic, and she was determined to make her hex work. This time she would use proper ingredients, not like when she cursed Will and Syeira. Her dark intentions were very clear.

Patia tossed a lit match onto the pile of meat and kindling. It sparked right away. She pulled out a rusty razor blade and sliced the palm of her left hand. Thick blood formed on her already bloodied, arthritic hand. She shook her hand until drops of her blood splattered upon Grandmother Zenobia’s letter. She then waved the bloody paper over the flames that grew at her feet.

“I, Patia Camlo, command David and Anton to be doomed!” she threatened. “With all that is left in my old soul, I command destruction on the day the men turn forty-six years old. I might not be able to hurt Zenobia of New Orleans, but her so-called blessings will be crushed. I demand that pain, agony, and despair fall upon David and Anton. May they taste death. I declare the twins, offspring of Syeira Camlo, to be condemned as they walk the earth for all eternity! True light and love of anyone close to their heart will be stripped from them mercilessly. David and Anton can only be saved by a mother’s love and her blood.”

Patia lit a corner of the bloodied letter before tossing it into the pot before her. It sparked and sputtered before it sank into the dark concoction. 

“Deal with that, Voodoo Bitch.”

Patia waited for a response. Nothing stirred, not even the wind. She questioned herself. She insisted that she followed the steps carefully as she had done consistently for the past few weeks. She sacrificed an innocent being. She gathered the proper ingredients for her diabolical concoction. The wording of this spell wasn’t the same as the incantations she said over and over from her mother’s book but, it shouldn’t have mattered. Her intention was focused, which was crucial when dealing with magic.

She thought back to the day she cursed the twins. The memory of the Voodoo woman from New Orleans smiling, arms outstretched, when Dorian ran up to her, angered Patia. The vision was clear, as if it had happened yesterday, not forty years ago. Patia continued to clench her bloody, claw-like hands so tightly that blood continued to drip.

“How dare that woman steal my family!” she snarled to herself. She remembered how her husband smiled at the colored woman. It was a smile he never shared with his own wife. Hate and jealousy bubbled in her belly.  

Back then, she didn’t pay too much attention to the little Black boy who hid behind the woman, but she definitely paid attention to the little white boy under the porch. She envisioned the emerald-colored eyes of young Anton when he rolled around in the dirt like a dog. They were the same color as her daughter Syeira. May she rest in peace. A pang of sadness stabbed her heart. She never had the chance to make amends with her daughter. 

“Zenobia stole everything from me! She will pay! They all will pay!” she shouted again. Anger erupted from her belly and charged through her old bones. Patia intended to destroy as many people as her magic would allow. She tossed her hands in the air and screamed until her throat burned.

The black cauldron wobbled a few times, and the black brew bubbled over. A scarlet red fireball burst high from the sacrificial fire into the night sky. It boomed as it soared, throwing her off balance. She slipped backwards into the icy darkness. Embers floated around her, so she rolled around on the frozen ground to make sure she wasn’t on fire. Patia placed her dirty, crooked hands on her face, noting her eyebrows were singed. She struggled to sit up.

The fireball hung in the frigid air for a few moments before exploding, casting black ash all around the snowy forest. Her brew changed colors from black to scarlet.

Patia smiled. The curse was ready.  

Pleased with her results, she squeezed blood from her right hand once more over the pot. She tore a piece of cloth from her skirt and wrapped it around her palm, covering the wound. Gingerly, she collected warm ashes from the edges of the fire and added it to the concoction. Finally, she scooped up handfuls of snow and dumped it in the pot to cool off the sticky red liquid. She removed a glass bottle labeled “ink” from her pocket, dipped it in the goo, and vigorously shook the bottle. 

Once the flames from the sacrificial fire were extinguished, she haphazardly cleaned up the area. Rubbing her palms with snow and leftover lime juice, she hoped to remove some of the ash and blood. Her cheeks burned as she smiled a toothy, crooked smile. The smile transformed into small giggles. 

She was proud of her hard work, preparing the vellum for weeks, killing lambs by herself and preparing their meat. She hummed as she hobbled back to camp. Now that the curse was charged, she could hardly wait to exercise the second part of her plan; kill her husband, Dorian Camlo.  

