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			For Jason—Who never doubted—

			One lifetime won’t be enough.

			

		

	
		
			The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
—William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

			

		

	
		
			prologue

			My parents met during the battle of Clarksville. My father was shot only a few minutes after the first charge and lay dying in the tall grass to the west of the main fighting. Acrid smoke from discharging rifles filled his nostrils, and the sound of cannon fire made the ground quake. He was supposed to die there, but he took one look into the clear blue eyes of the Union nurse who bent over him and decided to live.

			My mother, always a stickler for accuracy, was not amused when he smiled at her and said, “There you are,” instead of expiring silently as the battle waged on. She scrunched up her nose, or at least I imagined she did, because that’s what she does when she gets irritated with my brother and me, and told him he was messing up his lines.

			My father was only an enlisted man and, therefore, not entitled to lines.

			He could have been a general, but he always told us that the bravery of the enlisted men was what won or lost wars, and the egos of their leaders were what prolonged them. It was in the trenches, he said, where the real event lived and breathed. He should know, since he probably knows more about the Civil War (or the War of Northern Aggression, if you prefer) than anyone around.

			When he met my mom that brisk fall day, he was already a professor of American history. She was ten years younger, barely out of college and starting her first year as an English teacher at a local high school. She didn’t hold his ad-libbed lines against him, though. She says she was too surprised by the blunt declaration to do anything but laugh.

			A few months later, they were married on the same field before a different battle began.

			They don’t have many pictures from their wedding, but they do have one of the moment just after the minister has pronounced them married. The blue sea of Union infantrymen flank their left and the gray of the Confederates are at their right. My dad, with his shock of bright red hair and thick, square glasses, is grinning madly at the camera, and my mom is looking up at him, wonder and joy softening her sharply perceptive eyes. They look completely happy to be in that moment, there with each other and newly wed.

			In the bottom right corner of the photo is a strange white smudge. It looks like a sweep of light.

			When I was little, I heard my dad tell someone there was a ghost in the photo. I liked that idea—that one of the battlefield’s dead had come to share such a happy day. Later, when my dad heard me telling a friend about the ghost and showing her the picture, he corrected me. It wasn’t a real ghost, he said, just a trick of light or dust on the negative when it was developed that made the funny smudge. Ghosts aren’t real, he told us. The past is only as alive as we keep it by remembering.

			Years later, as I stared at the picture I’d just developed, the one with the streak of light where a certain guy should have been, all I could think was that it seemed like my dad should have known better.

			

		

	
		
			One

			As I stepped out of the air-conditioned van, the bright heat of the Louisiana June felt like a solid wall. Humidity hung in the air, and for a moment I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to breathe through it. I could practically feel my hair starting to frizz. A trickle of sweat eased down my back as I lifted my camera to focus on the view in front of me. All I saw was whiteness.

			I checked the camera again and realized the lens had fogged because the heat and humidity were so intense. I sighed and slumped against the car, but as I studied the house in front of me, I knew there would be plenty of time in the coming months to document every pitch of every roof. Maybe some of those pictures would make their way into my dad’s new book.

			My mom stepped up next to me and slung a cool, bare arm around my shoulders. Squeezing me briskly, she positively tittered with excitement. “We’ve finally made it, Lucy! Just look at how beautiful it is, and it’s all ours.”

			I didn’t share her excitement.

			The car door slammed, and my brother T.J. shrieked, “We get to live in there?” as he launched himself toward the mansion in front of us. With its stately columns and overwhelming size, it looked like something straight from Gone with the Wind, and I could almost understand why he’d be so excited.

			But I didn’t share his excitement, either.

			He was only seven. He wasn’t old enough to understand what we’d left behind. He didn’t have to give up his classes at the Art Institute or his spot as lead photographer for the school paper. For T.J., this was all just one big adventure.

			For me, not so much.

			No matter how beautiful the house was, with its stately gate formed from intricate swirls of wrought iron or its gracefully arching alley of oaks, it was still going to be my own personal form of hell. At least for the next few months, anyway. If I played my cards right, though, my parents had promised that at the end of the summer they would consider letting me go back to live with my Aunt Dani in Chicago for my senior year. The deal was that I’d give life in Louisiana a real try this summer—no burying myself in a virtual world or living on my cell phone.

			If I didn’t play nice, I’d spend my senior year in a new school, far from home.

			My brother ran toward the house, but my dad plucked him up before he could tromp across a flower bed and swung him around. “Not so fast there, Squeak,” he laughed, ruffling T.J.’s dark hair. “We don’t live in the big house. We live there.” He pointed out a smaller cottage peeking from a wooded path to the left of the long drive.

			T.J. looked sufficiently deflated as he looked from the cottage to the mansion and back. It made me feel a little better. I wasn’t the only one not getting what they wanted.

			My parents certainly were. After spending almost twenty years as a professor in Chicago, my father had gotten the chance of a lifetime—to curate and direct Le Ciel Doux, an antebellum sugar plantation outside of New Orleans.

			“Living history,” he’d told us when they sat us down to tell us about the move. “No stuffy books and maps, Lucy. This is what real history is. The places and people who shaped nations, and we’re going to live in it and help to shape and preserve it for the next generation.” He’d been vibrating with excitement.

			I couldn’t blame him, really. He and my mom had been avid re-enactors since before they met. Much of my childhood had been spent sleeping in a tent in some national park or local field, waiting for a battle to happen. It was an odd childhood at times, to say the least, but until the job offer at Le Ciel Doux, it hadn’t been a problem. Until that point, I’d just disappear for a weekend and then come back to my reality. My friends barely noticed I was missing. No harm, no foul.

			Now, my parents’ little obsession with keeping the past alive had changed everything. Their decision to move us to Louisiana had fundamentally changed the pattern I saw my life taking. I could only hope that if I played by the rules all summer, the move would just be a tiny imperfection in the larger fabric. I couldn’t let myself think otherwise.

