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For the Black Queer community.


When existing at the intersection of Blackness and Queerness becomes too difficult, remember that gods are often found at crossroads.










Author’s Note


As I pen this letter, some of the most vulnerable people in our nation, the LGBT+ community, and especially the trans community, are under attack by the very systems we’re told are meant to “protect” us. This is one of the many reasons why I never want my art to be separated from me or my identity. Every day, I choose to fight with my pen and my platform by telling stories that I hope, more than anything, encourage Black Queer people and Black young adults to stand up for themselves and their communities—even in the face of insurmountable odds.


Blood Justice continues exploring the pursuit of justice that began in Blood Debts, but this time, we see what happens when those seeking justice become frustrated—to the point of desperation—not only with the systems of oppression but with the people who prop them up to benefit from the suffering of others.


Once more, I ask: How far you are willing to go for justice—and is there such a thing as too far?


Welcome back to New Orleans.


Royal regards,


Terry J. Benton-Walker
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Part I


I’m no longer accepting the things I cannot change . . . I’m changing the things I cannot accept.


—Angela Davis










The New Orleans Herald


MAYOR OF NEW ORLEANS CALLS IN 


REINFORCEMENTS TO CRACK DOWN 


ON MAGICAL CRIME


By Sharita L. Green, 


academic fellow


Today marks one week since a fire aboard the Montaigne Majestic tragically ended the lives of fifty-one people, including Lenora Savant, [former] Queen Mother of the Generational Magic Council of New Orleans, and her husband, Felix Savant, owner of several local capital investment and real estate firms. The New Orleans Police Department has concluded their investigation and ruled the incident “an unfortunate accident.” However, members of the community are not pleased with the police response.


“Magic is a deadly weapon,” says Tabitha Edgewater, leader of the Redeemers, an activist group lobbying local elected officials to implement magical regulation. “In light of recent events that were clearly the result of magical hijinks, I see a need now more than ever for strict magical law enforcement, which should begin with the registration of every magic user.” Edgewater also stated she hopes to join forces with Eveline Beaumont’s newly established Magical Regulation Bureau; however, Edgewater claims to have not been able to secure a meeting with Beaumont, who has also not responded to our invitation to comment on the matter.


In a statement to the Herald from the mayor’s office, we’ve learned that Mayor Beaumont has been granted a high-priority request for the transfer of Detective Jeida Sommers to New Orleans from her current position in the Miami Police Department. Under Sommers’s leadership, her team took down the South Florida arm of the Divine Knights, a shadow magic cartel who’d used their power and influence to control the drug and party scene in the city for the past three decades. Prior to Sommers’s work in Miami, the Center for Magical Data Analysis and Reporting


from p.1


(CMDAR) released an essay in 2018, in which researchers claimed “it is estimated that anywhere from 75–85 percent of the unsolved murders in Miami-Dade County and surrounding areas could be linked to the Divine Knights’ operation.” Sommers will leave behind an impressive legacy, where she and her team reduced the number of unsolved homicides by more than half through their work crushing magical gang activity in Miami [Source: CMDAR data].


Mayor Beaumont gave the following official announcement: “[The mayor’s] office and the Magical Regulation Bureau are pleased to partner with Detective Sommers and the New Orleans Police Department to crack down on magical foul play in New Orleans. Let’s make our city safe again.”










Prologue


Valentina Savant


ONE MONTH AFTER THE INCIDENT ABOARD THE MONTAIGNE MAJESTIC


 


Granny was dead, and no one gave a damn—a truth that Valentina Savant choked on for the entirety of her grandparents’ poorly attended joint funeral service.


Lenora Savant, Queen Mother of the Generational Magic Council of New Orleans, had single-handedly pulled their community out of the muck of scandal the previous Queen, Cristine Dupart, had rolled around in like a sloppy pig—until Granny sent her to the slaughterhouse. Since Granny’s death, grief had swollen inside Valentina, taking up nearly all the space in her chest, and now she had to somehow make room for the unwelcome fact that Granny had already been forgotten.


The church where the droopy-faced bishop gave her grandparents’ eulogy was so empty that the man’s sleepy voice echoed in the cavernous sanctuary—and Valentina’s hollowed heart. It was hard for her to sit still while trying to wrangle all the emotions fighting for her attention. She hardly got much use out of the black kerchief she’d brought, which she’d taken from her mom’s closet. Valentina had already cried enough.


The closed casket helped too.


If Valentina had had to sit and stare at her grandparents’ corpses for the entirety of the service, she would’ve broken down and crumbled into ashes on the spot. But she managed to hold it together because she’d developed a sturdy callus to the pain of absence; so, instead of acting out like her dad, who wailed until Eveline Beaumont sat beside him and rubbed his back, Valentina sat still, with quiet rage stewing inside her.


What happened on the Montaigne Majestic that night had not been an “unfortunate accident.” And Valentina had a pretty good idea who was responsible for the deaths of her grandparents. It made sense after everything that’d happened last month, which began with the confrontation between Granny and Cris’s ratchet-ass aunt Ursula at the pier. Valentina should have known Cris and her family would be out for blood once they learned the truth about the hex doll that almost killed their mother. Thanks, Oz.


But then Granny had gotten sloppy, and of course, Cris and her family had taken advantage of that misstep.


There was no way in the infinite realms of the universe Valentina would let those bitches get away with what they’d done. She didn’t know how yet, but one day, she would make Cris and her family repay the blood debt they owed her.


But first, she’d have to survive the rest of the funeral. She would have plenty of time to sort out her enemies once she was Queen.


After the church service, there was no elaborate jazz funeral march with blaring brass instruments swinging back and forth, glinting in the sunlight, followed by a winding, blocks-long second line of folks dancing and grinning in celebration of Granny’s life and legacy. Instead, Valentina and her father ducked into the black car provided by the funeral home and rode to the cemetery together.


Several quiet moments into the ride, Dad let out a choked sob and proclaimed, “I don’t know if I can do this.”


Valentina felt her face twist, wrinkling her nose, and she clenched her teeth to keep from saying what was on her mind.


Dad sucked in a shaky breath and turned to the window.


Such a fucking child.


They rode in throttling silence the rest of the way.


Dad had already been a pitiful mess after learning of Granny’s and Grandpa Felix’s deaths, but when the police told Dad they couldn’t locate Granny’s head and she’d have to be entombed without it, he went flailing over the edge. Afterward, he drank himself into an emotional hurricane, ripped down all of Mom’s clothes and shoes from the closet, and disappeared for three days—most likely holding down a grand suite at the House of Vans, complete with bottle and body service. Valentina wondered if he’d deteriorated so fast because Mom was still missing.


Neither of them had heard a word from Gabriela Savant since the morning she’d packed an overnight bag and stormed out of the house. At times, Valentina wondered if Cris’s family had taken her mother too. Or maybe Mom had finally realized Dad would never love her the way she wanted, so she’d gotten the hell out before she couldn’t save herself anymore.


But why leave me behind?


The question plagued Valentina more than she cared to admit. She wondered if Mom had gone back to California, where she grew up, where Valentina’s maternal family still lived—the family she’d never been able to form a connection with because Mom had iced them out before Valentina was born for some reason she never wanted to talk about.


After Mom had left, Valentina learned what true loneliness felt like. And in that lonely state, her hatred for her dad festered and spread, because she didn’t understand how he wouldn’t do more to find Mom or at least find out what happened to her.


It wasn’t until Mom’s absence that Valentina realized that although she loathed her mother most times, she’d grown accustomed to her presence. Gabriela was very far from a perfect mother, but, unlike Dad, she’d been present—in body, at least, if not always in mind. Valentina often wondered what kind of mother Mom could’ve been without shouldering the trauma of Dad’s bullshit. However, in the quiet weeks following her grandparents’ passing, Valentina grew to hate her mom almost as much as her dad for abandoning her. And the hate continued to burgeon until Valentina began hating herself for missing her mom. And so, she often sat for hours on end, blasting through leaderboards on Xbox, mentally and emotionally spiraling in an endless cycle of anger and sadness.


However, the entire morning of her grandparents’ funeral, Valentina had felt something new. It floated on top of her grief and depression, a glistening oil sheen on water.


Anxiety.


When they arrived at the cemetery, Dad stepped aside to speak with the funeral director, and Valentina made the short walk to her grandparents’ final resting place. She was grateful Granny had had the forethought to have a grand mausoleum erected for her and Grandpa Felix, though she’d bet Granny hadn’t considered she’d recoup her investment so soon.


Valentina stopped in front of the massive stone crypt with its double oak-and-brass doors propped open. A cold chill wafted from within, stopping her on the threshold. Sadness had lived inside that place from the moment it was constructed, long before her grandparents’ bodies moved in. And, like the master of a home, Valentina would never be able to visit without acknowledging the grief that not only owned that place but would remain there until no one left alive remembered the dead inside.


