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Fifty years after World War III, the residents of New Orleans struggle daily just to survive. Despite being surrounded by the waters of the Mississippi, latent radiation and pollution have made clean drinking water hard to come by. So Rue has reason to worry when their water purifier breaks down and her husband�s depression keeps him from fixing it. She reluctantly accepts the aid of her neighbor�s son Joseph, who had taken to practicing the dark arts at the Circle of Magi. 
But as her husband�s increased hostility makes her more dependent on Joseph just to survive, Rue has to make a decision that will impact not just her own life, but the lives of everyone in Bywater. 
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Rue had suffered just about all the crap from Hank she could abide.
The water purifier was still broken, even though he had promised not once, not twice, but three times to get it fixed before their stockpile ran out. But the stockpile of clean water was gone, and even the little bit of gray water she kept on hand for washing was almost done. She sure didn�t have money to pay $25 a gallon at the market for fresh water.
She walked over to the relic of a sink in the kitchen. It was dark with stains but there wasn�t much she could do about it. The only thing that would clean it was bleach, and bleach was more expensive than water. She turned the rusty knob of the faucet. Nothing came out. Not that she expected anything to come out. Apparently there was a time before Doomsday that you could walk over to any sink, just turn a knob, and clean, fresh water would come out. Sounded like craziness but it was true. She�d even confirmed it with Old Man Blue, who was a boy before the war and remembered.
Rue took off her grimy apron and walked out onto the porch.
Maybe Lula would let me borrow some water, she thought. A shiver shot through her as soon as she finished the thought. Rue didn�t have no quarrel with Lula; she was a good Christian woman and been a dear friend all their lives. But that boy of hers surely did not know the fear of a Righteous God. Her son Joseph had fallen in with those people at the Circle of Magi. Even the Queen�s Circle showed proper respect for the Lord. But those people at the Circle of Magi, they didn�t seem to respect nothing but their hocus-pocus and what it could afford them.
Joseph had changed his name to Joshua Dunwich. Lula had said it was something to do with his occult research and realigning his identity to his path. She didn�t say more than that. Rue sure hadn�t pushed the issue. It was painful for Lula to talk about.
But Joseph (Rue refused to call him by that Devil-name he had chosen for himself) continued to be a good son and care for his mama. So maybe God still had an opportunity to set the boy back straight.
Rue took a deep breath and walked across the street to Lula�s house. There were no lights on in the house, but it was the middle of the day and most folks didn�t waste candles or generator fuel if they could just make due with natural light. Old Man Blue said there was a time when all you needed to do was flip a switch and you could get light in just about any building you walked into. Some folks even had light bulbs in their closets to better see the color of their clothes. More crazy-sounding talk. But he was alive back then so she guessed he knew for sure.
She saw the front door was open, but she didn�t see anyone in the living room. She knocked on the screen door. �Lula? Girl you home?�
Joseph emerged from the kitchen. He waved and smiled. Rue�s blood ran cold.
�Why good morning, Ms. Rue,� he said. He opened the screen door and joined her on the porch. �What can I do for you on this fine day?�
�Is your mama home?�
�No, ma�am. No she is not. She went off to the Quarter to see about finding a dress for the Court�s open session this month.�
�She got trouble with someone that she need be calling on the Court?�
�No, no. No trouble, Ms. Rue. She just heard tell that the Court was taking petitions in regards to the reconstruction efforts. And you know well as I that whenever the Court speak on that subject Lady Rae always there to make her opinions felt.�
�Oh, that�ll be some fireworks for sure. I�m gonna hate missing that. Just let your mama know I was looking for her when she gets home.�
�Now Ms. Rue, wait a minute. If the Mister ain�t home from his scavving in time, you are more than welcome to accompany mama and me to the Courthouse if it is you don�t want to go alone.�
Rue took a deep breath. It was hard to be hating on his Devil-worshipping ways when he was being so polite. He used to be a good boy, she told herself. Being nice to him might help bring him back to the Lord. �It ain�t no part of wanting to not go alone,� she said. �I just ain�t got no money to buy a proper dress for the occasion. Can�t show up at the Courthouse wearing rags. Would be disrespecting on the Baron.�
�Why Ms. Rue, that does settle the matter, then.� Joseph flashed a wicked grin that set the hair on the back of her neck to standing. �If I recall you do have a birthday coming up soon.�
�Lawd, I been trying to forget.�
�Don�t be silly. Birthdays worth celebrating. On that we can all agree. And I know mama been wondering what to get you.� Joseph reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of money. Rue�s eyes widened. She hadn�t ever seen a wad of money that thick. He pulled a few bills off the pile and handed them to her. �Now why don�t you get yourself a nice dress, and then I�ll be escorted both you ladies to the Court come the open session.�
�Oh boy, I can�t be taking that from you!� she said as she held up a hand in protest. �Besides, I can�t waste good money on no dress when�� she hung her head and sighed. �Just have your mama come over when she be home.�
�Ms. Rue, please,� he said. He took her hand and placed the money in it. �This is something you deserve. You a hard-working woman and you have as much right as any to something nice for yourself. Now why don�t you tell me what troubles you and let�s see if I can be of help.�
�Don�t suppose you know your way around a wrench? Water purifier is broke. Been broke for a week now.�
�No, can�t say I know much about fixing things. Mr. Hank ain�t had no chance to fix it, I guess?� Rue shook her head. �Well, if you need some water in the meantime, I just conjured up a bunch for mama. She surely would expect me to oblige you in your time of need.�
�I�ll see it replaced soon as the purifier is up and running again,� Rue insisted.