			I pulled my bag out of the trunk and stared at the house again. The huge, thick columns that supported the mansion’s roof looked like they’d been taken from an ancient Roman temple, and its deep veranda kept the windows on both levels in shadows. It was a gorgeous old thing. Stately and commanding, it was the kind of place a little girl could build fairy tales about. It looked like a house that held secrets.

			For the first time in days, I felt my mouth kicking up into a grin. I could work with secrets. I checked the lens of my camera again, and this time when I raised it, the dense shadows battled with the stark white columns in my viewfinder. Light and dark, angles and soft curves. The house was going to make one heck of a subject for my senior portfolio.

			Looking at the photographic possibilities the house presented, I felt like I could do this. For the first time since we’d crossed out of Chicago’s city limits, I could put on a happy face and give my parents what they wanted for the summer. I’d hold up my end of the bargain just fine, and in three short months my life would return to its regularly scheduled programming.

			My shoulders relaxed as I scanned the house for a good shot, for the perfect balance of darkness and light. There was something menacing about the place, even with its almost pristine beauty, and I wanted to capture it. I could see the project now—a study in shadow. Finally, the angle I was searching for came into the frame.

			

			If the big house was elegance and mystery, our little cottage was nothing but charm. I probably shouldn’t say little, since it was bigger than our townhouse back in Lincoln Park, but compared to the sheer size of Le Ciel Doux, the overseer’s cottage was cozy.

			Like the big house, it had a large, deep porch. But where columns dominated the mansion, the most distinctive feature of the cottage was a large, pyramid-shaped roof that looked like an umbrella protecting the rest of the structure from the heat of the day. Where the mansion was starkly white and pristine, our cottage was a soft yellow stucco, accented with dark, worn timbers and slate-blue shutters framing large, airy windows. There were no shadows there, no secrets.

			But when I walked inside, my knees buckled in shock. There, among the softly colored walls and high ceilings, was our life. Our ancient Chesterfield sofa was already in place in the front parlor. My mother’s heirloom highboy was holding court on the far wall, and I knew with a sinking feeling that if I looked at the neat lines of books in the glass-encased shelves, they would be her collection of first editions.

			My parents were delighted that our stuff had beaten us there and were admiring how well everything fit. T.J. was bouncing happily on his favorite club chair, and then suddenly, with one of his usual bursts of energy, he raced to the back hallway to look for his room.

			I was afraid to move.

			I didn’t want to see our things in that house. Wasn’t ready for it. I didn’t want the old canopy bed that used to be my fairy-princess bower, or the pretty carved dresser my parents had brought home for my tenth birthday to be there. I wanted them back in Chicago, where they belonged. Where I could return to them.

			Seeing our stuff in this place made everything far, far too real.

			I clutched the strap of my bag tighter. It was all I needed. My cameras, laptop, and gear, some art supplies and a few changes of clothes. This was only a temporary stop, I told myself, like a really long weekend at a far-off re-enactment. When this purgatory ended, I was going back to my real life. The one that made sense to me. My parents might want to live in Louisiana, but it wasn’t going to be permanent for me. Couldn’t be.

			Until that moment, I hadn’t really realized what moving meant for my family. It was more than just some furniture. I wondered how we could be the same people in this place. How I could be the same person I’d been before. But my thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door. Still in a bit of a daze, I turned to watch my parents greet the visitor.

			She was a tall woman, maybe in her early forties, with dark hair pulled away from her elegant face. She had high cheekbones, a generous mouth, and beautiful dark eyes. She wore soft linen pants in a drab green and a flowing black shirt. Against her throat and wrists, clunky antique jewelry clinked musically.

			“I see y’all got in okay,” she said in a smooth-as-cream voice and with a wide smile. She stepped through the door and set the rumpled paper sack she was carrying on the floor.

			My dad walked over to embrace her. “Mina, you did a great job with the place.”

			“I just supervised. Some of the guys we have working on the sugar mill came over and did all the heavy lifting.” She looked at me and winked before turning back to my dad. “I don’t lift. I delegate.”

			“We’ll have to give them something to thank them,” my mom said, coming over to hug her as well. “You’ve done marvelously. It seems like our stuff was all meant to fit here.” She shook her head and looked around, clearly delighted with everything she saw.

			My mom was right. Our things did seem to belong in those spaces like they were made for them, unlike in Chicago. There, they’d always looked more like some sort of a collection than furniture a family lived with. If I had friends over, they were usually afraid to touch anything. But in the cottage, the effect wasn’t of a museum or collection, but of a home. It was almost like my parents had been accumulating the stuff of their lives just for that place. I didn’t like the idea one bit.

			“Come meet the kids,” my dad told her. He shouted for my brother and then motioned me over. I came on leaden feet.

			“Lucy, this is Amina Sabourin. Her family has lived in this area for more than a hundred years. She’s the business operations manager here at Le Ciel.”

			She held out her hand, and I took it. Hers was warm and soft, and surprisingly strong. When she squeezed my hand gently, I swear I felt a jolt of recognition. It was like I’d met her before, even though I knew that was impossible.

			I was startled at the direction my thoughts had taken, but she seemed unaware. Her eyes were a deep, dark brown—the type of eyes that broadcasted emotion clearly. Now they were smiling at me, clearly pleased to meet me, but then, for the barest whisper of a moment, I thought I saw something move in their depths. Something that made me think she recognized 
me too.

			“Very nice to meet you, Lucy,” she said interrupting my thoughts and shaking me from my delusions. “You look about my daughter’s age—eighteen?”

			“This October.”

			“Ah. Close, then. Chloe’s a few months older than you. She’s in town picking up some supplies or she’d be here to meet you too.”

			I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say to that, but my brother saved me when he tore into the room right at that moment. I swear, the kid doesn’t do anything unless it’s at top speeds. My dad scooped T.J. up effortlessly when he leapt, and T.J. clung to him like an overgrown spider monkey.

			“This little imp is Thomas.”

			“T.J.,” my brother corrected, giving him a stern look. He’d decided sometime last year that he wanted a nickname. He wanted to be T.J. because there already was a boy named Tommy in his class. My parents resisted for a while. They’d named him after a founding father, after all, and they didn’t think that sort of name should be shortened. But T.J. is irresistible, all energy and innocence and light, and it’s impossible to deny him anything for too long. And I had to agree with him—T.J. fit him much better than the name my parents had burdened him with.