She took a deep shuddering breath and stepped through the doors.


The black Louboutin heels Granny had bought Valentina for her birthday last year clicked against the mausoleum’s polished stone, and the sound echoed off the walls. Candles burned along the floor and on pedestals toward the back of the space, which was about a quarter the size of Valentina’s bedroom at home. Eerie orange light danced inside the crypt, tossing shadows across the sealed tombs where her grandpa’s and her headless grandmother’s bodies had been laid to rest.


Tears pricked her eyes, and she gripped both bouquets of black roses she’d brought along with her before setting one atop each tomb, rectangular stone caskets set beside each other on a raised dais in the center of the room.


Valentina ran her satin-gloved fingers across the engraving on each.


Lenora Savant


1964–2019


A Force. Forever Queen. Beloved Mother and Grandmother.


May her legacy be undying.


May her spirit be enduring and merciful.


Felix Savant


1959–2019


Here lies a good man.


Valentina bit her lip and tasted the bitter coating of lipstick, then sucked in a shaky, anxious breath. Be better—the promise she’d made to Granny. She intended to keep it. She needed to keep it. But how could she? Cris’s family had not only snatched both Valentina’s grandparents but also her granny’s legacy.


She would never forgive Cris for that. Not even (finally) sitting on the throne of the Gen Council would soften Valentina’s contempt for her ex-bestie.


But maybe she could focus on building her own legacy and being better, and with time, those raw feelings would fade. Or perhaps she’d bury Cris alive beneath the dais in the throne room.


The shuffle of footsteps accompanied by a dramatic sob set Valentina’s skin crawling. Her father shambled into the mausoleum, reeking of tequila. His light-brown cheeks were wet with the tears that still free-fell from his swollen red eyes. He reached out for her, but she ducked under his arm and headed for the door.


“Valentina, please,” Dad whimpered. “Can you just stand here with me, at least?”


She frowned over her shoulder at him and shook her head before stepping back into the sunlight.


“You okay, Val?”


Sofia Beaumont’s voice had always been gentle while still maintaining a sturdiness that was so solid at times, it’d felt like Valentina could physically cling to it. Sofia loved to remind her it was because she was a triple water sign—whatever the hell that meant. Regardless, Sofia’s presence was comforting, which Valentina gladly folded into as she leaned against the stone façade of the mausoleum beside her one remaining friend.


“That’s a loaded question right now,” Valentina answered.


“I get it.” Sofia took a long pull on a weed vape she produced from nowhere like a street magician.


“You know that vaping shit’s bad for you.”


Sofia scoffed. “I’ll know when to quit.”


Valentina turned to side-eye her friend properly but had to stop and blink several times to make sure she actually saw what she thought she was seeing. “Sofia . . .” she said. “Why the fuck are you wearing yellow to my grandparents’ funeral?”


Albeit disrespectful, the yellow linen pantsuit and skinny black tie Sofia had put together were striking. Valentina didn’t care for the yellow Chucks, but she’d never waste her energy sharing that critique with Sofia because Sofia generally didn’t care what people thought about her. Never had. Well, unless that person was her mother—Eveline Beaumont.


“This morning, my cards predicted you’d need some warmth, so I decided to look the part,” Sofia said, sucking smoke in a river from her parted lips into her nose and out again. “And I was right, which I typically am, long as I have these.” She coughed and tapped two fingers on the small golden-brown satchel draped over one shoulder, which concealed her handy-dandy tarot deck. Sofia often forgot her phone or keys or literally anything else, but she never, ever left her cards behind. Not even once.


Valentina rolled her eyes and leaned back against the mausoleum’s outer wall.


Beside her, Sofia lowered her gaze. “You have magic, and I have my cards.”


And there it was. Sofia was an emotional creature, another trait she attributed to being a triple water sign—Valentina made a mental note to google that later—but what that really meant was that whenever they got together, it was always only a matter of time before Sofia would lay her emotional wound bare to Valentina, the only person Sofia had left in the world to confide in about her biggest shame.


Sofia Beaumont, daughter of the Reverend Mother of the Temple of Innocent Blood, was shunned from generational magic, which meant she was unable to wield the power of her ancestors like Valentina or Cris.


Besides Valentina, the only other people who knew were Sofia’s mother and Cris. But Sofia had nothing to worry about, as Valentina imagined Eveline wouldn’t want to go around town blabbing about her daughter’s ineptitude in magic, and Valentina and Cris had both vowed to keep Sofia’s secret. As much as Valentina hated Cris, she couldn’t deny Cris was a girl of her word.


And so was Valentina.


Sofia always had Valentina’s back; she even stuck around after the fallout with Cris. Sofia also had her eccentricities—of which there were more than a few—but, most importantly, she was trustworthy and loyal. And that mattered to Valentina. Now more than ever.


Sofia looked up at Valentina with light-brown eyes that complemented her gentle voice like honey on warm biscuits. “Would you like me to do a pull for you? It might help you feel better.”


Not really. “Sure,” Val said unenthusiastically, although Sofia either didn’t notice or didn’t care.


Grinning, she opened her purse and carefully retrieved her tarot deck with the same care as if she were handling a precious gemstone. She removed the cards from their case, which was made from wood and bone. Her mom had gotten it hand carved by a local artisan for her this past Christmas.


Sofia gave the cards a hearty shuffle. The flapping of their plastic edges rooted Valentina to the present, even though her mind yearned to swim off to anywhere other than here in the thick humidity of the summer Louisiana air. And with as much as Valentina was sweating, she felt like she’d already been swimming. The afternoon Sun was relentless, and she was grateful she’d chosen to wear the wide-brimmed black hat she’d borrowed from her granny’s closet. She hoped Granny was watching from the spiritual realm—and was proud of her.


There weren’t many funeral attendees who stuck around for the final goodbyes to Granny and Grandpa Felix at the cemetery. Benjamin Beaumont was at the church service earlier but jetted before the bishop hit the second syllable of “amen” during the final prayer, leaving his wife and daughter behind. Valentina had wondered how Eveline felt about that, but since Eveline always looked annoyed, it had been truly hard to tell.


In the shade of a lofty tree not far from where Valentina stood, she noticed Eveline and Jack Kingston speaking in hushed voices despite what appeared to be a tense conversation, judging by how Eveline jabbed her finger in Jack’s chest. He threw his arms up, and the red flush of his face deepened.


Eveline wore her hair pinned underneath a black hat and half veil with a simple yet elegant black skirt and blazer. Jack’s dark gray suit was wrinkled and distressed, and his well-worn casual black shoes curled upward at the toes. His dirty-blond hair was also messy, likely owing to how he wouldn’t quit raking his hands through it in frustration.


Valentina was keenly interested in what those two were chatting about. Granny sometimes hired Jack to consult for her privately. She’d called it “mud work,” but Valentina had watched enough television and played enough video games that she knew damn well what that meant.


“All right,” Sofia said, fanning the deck out in front of her. “Pull one card and show it to me.”


Valentina slid her finger along the slick surfaces of the overturned cards, stopped on a random one, and pulled it out. Sofia had done this for her a hundred times over, and Valentina had never felt anything before, during, or after picking a card. Sofia’s readings were always general enough that everything mostly came true, but to Valentina that was as useful as predicting they’d have homework on any given school day. But she placated her friend because tarot occupied the space in Sofia’s life that real magic had left vacant.


Valentina turned the card over and rolled her eyes.


“What is it?” Sofia asked.


Death. Valentina gave the card to her friend, who immediately launched into an excited explanation.


“It’s not literal—”


Valentina waved a hand. “I know, I know. Not a physical death, but it means the end of something else, yada, yada, yada. You told me already, Sof.”


“I was just trying to help,” Sofia muttered under her breath as she carefully returned her cards to their carrying case.


Someone standing at the crossroads of the path leading to Granny and Grandpa’s mausoleum drew Valentina’s eye. A Black woman with medium-brown skin and a shoulder-length bone-straight silk press that was all business. The black suit and modest-heeled shoe she wore drew a skeptic look from Valentina. The woman was too far away for Valentina to be sure, but she could’ve sworn they locked eyes for a moment.


“How long has that lady been standing over there?” Valentina asked Sofia.


“Since before we got here,” Sofia replied. “She’s just been lurking.”


“Do you know who she is?”


“Some detective. She’s working with my daddy on something. She stopped by our house the other day, and I overheard her talking with my parents.”


A spark of intrigue zipped up Valentina’s spine. “About what?”


Sofia shrugged, and Valentina wanted to strangle her. “Boring politics. I wasn’t interested.”


Valentina sighed. She genuinely loved Sofia, but it would always annoy the shit out of Valentina that Sofia never knew when to pay attention.