�Oh, no need to worry about that. We got plenty. It�s only right to share the bounty with my mama�s friend.� Joseph went back into the kitchen and returned with three gallons of water. �Would you like to me to carry it over for you, ma�am?�
�Child I can�t accept that much! Your mama��
�Never you mind about that. A good son takes care of his mama. No need to worry about her.�
* * *
Rue slept in fits and starts. Hank was late coming home from his scavving trip to the Central Business District. She always fretted when he went out there because of all the gangs in the area. He always said the gangs don�t pay scavengers no mind and some of them were right friendly. But if they were so friendly wouldn�t make no sense for the Baron to pay bounties on their heads.
Usually Hank and a bunch of his friends just scavved around for scrap metal and electronic parts, as the Engineering Commission paid good money for anything that could be recycled and used for the reconstruction efforts. They normally stuck to the borders of the CBD, where they were least likely to come across anyone that might be looking for trouble. But this time Hank was on a special job for the New Orleans Historical Society. Rue wasn�t up on all of the details, but Mr. Horton had put out a call for someone to go out to one of the old Consulates deep in the center of the CBD and see if there was anything of historical importance there. Seemed a waste to Rue to spend money on salvaging old books and painting with so many people just barely getting by with enough food, but if they were gonna be paying somebody to do it they just as well be paying Hank.
But he had said he would be home around Monday, and now it was Wednesday and no sign of him. That left her to worrying whether or not he ran into trouble.
It wasn�t just Hank being late that had her tossing and turning in bed. Joseph had been bringing water by every day for her. Rue had asked Lula about it, and Lula had insisted that it was fine and that she had all the water she needed. But Lula had seemed discomfited as she said it. Like even though the water itself was clean, the way it was acquired was less so. She remembered back to when Joseph had said he had conjured up water for his mama. At the time, she had taken that as a figure of speech. But after talking with Lula she wasn�t so sure.
For the most part, whatever conjuring those mages at the Circle did they kept behind closed doors. Except for how some of them dressed funny, like how some of them had taken to wearing long robes with odd symbols sewn into them and pointy hats and other peculiar adornments, they didn�t make a show of whatever it was they did. But one couldn�t help but know something was going on in there, because just walking by the place was enough to make little bumps rise up on her arms.
She got out of bed and walked into the kitchen. Two of the jugs of water he had brought over were sitting on the counter. Devil water, she thought. She unscrewed the top of the jug and held the jug over the sink. She held it there for a minute before setting it back down and replacing the top.
Even if it was Devil water, it was still water. A body needed water to survive. If she just poured it down the drain, she�d resign herself to death by dehydration. And doing that on purpose would be the same as suicide. And everybody knew suicide was the one sin God could not forgive.
Rue went back to bed, but didn�t sleep.
* * *
�Where you been, woman?� asked Hank as Rue walked in the door. He had found his way home while she and Lula were in the Quarter looking for Rue�s dress.
�I could ask you the same question, man.� She kept walking toward the bedroom as if she wasn�t happy he was alive. �You forget what day it was? You were supposed to be home Monday.�
�I ain�t in no mood. What�s in the bag?�
I ain�t in no mood, either, she thought. �Lula got me a dress for my birthday for as me to wear to the Court next week.�
�Where the Hell she getting money to buy you a dress?�
�Lawd! Lawd! What do you care where her money come from? You need to be worrying about that water purifier you still ain�t fixed.�
�I just got home this morning!�
�Uh huh. You got home this morning and need to rest, right. That always what you say. Then you�ll rest up and be off again and not do it.�
�What the Hell are these jugs of water then if you in such a hurry for me to fix it?�
�Lula�s boy been bringing them over for me to keep me tided over until you drug your sorry ass home.�
�You taking water from that Devil boy of hers?�
�Lawd! The boy just been bringing them here. It�s Lula�s water.�
He didn�t respond. At first, Rue was pleased as she thought she had won the argument. But he didn�t say another word to her the rest of the day. She asked him about how things went on his expedition. He just shrugged and said he was too tired to talk about it and was going to take a nap. But when she went into the bedroom to check on him later he wasn�t sleeping. He was just lying on his side, staring off at the dresser.
�I made a stew for supper,� she said as she tried to lure him out of the bedroom. �Even got some meat in it. Caught a big, fat opossum in a trap yesterday and used some of the meat in the stew. Rest is in the smoker.�
�Ain�t hungry.�
�Well, hungry or no, you should still eat something. Sleeping on an empty stomach ain�t good for you.�
�Ain�t hungry.�
�Lawd!�
Rue ate her supper alone. With Hank not eating, she had a lot of stew left. She hated throwing out food because it was so hard to come by. And she had done a particularly fine job with this batch if she did say so herself. Old Man Blue once said that people used to put leftovers in their refrigerators, which would keep them cold and prevent them from going bad too quick. You could cook up food days in advance and it still be edible when you got around to eating it. They had a refrigerator in the kitchen, but it didn�t have a door and they just used it as shelf space. Even if it had a door, they didn�t have electricity for it to run on. And even if they had electricity, Hank had removed the cord and the motor for scrap sale a long time ago.
�Damnit!� she screamed. Why did they do it? Why did they destroy the world and leave Rue with nothing but dry faucets and warm refrigerators and lightless lamps? They had everything, and they blew it up and left her with nothing.
�Rue, honey? You alright?� It was Lula. Rue walked into the front room to see Lula and Joseph standing in front of the screen door looking all concerned at her.
�Oh, I�m fine,� she lied as she wiped her hands on her apron. �Hank�s home and he�s being a pain in my backside, is all.�
�We were walking by and heard you yell. Thought something happened to you.�
�What you doing out at this hour?�
�We were over in Trem�,� said Joseph.