			Not that I told them that. I was just glad that they hadn’t named me Martha.

			Mina laughed, a low chuckle that was as smooth as pebbles on a beach. “Delighted, little man,” she said, holding out her hand so T.J. could shake it solemnly. “You have quite a family here, Leonard. I’m happy to meet them.” She smiled broadly at us, and then nodded toward the bag she’d brought in. “I brought you some housewarming gifts.” 

			At the prospect of gifts, T.J.’s face lit up and he ran over to Mina’s bag. He rustled around a bit and then lifted out a slim blue bottle, but he frowned when he realized it was empty.

			Mina lowered her voice to a soft cadence. “It’s gotta be empty to catch the bad spirits,” she told him, crouching down to his level. “You see, little man, down here by the river, the air is filled up with the spirits. Most are good enough. They help the crops to grow and keep the waters back. But a few of them,” she whispered as T.J.’s eyes grew wide, “a few of them are mischievous. Devilish things that like to cause all sorts of troubles.

			“But do you want to know a secret?” she asked with the air of a fellow conspirator.

			T.J. nodded earnestly.

			“Well, I’ll tell you.” Mina tapped a long, manicured finger against the blue glass. “Those bad spirits get distracted easily. Something like this shiny bit of glass here, and they forget their mischief. They want to see what it is that makes the pretty colors, and when they go to explore, they get all tangled up inside and can’t get out. So what you do is you put this here bottle out in your trees, and any of those bad spirits that happen to be wandering by, looking for mischief, will get lost inside.”

			T.J. looked at my parents. I could tell he wasn’t sure whether to be scared of the idea of spirits hanging around outside our new front door or what the possibilities might be if he could manage to trap one.

			“It’s just a story, Squeak,” my dad told him.

			“And a lovely tradition,” my mom murmured, coming to take the bottle from him. She held it up and, when she turned it in the sunlight, blue light spilled across the floor. “I’ve seen the bottle trees that some people have in front of their houses down here. They’re beautiful. Thank you for such a lovely gift.” She smiled at us and then turned back to Mina. “Come on back and let me make you some tea,” she said to her. Linking arms, they turned to walk back to the kitchen. Mina pointed out some of the features of our cottage as they disappeared down the hall, leaving us standing alone in the front parlor.

			From the back of the hall, I heard my parents talking in that way that means they’ve forgotten about the kids and were busy with something else. Political moves or forging bonds or whatever.

			“Come on, Teej,” I said, flipping him up over my shoulder like a rag doll. Soon he’d be too big for me to lift like this, I realized.

			Things change too fast.

		

	
		
			Two

			I’m falling, sinking.

			There’s something heavy dragging at me, pulling me down into the blackness. The water is cold around me, filled with dirt and the muck of something putrid that makes the dirt seem almost clean. I struggle up, frantic to get to the surface, but every move brings pain. Sharp, ripping pain. So sudden and absolute that I almost gasp. Almost, because the moment my mouth opens to scream, the cold, fetid water rushes in and I clamp down instinctively.

			I have to survive this. There’s someone who needs me. I can’t die here.

			But I’m still sinking. I’m heavy. So heavy. Something is dragging me down to the bottom, like cruel hands that won’t let me go. Pain and darkness and the cold wet of death surrounding me.

			I’m sinking.

			I look up, and the dim light of the surface gets farther away.

			My lungs are burning and I know I only have moments, seconds, to think about what it is that brought me here. To remember.

			But before I can, my lungs spasm with my body’s instinctive need for air, and I feel the water rush in. Burning and heavy, it fills me. And the darkness takes me in.

			

			And then I’m sitting up in bed, clammy with sweat, my face wet with tears.

			The Dream is back. Waking me with a feeling of such utter terror and regret that it leaves me gasping and shuddering. Waking me in a cold sweat, tears burning my eyes, knowing that drowning is so much less than I deserved.

			And I have no idea what it means.

			

		

	
		
			Three

			On the second day of my new life, I watched the sun rise over the Mississippi. It came up slowly, struggling through the dense trees, painting the sky with orange and crimson before it made its appearance on the horizon. I used to watch it come up over Lake Michigan when the Dream woke me back in Chicago. Even on bitterly cold days, I’d bike down to the shoreline and watch the sun transform the polluted lake into a pool of diamonds. Watching the sun climb into the sky and erase the darkness had always helped to ease the tightness in my chest left by the Dream.

			I’d been having the Dream ever since I could remember, but right about the time my parents decided to take the job at Le Ciel, the Dream stopped. It had been a couple of months now since I’d had it. Months since I’d woken in a silent scream, unable to go back to my bed. I thought maybe I’d finally grown out of it.

			I thought wrong.

			The Dream came roaring back my first night at Le Ciel, and with it came a reminder of the countless nights it had happened before. The darkness. The soul-chilling cold. And the terrifying knowledge that there was something else, something that made the drowning feel like a walk in the park.

			I shook my head and finished the last of the coffee I’d brought out with me. It had grown cold and bitter as I waited for the light to peek up over the tops of the distant trees, but I choked it down anyway. I was running on only a few hours sleep and needed every bit of the caffeine it provided.

			From where I was sitting on the grassy levee, I could see miles of fields on the distant bank gradually emerge from the shadows of night. The rising sun glinted off the river but didn’t transform it. As the sky lit up, the water remained a muddy brown, and the tightness I’d been fighting remained lodged solidly in my chest.

			Suddenly, I was angry. Livid.

			I flung away the mug I was holding and watched it thump onto the ground without shattering.

			Figured. I couldn’t even throw a fit properly.

			My camera was sitting next to me, and I picked it up, the familiar weight in my hands calming me as nothing else could. 