She didn’t live long enough to see how effective her spell turned out to be.
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It was well past midnight on May 24, 1936, when Grandmother Zenobia stood quietly in her kitchen. She looked around her home and sighed with relief. As wonderful as the day had been, she could hardly wait to lay her head down and rest her weary bones in her cozy bed. The exciting repast for Dorian and Patia Camlo was hands down the best celebration of life she had ever attended. The past few days, however, had also been some of the most grueling she endured in years.

It was a treat that she laughed and cried with loved ones from sunup to sundown. Her dining room table was covered with unexpected gifts and offerings given to her for her "unwavering generosity" to the travelers and the community.   

Days before the travelers arrived with the deceased, Zenobia arranged for the large Camlo tribe to have comfortable accommodations during their stay in New Orleans. Local businesses who served them were paid handsomely. Grandmother Zenobia didn't want or need any sort of payback. She wanted her community to feel special and to understand that each of them was important to her, including the many that feared her reputation. 

After the funeral, all day and all night, people flooded her with praise and gratitude. It reminded her of way, way back in the day when she ruled Palmyra. She genuinely cared for her people, and they cared for their queen.

A thick leather-bound book once owned by Queen Patia Camlo, lying on the floor near the fireplace, caught her attention. Fifka Camlo said she was supposed to inherit it from her mother-in-law, but she wanted nothing to do with it. She hoped that Grandmother Zenobia would appreciate it or dispose of it. At first, Grandmother refused the family heirloom. After some debate, however, she agreed to take it, but only after insisting that all the Camlo women learned how to read and write, even if she had to teach them herself. 

It was too late to flip through the big book at the moment, so she made a mental note to splash some Florida water on it and put it in her prayer room when she woke. She’d be sure to go through it some other time.  

After confirming that her friend Chief Qaletaqa was comfortable in the guest room and that all animals had fresh food and water, Grandmother slipped into the lavender scented covers of her King-sized bed.

It wasn't long before Zenobia drifted off to sleep. Her mind took her to a place she recognized, although something was off. It was a bright sunny afternoon and Zenobia stood outside her shotgun style home. The purple front door was three times taller and wider than it should have been and the house expanded and contracted like a pair of lungs. Unusual chilling breezes swept past her. They should have caused her to shudder, but they didn't. A sudden burst of laughter caused Grandmother Zenobia to recoil. Not just any laugh; it was Patia's high-pitched cackle that screamed in her head. She tried to plug her ears to drown out the noise when the ground beneath her shook, followed by a more forceful wind that whipped around Zenobia.

She called for her dog, Ahy, who was nowhere to be found. She struggled to run inside, but her legs wouldn't budge. Looking down, she realized that her feet were trapped in quicksand. The more she struggled, the deeper she sank. She was waist deep in the cold, slimy sand when a bolt of lightning struck her home. Every window blew out, launching shards of glass. The entire left side of the house burst into flames. Thick black goo oozed and dripped from the right side of the house, from the roof to the porch.

The more she struggled, the faster she sank. Quicksand invaded the tip of her chin and the back of her neck. Panicked, Grandmother Zenobia continued to fight, but couldn't move a muscle.  

A black smoky entity accompanied by a fiery entity burst from the house into the sky. They swirled around each other and sporadically crashed into what was left of her home.

Suddenly, the large purple door shattered, as if it were made of glass. A very much alive, very healthy-looking young man stepped out. Her beloved grandson, Will, stood tall on the porch stairs.

Grandmother Zenobia could not believe her eyes. She wanted to run to him and hug him tight for the next fifty years.

"Grandmother, where are you?" he called out.

Zenobia tried to call out to him, but the quicksand was now at her lips, threatening to leak into her mouth.  

Her grandson slowly walked down the porch stairs in her direction. But with each step, Will drew closer to peril. The light and dark entities swirled around him. He tried to wave them off, to no avail. In a coordinated effort, they slammed into his body. Zenobia’s heart broke as Will continued to call out.

Will patted himself down as light and dark patches swirled and bubbled under his skin. His feet caught on fire. The more he called out, the more the flames grew. Black ooze poured down his scalp. 