�Needed a remedy for my arthritis. It�s acting up again.�
�I told her I know good people at the Circle that can cure that, but��
�Enough! I�ve been getting my remedies from Ms. Joleene for a good number of years now and she�s served me just fine.�
�Yes, mama.�
�Did you all eat yet?� asked Rue.
�No, I gotta go fix us some supper.�
�I got some stew left over if you want it. Hank ain�t eating and I already ate.�
�Hank might be hungry later,� said Lula.
�Or he might not and it will get thrown out.�
�Well, Mr. Hank is a grown man and can care for himself,� said Joseph. �If you went to the effort of cooking a meal and he don�t appreciate it, would be a shame for it to get thrown out.�
�Well, true that. Man�s more stubborn than a mule,� said Lula. Rue went into the kitchen and put the cover on the pot. She brought the pot out to Lula. �I�ll have Joseph bring the pot back tomorrow.�
�Mr. Hank fix that water purifier yet?� Rue shook her head. �Then I�ll return the pot in the morning when I bring by your water.�
* * *
It was Hank�s cousin Vale who told Rue what had happened. He had come by to check on Hank, but Hank refused to take visitors. Vale had a fresh wound that looked like someone came real close to cutting his face clean off. Someone had stitched it up in a hurry and put a dressing on it. But the wound was seeping and the bandage had dull red and black-green blotches on it. It was painful for him to talk and painful to watch him suffering while he talked.
They had found the Consulate Mr. Horton told them about. Even managed to get inside it and find file cabinets on the second and third floors that were full of papers that looked like they were real important at once time. The first floor of the Consulate was completely underwater, but they had managed to climb inside the second floor by walking across a few buckled beams from a collapsed building next door. More importantly, the files were mostly dry and readable. With all of the flooding after Doomsday, it was a rare thing to find large amounts of paper or books that were still legible.
They had packed up as much as they could carry in the plastic, waterproof containers Mr. Horton had provided them. But on the way out they ran into small band of cannibals. Brice had his shotgun and enough ammo to take down a few of them, but the fight got ugly and one of them cut Vale up bad. Worst, they managed to kill Paul.
Hank had ordered everyone to run, and so they ran. They left Paul�s corpse there for the surviving cannibals to do with what they wanted. They did manage to salvage most of the containers they had filled.
Mr. Horton was good to his word and paid them when they delivered the containers of papers. A whole $100 each. When they told him what had happened to Paul, he gave them Paul�s share to give to his widow.
One hundred dollars, Rue thought. The equivalent of four gallons of clean water. That�s what Paul�s wife got for losing her husband to a bunch of cannibals. A hundred dollars wasn�t enough to treat that infection growing in Vale�s wound, either. It probably didn�t even cover the cost of the ammo Brice spent trying to save their hides and keep them from getting killed. No wonder Hank was in a mood.
After Vale left, she went looking for Hank. He was sitting on the back stoop. �Not now, woman,� he said as she opened the screen door.
�Then when? Vale told me what happened. You could have been killed.�
�But I wasn�t.�
�But Paul was! And Vale ain�t long for this world if he don�t get that infection cured.�
�Now you just carrying on like a woman.�
�And you just carrying on like a man.�
�So what would you have me do?�
�You could apply over at the Recycling Center. You know people there and you sold them plenty of scrap in the past. They know you�re a good worker.�
�I�m my own man. I ain�t gonna work for slave wages for Samedi.�
�Lawd! Listen to you. You were gone almost a week, nearly got yourself killed, lost one of your friends, and earned a grand total of $100. Only thing you a slave to is your damn pride!�
�Pride is all a man has when the world don�t give him nothing.�
�I guess I�m nothing to you, then?�
�Don�t start, woman.�
�It�s done been started. We ain�t got nothing because you more concerned about your pride than surviving. They got good jobs at the Recycling Center and the Salt Processing plant. Good jobs that have regular pay and don�t require you fighting off cannibals or ferals or getting yourself irradiated. But you hate on the Baron too much to do anything you think will help him look good. So instead you would rather run off and risk getting yourself killed.
�You been sulking about for days when you could have been fixing things around the house, leaving me to depend on the kindness of neighbors just to have water to drink. Does your pride got any room for me? Do you even know what tomorrow is?�
Hank looked up at her and scowled. �Now all the sudden you want to do something for your birthday?�
�Maybe. Maybe just once I�d like to. Even if it was just a card. Card wouldn�t be going too much out of your way for your wife.�
�Where am I supposed to find a card?�
�That bookbinder fella down the way.�
�The mute? Don�t he work for the Circle of Magi?�
�He just makes paper and binds books for them. He ain�t no wizard �cause he can�t talk to cast spells from what I understand. He makes cards for special occasions, too. Folks been getting them for loved ones. He makes all kinds of cards.�
�Yeah, and how much are they?�
�I think Lorraine said she spent ten dollars for one she got her parents for their anniversary.�
�Ten dollars! Ain�t no piece of paper worth that.�
�It ain�t just a piece of paper.�
�Ain�t no card worth that, either.�
Rue slumped her shoulders and went back into the house.
* * *
Open sessions at the Old Courthouse were a sight to behold.
When Baron Samedi arrived in New Orleans all those years ago, the only people with the zombie affliction locals had ever seen were ferals that you shot straight in the head before they attacked you. But the Baron had a way about him despite looking like a corpse. Where a person would think a victim of the zombification would be either completely crazy or always depressed, Baron Samedi wore his affliction like a blessing from God. He often said that the Lord saw fit to preserve him so that he could restore New Orleans to her proper glory and create a community worthy of the people who lived there.