			I’m not sure what drew me to photography, but I’ve loved taking pictures ever since I can remember. When I was little, before digital cameras were as cheap as they are now, my parents would buy me those disposable cameras to play with. They weren’t much more than a piece of plastic wrapped in cardboard, but I liked the way the viewfinder narrowed the world down into a neat little square. It became like a game for me to find the perfect combination of things to put inside that square—the right arrangement that could encapsulate a story.

			When I turned twelve, my parents gave me a real camera—a thirty-five millimeter—along with art classes at the Institute and all the equipment for a real darkroom, so I could work on my prints. When I turned sixteen, they gave me my baby. She was a thing of beauty, a professional-grade Canon SLR model. I carried her everywhere with me, even though she was a lot heavier than the smartphones that everyone seems to think are cameras. They’re not. Real cameras aren’t point and click. They certainly don’t ring or text or let you play games on them. They take pictures. Period.

			Just holding the camera up to my eye made me feel better. I aimed it at the sunrise. I knew exactly how I wanted the picture to look: I’d overexpose it, so the sun would be a white-hot hole in the page, obscuring everything else.

			

			Later that morning, I learned that the heat of summer in Louisiana was different than any other heat I’d ever experienced. No matter how clear the night, the sticky warmth  never really dissipated. In the glow of the early morning, it still radiated up from the pavement, out from the walls. It swirled through the ancient trees and hung heavy in the air. By mid-morning, the day was already as hot as any August afternoon in Illinois had ever been, and it only promised to get worse.

			Walking to the mansion, I was infinitely thankful that the bargain I’d struck with my parents didn’t include the hoop skirts and bonnets the tour guides and other historical interpreters were required to wear at Le Ciel. I was doing an internship, or what my dad had called an internship, with the preservation expert. My uniform consisted of my camera, my gear bag, and whatever I happened to throw on for the day—some shorts, a graphic tee that a guy in my art class had made for me, and my favorite plaid Chucks. I’d given up trying to fight the humidity and settled for pulling my unruly auburn hair into a messy knot.

			People were already milling around the yard in front of the big house, waiting for my dad to get the staff meeting started. If I hadn’t grown up around the strangeness of re-enactments, seeing twenty or so people standing around in wide skirts and old-fashioned suits might have been odd. For me, it seemed almost normal, and with the house lurking above us, it felt a little like stepping back into the past.

			I lifted my camera and captured a few shots of the crowd. If I did the final images in a sepia tone, maybe burned in and blurred it a bit, it probably would look like it had been taken on a day more than one hundred and fifty years ago. Past and present colliding on the same ground.

			I found a place on the outskirts of the crowd and gazed up at the house again. It stood at the end of the wide alley of gracefully twisting trees like a silent monument in the morning sun, but I knew the only thing it could be a monument to was greed and death.

			The plantation had been established in the early 1790s, by a Frenchman who had come from a family of sugar growers in Haiti. Jean-Pierre Dutilette was close to forty when he came to Louisiana, bought his first plot of land in the Delta region, and started to cultivate it. He soon learned that growing sugar in Louisiana was a trickier proposition than it was in the Caribbean, but he was ruthless enough to be successful. By the time his son, Roman, took over in the 1830s, the Dutilettes owned the most property in the area, and by 1840, Roman had become wealthy enough to build the mansion his wife eventually named Le Ciel Doux. The name roughly means “Sweet Heaven,” and looking up at the gorgeous old structure, I could see why she picked it.

			After the South lost the Civil War, the original family struggled on for a while, losing bit after bit of land before they lost the house, too. It sat empty for a long time, and then it was purchased by a series of private owners, but none of them seemed able to hold on to the property for long. Then, about five years ago, the house and remaining land were purchased by the University of New Orleans. 

			That’s where my dad came in. Under the university’s guidance, the plantation was going to become a living history museum, complete with researchers and historians to study the social and economic conditions of the Antebellum South. There would also be actors working as interpreters, who would live on the plantation most of the year and perform the work that needed to be done to keep it running. The goal was to eventually get the place to function as a real, working sugar plantation, just like it had been before the Civil War.

			Well, almost like it had been. This time, the workers would have the option of quitting.

			My dad gave a shrill whistle to get everyone’s attention. After introducing himself, he launched into his plans for the property, the new developments that would be coming, and some of the changes the university was going to make.

			I couldn’t help but grin as I watched him go on and on. My dad had been waiting for an opportunity like this since before I was born, and I could tell by the way his whole body seemed to come alive as he talked that he was finally where he needed to be. My own discomfort this summer, I realized, was a small price to pay for the happiness we were giving him.

			I lifted my camera to document the moment, but as I centered him in the viewfinder, my vision blurred, and for a moment, the picture changed. My dad’s lanky body and mop of reddish hair shifted … into someone else, someone broader, with dark, hooded eyes and a tight, angry mouth. I blinked and the scene shifted back. 

			Dizzy, I put the camera down and stared at my dad again, but everything was as it should be. The sun was hot and the sky was a clear blue. Yet a feeling of dread still pricked across my skin. I shook my head to clear it, and then I looked over the crowd to see if I could find any better shots to distract myself from the strange sensation that had washed over me.

			That’s when I saw him.

			He was standing slightly apart from the rest of the employees, leaning against one of the ancient, tangled oaks that lined the wide alley leading out to the Mississippi. Maybe it was the way he held himself, apart and confident, but where most of the other guys in the crowd wore the styles of an earlier century like kids playing dress-up, this guy’s clothing seemed to suit him.

			And then I really looked at his face, and my breath caught in my throat. Above sculpted cheekbones, his eyes were fringed by dark, thick lashes that softened his otherwise angular face. His lazy tumble of honey-colored hair glinted like molten gold in the sun. He had an almost aristocratic beauty. It might have been a cold beauty, but the warmth of his sun-bronzed skin balanced the rest of his features.

			But he was tense. The slash of his mouth, set in a hard line over his strong, sharp chin, was completely at odds with the way he casually lounged against the tree. Occasionally he would grimace in what might have been irritation … or maybe pain. 

			Then he looked up and saw me, and our eyes locked.

			And I felt my world shift. I couldn’t look away from him.