"Grandmother, I need you," he cried.

The pressure of the quicksand tightened around Zenobia. Barely able to breathe, tears streamed down her face. She could only watch as Will’s flesh melted off his bones. He raised skeletal arms out, searching for Grandmother.

She wished to God that she could save Will. Once again, she was powerless. Once again, she didn’t get to say goodbye.

Will's heart burst from his chest, leaving a large hole. Still beating, it landed inches away from her.

Grandmother Zenobia moaned for the loss of her grandson. Moments before she would be swallowed up by the quicksand, something soft and warm brushed her face. Soft, but cold skin poked at her skin. Then something rough but wet rubbed across her cheeks.

It was still dark when Zenobia woke up in her bed, finding her sweet dog Ahy laying on her chest, licking her tears.

"Hello my darling. Thank you," she said. The white basenji was not supposed to be on her bed, but she was grateful he woke her from her nightmare.

"Yes, you can sleep on my bed, but only for tonight," she said. He poked his nose on her forehead, licked her cheek once more and then retreated, curling up at her feet.
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Not a single drop of alcohol danced across Grandmother Zenobia’s lips at the Camlo’s raucous Romani repast, and yet, the next morning, she woke up with a monumental hangover. The sun was too bright. Her bedroom spun a few times when she sat up. Was it possible someone slipped something in her food or drinks? Chief Qaletaqa was at her side for most of the evening, so it was doubtful. She only drank tea, sweetened with Strawberry Jam (a new idea she learned from Queen Fifika.) Yet, her mouth was dry. Her stomach muscles ached from hours of laughter. Her cheeks burned as she grinned, reminiscing over stories devoted family members shared about their beloved King Dorian. A giggle escaped her mouth. Her favorite story of the evening was the tale of a gray stray cat who adopted Dorian as one of her own. Grandmother patted her heart when she remembered how a handful of women shared fleeting, but sincere moments they experienced with Queen Patia, may she finally rest in peace.

After forcing herself out of bed, Grandmother put on a lavender colored robe, with matching slippers. While wrestling with her headscarf, she padded towards the kitchen, cane in hand, with her furry entourage in tow. She paused at the hallway mirror to check her hair and jumped at the sight of an old woman. She didn’t recognize the face, her own flesh, which stared back at her. It was then it dawned on her. She wasn’t hung over; her body was healing and repairing itself.  

Zenobia reflected back upon what caused her to age so rapidly. For quite some time, Patia’s spirit was not at rest. Since her brutal death in Romania, screams and loud knocks came from her coffin. It didn’t matter if it was day or night. The wooden box filled with love offerings from her people shook so much that it was chained shut with iron links. It was a miracle the body was shipped from Romania to New Orleans without any problems. Once she and her deceased husband arrived, Chief Qaletaqa and a few hand-picked legends of Louisiana attempted to help the Roma woman’s transition to the next spiritual level. Grandmother was supposed to be a simple spectator in the event. She sat impatiently in a designated chair and was served personalized offerings. The ceremony with the legends had barely begun when Patia’s corpse escaped her coffin and put up a nasty fight. Unfortunately for Zenobia, her emotions had gotten the best of her. She charged the stage and literally erupted into a beast of destruction; a feat learned from her late husband, the God of Destruction. Zenobia’s body tore itself apart, morphing into a gargantuan, furious monster. She destroyed the small sanctuary and was moments away from killing everyone inside when she saw her reflection in an ornate golden mirror covered with traveler kisses and wishes. 

Embarrassed by her behavior and lack of trust, Zenobia altered time. With an ancient command, she forced minutes to tick backwards to the moment before she exploded in rage. That type of time manipulation was costly. The Voodoo high priestess was fortunate that those mere minutes only cost her 25 of her mortal years on earth. While the legends continued with their ceremony, Zenobia stood face to face with Patia’s corpse and helped her spirit find peace.

Now Grandmother Zenobia looked again at her reflection, ashamed of herself. Scars, deep wrinkles, and gray hairs reminded her she still had lessons to learn. Leaning in, to her surprise, she saw that scar tissue was fading; liver spots were melting away at a snail’s pace, revealing softer, dark brown skin.