“Why do you care?” Sofia asked.


“Fuck!” Jack shouted, drawing Valentina’s and Sofia’s attention. He stormed off, leaving Eveline standing alone underneath the tree.


“I don’t,” Valentina said, and started toward Eveline.


“Hey!” Sofia called after her. “Where you going?”


Valentina waved a hand over her shoulder without turning back.


“Hey, Mrs. Beaumont,” she said as she stepped into the marginal coolness of the aged tree’s shade.


“Valentina,” cooed Eveline. Even when trying to be comforting, Eveline’s voice still bore an unavoidable sharpness around the edges. No wonder Sofia’s relationship with her mother was so messed up. Relatable. “How you holdin’ up, hon?”


“I’m here,” Valentina said, then pointed at Jack, who’d just gotten into his SUV and slammed the door. “Is everything okay?”


Eveline tilted her head slightly and narrowed her eyes at Valentina, as if measuring the audacity of the girl who dared dip a toe into adult business. But Eveline was going to have to get used to that because Valentina wasn’t going anywhere.


“Yes, yes, never mind him.” Eveline waved him off.


“I wanted to talk to you about the Gen Council,” Valentina said. “I assume with my granny’s passing and my mom’s disappearance that I—”


“Oh, Valentina, dear,” Eveline interrupted, pity dripping from the razor’s edge of her voice. “I wanted to wait until after the burial when everything was settled before I told you this, but your family’s sovereignty has officially been revoked. Marie Dupart is Queen now.” She tucked her black handbag into her armpit, then held both Valentina’s shoulders in such a condescending gesture that Valentina had to bite down hard on her lips to keep from twisting out of her grasp. “It’s just as well too, Valentina. You’re only sixteen and don’t need the responsibility of ruling weighing on you right now, not with all you’re going through. Take my advice: Use this time to grieve, heal, and focus on yourself and your future.” She rubbed Valentina’s shoulders before cupping her hands around her mouth and calling to Sofia, who’d maintained her post beside the mausoleum.


Valentina stumbled backward until her back found the trunk of the old tree. She reached behind her and placed her hands against the rough bark, gripping it until the pads of her fingers burned. She shut her eyes and swallowed the mighty shriek she wanted to let rip from her core. This had officially become the worst day of her life.


As if losing both her grandparents and her mother in the same weekend wasn’t horrible enough—


Valentina Savant would never be Queen.










One


Cristina


PRESENT DAY


 


It’s been nearly nine months since the people who thought they could play chess with my family’s lives fucked around and found out, and I’m still angry about it.


I was in a completely different place at the start of last summer than I am now. I’d broken things off with magic because I thought the Scales of Justice, a spell I conjured from my great-grandmother’s old spell book, killed my dad. Not only that, but over the years, I’d begun to believe the rumors about my grandmother, Cristine Dupart, former Queen of the Generational Magic Council of New Orleans, that she’d murdered the mayor’s daughter in a magic ritual in the Council Chamber hidden in the basement of St. John’s Cathedral—where the police had found the woman’s body the next day.


However, by the end of last summer, I found out my grandmother had been falsely accused of the crime that conjured the mob that lynched her and my grandfather on their own front lawn, in sight of their five young children—my mother and her sisters. Through some clever sleuthing and with help from my twin brother, Clem, and a new friend, Aurora Vincent, I uncovered proof that my grandmother’s best friend had orchestrated the whole ordeal.


Thirty years ago, Lenora Savant wove a blanket of lies she then used to smother my grandmother’s legacy and ascend her throne. And when my dad got too close to the truth, Lenora had her goons murder him. That old crone took our dad from us, and because of her, I carried that guilt, thinking it was my fault for over a year.


So, on the thirtieth anniversary of her grand deception, I, along with my family and with the blessing of Papa Eshu, called in the egregious blood debt Lenora Savant owed us.


We took her life. And her head.


Her husband, Felix, is dead too. We let him keep his head though.


And we snatched back our throne, which should’ve never left our family in the first place. An unexpected gift of that whole hellacious journey is that I reconnected with magic, an old friend I incorrectly thought had turned on me.


Now Mama’s Queen of the Gen Council, and I’m next in line.


I should be happy and at peace, but I haven’t been for months. Instead, I’m still angry and . . . unsatisfied. No matter what attempt I make at pushing forward, unresolved anger’s always buzzing around my thoughts like an annoying housefly that suddenly resurrects every time I think it’s finally died. I’ve wondered if I should ask Mama about restarting therapy sessions with Dr. Omar, but I’m still not ready to swallow the concept of accepting things I “can’t” change. Maybe because that’s not completely true; there are some things I have the power to change, if I’m willing to use it—my power, that is.


Since the night on the Montaigne Majestic when we ended Lenora Savant’s reign of terror, I’ve run my fingers along her web of deceit many times, lingering on the names attached to each thread and tracing them back to the rage chained up inside me, bucking to break free. So many people had their hands in betraying my family—betraying me.


And they all got away with everything.


That will never sit right with me.


Dr. Gregory Thomas. The quack physician who upheld the farce that Mama was deathly ill, while Lenora magically poisoned her with a hex doll that’d been planted by my snake of an ex.


Eveline Beaumont. A silent partner in Lenora’s treachery. I don’t have solid proof of her part in what went down three decades ago, but I’ve learned that where one rat can be found, there are typically more. And besides, if God themself descended from the spiritual realm and tapped that woman on the shoulder, I still would not trust her.


Xavier Vincent. Another of Lenora’s tools—and an actual tool—who magically incapacitated his younger sister and stuck her in an asylum, which I freed her from.


Oswald “Oz” Strayer. The aforementioned snake of an ex, who’d been conjuring love spells on me until I exposed him last summer.


I’ve thought long and hard about adding two more names to that list. Starting with Lenora Savant’s daughter-in-law, Gabriela Savant. But when I really thought about it, I realized her only crime was allowing herself to be a royal pawn. As far as I know, she’s still missing, which is fine by me. Her weakness is her penance.


And then there’s Lenora’s granddaughter, Valentina Savant (ex-heiress of the Gen Council), who also happens to be my ex-bestie. Yeah, fate has a real jacked-up sense of humor. Valentina and I will never be friends again, but I’d be a monster to not acknowledge the grief she must be feeling after what we did to her grandparents. It’s probably similar to how I felt when her granny murdered my dad. Valentina’s navigating her own personal hell right now, and I’m good with leaving her to it.


She’s not the one I’m angriest with right now.


Nor is she the one whose house I’m sitting outside, attempting to talk myself out of doing what I know damn well should’ve been done a long time ago.


Oz Strayer needs to be put down.


Oz’s mom has been posting pictures to her Instagram since she and her husband took off for Vegas early this morning. Every year, Oz’s parents spend their anniversary there, where they eloped many years ago, which, mind you, enraged his grandmother, who was the Cardinal of the white mages at the time. She preferred her daughter be with a warlock. After his grandmother passed, his mom’s older sister, Madeline DeLacorte, became Cardinal but never married or had kids of her own, which means she has no one to name as her successor. But I’m not concerned with white people’s problems today.


Oz’s older brother, Benji, never wastes an opportunity to frolic during this guaranteed free weekend every year, so he hit the streets hours ago, while the Sun was still out.


A past version of me would’ve cherished an entire weekend of private time with Oz. But that girl was under a spell. And she’s gone now because all the jerks who took advantage of and abused her eventually burned her at the stake like a white mage. Unfortunately, for them, I rose from those ashes, a gen queen who stands proud atop a legacy built by a long line of extraordinary Black people, especially Black women.


However, present me is still happy to find Oz home alone tonight, confirmed by his car out front. I grab my bag of conjuring supplies and get out of my car, which I parked on the street at the edge of the driveway. The chill in the nighttime air nips at the exposed skin of my neck, so I throw up the hood of my hoodie. I take a step and stop, narrowing my eyes at the old beat-up white pickup parked farther down the street on the opposite side. Something about it feels out of place, but maybe I’m just being paranoid.


The spare house key is in the same spot: inside the outlet cover by the front door. Oz’s parents had to start leaving an extra outside because he couldn’t quit losing his. There are probably a dozen keys to his family’s home scattered throughout New Orleans like Dragon Balls. Also, last winter, Oz’s dad removed the doorbell camera because Oz’s mom wouldn’t stop spying on her family’s comings and goings with it like the NSA.


I grin with gratitude for this family’s dysfunction, which makes it so freaking easy to do what I came here to do tonight. I unlock the door and step into the dark foyer.


The bottom floor is dark and quiet. I stop at the bottom of the staircase and listen for several moments. Nothing. Oz must be upstairs in his room. I check the time. Only a little after midnight. He adores being up at this hour because then he can be a creep without worrying about judgment from woke people.