			His face softened then. The tension left his jaw, his lips parted slightly, and he tilted his head to the side as he examined me. He seemed confused, like he was trying to put together a difficult puzzle as his gaze swept slowly over my body—down my rumpled outfit to my worn shoes and then back up again. His eyes narrowed as they met mine again. I was about to turn away, uncomfortable under his scrutiny, but all at once, his eyes—a green so vibrant and true that the color was clear even from that distance—danced with amusement.

			Embarrassed to be caught staring, and even more embarrassed by the laughter in his eyes, I turned away so I could breathe again. I willed my heart to slow back down, took a few deep breaths to steady myself, and turned back.

			But he was gone.

			My dad’s voice droned on in the background as I looked around for the guy. Suddenly, the day felt too bright, the crowd too close. No matter where I looked, I didn’t see him. His absence felt like I’d just lost something important, but I didn’t know why. I was so lost in my thoughts, I didn’t hear my dad finish or notice the crowd begin to disperse. I was too busy thinking about the guy with the startling green eyes.

			He’d looked a year or two older than me, which made me wonder if he was one of the college students my dad had invited down from Chicago to work on the plantation for course credit. If that was the case, maybe I’d seen him before—maybe on campus?—which was the only way I could think of to explain the strange sense of familiarity I’d experienced when he looked at me. That would also go a long way toward explaining his small smile and the laugh in his eyes when he caught me staring. He probably thought I had a crush on him. Some silly high school girl shooting higher than she had any right to aim.

			But a guy that striking … It seemed like I would’ve remembered him.

			I was berating myself for my own stupidity at looking so, well … stupid when I realized my dad was trying to get my attention. I mentally shook myself and headed over to him.

			“Lucy, I want you to meet Chloe. Mina’s daughter,” he added, in case I’d forgotten. “She works here at Le Ciel as a tour guide.”

			Chloe had the same wide mouth and dazzling smile as her mother, and when she turned it on me, I couldn’t help but smile back. She was every bit as beautiful as Mina, and almost as tall, too—much taller than my average height. Her skin was a bit darker than Mina’s, and she wore her hair braided into long, smooth dreadlocks that moved like water when she turned her head. Some were tipped with silver beads that chimed happily when they clinked together.

			“I’m here to rescue you for the day,” she told me, never breaking her smile, her eyes shining impishly with delight.

			“Rescue?”

			“It’s my day off, and I’m heading into the city. I thought maybe you’d want to come.”

			I looked up at my dad. Heading off to the city sounded wonderful. I’d never been to New Orleans, and after the night and morning I’d had, I wanted to get away from the plantation. But that wasn’t the deal—I expected to start working that day. Surely my dad would want me to start cataloging things with my new boss, and I had every intention of fulfilling his requests to the letter. It was my ticket home.

			That’s why it surprised me when he smiled and said, “Well, you girls have fun.” He kissed the top of my head and walked off.

			“Quick,” I told Chloe. “Get me out of here before he changes his mind.”

			She laughed, a musical sound that reminded me once again of her mother. We took off for her car, and I resisted the urge to look back.

		

	
		
			Four

			Our drive into New Orleans was a study in contrasts. One minute, we were traveling through a landscape overgrown with tangled trees shading hidden bayous, and then suddenly we were crossing the wide breadth of the Mississippi with a modern city rising before us. From the interstate, New Orleans looked like any other moderate-sized city: big buildings loomed over the horizon and told the story of progress. As we drew closer, the worn-out houses peppering the view along the highway showed the effects of such progress on everyday lives.

			Once Chloe turned off the interstate, she drove into an area that looked vaguely European. It reminded me of some of the historic places my parents had taken me to for one family vacation after another, places like Charleston, Williamsburg, and Annapolis. The narrowness of the streets and alleys reminded me that this was an old city, not one built for cars and busses. The buildings seemed to tumble over one another, evidence of years and years of growth and development butting up against what was already there.

			I loved it instantly, in the same way I secretly loved the old towns I’ve been dragged to every summer. I always pretend to want to be at a beach or an amusement park, but the truth is those old places speak to me. They always have. I love the way I can walk down certain streets and leave the modern world behind. They’ve always felt like places where time has been standing still, waiting for me to catch up. New Orleans had that feeling, too.

			Chloe knew the French Quarter as well as I knew the Loop. She navigated easily through the twists and turns of the narrow streets, giving me the lay of the land as she pointed out important tourist spots. If she was at all irritated about having to play tour guide for the new girl, she didn’t show it. Instead, she seemed genuinely happy to have someone new to talk with, and I could tell in an instant she was one of those people that others gravitated to. You couldn’t help it. With her wide smile and easy demeanor, Chloe’s friendly nature was infectious. In the worn seat of her ancient blue Chevy, I found myself relaxing. 

			Finally, we turned down Decatur Street, and she wedged her boat of a car into a small spot near the French Market. As we wandered down the crowded sidewalk, Chloe told me about growing up in the area and pointed out her favorite shops. She was chattering happily, when suddenly she squealed and took off running. 

			I watched, unsure of what to do, as she flung herself at a tall, dark-skinned man, kissing him with more enthusiasm than was maybe entirely necessary in the middle of a crowded sidewalk.

			The man, who towered over her, immediately wrapped her in his arms and lifted her up, as easily as he might lift a child. His head was shaved smooth, and his right arm was tattooed down to his wrist in an intricate sleeve of primitive-looking designs. He looked like some sort of warrior clad in a lemon-yellow polo shirt. The two things just didn’t seem to make sense together.

			“Lucy, get over here!” Chloe called, her arm still around the man’s waist. “Y’all come meet my man, Piers Dumont.”

			Piers smiled and the warrior disappeared, revealing the charmer.

			I held my hand out. “Lucy Aimes.”

			“Lucy’s father is the professor taking over out at Le Ciel,” Chloe told him.

			Piers seemed surprised and opened his mouth to speak, but Chloe beat him to it.

			“I’m so glad you made it!” She squealed again, a sound that was both irritating and charming, and completely in character with the vibrant person who hadn’t stopped chattering since I’d plopped into her car. “Piers goes to Vanderbilt, up in Nashville,” she told me before kissing him again, soundly. 