“Thank you, Wren, wherever you are. Thank you, Lord above, for all my blessings,” she said. 

Her shame dissolved into gratitude when she also remembered all the love the Camlo family showed her. She was thankful for every hug, kiss, and word of encouragement from the local party goers, as well as the Louisiana legends who left her offerings of appreciation. She was eternally grateful for the soft, healing embrace of Wren the Angel. Her reflection showed her that she was progressing, both physically and spiritually. Her personalized hand carved cane reminded her that she still had a long way to go.

Grandmother shuffled through the kitchen to the icebox. She rummaged through plates of peach cobbler, cornbread, macaroni salad and spicy meats from the repast. She hesitated when she came across the lemon bread made by King Marcos’ daughter; with a steamy cup of coffee, it would make a delicious breakfast treat. First, she needed to replenish her body with fluids. Eventually, her fingers found what she searched for. She fished out a jewel encrusted bottle of holy water tucked deep in the back of the icebox. She poured herself a tall glass of the cold liquid and after a few sips, the dehydrated-hang over feeling lessened. Her skin itched, especially at the corners of her eyes as crow’s feet smoothed themselves away. The throbbing in her back lessened.

The bible verse “Gracious words are like honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the body...Proverbs 16:24,” popped in her head as she drank more holy water. 

Grandmother’s senses fully returned. The scent of freshly made coffee filled her nose, reminding her that her friend Chief Qaletaqa was her guest. She guzzled down a second glass of water when she realized she heard him speaking, while he rocked in Grandmother’s favorite chair outside on the front porch. 

Grandmother assumed her soft-spoken guest was on the patio chatting with Ahy, her faithful canine companion, but the dog was at her side in the kitchen.

Ahy trotted to the large purple door and stood on his haunches. Zenobia’s first reaction was to run back to bed and pull the covers over her head. She didn’t want to deal with whomever (or whatever) her friend was talking to. Before she could retreat, Ahy yodeled at the door to be let out. Grandmother saw their guest trot down the porch steps to the front gate.

“You know you can use the back door to get out,” she warned the dog. Her animal entourage dispersed.

Ahy sat and thumped his tail on the hardwood floor.

Begrudgingly, Grandmother opened the front door and found Chief Qaletaqa chatting with Miss Virginia Dupuis. Miss Virginia, handmaiden to the deceased Marie Laveau, leaned against a wooden post in front of Grandmother’s home. Chief Qaletaqa mirrored her casual stance as they talked.

“My goodness, where are my manners? Please forgive me, Miss Virginia,” Grandmother said as she approached. She mumbled a few words and nodded her head towards the wooden gate. There was a slight buzz in the air, a sharp pop, followed by the sound of the fence unlatching itself.

“Good morning, Grandmother Zenobia,” Miss Virginia said as she stepped onto the property. “I came to check up on you and Chief Taqa.”

Grandmother cringed at Virginia’s mispronunciation of her friend’s name.

“Miss Virginia, won’t you join us for breakfast?” Chief Qaletaqa asked.

Both women paused at his invitation.

“I just made a fresh pot of coffee for Grandmother,” he said as he led Miss Virginia by the hand, to the rocking chairs on the porch.

“Actually, I’m here to invite you two to come wit me to mah Spiritual Sunday meetin’. It’s in Parlee, Alabama. It’s a small journey, and I brought snacks.”

Grandmother crossed her arms tightly and stepped back, almost forgetting her cane. Chief Qaletaqa leaned in as Virginia spoke.

“We share what’s going on wit’ us and then lunch is served. It’s nice to be around like-minded folk. I won’t keep ya out too late.”

“Well...” Grandmother said.

“Or don’t come. Whatever you want,” Virginia snapped.

“Thank you for the invitation. We’d love to go with you.” Chief Qaletaqa said.  

Both women flinched.

“What has gotten into you?” Grandmother Zenobia asked as she pulled her friend to her side. She wasn’t in the mood to be social with a bunch of strangers, especially after the past few days.

“We both need a stronger support system of spiritual people.” Chief Qaletaqa stared hard at Zenobia. Up to this point, he had been unusually friendly with Miss Virginia. Now he stood his ground, arms also crossed, without a smile.