The Baron had been a civil engineer before Doomsday, so he knew all sorts of things about what the city would need to make itself whole. He and his Chevaliers didn�t just bring their knowledge and skill with them. They brought a sense of self-worth and hope. Sure, there were petty political squabbles between the Zombi Court and the Queen�s Circle, mostly because Lady Rae felt it disrespectful for the Baron to call after himself with the name of one of her revered voodoo loas instead of using the name his mama had given him. But even the Voodoo Queen couldn�t deny the effectiveness of the Court.
Once a month, the Baron opened the Old Courthouse to the general public so that he and his Chevaliers could give a full accounting of things and hear any problems folks had. People took these sessions seriously and dressed accordingly. Those who could afford it would buy new outfits to wear for the occasions. But everyone made sure their clothes were cleaned and mended even if they weren�t new. Nobody wanted to insult the efforts of the Baron by showing up before him in filthy rags.
Rue felt a bit like a princess as she walked up the courthouse steps with Lula and Joseph. Joseph had gone to the expense of buying both Rue and his mother corsages. Corsages! It was such a luxury. Each was made of freshly picked crimson-eyed rose-mallow. Joseph said the Circle of Magi cultivated the flowers for various alchemy purposes. She was suspicious of that at first, but Joseph said alchemy was just a more scientific form of the apothecary work folks like Ms. Joleene did to make her remedies. And if God created all plants, then He created them with all of the powers they had inside them. Wasn�t no sin to access that which God put there Himself.
Her opinion of Joseph, and his friends at the Circle, had changed a bit. He was still the same good son he had always been. He took good care of his mama and by all appearances was using his magic for good. He had taken it upon himself to help Rue in her time of need when nobody would have expected him to do so or blamed him if he didn�t. If his power was coming from the Devil, Satan must have been furious that Joseph was doing God�s work with it.
Several women in the assembly stopped them to comment on the corsages. It was a nice change to be the one people looked on with admiration instead of being the one doing the admiring. She was glad to be here with her friend and Joseph instead of Hank. Hank would have just made her feel guilty for enjoying the attention.
Chevalier Armand, the only member of the Zombi Court who was not afflicted with zombification, stepped onto the stage and asked everyone to take their seats so that the open session could begin. A few women hooted at him, causing a contagious giggle to spread throughout the assembly. Armand was a handsome man; a type of handsome that belonged to another time. Like the type of handsome hinted at on the worn movie posters or in mildewed magazines that occasionally turned up in the city. Even Rue made a mental note to ask the Lord for forgiveness later for the sin of wondering what that man looked like naked.
He went through the ritual of presenting each Chevalier one at a time. When the entire Zombi Court was on the stage, only then did he introduce Baron Samedi. The assembly stood and cheered as he walked toward his chair. He turned to the audience, removed his purple top hat, and bowed before taking his seat.
�My dear brothers and sisters of this Blessed City, I thank you for extending me the kindness of your presence this evening,� began Samedi. �My heart is filled with joy seeing you all here to lend your voices to ours, so that we may together decide on the future of Nola not only for ourselves, but for our children and our children�s children.
�We have struggled long and hard together. We have sacrificed. We have done without so our neighbors would not. We have stood firm against the evils of the apocalypse and refused to allow the forces of chaos to drive us from our righteous course. We have pushed ourselves to the limits of human ability, and then broke those limits through faith in God and faith in each other.�
�Praise Jesus!� shouted a woman from the back.
�Amen!� shouted several others, included Rue. Lula clutched her hand in agreement.
�It is with elation in my soul that I can tell you that our perseverance has bore fruit. Our engineers have achieved a breakthrough at the Algiers Power Plant. A breakthrough that will finally restore electricity to the entire city!�
A collective gasp of excitement flowed over the audience. The Baron offered a summary of the plan. Phase one would launch in two months with the restoration of the power lines through the Algiers district. Once the power grid was confirmed for Algiers, the efforts would expand to each district until the entire city had power. The Baron estimated that the complete project would take five years. He then asked Chevalier du Os to explain the process in detail.
Rue�s mind was racing. Electricity! It sounded like a fantasy. No more burning candles for light at night or having to fill a generator to operate the water purifier. In five years or less, she�d be able to flip a switch just like in the days before the war.
Hank would find fault. He always found fault with Baron Samedi. Hank took a disliking to the Baron the first day he saw him. Said the Baron was up to no good and would turn Nola into his own little dictatorship. And each time the Zombi Court announced a new initiative, Hank would go on about how it would fail or turn out to be bad. And the more times the Baron proved Hank�s suspicions wrong, the worse Hank�s hatred grew.
Rue always suspected Hank just hated on Samedi because his brother had been killed by ferals, and the Baron being a zombie himself reminded him of that. But it wasn�t Christian to hate on people just for sharing the same affliction as those who did something wrong. Even the Voodoo Queen, for all her venom-spitting in the Baron�s direction, still respected his good works for Nola. Rue supposed Lady Rae just put on airs to keep Samedi on his toes. Way he gave as well as he took from her; it wouldn�t surprise Rue if there wasn�t in fact some affection between them even with him being a zombie. Stranger things have happened.
Joseph bought them all sweetened drinks from a street vendor after the session ended. It was close to midnight by the time they left the courthouse, but lots of folks stayed in the street socializing and buzzing with excitement about what had happened.
�You know, Ms. Rue, Mr. Hank could profit from this if he up for it,� said Joseph.