			I shifted uncomfortably, wondering whether I should leave to give them some privacy. 

			“Lord knows why Tulane wasn’t good enough for him,” she added a little breathlessly as she gazed up at him. “I wasn’t sure if he’d get back in time to meet us today, but he did.” She wrapped her arm around his waist and snuggled into his bulk.

			Together, we walked to the Central Grocery and ate muffulettas dripping with garlicky oil while Chloe chattered on about the wonders of Piers. She barely let him get a word in edgewise until the alarm on her phone went off. She looked at it, her mouth turned down. “We’ve gotta go. I’m gonna be late for my appointment with Mama Legba.”

			Piers’s brows lifted. “You still seeing her?”

			“Of course I’m seeing her, baby. I don’t know why you’re even asking, since you’re the one that introduced us in the first place.”

			“I just thought your mom didn’t want you going there anymore.”

			“My momma knows I’m a grown woman and can take care of myself,” Chloe said, shooting him a look. “But do you know that?” she asked playfully as she crossed her arms and lifted one brow, daring him to contradict her.

			“Of course I know that,” Piers said, kissing her quickly on the forehead. “Just like I know Mama Legba’s more than capable of keeping you out of trouble if you go messing with the spirits.”

			Chloe laughed at that. “Piers, baby, you know I’m not messing with no spirits. I stay far away from all that.”

			Piers didn’t look convinced, but he kissed her again before he sent us on our way.

			“So who’s Mama Legba?” I asked as Chloe led me through the crush of tourists surrounding Jackson Square, back toward the cathedral.

			“Mama Legba’s the best, Lucy. You’re gonna love her. She’s an old Voodoo Queen. The best in the city, as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Voodoo?” I laughed. “Seriously?”

			Chloe stopped and turned to me. “There’s a lot you Yankees don’t understand, you know. All those silly movies and superstitions. Pins in Voodoo dolls and all that trash.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “That’s not at all what Mama Legba’s about.” She started walking, faster now, and I matched my strides to keep up with her as she maneuvered easily past the half-sober groups of tourists who were browsing through the makeshift gallery that ringed Jackson Square. “A lot of fake Voodoo shops around this town make a killing selling tourists all sorts of stupid things. People come here looking for magic, so they go and buy up phony Gris-Gris and all kinds of dime-store junk. They give a lot of money to have some supposed psychic tell them their future.” She gestured to the rag-tag group of fortune-tellers scattered like displaced gypsies around the park, then shrugged. “It’s good for the city, I guess. The tourists come to find some magic, and their money helps keep this old town on its feet. Doesn’t matter that they’re being taken, as long as they’re having fun. As long as money keeps flowing into town, right?”

			I nodded. “I guess so.”

			Chloe shook her head. “Mama Legba—she’s not like that. She’s the real deal.” 

			“Wouldn’t that make her dangerous, then?” I asked, thinking about what little I knew about Voodoo.

			“Is your priest dangerous?” Chloe shot me a look that dared me to contradict her. “I didn’t think so. You assume Voodoo is dangerous because you don’t know it.”

			I thought about that and realized she was right. I didn’t know a thing about Voodoo other than what I might have seen in old B movies on late-night TV. I had a vague memory of one featuring a toothless old witch who controlled rotting zombies in order to kill and maim anyone who got in her way. “So set me straight,” I told her.

			She glanced at me suspiciously from beneath heavy lashes. “You really want to know?”

			“Sure.” If nothing else, I figured it might be entertaining to meet a real live Voodoo Queen—or at least as real as any of them could be.

			Chloe stopped suddenly at the mouth of the narrow alley that ran alongside the looming cathedral and considered me as we stood in the church’s humid shade. “It might be better if we let Mama Legba tell you.”

			

			I don’t know what I expected, exactly, from a Voodoo Queen’s lair, but it wasn’t what I found at Mama Legba’s. I certainly wasn’t expecting a warmly welcoming place decorated in bright colors perfectly suited to a Caribbean resort.

			Stepping through the coral-pink door and into Mama Legba’s shop was like stepping into a sunny day. Brilliant yellow paint covered the tin ceiling above us, cerulean blues washed the worn plaster walls, and the floor was a light oak worn almost white by time. It was a comfortable space that smelled of sage and the ghosts of pressed flowers. The teak shelves that lined the back wall were filled with large, clear jars, each holding a different dried herb. Bottles in brilliant jewel tones hung from the ceiling, making me feel like I’d stepped into some magical forest.

			“You late, Chloe-girl!” sounded from the hallway that led toward the back of the shop.

			“I’m sorry, Mama, but Piers showed up, and you know how I feel about that man.” Chloe laughed as she picked up one of the small, primitive cloth dolls that rested on a nearby shelf and ran her fingers along it. “When you gonna give me a love charm to make sure he’s always mine, Mama?”

			A woman appeared from the back hallway, looking irritated except for the beginnings of a smile that tugged at her mouth. “That ain’t never gonna happen, Chloe-girl. You bind someone, and you not talking love. You talking something else.” She walked over and tipped up Chloe’s chin. “You deserve love. Not that something else.”

			Chloe smiled and hugged her. “Damn straight, Mama. But can’t blame a girl for trying.”

			The woman laughed, a heady sound, but she stopped when she finally noticed me.

			Mama Legba looked like she was in her early sixties. She had a broad, smooth face and dark hair that was just beginning to go gray around the temples. It was pulled back into a tidy knot. Her face was more plump than angular, and she was thick through the waist. She might have been described as a sturdy woman, but no one could have called her fat. Though she wasn’t overly large, somehow the room felt almost too full with her presence, and her clear, dark eyes were sharp and focused on me.

			“And who’s this, Chloe-girl?”

			“Mama, this is Lucy. Her daddy’s the one that’s come to work on Le Ciel.”

			Mama nodded as though the news was old. “But why she here, child? I thought you came for a lesson today.”

			Chloe smiled. “I did, Mama, but I wanted Lucy to meet you. She don’t know all that much about Voodoo.”