I sneak up the stairs, sticking to the far sides to prevent them from creaking. At the top, I release the breath I held the whole climb and inch toward the dim light glowing from underneath Oz’s bedroom door midway down the hall.


I swallow the paranoid lump in my throat that’s telling me this is a mistake and to turn around and go back home. But that’s just propaganda pushed by the spirit of the old me, who thought it was wrong to stand up for herself like this, to swing back at the people who swung at her first.


So . . . I step back, take a deep breath, and kick the door open.


Oz, sitting in bed, yelps and yanks the blanket up to his waist, leaving his familiar naked torso exposed and as blanched with surprise as his face. He stares at me through terrified wide eyes.


“Cris?” He blinks and shakes his head. “What are you doing here? How’d you get in my house?”


I step inside his room, ignoring his questions, and push the door closed behind me.


His phone is in his hand, the screen dark, locked. His other hand’s hidden beneath the blanket. I approach his bedside, close enough to notice his slight tremble. I can almost smell the tangy, acidic scent of fear on him. Mmm. Nature’s cologne. It’s like a pheromone.


I rip the blanket away, and his face burns bright red as we both stare down at his shame. At least he’s wearing shorts.


Between his legs lies a group of hex dolls he must’ve been fastidiously sewing shut. I tilt my head and flick my eyes to his.


“I-It’s not what you think,” he stammers.


I scoff under my breath and double back to his desk across the room, near the door. He doesn’t move an inch.


“Cris, please say something,” he begs. “You’re really weirding me out.”


I sweep one arm across his desk to clear the surface for my work, sending all his belongings crashing to the floor. He jumps with a start and swings his legs over the edge of the bed, but I turn and hold up two fingers at him. He stops at once.


“Sit your ass back down.” When he doesn’t move, I raise my voice. “Now!”


He scrambles back onto the bed and hugs his knees to his chest, his long legs bent double. “What are you doing?” he asks. “Can we just talk? Please?”


“Sure,” I say.


He relaxes and releases a shuddering breath. But he tenses again once I set my bag on the desk and begin unpacking the conjuring items I brought with me.


A mirror chamber, made from a thrifted old wooden jewelry box, inside of which I glued mirrors to each wall.


A plain hex doll.


A large sewing needle.


A string of hemp dyed purple.


A bit of snakeskin.


A small container of liquid fire, a concoction of various oils, peppers, and spices that probably tastes like molten lava. One sniff of this stuff could clear someone’s sinuses for a week.


And, last, a lavender-colored candle.


I set the candle on the desk and light it with the matches I also brought.


“I need this to burn a bit for the wax,” I explain. “In the meantime, I’m going to talk, and you’re going to shut the fuck up and listen. Do you understand?”


“Cris. What is this?”


“So, you don’t understand?”


His Adam’s apple dips as he swallows hard. “Are you going to kill me?”


I stalk over and grab him by his skinny throat. He’s stronger than me, so he easily yanks my hand away, but not before I snatch a few strands of his ginger hair.


He curses and holds his head, scuttling out of my reach.


“You have no shortage of faults, Oz,” I tell him, “but you were right about one thing. I shouldn’t have ever turned my back on magic. When my mama became Queen, I gained access to a part of my world I never imagined I’d get to see. And over the past nine months, I’ve finally come to understand how fortunate I am to be gen.”


Oz’s face twists into an ugly grimace.


“And one of the benefits of being heiress to the Gen Council is that I get access to the extensive Council Library.” I raise an eyebrow at him. “I’ve learned a lot of really cool shit in just that short amount of time.”


His muscles tense, and his eyes flit to the door and back to me.


I shake my head at him. “That would be a waste of time.”


I don’t really know what I’ll do if he does try to flee. He only needs to believe I do.


“I won’t bore you with the details of everything I’ve learned, but there is something very intriguing I discovered and want to share—because it pertains to our situation.” I stuff Oz’s hair into the hex doll via an opening in its side, thread the needle with the purple hemp string, and stitch the doll closed while I talk.


“Way, waaay back in the day, there used to be a full-on god of justice. He was around even before Papa Eshu. His name was Oberun, and there’s not a lot on record about him, but what little I found was clear about one thing: He never agreed with turning the other cheek. In fact, he believed that when someone fucked with you, you fucked with them harder. And when they messed with your family . . . well . . . you see where this is headed. He was also first to coin the term ‘blood justice.’


“But Oberun was misunderstood by mostly everyone. People thought he was too aggressive, too destructive, too radical, too angry. So it’s no surprise they faded him out of mainstream Moon-magic lore over the past century. Respectability politics have a way of erasing Black people’s history like that.” Oz’s brows pinch, and I add, “Don’t strain. I expected you might not get it straightaway.”


He digs his nails into his legs and presses his lips into a thin line but remains quiet, though I see in his sharp stare that he wants to fire back at me.


I finish my needlework and hold the doll up to the candlelight to examine it. Not perfect but good enough. It’s hard to sew while having to keep one eye on Oz and trying not to skewer my fingers with this big-ass needle. And it also doesn’t help that my fingers are shaking from nerves.


“There’s no record of what happened to Oberun or where he’s gone, and no traditional magic users call on him today,” I continue. “But I was curious, so I gave it a try. And this is where you come in.” I point the needle at Oz, and he flinches.


“I prayed to Oberun a lot,” I say. “I craved guidance from someone who might understand me better. I had so much anger inside me because of what you and all the other people you conspired with did to me and my family. Y’all stole the most valuable things I had: Time. Memories. Grief. Things I’ll never get back, not even with magic. I just knew Oberun would understand that.


“I wanted him to give me permission to unchain my rage. To feel it. To let others taste it, the ones who think my life is a token for them to play with—people like you. I wanted you all to glimpse the monster I can be when I stop being nice.”


“This isn’t you,” Oz says. “You are nice.”


“Was,” I correct him. “Abusers like you require niceness from their victims, a never-ending turning of cheeks, because that makes it easier for y’all to keep doing what y’all do best—exploiting and destroying. But you don’t get to do that anymore, Oz. A nice person was never going to stop you, but I am now.” I grimace at the pathetic hunched sight of him. “Did you really think I was going to let you get away with conjuring love spells on me and almost killing my mama?”


I wait for him to say something, but he’s silent. And then the sharp smell of urine stings my nose. His jaws clamp tight, his face ashen, highlighting the ginger freckles across his nose and the tops of his cheeks.


“P-please don’t kill me.” He sniffs and wipes the single tear that rolls down his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Cris. Please b-believe me. I won’t bother you or your family again, I swear.”


“Oh, it’s much too late for that,” I reply, deadpan.


I open the vial of liquid fire and dip the hex doll’s tiny round hands and feet inside, coating them with oil, careful not to let a single drop of the stuff touch my bare skin. The last time it got underneath my nails, my nail beds felt like they were on fire for three days.


“You almost did get away with it, y’know,” I tell him. “I came real close to buying into that whole concept of ‘radical acceptance and moving on.’ And I felt bad about going back on my promise to ‘let go’ at first, until I realized I’m allowed to change my mind. I don’t want to just be okay with scum like you getting to hurt people—especially Black girls like me and Valentina—as you please and without consequence. That’s not justice.” I shake my head. “So you don’t get to do that anymore. And if I have to be the gotdamned reaper to make sure that happens, then so be it.”


“But you don’t even like Valentina!” he cries. “I did that for you!”


“Oz, I can’t stand your mama either, but that doesn’t mean I want her run down by a car.”


“I don’t understand why you’re still coming after me though. I said I was sorry, and I am! I’m really, really sorry, Cris! You’re better than this!”


“You see, that’s exactly why I’m here tonight. If not for me, you’d never take accountability for your shit. You, and white people like you all over the world, act the same. When y’all do awful things to people of color, y’all always expect us to take the high road, forgive and forget, except that’s the only time y’all ever afford us a sliver of humanity—any other time we’re ‘savages’ and ‘thugs.’


“But what happens when the oppressed stop being nice? What will y’all do when Black women collectively, across the world, all wake up and decide we’re no longer taking y’all’s bullshit? What if we choose violence instead of forgiveness? Then what?”


Oz hugs himself. “Sooo . . . you’re just going to murder me in cold blood? Cris, please be serious. You’re not trying to go to prison for real.”


I chuckle softly. “That would require me to get caught.”


The faint, strangled whimper that comes from him is euphoric to me.


“Anyways,” I say, “we’ve gotten off track. So, I prayed and prayed to Oberun, but he never answered, not even with a single sign. I started to doubt why I ever thought he would. I mean, he’s been MIA for centuries, and who am I?


“But I started looking for the perfect spell for you on my own, something fitting for your crimes. I searched the Council’s library for months, digging through dusty old books for hours at a time, raw anger keeping me motivated. And then I finally found the right one, but it called for a rare ingredient that I, unfortunately, could not get my hands on and could not substitute. The shed snakeskin of a black mamba. What were the chances? I took that as a sign to give up and finally let it go—let you go.