�He ain�t gonna look for no work at the power plant.�
�No, no. I mean a man of his skills could scav up all those old appliances that got left behind and that nobody ever bothered with all these years for want of electricity. I didn�t see no for any other scavengers in the assembly, so word will be slow reaching them.�
�Oh, that�s a good idea!� said Lula. �Hank could go find all those things maybe even still in the boxes, and you could sell them for a fortune to people!�
�Archmage Hex paid a man $200 for a microwave oven, and it needed additional repair for it to work. Imagine what people will pay for working ones don�t need no repairs once power is restored.�
Rue nodded in agreement, but then tilted her head in confusion. �Why your Archmage be needed a microwave? Amount of fuel it take to run a generator to power it just as for cook on a fire.�
Joseph looked around for eavesdroppers before leaning in to Rue. �We�ve had electricity at the Circle for the last year.�
Lula slapped her son on the shoulder. �You ain�t told me that!�
�I�m telling you now!� He rubbed his shoulder. �Ain�t known yet. Archmage want to keep it that way until we�re for sure it�s stable.�
�How you all get electricity? Ain�t none of you engineers, are you?� asked Rue.
�Engineers? No, ma�am. But we have alchemists been working on a special generator that don�t need fuel. Runs on crystals.�
�Oh hush your mouth!� said Lula. �Now you are telling stories.�
�Mama! You gonna say something like that before Ms. Rue knowing what you�ve seen? Besides, it ain�t all that strange. A quartz battery is made from a tiny little quartz crystal. Same principle just on a bigger scale is all. So far, the generator�s been stable enough to power lights inside so as no need for oil lamps and candles. You know this been a concern for the Archmage after that fire few years back damaged a bunch of books. And we�ve been doing more and more with it to see how much power it can output. Archmage got big plans.�
�And what you all gonna due with this crystal generator?� asked Rue.
�Well, Archmage is hoping we can get enough power make Bywater its own local water purifier, so we don�t has to wait on the Court and all. We know the Baron means to get around to citywide plumbing on day, but one day is a long ways off. So the Archmage, he got to figuring be good to take care our neighbors while we wait.�
�Well bless his heart,� said Lula. �But� this probably ain�t the time� but don�t you just�� she waves her hands around wildly as it casting a spell.
�Mama, hush.� Joseph looked around again, and then motioned for them to start walking home. �Ms. Rue don�t want to be hearing this.�
�No, it�s fine,� said Rue. �I was sort of wondering what you meant before �bout conjuring water.�
Joseph took Rue�s hand in his and gently squeezed it. �Ms. Rue, I know you been disapproving of me practicing magic. But as I explained to mama, magic just another talent. Like being able to do math without needing for scratch paper or running fast or being able to lift heavy things. Or like getting an old power plant up and running, like they doing now. Talents are just talents. It�s what you do with them decide whether it�s good or bad.�
Rue nodded. �Well true that I suppose.�
�He just conjure a tub full of water at a time,� added Lula. �He ain�t Moses parting the Red Sea.�
�Still, a tub full of water out of nothing is something!�
�That�s how I been taking care of mama. I conjure water then sell it to folks in Bywater. It�s good for everyone �cause I sell it for less than the market in the Quarter, and folks don�t have to go out their way to get it. But I can only conjure so much a day before I start to tire. Otherwise, I�d probably just give it away for free.�
�If you working, even if it�s conjuring, you should be paid,� said Rue.
�That�s kind of you, Ms. Rue. Very kind. Archmage doesn�t like the idea of charging people for something they need to survive, but he understand that when something hard to get those that got it need to make something for it. But that�s why he hopes to get a purifier up and running. We got so much water up and around here in Bywater but it just needs cleaning. If we can clean it all nobody �round here ever need to pay money for water again.�
�And too that be helping the whole city, �cause if Bywater is self-sufficient then Baron don�t need to put resources into it and can help others quicker,� added Lula. �That�s a fine thing he�s doing. A fine thing.�
�Lawd, child. Lawd,� said Rue. �You need be apologizing to that man for me, seeing how I had so many bad thoughts about him.�
�Oh, never you mind that, Ms. Rue. Archmage Dex got himself a thick skin and don�t worry none what people think in the privacy of their own heads.�
�Just the same, you let him know I said he doing God�s work.�
They approached Rue�s house to find Hank on the front step drunk.
�Where you been, woman?�
�Hank, get inside and go to bed. What wrong with you drinking in public like a fool?�
�I ain�t drinking in public. I�m on my own porch.�
�Mr. Hank, the public can see you, sir. Might do well to go sleep some.�
�Shut your mouth, Devil boy!�
�Hank! That�s about enough! Get inside. Folks around don�t need to hear your bellowing.�
Hank stumbled off the front step toward Joseph. �You think you man enough to take me, Devil boy? You trying to come between me and my lawful wife?�
�Oh Lawd!�
�Hank, stop being a mule�s butt,� said Lula.
�I ain�t got no want to fight with you, Mr. Hank,� said Joseph. �You and Ms. Rue always been good to me and mama. I just showing proper respect is all.�
�Respect? Taking a man�s wife out on the town is showing respect? That what they teach you up at that Devil tower?�
�Hank, that is enough. Get inside. Carrying on like you ain�t got no sense.�
�I�m about tired of your mouth!� Hank pulled back a fist.
Joseph stepped in from of Rue and stared Hank in the eyes. �Ego te impediendum motum.� Hank froze in place mid-swing. The only thing that moved on Hank were his eyes. They were wide in horror and moving rapidly back and forth. Tears started streaming down his cheeks.
�Lawd, what did you do to him?� asked Rue.
�He�s fine, Ms. Rue. I didn�t hurt him. Just gave him time to calm himself before he done something he�d regret. It�s a little thing I learned at the Circle for those times want to end a confrontation peaceful.�
�Sweet Jesus,� whispered Lula.
�Mr. Hank,� said Joseph as he looked into Hank�s eyes. �You are a good man. You been on some hard times and you under stress. Ain�t no shame in feeling like you do. But Ms. Rue don�t deserve what you were thinking of doing. I ain�t gonna fight with you. But I ain�t gonna stand aside while you strike a woman, either.�
Joseph waved a hand at Hank, who almost collapsed to his knees before finding his footing. He stagged backwards away from Joseph. His entire body was shaking. He pointed at Joseph and his mouth moved, but no words came out. He then turned and fled into the house.