Grandmother growled. She knew he was right, even if she didn’t want to admit it. The little twitches in her skin reminded her that she needed to be around enlightened people, and to reacquaint herself with her powers. She relaxed her stance, as did Chief Qaletaqa.

“Miss Virginia, I insist that you enjoy a nice cup of coffee while I get properly dressed,” Grandmother said after forcing a smile.

“Thank you, Grandmother,” Miss Virginia said as she returned a forced smile. 

Satisfied at how the morning was unfolding, Chief Qaletaqa headed off to the kitchen. The ladies heard him humming to himself. Grandmother excused herself to figure out what to wear.

After thirty minutes and two cups of coffee later, Grandmother chose to wear a green floral dress, with a matching large, brimmed hat, in hopes the color green would remind her to appreciate a fresh start. The trio stood outside the house with the large purple door. Grandmother Zenobia whispered a spell and, with her one hand on her hip, she stood at her front gate and waited. Three quarters of a dark blue union army jacket materialized in front of her and her guests.

“Second Lieutenant Neil Simmons at your service, Grandmother Zenobia,” a voice announced boldly and saluted her.

“Lieutenant, Ahy and I will be gone for a few hours. Please repeat my instructions for when we are off the property, please,” Grandmother ordered.

A basso voice with a thick southern accent responded.  

“No one, dead or alive, is allowed on any part of your property without your express permission.” As the voice continued, piercing blue eyes and dirty blond hair tucked under a military cap faded in. “I have memorized your list of approved guests, temporary and long term. Trespassing is not allowed, under any circumstance and may be punishable by death. I give you my word as a devoted member of the Simmons family, and dedicated union soldier of the United States of America, so help me God.” 

“Can we go now?” Chief Qaletaqa asked.

“Fine,” Grandmother said.

“Who dat?” Miss Virginia asked as she showed everyone to her Black 1933 Cadillac six sedan.

“You mean my gate keeper?”

“No, I mean de goat standin' on your porch. Ah course I mean de gate keeper.”

“The goat’s name is Larry,” Grandmother said. “The spirit is Lieutenant Neil Simmons. His given surname was Porter. He fought in the battle of Antietam on the Union side, against his family’s wishes. I’ll share his whole story with you another day. While he was on this earth, he was always a man of purpose. Driven to protect people who couldn’t protect themselves. After he passed, he had a habit of haunting people instead of moving on, so in the afterlife I also gave him purpose. He mostly guards my cemetery, where some of his remains are buried, and in the few instances I leave my property, he watches over my house and farm as well.”

“You think your land is safe thanks to a ghost? Maybe I am overestimating you, Grandmother.”

“You think my land is only protected by a ghost from the Civil war?” Grandmother stifled a laugh.

“Ladies, let’s remember why we are all here today. The world always has and always will conspire against us. We must come together, for the sake of our peoples; for those we honor from the past as well as those to come in the future.” Chief Qaletaqa opened the car door for Miss Virginia. He patted her on her shoulder and grinned as she got into the car.

“Why are you so happy today?” Grandmother asked once he made sure that she and Ahy were settled in the back seat. “Did you sip on some of the rum punch from the repast this morning? I told you those travelers know how to drink. I also noticed last night that Mr. Boudreaux was passing around his moonshine like it was candy.”

“No, no. I am filled with joy that Miss Virginia is blessed with a little one.” 

“Chief Taqa... how did you know I’m expectin’?” Miss Virginia blushed.

“Yea, how did you know?” Grandmother asked.

“Miss Virginia, I hear a small heartbeat within you,” he said.

“My goodness! God bless you and your family, Miss Virginia.” Grandmother Zenobia said.

‘Thank you,” Miss Virginia beamed. “My husband is tired of so many girls. He’s prayin it’s a boy.”