			Mama Legba looked me over carefully, the same way someone might if they were trying to determine if a piece of fruit was rotten. “Maybe she don’t want to.”

			“No. I mean, yes. I do,” I stuttered. “I’d like to know more, that is.”

			“Why?”

			“Why not?” I shrugged.

			Mama Legba’s lips twitched. “Why not, indeed.” She thought about it for a second as she continued to study me, and then, making up her mind, walked over and sat at the small table set up in the corner of the shop. “Well then. You want to know about Voodoo? Fine. You come over here and let me read your cards. Then we’ll see how much more you want to know.”

			

		

	
		
			Five

			At Mama Legba’s words, Chloe’s eyes widened. She brought her hands to her chest, clutching them together as though she were holding back a hope that wasn’t ready yet to be free. “Oh, Lucy,” she said, her voice soft with the reverent tone of a true disciple. “Having Mama read your cards is a big honor. She doesn’t do it for just anybody.” Her voice lowered to an urgent whisper. “And Mama Legba’s never wrong.”

			I wasn’t convinced, but I didn’t want to offend anyone, so I sat at the small table across from the old woman and waited for her to work her magic.

			Mama Legba took out a stack of oversized cards with an intricate design on the back. Printed in ink the color of old blood, delicate lines of dark, angular symbols bordered a series of interlocking doors. The wear around the edges of the cards and their slight discoloration made them look ancient. 

			“We gonna shuffle the deck, Lucy-girl, and you gonna  draw. Then I’ll read the cards for you,” Mama Legba said. She shuffled the deck thoroughly, let me cut it, and then spread it before me, face down, in a wide arch.

			“You pick three and line them up, face down in front of you,” she told me, gesturing to the table. “Go on now.”

			I glanced over at Chloe and tried not to laugh at how serious she looked. Maybe it was growing up around this stuff or maybe she was just gullible, but her intense focus on what I was about to do told me she believed every bit of Mama Legba’s act.

			I drew three cards and did as she asked, placing them in a straight line from left to right across the table. In a practiced movement, Mama Legba swiped up the remaining cards and set them aside.

			Her steady gaze swept over my face. “You don’t believe this is real, do you, child?”

			I glanced over at Chloe, who looked concerned and, if I wasn’t mistaken, a little hurt. “Not really,” I admitted. “But I’m willing to let you show—”

			“Bah,” she interrupted. “It don’t matter what you believe, Lucy-girl. There is. And there ain’t. You can choose not to listen, but that don’t make what I’m gonna tell you any different. Look here,” she said, pointing at the discarded pile. “You didn’t pick none of these cards. Why not? Why’d you pick the ones you picked?”

			I couldn’t tell her that it was to get the whole thing over with, so I just shrugged.

			“You got your reasons, girl. You go to pick a card and you grab it,” she said, making a snatching motion to demonstrate. “You don’t think nothing about it, do you? You ain’t got no strategy. It’s all chance, right?”

			“Sure.”

			“Maybe so.” She shrugged. “But maybe not. Maybe something drew you to that card.” She held her hand up before I could protest. “You got to understand that it don’t matter what you think. It matters what is. And what is, is that energy be all around us.” She lifted her arms and gestured at the air surrounding us, like a magician revealing her trick. “Good energy. Bad energy. It moves us, steers us. We ain’t aware of it, mostly, but it’s there. Everything’s energy. You is energy. I is energy. These cards, they got their own energy deep inside them. That ain’t hoodoo,” she snorted. “That’s physics, girl. Somethin’ for you to wrap your head around.

			“Now, these cards here just be one way of reading that energy you got inside you. The energy that move us all around.” She paused for a moment, and then pointed to the first card. “See here, this first card—it’s your past.”

			“But I thought you were going to tell me my future,” I countered.

			She looked at me as though I was impossibly dense. “How you know where you going if you ain’t know where you been, girl? You got more sense than that. You been growing up with the past since before you was born. Cain’t have no future without no past.”

			“You sound like my dad,” I muttered, a bit unnerved at how close she’d come to describing my childhood.

			“He’s a smart man, then,” she said matter-of-factly. “Now, as I was telling you, this here card represent your past.” She flipped it over and showed me its face. Unlike the back of the card, the picture on the face was stunning. It was printed in surprisingly lush colors, with iridescent ink that didn’t show any signs of wear from age. When the light hit it, the picture seemed to be in motion.

			Mama Legba didn’t bother to explain the strange card, just flipped the next card, and the next. “This is your present and this show your future.” She sat and looked at the cards, making a soft rumbling noise deep in her throat that sounded like an admonition. The corners of her lips twitched again as she looked up at me with amusement in her eyes. “You gonna be an interesting one to watch, Lucy-girl. You drew yourself some very powerful cards.”

			“That’s good, right?”

			She nodded. “Look here.” She pointed to the overturned cards, tapping two of them with her long finger. “You drew mostly the major Arcana. That’s rare. They only—maybe—a third of the whole deck. But they’s the most important cards. The trump cards. They mean your life’s gonna be of major importance. You gonna have yourself a higher purpose than most in this world.”

			Well, that at least sounded promising. I could live with a higher purpose, as long as that purpose didn’t require me to stay in Louisiana.

			“We start here.” Mama Legba pointed to the distant past card. It was a picture of a woman with long, raven hair sitting in a chair and holding two long broadswords in a defensive cross in front of her.

			“The Two of Swords. This here card shows me that in the past, you blocked your emotions and avoided the truth because you refused to see what was right in front of you.” She glanced up at me with a look that said she wasn’t surprised.

			“See here, how the woman is blindfolded? She don’t see the truth. The swords she holds is crossed over her heart, because she won’t allow herself to feel the truth. You kept someone or something out because you didn’t trust in your own heart,” she told me, reaching across the table to tap lightly on my chest.

			She moved on to the next card. “This here card, the Fool, is your present.”

			I snorted back a laugh. “Figures.”

			“Girl, the Fool don’t mean that you foolish.” Mama Legba paused for effect. “Though maybe you is. Look at the card. Tell me what you see.”