“But then, a few weeks ago, on the first warm day we had since October, I had my bedroom’s balcony doors open, and a raven swooped into the room and dropped the snakeskin on my bed, then turned and flew back outside. It scared the shit out of me until I realized the gift it’d left. It was the black mamba snakeskin. He actually answered my prayers, Oz. Tonight’s ritual has been blessed by Oberun himself.”


I wrap the hex doll from head to foot in the grayish-black snakeskin, which crackles and flakes as I twist it around and around until the doll looks like a miniature mummy. I open the mirror chamber and pour a bit of the wax from the candle inside, then place the doll in the center of the small glob and press it there until the wax hardens.


“I bind you, Oswald Strayer, from doing magical harm to others. And, with the blessing of my ancestors and Oberun, god of justice, I sever your connection to the spiritual realm—thus draining your flow of Moon magic—forever.”


“Cris! No! What the fuck?” Oz cries, holding his hands in front of his face as his fingertips glow with soft blue light; it trickles up from them like inverted rain and floats across the room toward the mirror chamber. The magical light deposits around the rim of the open box like drops of morning dew, and when the last one lands, the lid snaps shut with a click. The seams glow bright, sealing the mirror chamber shut and transforming it into an impenetrable block of wood with Oz’s hex doll forever trapped inside.


“It’s not exactly blood justice, but it’ll do for now,” I tell him, as I place the box and the rest of my belongings inside my bag. “However, if you fuck with me or my family again, Oz, I will kill you.”


He frowns, wrinkling his nose at me. “I hate you.”


I shrug. “Well, now you’ll have to do it without my ancestors’ magic.”


He glowers at me as I leave his bedroom.


I hurry down the stairs into the dark lower level of Oz’s home. My heart races, but he doesn’t follow me. Once I’m out the front door, I breathe a relieved sigh, return the key to its hiding place, and head to my car.


I take a detour across the Huey P. Long Bridge—which is relatively deserted this time of night—turn on my hazards, and pull over. I grab the sealed mirror chamber from my bag and get out of the car.


I step up to the side of the bridge, and a shock of frigid air, chilled by the Mississippi River below, whips across me. I stare down into the murky water for a second, then chuck the mirror chamber in. It hits with a pitiful splash and sinks into the depths.


I make a fist, kiss the side of my knuckle, and lift it to the sky. “Thank you, Oberun.”


When I pull onto the road again, I let out a scream of pure joy and satisfaction. I bang on the steering wheel and release another cry of triumph. Tears well in my eyes, and I wipe them on the back of my hand and smile until my cheeks ache. I blast Megan Thee Stallion and cruise the nighttime streets of my city, too hopped up on adrenaline to rush back home. I’m filled with a tingling brightness that courses through me; it’s energizing, like my heart’s become a miniature sun, pumping rays of sunshine through my veins—and I wonder—


Is this what power feels like?


Is this what it’s like to take justice into my own hands?


If so . . . it feels fucking amazing. So . . . why should I stop here?


Dr. Gregory Thomas.


Eveline Beaumont.


Xavier Vincent.


Blood justice will soon come for each and every one of you.










Two


Clement


Nine months ago, I found real love with a boy who shone more brilliantly than raw moonlight, a boy I would’ve lost forever were it not for the remarkable gift of dark Moon magic.


And . . . I think I fucked up.


Because now it’s hard to look at Yves Bordeaux for fear of invoking the sensation of frigid fingers grazing my skin before abject terror grabs hold of me. The fear grew from my conflicting thoughts the day I realized that when it comes to the matter of restoring Yves’s severed soul, the odds are definitively not in my favor.


And I’d rather have my heart gouged from my chest with a rusty ice-cream scoop than default on my promise to Yves. I’d give anything to save him.


If only I knew how.


The riddle’s swallowed me whole, and now escaping this tortuous captivity has monopolized my every waking thought and dream not pertaining to school. Even when I try to push the topic of Yves’s fate to the bottom of my mind, it buoys right back to the surface. The only way to keep myself from obsessing over the one problem I have no idea how to fix is to hyperfocus on the one I can—schoolwork.


Mine and Yves’s. I release a heavy sigh.


We’re supposed to be studying right now, actually. But, instead, I’m downstairs pulling out the cushions of Jean-Louise’s leather couch, searching for Dad’s knife. I can’t believe I lost it again. I know, I know. But I don’t need to browbeat myself over this shit too on top of everything else going on.


As I reassemble the couch cushions, I try to think back to the last time I remember seeing my “blessed blade.” I haven’t laid eyes on it in a few weeks now, a problem I’ve ignored until this morning. However, today’s steadfast search is merely a subterfuge. I really just needed to escape that stuffy room. The air inside was stifling with obligation, and my anxious brain was gasping for breath.


I slam the last cushion back into place with a huff.


Where the hell is my knife? I swear to the gods, I’m going to put a GPS tag on that thing when I find it again.


I try the kitchen next. Jean-Louise might’ve mistaken my knife for one of his and stuck it in one of his several junk drawers. It must be around this house somewhere. Maybe it’ll turn up when it’s good and ready like usual.


I left Yves upstairs reading his world history textbook. He has We have I have a test on Monday, and I also have calculus and English homework due too.


There’s no way Yves can attend school in his condition, so I had to find a workaround. At the end of last summer, I signed him up for New Orleans International Magnet High School’s HI program—and that’s “HI” as in “homeschool integration,” not drugs. I don’t know why the administration never asks our opinions about these things before they roll them out, but that’s neither here nor anywhere as far as I’m concerned.


Once I took care of school for him, I had to tackle the much bigger issue of Yves’s older sister. I was able to convince Fabiana Bordeaux that Yves had been awarded a coveted spot in an international bridge program where he’ll get all his high school credits for junior year and earn some early college credit too while studying abroad in Paris through June. I was proud of my well-crafted lie for all of five seconds before guilt started nibbling on my decomposing conscience. But this deception was necessary because it at least bought me a few more months to figure out how to save Yves.


Despite his being technically only partially alive, Yves’s biometrics still work to unlock his phone, which became an important asset to my scheme. However, Yves has developed a strange aversion to his phone since we brought him back. I wish he could tell me what’s going on inside his head, but communication has been practically impossible between us in his fractured state.


But it’s fine. I’ll deal.


Alternatively, my interactions with Fabiana were (surprisingly) much easier; however, I still crafted every exchange with the delicate precision of an artisan. Every word I typed was strategic and deliberate, and conversations were carried out sparingly and deftly, as if I were defusing a bomb. I mean, technically, I was. After what I learned about Fabiana last year, I have zero desire to be on her bad side. She scares me almost as much as the Moon King.


Almost.


I slam the first junk drawer shut and move on to the next. The ruckus I’m making in my search is immaterial to anyone else in this house. Lately, I’ve started to feel like the only living person in this bitch, and it’s getting annoying. The world is cracked and crumbling all around us, yet I seem to be the only person who can be bothered.


My knife’s not in the second drawer. I move on to the last one, sifting through screwdrivers, restaurant condiments, random bits and bobs from who knows what, and—


I breathe hard and slap the drawer shut with a loud bang that echoes in the kitchen. I’m frustrated because I can’t shake the encroaching feeling that this tremulous house of cards I’ve built is about to come crashing down in an epic way. And that makes me anxious as hell because I don’t know how to stop it. Or if I can.


Unbeknownst to me at the time, my doomsday clock started ticking right before Thanksgiving, when Fabiana mysteriously stopped responding to Yves’s my messages after sending a strange text about going out of the country on a business trip. I didn’t think much of it at the time because I was relieved that she’d be too busy to press for video chats with her brother during the holidays, a time when I was busy struggling to use what little emotional gas I had to power me through forced appearances with my family while concealing this bulging secret beneath my cloak the whole time.


But Fabiana’s silence has lingered long enough since that I’ve started to wonder if something more serious might be going on.


I haven’t mentioned his sister’s “absence” to Yves because I don’t want to worry him. And the deeper I burrow myself into the charge of making sure he doesn’t fall behind in school (so I don’t completely ruin his life), the easier it becomes to sideline the issue of Fabiana’s uncharacteristic disappearance. Staying on top of my own classwork while teaching myself Yves’s coursework so I can then teach him has been brutal as fuck; but meeting that challenge has also been exhilarating and, most importantly, distracting from the anxiety-inducing tick of the doomsday clock in the background of my mind.


I take the search for my knife outside next, through a back door in the laundry room/mudroom that leads to Jean-Louise’s small, unkempt backyard. The grass is overgrown, and a small metal shed at the far end of the space looks like where a serial killer might hide their victims until they are ready to murder them. Except there are just a bunch of old boxes and other junk stashed in there. My imagination’s apparently found other ways to keep busy since I haven’t had time to read for pleasure lately.