Grandmother grumbled to herself. She also should have picked up on the new life in Miss Virginia. Then again, Grandmother wondered about her own family. How were David and Anton really doing? Did they have families of their own? She patted Ahy while he rested in her lap. Remembering that the angel Wren assured her that the twins ‘were still around’ would have to be good enough.
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Christian Brookwater’s Bagatelle
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Christian Brookwater grumbled to himself as he stood at the edge of the tree line just outside of the quaint town of Parlee, Georgia. The sun was setting, and he marveled at the burnt orange sky. Being a vampire, it was a sight he seldom treated himself to, but he was covered in shade and, therefore, safe. Normally, he’d either be home or out hunting rampaging werewolves who, through their wanton bloodlust, threatened to expose the monster races to the rest of the world. But tonight, he was on a different sort of mission.

As per the instructions of his sire and mentor Antonio Caramano, Christian was to investigate a different kind shapeshifter in the area. It wasn’t clear if the creature was a friend or foe, but its presence in America was suspicious. Caramano, stuck in Europe now that he was a recently made a member of the Vampire Council, needed Christian to evaluate the subject and only engage if it were encountering humans.  

Christian was annoyed because he wanted to be home in the arms of his beloved wife, Danielle, not stalking some unknown creature. However, it was Caramano who had allowed him to take some time off from being a constable, so in the end, taking on a random assignment was the least he could do.

A few people milled about on the main street, and once it was fully dark, Christian made his way into town inconspicuously. He casually evaluated people as he walked by. He had no idea of who or what he was looking for, but was assured that he’d know the shapeshifter the moment he saw them. Everyone who crossed his path was an African American human. He was proud that the small town was built by Black folk, for Black folk.

“Human...human...smelly human...attractive human...drunk human,” he said quietly as he walked down main street, scanning people. He could hear blood rush through their veins and their hearts beating in their chests.

“Well, hello there, friend,” a voice called out to Christian.

He stopped in his tracks in front of a beauty parlor and smelled the air. He detected hints of roses, and nothing more. No human scent, no pulse.

Christian turned towards the voice. A Black man, roughly the same height as he, stepped out from the shadows. He wore a dark blue three-piece suit with a matching hat.

“And who might you be?” Christian asked. He remained calm, although he knew instantly that the man wasn’t human and therefore might be the quarry he sought. Christian noted the blue and white feathers tucked in the side of his distinctive hat.

“Christian Brookwater, you don’t know me, but I need a favor of you.”

“A little presumptuous,” Christian said. “Even for a shapeshifter.”

The stranger laughed a little longer and heartier than Christian expected. It was unnerving.

“Son, I’m not the shapeshifter you’re stalking. The young lady you are looking for is currently an owl hiding out in the trees. You’re better off looking for a needle in a haystack in the dead of night.” He said.

Christian’s forehead creased. “Let me stop you right there. First of all, I’m not your ‘son’. Secondly, the only favor I’m gonna do for you is to tell you to get lost before I tear your throat out.” Christian warned.

“Why does your kind get so defensive, so quickly? Maybe it’s because vampires are so isolated,” the stranger said.

Anger gave way to puzzlement. “I’m only going to ask one more time. Who are you?”

The stranger stood taller and adjusted his suit.

“I am the archangel Raziel. Some call me The Keeper of Secrets and Angel of Mysteries. Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said and tipped his hat.

It isn’t often that Christian is caught for a loss of words, whether it be a witty retort or a baseline threat. He had long since become used to being a vampire and accepting the existence of werewolves and other mythological beings. Now, was he really supposed to accept the fact that he was talking to a celestial?

“I know. It’s a lot to digest and I do apologize for the intrusion.”

“So, you’re telling me that angels walk the Earth?” Christian asked. He unconsciously ran his hand across the butt of his gun he still wore holstered to his side, like some sheriff in the Wild West.

“Yes, and as a vampire, in some ways, you are my descendant. Some vampires don’t accept the concept, or even want to have the talk about how their existence serves as evidence of the divine, which is understandable. Your kind is in a precarious situation with the whole ‘life after death’ thing. Because your kind, the lycanthropes and humans, have enough to contend with, we usually keep a low profile around all of you.” 

Curiosity finally got the better of him. “So, what is this favor you need from me?” 