�I�m sorry you had to see that, mama,� said Joseph. �And I am sorry it came to that, Ms. Rue.�
�It�s alright, child,� said Rue. She managed a weak smile. �Something tells me if you were a bad man, you could have done worse things to him.�
* * *
Hank no longer slept in the same room as Rue. Sometimes, he didn�t even sleep in the house. His body was covered with mosquito bites from sleeping outside in a hammock. Rue would try to put an ointment on the bites to keep them from getting infected, but he would push her hands away. She�d try to warn him about the recent cases of malaria and how the mosquitos spread it, but he would just shrug.
He ate, but never at the table with her. He�d take his meal out on the porch or the back stoop. If Rue came outside, he would go back inside. Rue would wake up each morning to yet another empty liquor bottle either on the front step or next to the sofa in the living room. Hank hadn�t done any more scavving since Paul died. Rue wondered where the money was coming from to buy liquor. Then she woke up one morning to find their broken water purifier missing. She didn�t ask Hank what happened to it. She already knew.
Rue took to hiding the water Joseph brought her. She had come in from gardening one day to find Hank pouring it down the sink. When she asked him why he did it, he just stared at her with the eyes of a dead man.
She returned hom from visiting with Lula one day to find the dress she had worn to the courthouse torn into pieces and left on the bedroom floor. Hank stood in the hallway and watched her gather up the pieces. She didn�t give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. She walked passed him and out the front door. Lula cried with her.
Other items started to disappear from the house to pay for Hank�s drinking. Twelve years of marriage sold off bit by bit in exchange for liquor. Rue took to hiding her most precious things at Lula�s house.
Rue couldn�t stand being in the house anymore. She expected to wake up one morning to find Hank taking the roof apart to sell the planks. She took a job at the bookbinder�s shop cleaning and fixing meals for him while he made paper and worked on his book restorations. Since he was a mute, they didn�t talk. Which suited Rue fine. It was only a few hours a day, but it gave her some money to stash away in the event Hank finally left her for good.
She left the shop one evening to find Joseph heading inside.
�Good evening, Ms. Rue. Didn�t expect to find you here.�
�Oh, I been helping Mr. Max around his shop.�
�That a fact? Mama said you found a job, but didn�t tell me you were working for old Maximillian. He been treating you fair?�
�Oh yes. Been real fair. I even learned a little of how to prepare the pulp for his paper.�
�Now ain�t that something? You get good at it, you just might eventually be able to get work with the Historical Society. Now that is where some money is. Archmage said he heard some big plans about starting public schooling again in a few years. Gonna need plenty of paper for that!�
�Well, it be a while �fore I think Mr. Horton be interested in my skills.�
�Don�t doubt yourself, Ms. Rue.� Joseph pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the back of his neck. �Ms. Rue, you in a hurry to get home?� Rue shook her head. �I�m just picking up a blank grimoire for my studies. Would you mind waiting a spell? I�d like to talk to you a bit.�
Rue waited for Joseph, who made quick work of picking up his grimoire. He waited until they hit a stretch of the road with nothing but swamp water on either side before speaking. �Ms. Rue, my mama been real worried about you.�
�I told your mama not to be telling you stuff.�
�No, no. She ain�t betrayed your confidence. But I know my mama. And you don�t need to be no mage to see what has been going on with Mr. Hank. It wounds me deeply to have to stand by and watch what he is doing to you.�
�Well, ain�t no reason for you to be wounded, child. Ain�t nothing you can do about him.�
�Ms. Rue, that is not entirely true.�
Rue stopped walking and turned to face Joseph. �What foolishness you talking? You got powers enough to change a man�s mind for him?�
�Well, there do be powers that exist like that. But no, that is not what I mean. Ms. Rue, you remember how Baron Samedi was talking about people making sacrifices and doing without to help their neighbors?�
�I do. I most certainly do.�
�Folks in Bywater are suffering.� He waved a hand toward the pools of stagnant water on either side of the road. �All around us is water, but none of it is life-bringing. All this water and can�t drink it. It just attracts bugs and rot and sickness. You heard tell about those two babies caught malaria?�
�Yes, those poor little angels. I can�t even imagine what their mamas are feeling.�
�Malaria carried by mosquitos. And Mosquitos attracted to all this stagnant water. And we can�t do nothing about it �cause it�s everywhere and ain�t nowhere to route it. But if we can clean it, then maybe no more babies be dying like that.�
�Oh child. I�d give anything to help make that happen. But I don�t have no magic like you do.�
�You don�t need no magic. I just need you recognize the need for sacrifices. Do you know the story of Jephthah?�
�Jephthah went out to face the Ammonites, and swore to God that if He saw him victorious in battle, he would sacrifice to God whoever met him first when he got home.�
�And it was his only daughter that met him first, and he kept his word to God, �cause God had given him victory over his enemies.�
�What are you asking of me?�
�The Archmage don�t understand why the generator don�t work. But I performed a ritual and received a vision. And in that vision, I learned that God is still angry with us �cause mankind done blew up what He had created for us. We destroyed what God had built, and He is angry.�
�You�you had a vision? And what did the Archmage say?�
�The Archmage is a good man, but he is not a man of faith. He believes that our talents are our own. But I have come to believe that our talents are a gift bestowed upon us. He wouldn�t hear more of what I had to say.�
�So what does this have to do with me?�
�I have convinced the alchemists working on the generator of the righteousness of my vision, and they are willing to do what must be done. But I need someone of faith also willing to do what must be done. Just as Jephthah sacrificed his daughter, and God Himself sacrificed his only Son, we need someone willing to offer for sacrifice someone they love.�
�Wait, you want me to let you kill Hank!?�
�I am asking you to release him as an offering to God, so that the generator will work.�
Rue raised her hands to her mouth to hold back a scream. She shook her head violently.