I’ve been practically living part-time at Jean-Louise’s ever since Yves’s resurrection, which makes it easier to tutor him—and forces me to face my guilt. Yves was once the most gorgeous representation of a human I’d ever laid eyes on, from his mischievous good looks to his pure-gold core; but now my punishment resides in the perpetual agony of looking at the shell of who Yves Bordeaux once was and knowing I might’ve irrevocably broken him. And what’s worst is that I don’t know how to fix him again—or if I even can.


And that torments me.


My only hope for relief lies with Jean-Louise Petit, the grumpy sleepy-eyed necromancer whose life I barged into last summer and refused to leave. He’s vowed to help me find a way to restore Yves’s soul, probably because he’s also living with his own semi-resurrected lover by the name of Auguste Dupre, who died several years ago in an experimental necromancy ritual that went terribly wrong. Jean-Louise’s support has been the only thing propping me up all these months.


The sky’s been dreary and cloudy all morning (twinsies!), but it seems the Sun’s finally peeking through some of the thick cloud cover. I glance up at the window of Jean-Louise’s bedroom. A door beside it opens to a sliver of balcony only large enough for maybe a small stool and table to enjoy a coffee and smoke at sunset, though Jean-Louise has left it bare. I squint at the door’s frame, which looks to have been broken and shoddily repaired at some point. Was it always like that?


I can’t remember. Don’t really care, honestly.


Yves and I come out here from time to time to get fresh air. The backyard isn’t very inviting, but it’s private and gets good moonlight and sunlight—which reminds me! I grin and snap my fingers, remembering I left Dad’s knife out here a few weeks ago so it could recharge in the light of the full Moon.


I scan the area around the door and the two rickety patio chairs where Yves and I often sit and stare up at the nighttime sky in silent reverie together.


It’s not here.


I stare down the yard at the metal shed and realize the door’s unlocked. That’s strange. Jean-Louise never leaves it open.


As I approach the shed, I glance back at the window of Jean-Louise’s bedroom. It’s early afternoon, and his blackout curtains are still closed, which is unlike him. He’s not a morning person (or an afternoon or an evening or a night person—yeah, he’s pretty much grouchy twenty-four seven), but most days, he’s usually up and moving around by nine—at the latest. Yet, for the past month, it seems Jean-Louise hasn’t been engaged in much of anything, especially our joint quest. In fact, he’s been downright aloof and avoidant (more than usual).


He hasn’t attempted to find the Kahlungha in months—at least not to my knowledge. Right before Christmas, he created the experimental elixirs, using up all the narcotics I’d gotten from the ER last year after the car accident—and he’d refused to let me try them. He claimed he would hit up that same sketchy Russian guy who’d gotten us the fifty cadavers to restock so we could keep trying. But then one day, out of nowhere, he just . . . changed.


It was early January, and I came home from school and found him in bed with the door shut. It was a bit weird, but I assumed he was just taking a nap. It kept happening, and I kept overlooking it because I already had too much to deal with to babysit him, so I let him be. But it’s been weeks now.


Something’s wrong with Jean-Louise.


I feel on the verge of panic because my lifeline is in danger of snapping. I cannot free-fall again. I barely survived after Dad. I’m not sure I can this time.


Not with this.


My phone vibrates in my pocket with a new text. I pull it out to see who it is, preemptively annoyed.


It’s Cris. Some of my sourness wanes.


You still coming to Rosalie’s party at Vice Hall tonight?


Irritation reinstated. I respond immediately.


Sorry. Not in a party mood. Talk later. Have fun!!


K


I put my phone away and open the creaky door of the rusted metal shed. Muted sunlight floods the space that’s packed to capacity with wilted cardboard boxes teeming with various odds and ends from Jean-Louise’s life.


I sneeze from the dust and then groan loud enough to startle some of the spiders nesting at the back unit into skittering deeper into the shadows.


What am I thinking? My knife clearly isn’t in this mess.


I’m backing out of the shed and reaching for the door when a small box beside my foot catches my attention. I kneel to check it out, and my breath catches.


I pull items out of the box one by one, growing more unwound and angrier with each. I distinctly remember all this stuff from when Yves and I first discovered Jean-Louise’s “necromancy office” last summer. All the books on dark Moon magic, vials and jars filled with colored liquids and herbs—and the notebook with the broken spine in which Jean-Louise recorded notes regarding our effort to restore Yves’s and Auguste’s souls. I pick it up and flip through the pages. The last documented attempt was on December 13, which I remember as being right when we ran out of opiates. The pages beyond are blank.


Why would he throw this stuff out?


My chest constricts, and my breaths shorten as the air thins around me. The skin of my forehead tingles as cool beads of sweat push through my pores.


That fucking liar. I can’t believe he’d do this to me. I trusted him.


He knows how much of a strain it’s been on me to hide Yves’s condition, aside from the emotional turmoil of seeing Yves like that. Was Jean-Louise just going to let me go on suffering and thinking he was actually helping when he’d already abandoned us?


Of all people . . . how could Jean-Louise do this to me?


I snap the notebook shut and storm back inside the house. I take the stairs up, two at a time, which leaves me winded by the time I reach the top but still too mad to slow down. I throw open Jean-Louise’s bedroom door, and he sits bolt upright in bed.


His heavy-lidded eyes look extra intense, wide with the sudden shock of my intrusion. His hair’s grown out and knotted. He looks like a ghost, sitting with the blankets pulled up to his waist and the ratty tee he’s wearing bunched and wrinkled around his hulking frame.


His bedroom is dim, hardly lit by the pale light spilling around me through the open door. And it smells like musty armpits and salted balls in here. When’s the last time he showered?


I fling the book at him, and I’m extra annoyed when he catches it with one hand.


He frowns down at it and then at me. His mouth prunes, but he doesn’t speak. He knows he’s in deep shit.


“Why the hell did you throw out our work?” I ask, poised in the doorway like a furious parent. When he doesn’t answer, I add, “What happened to you?”


“Nothing, Clem,” he says, his tone clipped, which only pricks me more.


“You’re lying,” I say.


“I’m just taking a break.”


“Another lie.”


“It’s not!”


“What’s going on with you, Jean-Louise?” I ask, afraid of the answer given the fight he’s putting up. “You’ve been acting strange for weeks now. Are you depressed? Because join the crowd—”


“No,” he says. “I mean, maybe, uh, I don’t fucking know, Clem! It’s way more complicated than that.”


“Okay, whatever.” I roll my eyes. “I thought you were different, but turns out you’re just as selfish as everyone else.” His face falls, and I hate that I find pleasure and satisfaction in hurting him back. “If you won’t help with Yves’s and Auguste’s souls anymore, I’ll just do it myself. I don’t need you anyway.”


“No!” Jean-Louise flings the cover off him, swings his big, trunk-like legs over the bed, and thunders up to me. I flinch when he grabs my shoulders in both his meaty hands. “You cannot do that,” he says, gripping me tighter and giving me a little shake that rattles my brain in my skull. “It’s too dangerous now.”


“Thanks, but that warning’s just vague enough to be meaningless—”


He shakes me again. “Stop being a smartass and listen to me for a minute, boy!”


I twist out of his grasp. “I am, but you’re not saying anything worth hearing, Jean-Louise!”


I resent being called “boy,” but I don’t need to steer off topic.


“I did it,” he proclaims only a splinter above a whisper, but the words still knock me back a step.


“Huh?”


“You heard me. I’ve been to the Kahlungha.”


“What? When? And why didn’t you tell me?”


He casts his eyes down at his ashy feet and his toenails, which are overgrown like his lawn. “Because I found something evil there.”


I frown up at him. “What do you mean?”


“A few weeks ago, I astral projected to the Kahlungha. It was a strange place. There was a black-sand beach that went on forever in one direction, water in the other. It was a realm trapped in perpetual night with a starless sky, and this glowing orb that looked like the Moon—but definitely was not.”


Oh, God.


Goose pimples rise on my arms and prickle along the back of my neck.


I’ve already been to the Kahlungha.


I reach an unsteady hand to my shoulder, the same one the Moon King grabbed in what I thought at the time was a dream or vision. The phantom chill of his grip makes me shudder.


“I met a dark presence there,” Jean-Louise says, “a god who latched on to my soul and hitched a ride back to this realm.” He shakes his head. “Going there was a mistake. I brought something evil back to this world, and I’ll never forgive myself for it.”


“But why not tell me?” I ask. “Why keep it a secret?”


He hangs his head. “A lot of reasons, none I can give a proper name to right now, but I was . . . terrified. Especially because I think he’s after Yves. I never wanted to do anything to put you boys in harm’s way.”