Raziel sighed. “I have a very special matter that I need help with, and you are the perfect candidate. When the time is right, I need you to advise one of the souls I look after. Her name is Zenobia. She prefers to be called Grandmother Zenobia, and she lives in New Orleans. As it turns out, she, along with not one, but two shapeshifters, will be at this very spot tomorrow night. To be clear, I don’t want you to speak to her just yet, but when you see her, you’ll know who she is.”

“Why don’t you do this yourself? Seems easy enough.” Christian asked. 

“You would think so, but humans are tricky. It's more complicated that you’d expect.” Raziel said.

“And why should I help you? Hell, why should I believe anything you’ve said?” Christian asked.

Raziel paused. “Naturally, you have doubts, a thing I don’t have the time or liberty to entertain. Once the sun comes up, you won’t even remember this conversation as more than a strange dream. Going forward, you’ll assume that anything you might do for me will just be your intuition.”

Christian took a step backwards.

“I don’t know who you really are, or what you’re up to. I do know that this whole thing is starting to bother me. Leave me alone if you know what’s good for you.” He didn’t pull out his gun, but he did flash his fangs and claws.

Raziel stared at the vampire for a moment and smirked. He shrugged his shoulders. Before Christian could say another word, large dark blue wings with razor sharp tips unfolded from Raziel’s back. His eyes glowed blue.

“Christian Brookwater, I am not your guardian angel, but I need you to know that Heaven knows your heart and admires how you have stood up to your trials and tribulations. In a short amount of time, you have endured a great deal of pain and loss with more to come. Be comforted, at least in this moment, that you are not forgotten as you wander in the darkness.”

Christian’s face softened and his knees buckled. 

Raziel shrugged his shoulders, and his wings disappeared.

“Mr. Brookwater, I have decided to use you as an unwilling vessel so that I may complete a very important mission. However, I am not without a sense of fairness. You asked what is in it for you? I now ask you, what is it that I can offer to the great vampire warrior?” he asked.

Christian considered his words carefully. “My son. Protect my son. I can’t imagine what he’ll go through with me as his father.”

Raziel smiled and held up a hand. “It is done. Rudy is protected. His life will not be easy, but he will be divinely held in safety. You have my word.”

“Well, that was easy,” Christian said. “Maybe I should have asked for something bigger? Except there is nothing bigger.”

“Until we meet again, Mr. Brookwater,” Raziel said.  

Christian could have sworn he heard a door slam behind him. He turned to look, and when he turned back, the angel was nowhere to be found, just a pile of blue jay feathers at his feet. Owls hooted in the distance, causing Christian to groan in confusion. What was he supposed to be doing? Oh yeah! Caramano wanted him to find some new exotic shapeshifter and make sure he or she is behaving. Should be easy enough.
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Zenobia’s Cadenza (continued)
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Chapter 3
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Grandmother Zenobia was relieved that the ride to Parlee, Alabama, was uneventful. It wasn’t before long the party found themselves standing outside of a small, two-story brick building. No one could miss the elegant, ornate sign, “Lexie’s Beauty Parlor” with its gold trimming above the front door. Displayed in a lower corner of a large bay window, a small orange and black sign read ‘Authorized agent, Mme C. J. Walker’s system, and preparations.’ It sat as a beacon and reminder that this was a Black-owned business promising quality work. Thick cream-colored drapes were closed, hiding the interior of the hair salon.

While the small group stood at the entrance, Grandmother sniffed the air, detecting hints of Muslim oil. In addition to that, she also felt as though they were being watched from inside the shop as well as from somewhere outside. Before she could address her concerns to Chief Qaletaqa, Miss Virginia rhythmically knocked three sets of three times on the front door. Several locks were heard thumping and clinking before the door with silver bells that hung on the inside, jangled open. 

“Please come in,” said a pencil thin blonde girl with big blue eyes. She nodded at Miss Virginia when she entered.  

“Thank you, Grace,” Miss Virginia said.

Grandmother Zenobia watched the girl stare at her and Ahy as they entered after Chief Qaletaqa, who held a plate of small Muffuletta sandwiches. Once everyone was inside, the girl locked the door behind them.

“Hello everyone,” Virginia said. 