�Ms. Rue, the truth is he has already sacrificed his marriage to the demons of sloth and gluttony. He offends God by forgetting his vows to you. He takes from you and drowns his soul in alcohol. You know as well as I that it is only a matter of time before he drinks himself to death, and you know what will happen to his soul them.�
�Stop it! Stop!� Rue put her hands over her ears.
�Ms. Rue, you still love him, but he is not the man he was. But you can save his soul before the Devil takes it. Offer him to God so that he can wait for you in Heaven.�
Rue�s hands went over her heart. �Do you understand what you have asked me to do?�
�Ms. Rue. I am not asking you to do the deed. We will make the offering for you. But it must be made willingly as a righteous sacrifice. His blood will show God that we accept his punishment for our sins, and he will forgive us and grant the grace of His power to the generator. And then the waters of life will flow.�
�I� I don�t know.�
�Ms. Rue, you walk the streets of Bywater. You see children growing sick. Babies are dying. Your neighbors struggle just to get water to drink. Innocent children die while your husband sells your belongings to buy liquor. He just as well be spitting in the eye of God.�
�But� what do you need me to do?�
�All you have to do, is tell me you offer him as a sacrifice. I can take care of everything else. Just tell me that you wish to offer him as the sacrifice, and then go to my mama�s house. Tell her you don�t want to be home with Mr. Hank tonight. You won�t be lying. Because you don�t want to be there this evening. Stay there with mama. In the morning, it will all be over.�
Joseph�s eyes were red from holding back tears. His face glowed with a strength of conviction that reminded her of the Baron when he talked about the restoration of Nola. Her body shook. The Lord was calling her to do His work. Joseph was her burning bush.
She took his hands in hers and clenched them tightly. �I give you my husband as an offering. Bring the light, child. Make the waters flow.�
Joseph hugged her. �Thank you, Ms. Rue. You are a righteous woman.�
Rue went to Lula�s house. She told Lula she didn�t want to go home. Lula didn�t ask why as it wasn�t her way to pry. They drank luke warm tea and played checkers by candlelight on Lula�s back porch beneath the mosquito net Joseph had bough her.
Just before they went back into the house to go to sleep, the area became awash in a soft light. It stunned them both and even caused Lula to drop the box with the checkers in it. Neither Rue or Lula paid any mind to the checkers scattered all over the porch. Instead, they both went around the front of the building and walked down the street toward the Circle of Magi.
They weren�t the only locals that noticed the light. A bunch of folks were converging on the building and staring up in amazement at the giant glass ball that was glowing with light. Then all of the windows of the building lit up with light. Rue likened it to a Christmas tree, even though she had ever only seen old and dirty pictures of them.
�I think that is called a spot light,� said someone in the crowd. �They got some of those at the Engineering commission.�
�But ain�t no power in Bywater yet,� said someone else.
�They got something in there,� said another.
They heard the hum of motors as someone inside the building must have been plugging in other items.
�What they doing in there?� asked someone with both suspicion and fear.
�The Lord�s work,� said Rue as she started to cry.
Archmage Hex came out the front door looking uncharacteristically disheveled, as if he had just been woken up without warning just like the rest of Bywater. He took a deep breath as he surveyed the gathering masses and looked over his shoulder at the lighted building. He did a poor job of hiding his annoyance.
�Neighbors, I apologize for this sudden demonstration. I had hoped that when we got it working it would be under more�controlled circumstances,� he said as he looked up at the spotlight.
�What you do in there, wizard?� asked someone in the crowd.
�The Circle of Magi has been working on a self-contained electrical generator.�
�Baron said it would be years before we got power,� said someone else in the crowd.
�This was an independent project from the Engineering Commission. We have been working on this for the self-sufficiency of Bywater.�
There was a muffled sound like an explosion inside the building. The crowd jumped back. Archmage Hex rubbed his temples and shook his head.
�What was that?� screamed someone.
�It�s fine,� he said. Rue thought she heard him mutter �If it wasn�t the building would be gone.� But she figured she might have heard wrong. �They are just testing the power output and stability of the unit. Again, I am sorry. I had hoped that once they got it working they would schedule a better time for testing. But they seem to have gotten excited with their breakthrough and against better judgement are testing it now.�
People started throwing out questions.
�You�re their boss. Tell them quit it. People trying to sleep.�
�Wait, you gonna share that power?�
�How we get some?�
�What you need all that light for, anyway?�
Archmage Hex held his hands up in front of him. �Please! I�fine�I..we had hoped to make an official announcement once we were sure of the generator�s stability. But you deserve answers now, considering the circumstances. The purpose of the generator is to power a water purification system for Bywater. But the power output needs to be stable first before we can connect it to the system. And then once we are sure that the output can support the needs of the purification system, we can consider additional ways to utilize any excess output.�
�So this is for a big water purifier? Damn mages can�t do nothing simple, can you?� said someone. The crowd chuckled.
�Mr. Thompson, it is Thompson, yes? Sir, you misunderstand. This system isn�t designed to purify water put into it. It�s designed to purify water ground and surface water.�
The crowd grew quiet as the implication of his statement took root.
�You mean like in the old days? Dig a well and have your own water?� asked someone.
�Just be able to drink water out the ground? Is that possible?�
�Maybe even go swimming and not get sick?�
�Yes,� said Archmage Hex. �Yes.�
�Praise be to the Lord!� shouted someone.