I’m genuinely shocked despite my frustration at Jean-Louise for keeping such an epic secret from me for so long. “Huh? Why do you think the Moo—I mean, why’s he after Yves?”


“I think he can sense powerful dark Moon magic, and our resurrection ritual that night must’ve called to him somehow. He kept saying he wanted ‘the boy’ but never said a name. Maybe he tasted the part of Yves’s soul that we severed, and now he wants the rest—hell, I dunno.”


My heart plunges at the thought of the Moon King snacking on Yves’s soul. Dear gods, I hope that’s not what happened. That can’t be true. Jean-Louise is just spitballing wild theories now.


“But what I do know,” he continues, “is he scared the shit out of me, and now he’s loose in the natural realm—and it’s all my fault.”


“Loose?” I ask. “What do you mean, ‘loose’?”


“He seemed more monster than god. When he tethered himself to me, I felt so much fury and pain and sadness all at once.” Jean-Louise shivers despite the stifling warmth of his bedroom. “When I came to, I was back in this realm, in my bedroom—and so was he.


“He stood over me—he had to stoop because he was taller than the ceiling—and grabbed my face in one hand.” Jean-Louise mimics the motion of clutching his face like LeBron palming a basketball.


My soul would’ve left my body if that’d been me.


“He lifted me off the floor,” Jean-Louise says, “but luckily, my magical wards kicked in and flung him straight through the patio door.” He folds his arms over his broad chest and nods at the mended door.


So that’s what happened to it.


“When I looked outside, he was just standing on the ground below, on the patio where you and Yves hang out sometimes, grinning up at me with those freaky glittering teeth. Then he vanished on the spot, literally melted into a puddle and evaporated into nothing.


“Thanks to my wards, this house is the only place we know that’s safe from him—for now. We can’t risk drawing his attention again. I won’t let him have what’s left of that kid.”


I want to sink into the floor and disappear. Jean-Louise is sadly misinformed. The god he met in the Kahlungha is none other than the Moon King—and he’s after me, not Yves. My mind harkens back to the ominous forewarning Grandma Cristine gave me last summer before Papa Eshu disappeared her back to the spiritual realm.


Clem, the Moon King is coming for this realm. Her words still haunt my memory banks.


I don’t know what the Moon King could possibly want with me, which is no less terrifying, but I’m not going to let that stop me from saving Yves. I promised him.


Jean-Louise turns a stern stare onto me. “No more magic of any kind is allowed in this house lest we draw the Moon King back here. I need you to sit tight until I can come up with a plan.”


“And how long is that gonna take?” I ask.


“I dunno.” He sighs.


“A week?”


He shakes his head.


“A month?”


He shrugs.


“A year?”


“I don’t know, Clem!” he shouts.


“You swore you’d help,” I say. “And here you are, throwing me away too.”


“That’s not fair—”


“Life isn’t fair, Jean-Louise!” It’s my turn to yell.


He holds up his hands in front of him. “This is serious. I won’t let you boys get hurt on my watch. And if you can’t chill out, I’m going to have to rethink you hanging out here so much. It’d only take one call to Marie. Please don’t make me do that.”


I cross my arms. “And I’ll tell her the real reason I’m over here all the time, and then she’ll be pissed at you too.”


“I don’t give a shit, Clem.” Jean-Louise tosses his hands up and slaps them onto his hips. “Not sure if you can tell, but mutually assured destruction doesn’t work on people who ain’t got shit left to destroy. I meant what I said. No more Kahlungha talk. And no magic in my house until further notice. Now leave me alone. I need to think.”


He’s. Still. Fucking. Lying. He’s already had weeks to think.


I glower at him one last time before leaving and slamming the door behind me.


Hopelessness bears heavy on my back and shoulders as I trudge across the hall to Yves’s room. I find him sitting on the floor crisscross applesauce, bathing in the feeble light coming in between the curtains. His textbook sits open on his lap to a page on the French Revolution. His brown skin no longer gleams but pales even in natural light, and the gateways to other worlds that once existed in his dark eyes are now sealed shut.


The moment he sees me, he sets his book aside and stands, his own face twisting when he sees the dejection in mine. Yet another thing I hate about this predicament. Even though Yves is not wholly himself and has every right to hate me for it, he still bothers to suss out my every emotion so he can attend to them even when I’m trying my damnedest to hide them from him.


He grabs a throw blanket and points at the recliner. He wants me to sit.


I shake my head at him. He does this a lot, urging me to nap or rest in that little raggedy chair Jean-Louise found at Goodwill and dragged up here for Yves. Neither he nor Auguste sleeps anymore, so they have no need for a bed, but the reclining chair at least ensures he can be somewhat comfortable in his misery while he spends his days and nights cooped up, reading and lamenting the life he’s lost.


I start unloading my own books from my bag and organizing them so I can study too—even though I know good and damn well I’ll never be able to settle my mind enough to comprehend a single sentence after the fight Jean-Louise and I just had.


I’m so damn tired.


When I open my eyes every morning, I wonder if this will be the day I finally fizzle out like a star that’s burned too intensely for too long. The thrill of accomplishing the impossible, resurrecting Yves, has dwindled significantly over the past couple weeks, leaving me less motivated, more exhausted, and even grumpier.


Yves puts a tepid hand on my arm. The coolness of his touch startles me out of my reverie, and I jerk away from him without thinking. His desolate face darkens even more. Despite looking wounded, he still shoves the blanket toward me, silently pleading with me to take a break.


But he doesn’t understand that I can’t relax yet. My back is against the last section of crumbling wall that’s gonna crush us both unless I keep holding it up. Naps and daydreams are a luxury I just cannot afford right now.


I shake my head again, but Yves insists, pushing the throw into my arms.


I snatch it and toss it across the room. “I said no!” I shout, then clamp my mouth shut, instantaneously ashamed.


Yves recoils. His eyes waver but don’t well because he doesn’t cry anymore. I don’t think he can.


Gingerly, he stoops to pick up his textbook, then straightens, clutching it to his chest, and heads for the door.


“Yves, wait,” I call after him. “I’m sorry.”


He glances back at me and half nods before disappearing into the hallway. A moment later the door of Auguste’s room creaks open and then softly clicks shut.


I crumple to the floor in a heap, a wind of emotion kicking up inside the empty cavern of my chest. I hate that I’ve become so mean and impatient. Sometimes it feels like I don’t know myself anymore.


At least Yves has Auguste. They hang out and bond over their trauma sometimes, mostly reading books—their own selections or sometimes they’ll trade with each other, like how Mama and I used to do before my life got significantly more complex.


I need help. And Jean-Louise has effectively deserted me. Looks like I’m going to have to call in reinforcements.


Not Fabiana though. I’m terrified she’d skewer me on the spot.


Aunt Ursula is likewise out of the question. She’s already made her stance on necromancy perfectly clear, and I’m willing to bet she’d only make this situation worse.


I’m not close enough with any of my other aunts to ask one of them—not that they’d be helpful anyway.


And despite what I said to Jean-Louise earlier, I can’t be honest with Mama for many reasons, the most threatening being my fear of what she’ll think of me. I don’t want to disappoint her, not that she’s ever made me feel like I have. But when you’re so used to being thrown away by people you love, hiding any reason for them to discard you becomes a second-nature survival tactic.


I take a deep breath in through my nose and blow it out my mouth. There’s only one person I can rely on. But asking my twin sister for help means I’ll have to divulge that I’ve been keeping secrets from her despite vowing to be truthful, a crime which I’ve sufficiently reproved her for when she hid that whole Scales of Justice fiasco from me for so long.


But one thing’s certain: I cannot tell Cris about the Moon King.


My sister would never agree to help me restore Yves’s soul if she knew it might put me in danger. I suppose it’s going to be utterly impossible to stop keeping secrets. But I can only pray at this point that the outcome of all this will vindicate my sometimes-sketchy means.


Welp, guess I’m going to a party tonight after all.










Three


Cristina


The magical community of New Orleans has been somewhat peaceful under Mama’s rule, the legitimacy of which was never questioned, outside the occasional antics by Redeemers. I may be biased, but I’ve felt our community take back some of its strength in the months since Mama ascended the throne.


Maybe it had something to do with her and I hand making and distributing protection gris for small-business owners who’d been past targets of Redeemer assholes. We even spent an entire weekend mixing a ten-gallon bucket of protective brick dust to line the thresholds of their buildings (and we gave them a little extra for home too).


It’s not until late on Saturday morning that the clouds vanish, leaving the Sun uninhibited to warm all the smiling faces in the crowd of people attending the local magic festival that Mama and I spent weeks planning and all morning setting up.