Grandmother leaned on her cane and surveyed the beauty parlor. Pictures of beautiful Black women with gorgeous hair styles and vases filled fresh flowers decorated the room. There were three neatly organized stations near large mirrors. The scent of burnt hair and Frankincense stirred up memories of a time when Grandmother used to bring her young, nappy headed daughter Angelica to get her hair done by Marie Laveau. Back then, she was called Miss Zenobia. Aside from Madame Laveau’s spiritual work, Zenobia swore Marie worked wonders with her daughter’s thick, kinky hair. Zenobia would barely touch Angelica, and the tender headed girl would burst into tears. When she sat in Marie’s chair, the little girl sat peacefully, and chatted with Miss Marie, other ladies and young girls, getting their hair done. 

Zenobia shook her head and drew in a deep breath to push away emotions that crept up from the sweet memory. Angelica and Marie were long gone, and Zenobia didn’t want to get too sentimental with strangers. On the other hand, Grandmother noted that she felt comforted in this new space. To distract herself, she looked around, noticing in the back of the room was a staircase that led to the proprietor’s living area.  

Virginia greeted a circle of people sitting in chairs in the middle of the room.

“Miss Virginia, always a pleasure to see you,” said a petite woman with a warm smile. “I see you brought guests.”

“Grandmother Zenobia and Chief Qaletaqa, let me introduce ya to Mrs. Alexandria Williams. This be her salon, where we meet once every few months.”

“Please, call me Lexie,” she said with a sweet Alabama drawl as she approached the newcomers. “I hope you find this to be a special place where you can feel safe and supported.”

She greeted each of them with a warm handshake, patted Ahy and took the covered plate of food from Chief Qaletaqa. She placed it on a table with other items guests brought and then washed her hands in a nearby sink. Grandmother Zenobia admired Lexie’s wine-colored dress and matching shoes.

A thin Latino woman squealed, rushed over to Chief Qaletaqa, and gave him a big hug.

“Hermila! I didn’t know I’d see you today,” he said.

“We’re so glad that all of you could make it, even if you are a little late,” interrupted a stocky woman. Judging by her cornsilk blonde hair and similar blue eyes, Grandmother Zenobia assumed she was the mother of the girl who opened the door. A slightly younger version of the woman sat in a chair next to her, patiently holding a chubby baby, and two even smaller, skinnier versions of the woman stood behind her.

“I see you brought guests. Charity, Patience, fetch a few more seats,” she ordered with a thicker, heavier Georgia drawl.  

Charity and her younger sister, Patience, scrambled to the back of the hair salon in search of additional wooden chairs.

“I wish we would have known you were bringing company.” She continued as she folded her arms across her chest, her chin slightly in the air. “We all could have been prepared and brought more snacks.”

Grandmother Zenobia frowned. The sound of the woman’s voice was pleasant, but her tone was pushy, her body language defensive.

“Beulah Mae don’t worry yourself none. I brought enough food for everyone, including ma friends.” Virginia said. 

“Well, of course you did, bless your heart. Aren’t you thoughtful today?”

“Mama, there ain’t no more chairs other than these two,” Charity apologized. She and Patience struggled with two heavy chairs. The guests made room to add to their circle.

“There are no more chairs,” Beulah Mae corrected.  

“Someone can have my seat, Mama,” offered the young lady next to her. She smiled, but then rolled her eyes as she rose to her feet.

“Thank you, Hope. Pass me your brother Tobin.”

Miss Virginia leaned over to Grandmother Zenobia. “Don mind dis white lady, she’s all talk. She likes to think she is in control. Most of us in de group are easy to deal wit.”

“What lovely children you have,” Grandmother said. She passed out hard candies to the children from her pocket.

“Oh no! No, no, no thank you!” Beulah Mae interrupted. “My children rarely get treats, and when they do, it’s only from me.”

Grandmother frowned and apologized as Beulah Mae snatched the candy away from her children.

“It’s rude where I come from to offer candy to children without asking for permission,” Beulah Mae mumbled loud enough for Grandmother to hear.

After some shuffling around, Chief Qaletaqa sat next to Miss Virginia on the far side of the circle. Grandmother Zenobia and Ahy were forced to sit next to Beulah Mae and her brood.

“Everyone settled? Let us get started then,” Lexie said.
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