�Amen!�
�God bless you!�
Archmage Hex smiled. Rue thought he looked sad. Or maybe he was just tired. �It will be a while still before we can safely start up the purifier,� he said. �But until then, I�ll make sure future testing is done at a more�reasonable hour so as to not alarm you all.�
* * *
�Master Dunwich,� ask Archmage Hex as Joseph opened the door. He walked pass Joseph without waiting to be invited in.
�Archmage! To what do I owe the honor of you visiting our home? Might you want something to drink?�
�Is your mother here?�
�No, no she is not. She went with Ms. Rue across the way to the market.�
Hex folded his arms in front of him. �I am told that we have you to� thank� for the breakthrough with the generator.�
�Well, I don�t believe I deserve too much credit. They done did the heavy lifting. I just was able to offer that final little push is all.�
�Little push? Hm. You and I have different views on the matter. It would have taken months, possibly years, to channel that much arcane energy into the structure. It was an impressive feat of magic for one so young in the craft.�
�Well, you flatter me, Archmage.�
�It�s not flattery.�
�Archmage, I don�t believe I understand��
�Don�t. Just don�t. There is only one way a piss ant wannabe con artist like you could have managed a feat like that.�
�Sir, it is impolite to insult a man in his own home.�
�It isn�t an insult when it is true. Human sacrifice is prohibited by the Circle!� Joseph made a gesture as if to deny the charge. �Don�t play me for a fool, Dunwich. I�m not some simple-minded commoner easily confused by your charming ways. You think you are the first power-hungry punk to take short cuts? Think you are in control of whatever power you called to? It takes years to master even the simplest of talismans to invoke the netherworld safely. Who did you summon? Astaroth? Vapula? Barbas?� Joseph looked down at his feet and shuffled involuntarily in place. �Did you even stop to consider the repricussions of your actions?�
�You mean helping save people�s lives by giving them clean water?�
�I mean the long-term repricussions of your actions. The potential dangers of starting up the generator before the full wards and protections were in place. We could have experienced an arcane backlash that blew up the Circle! It could have imploded under its out output. Did you think of the danger of people now knowing that we can create these kind of generators? I have a meeting with Samedi today about this. What should I tell him if he wants generators for every district?�
�The Baron ain�t above a few people dying for the betterment of Nola. Tell him the truth.�
�Tell him the truth? You are completely mad.�
�Why not tell him the truth? He�s a man himself of occult-leanings. He�d surely understand the neccessity of a single sacrifice for the good of hundreds of people. Or maybe I�ll tell him myself if you disinclined to do it.�
Hex took two quick steps toward Joseph and leaned into him until there was only a hair�s breath between them. �I can�t do anything to you formally right now, because doing so would threaten the Circle with infighting that we can ill afford right now. You managed to convince the right people on the council that this was a good idea. Good show. I underestimated how conniving you really were. But know this. If you so much as sneeze in Samedi�s direction without my permission, Lady Rae may be alerted to the presence of a bokor in Bywater. And then you can show off to the Voodoo Queen just how much power you think you have.�
Joseph swallowed reflexively and stepped away from Hex. �Ain�t nothing bad can happen from this.�
�I�m sure Madame Curie thought the same thing when she carried those glowing tubes in her pocket.�
�Who?�
�Marie Curie.� Joseph shrugged. �The mother of radioactivity? We have a library at the Circle. Have you never bothered to use it?�
Joseph rolled his eyes.
�This is the point, Joshua! You have no sense of history. It never occured to Madame Curie that her research would one day lead to nuclear weapons that would destroy the world. The history of humanity is littered with people who, blinded by ambition, did not fully appreciate the scope of dangers they unleashed upon the world.�
�It would seem to me that not everyone at the Circle is as paranoid as you about this.�
�That is because, like you, they are so enamoured with the power they have gained through their minimal efforts that they fail to understand the powers that have been lost. Our Circle sits on the site of a once magnificant temple of occult knowledge. It was recognized throughout the world. Magicians worked wonders there that we cannot begin to fathom and may never understand. Because after the bombs fell, people needed someone to blame. And their natural fears turned on those they least understood. The original temple was burned to the ground, as was everyone in it.�
�So how did it come to be that a bunch of plain folk with sticks and torches kill them?�
Hex shook his head. �You have no understanding of history. You have no understanding of the Inquisition. The old witchcraft trials in Salem. You are ignorant, and you wear your ignorance with a smugness I have seen on the faces of dozens of fools like you. Fools who think they are so much smarter than everyone else. Fools who think the rules don�t apply to them. You took a dangerous short cut to power and temporal fame that cost someone his life and cost you your soul.�
�If it makes you feel better, Darwin, I didn�t technically offer a human for sacrifice. I just performed the deed for someone else. I may be a murderer, but my soul don�t just yet belong to no demon.�
�Wait? What did you do?�
�Archmage!� said Lula as she and Rue entered the house. �Ain�t this a blessed surprise.�
�Madame,� Hex offered a short bow to Joseph�s mother.
�You a blessing visiting us this day. You staying for some lunch?�
�No, I was just leaving. My business with Joshua is resolved�for now.�
�Don�t feel like you need to rush off on our account. We got plenty from the market. Even got some nice fish I�m gonna fry up with some okra Rue grew in her garden.�
�Do stay,� added Rue. �You look like you been running yourself ragged. Rest a bit and let�s put some meat on your bones. Like they don�t feed you up at that Circle.�
�You ladies are very kind, but I have a meeting with Baron Samedi. And you know it is not wise to keep the Baron waiting.� He looked at Joseph and scowled. �We�ll talk more later.�
�I�ve no doubt we will, Archmage. No doubt at all.�
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