The whole thing was Mama’s idea, and I helped her bring it to life. She wanted to do something to celebrate and uplift the Black magical community, to give a sign that the Gen Council had returned to what it once stood for when my grandmother, Cristine Dupart, ruled as Queen: an organization that promotes peace, prosperity, and justice within our communities.


I feel a powerful sense of pride getting to impact meaningful change in my neighborhood, which has kept me energized all morning as I’ve been zipping back and forth helping Mama knock out the million tiny tasks that neither of us realized come along with hosting an event of this magnitude. But the hustle is worth it.


This is Mama’s legacy—and I’ll have my own someday. In the short span of her rule, Mama’s already recruited magical volunteers to support local gen and their businesses who’ve faced external hardship and created counseling and support groups for victims of magical abuse (that one was my idea).


And we’re just getting started.


Mama’s worked really hard to paint generational magic and gen in a positive light to detract attention from the negativity spewed by the Redeemers and their supporters, especially after the Montaigne Majestic incident, which led to the appointment of that new detective who’s allegedly taken a personal vow to “end magical crime.”


Tuh. If only she knew.


But I’m not focusing on drama today. The purpose of this event is for all official branches of magic to come together to celebrate one another and exist in harmony. From inception, all were welcome, though there are only a couple of vamp- and white-mage-owned booths here. I guess Mama’s vision of a euphonious existence among all magic practitioners is gonna take some time.


The festival is at the southern end of City Park, where dozens of vendors have erected tented booths along the perimeter of a sectioned-off area with larger tents and activity spaces in the center. There’s a little something for everyone: Diviners are doing palm readings, tarot, charting, and more. Firefly Supplies arranged a massive minimarket and is offering free samples of herbs, potions, and healing tonics. Magic bookstores have brought out several authors of magical fiction and nonfiction books for signings. A couple of young white mages even showed up with several display cases filled with breathtakingly stunning crystals for charging.


I’m about to step up to their table and look around when someone across the aisle snags my attention. He’s waiting in front of a booth for Oscar’s Oddities and Rare Magical Effects, a vamp-owned antiquity shop that’s showcasing a collection of old spell books and other relics encased in glass. He’s overdressed for an outdoor market in his slim-fit cream suit and chestnut Chelsea boots. Before, when someone described a man as “tall, dark, and handsome,” I would always imagine someone like Winston Duke or John Boyega; but it was only recently that I learned they really meant white men with dark hair, a five-o’clock shadow, and a face that’s as enthralling as it is untrustworthy—or in other words, this guy.


Mr. Tall and “Dark” is handsome, though he looks to be in his late twenties, which is a bit old for my tastes. He catches me observing him, and his brow tenses, but then his eyes wander up to my satin tignon tied into a seven-knotted crown resembling Mama’s.


His face lights up with sudden realization. “Cristina Trudeau, is it?”


I narrow my eyes at him suspiciously. How does this random-ass white man know my name?


He walks over and extends his hand for me to shake, which I do, albeit with caution. “Karmine Delaney,” he says. “U.S. Vamp Dejoir. I serve on the board of MASC with your mother. I’m based out in L.A., but I’m in town on business for a while.” He spreads his hands and gestures toward the market teeming with people. “Your mother has fashioned quite the event. Very impressive.”


“Thanks,” I say, immediately hating myself for the pride the Vamp Dejoir’s validation evokes in me. Aunt Ursula’s voice echoes in my head: Pining for powerful white men to cosign your existence is a slippery slope, beloved.


“Maybe we can work together in the future to get more vamps to participate as vendors,” I tell him.


“I’d be delighted,” he says, without hesitation.


“Mr. Delaney, I got you all set,” announces a squat, balding white Cuban guy, gesturing for Karmine to return to his counter. Curious, I approach too.


I remember Oscar from registration because he was one of only two shadow-magic practitioners who showed interest in the festival. The other stood us up.


Oscar hands Karmine two large thin packages wrapped neatly in brown paper and tied with twine.


“Thank you, sir,” Karmine says, and takes his purchase.


Oscar leans closer and lowers his voice. “And if I get wind of what we, uh”—his eyes scour me for a split second—“discussed, I’ll give you a call straightaway.”


“Please do,” coos Karmine, before turning back to me.


I point to the packages in his hand. “What’d you get?”


He tucks them both under one arm and grins. “I’m a connoisseur of rare magical artifacts. These are twin paintings, a one-of-a-kind set, by Bellamy Corbin Moreau, a vamp who lived in the early 1800s and developed a technique to imbue his paintings with shadow magic.”


“And what will you do with those?” I ask.


Karmine studies my face, but his eyes shift past me and narrow. I turn to see who he’s glowering at and immediately notice the Black woman standing a few dozen feet away, not bothering to hide that she’s staring at Karmine.


I recognize Detective Jeida Sommers from her headshot in that Herald article from a few months ago. I remember that picture because it turned my stomach, seeing her hugged up and grinning wide alongside Ben Beaumont. Today she’s dressed in a black suit with a plain white button-up, and her jet-black hair hangs straight and compliant. She watches now with similar intense focus, which sets off a subtle unease within me. Something tells me I should keep my distance from this woman, but something else warns me that perhaps I should also keep an eye on her.


Still glowering at the detective, Karmine mutters, “Enjoy the rest of your day, heiress.” Then he dips between two stalls and disappears.


I glance back to where Detective Sommers was standing and realize she’s gone too. What’s up with those two? I wonder if it has anything to do with the “business” that brought Karmine to New Orleans.


I did a little research on Detective Sommers and her beef with the Divine Knights, an elite shadow magic cartel with bases of operation in Los Angeles and Miami—or rather, just L.A. now, thanks to Sommers. Over the years, there were all sorts of rumors about Karmine and his family’s involvement in the cartel, but no one could ever prove it. After a while, it publicly became as ridiculous an insinuation as Beyoncé being part of the Illuminati—although I never believed that one. Can’t say the same for the allegations against Mr. Tall and Dark.


Karmine Delaney is absolutely suspect. So what is he really doing here?


“Cris!” Aurora Vincent walks up from the opposite direction with her best friend, Remi Prince. “Hold it right there, miss mamas!”


Last summer, I found Aurora gaunt and abandoned in Chateau des Saints, and I freed her from the spell that was literally sucking the life out of her. Then we became friends. For a very short time after, I got to witness the light rekindle in her eyes and the color return to her cheeks, which also plumped thanks to Odessa’s and Mama’s cooking. But now something else is draining her. Dark circles color the puffy skin beneath her eyes, and the rest of her face is pale and ghostlike.


I greet my friend and wave at the boy standing beside her. “Hi, Remi! I’m glad you came!”


Remi’s a couple of inches taller than me and has acne-prone fluorescent-beige skin, thick black curls that look auburn in the sunlight, and full pink lips that are irresistible when he makes this adorable pouty face that typically works in breaking down Aurora’s defenses. Thankfully, I’m immune to such charms.


I’ve gotten to know him a bit better by way of Aurora over the past few months, and I’ve mostly found Remi to be kind and quiet—not shy but also not the type of person who needs to yell or take himself too seriously. His mom’s Black, but she’s not in his life anymore, by her choice, the details of which he’s never shared, understandably so. Remi’s dad is Michael Prince, the Chinese American Democratic candidate for mayor who lost to Ben Beaumont last fall.


“Hey, Cris,” Remi says, grinning and exposing his braces.


It’s impossible not to smile back. I’ve also come to understand why he’s Aurora’s best friend. Remi effuses a natural positive energy whenever he’s around. Only problem is, I struggle to trust my judgment in that area after Oz.


“I’ve been trying to catch up with you,” Aurora says.


“Sorry,” I say. “I’ve been running around since seven this morning, helping everyone get set up.”


She winces. “I feel bad—”


“No, it’s okay!” I tell her even though I’m not sure if it is, indeed, okay.


I’m frustrated with Aurora, which makes me feel like an ass because she’s already explained how overwhelmed she’s been. I’ve tried to be there for her, but she keeps shutting me out. I thought the holidays would’ve been tough for her, with her mother and father both being gone and her being at odds with her only brother, but she still declined my invitation to celebrate with my family at the main house. Each time, I took loads of food to her and stayed a while to keep her company, only to end up leaving after about an hour when she folded into herself and faded into the background of the room.


Aurora and I started writing our own book of original spells we created together, much like my great-grandma Angeline’s—the one where I found the Scales of Justice and the spell that uncrossed Aurora. My very first contribution was a re-creation of the famous conjuring that saved Henri Eshu’s life back when he was human, before he became Papa Eshu, Guardian of the Crossroads: a magical dust that could render someone coated with it invulnerable to physical attack. I made my own batch and soaked the oversize black cable-knit sweater I’m wearing in it for a whole day and let it dry for another. I’m planning to test the limits of it later this afternoon after the festival wraps, though I don’t mention that milestone to Aurora.
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