			I looked at the card. At first glance, it looked like a Joker, but when I looked more carefully, I saw something more in the picture. The fool wasn’t wearing the usual court jester hat, as I’d originally thought. The hat was actually his—no, her—hair, blowing wildly in the wind as she seemed to leap onward. She carried a brilliant crimson bag and was accompanied by a sleek, Whippet-like dog. 

			“She seems so free,” I said, reaching out to touch the card. As my fingers brushed its worn surface, I swear I felt a breeze ripple through my hair.

			Mama Legba clucked approvingly. “See here, girl, this card mean that you starting something—a journey or quest. It’s signifying new beginnings and new challenges.”

			“No offense, ma’am, but it doesn’t take a fortune-teller to know that I’m starting something new,” I said. “We just moved here.” But I felt a niggling doubt.

			“True enough. But the move is only part of your quest. See here, how the card be facing away from you?”

			I nodded.

			“The fool usually be telling you to follow your heart, but the position of this card is closed. It means you is reluctant to give yourself that freedom.”

			I didn’t understand how the idea pertained to my life, but Mama Legba didn’t give me time to think it over.

			“See here,” she continued, seemingly unaware of my growing doubt. “This here card’s your future.”

			I looked at the card she was pointing at. Where the other cards had been almost alive with color, the final card was a study in darkness. A hooded figure, its skeletal hands grasping a jagged-edged scythe, stood over the body of a very young woman. The only color on the card was the deep scarlet of the blood running from her throat. Behind them, a dark river flowed.

			“I’m going to die?” I asked, thinking of the Dream. I could practically feel the dark, fetid water rushing over me, pulling me down, and my chest felt suddenly tight, like I’d never be able to breathe again.

			Mama Legba made an impatient-sounding snort that jolted me back into the room. “You smarter than that, girl. You looking at things too literally. You got to look soul-deep. Death don’t mean no end. This card show a powerful energy, because it mean that something’s gonna change. You don’t believe that when we die we just end, do you?”

			I thought about it for a moment. “No. I suppose I don’t.”

			“You believe we go on? That what this card be showing us. Death ain’t nothing more or nothing less than a change. Something was. Something new gonna be. This here card tell us something big gonna happen in the future for you. A door will close. Another will open. Something big coming for you, Lucy-girl.” She pinned me with her eyes. “Something gonna change in you as you continue your journey.”

			“Should I be worried?” 

			I shouldn’t have asked. The Lucy in Chicago wouldn’t have asked, but the Lucy here? I’d already had enough change. More than I could handle, to tell the truth. The Dream was back, and now I’d pulled the Death card. I needed to know what was coming next.

			Mama Legba smiled as though she knew I was hooked. “Well now, that depends, don’t it?”

			“You tell me,” I said trying to keep my voice flat. Trying to hide the sudden urgency I felt.

			“You a hard one, Lucy-girl, but I think you gonna do just fine, honey.” She smiled. “What I see here is that you in for big changes, child. Scary at times, transformative always, but you be all right in the end.”

			“Mama Legba’s always right, Lucy,” Chloe said in hushed, reverent tones. “She’s got the gift.”

			I looked between the two women, trying to keep my face from broadcasting my doubts.

			“You don’t need to believe me. What is, is, honey.” Mama Legba smiled warmly, as though confirming she had read my thoughts clearly. “You too full of doubt for someone so young.”

			“Yeah, well … ” Of course I was full of doubt. Didn’t my dad always teach me to look for the evidence that proves what’s true? How could I possibly look for evidence that proved magic and make-believe?

			“Lucy-girl, not all magic is make-believe,” Mama Legba said, cutting into my thoughts with an unsettling accuracy. “Love is a powerful magic, and it’s as real as anything you can touch.”

			“You know that’s the honest truth,” Chloe exclaimed, buzzing with delight. “Didn’t I tell you she was the real thing? Read me, Mama, please?”

			Mama Legba shook her head. “You ain’t ready yet, Chloe-girl. You got some more work to do before I read your cards.”

			I didn’t understand why I had been ready when Chloe wasn’t, and I could tell Chloe felt the same way. Disappointment, and maybe also a hint of anger, crashed trough her expression, but she masked it quickly. “Then if you won’t read me, can we have our lesson?”

			“You were awful late, Chloe-girl. There ain’t much time left.”

			“Please, Mama.”

			Mama Legba huffed out a sigh that was both irritated and good-natured. “Fine. Fine. Let’s see,” she mumbled to herself, looking closely at me. “What you know about Voodoo, Lucy?”

			That it was a hoax, a sham. Nothing more.

			I couldn’t say that, not with one hopeful and one perceptive set of eyes on me. “It’s, like … witchcraft?” I ventured instead.

			Mama Legba sucked her teeth and shot me a look that made me feel like wilting.

			“Witchcraft? You think this is some kind of dark art? Some kind of hocus-pocus?” She thumped her hand on the table as she denied it. “No, no, no. Voodoo is a belief. It’s a way of understanding the big powers out there.” She shook her head. “Listen here, girl. Voodoo is a way of interacting with what’s beyond us. We got a Supreme Being, no doubt about it, but he mostly stay out of the way. He got bigger worries than us. But the lesser spirits—we call them the Loa—they do get involved in our lives. Voodoo helps us speak to them—to ask them to intercede for us. It’s more like praying than any kind of hocus-pocus you thinking about.”

			She turned to Chloe, like a teacher drilling a student. “What is the world made of, Chloe-girl?”

			“It’s made of energy, Mama. Energy that moves and changes,” Chloe dutifully recited.

			Mama made a sound of approval and turned back to me. “You know it, Chloe-girl. Those fancy scientists in those fancy colleges took years to figure out what my people knew for ages. We all just energy. Energy don’t end. It changes. Transforms.”

			Energy. Proof. Science. These were things I understood. I leaned forward in my chair and listened more closely to what Mama Legba was saying.

			“A person is many things, but at the base, at the very root, we energy. And that energy is real. Tangible. You see, Lucy-girl, those of us who practice see that each human life is made up of a body and a spirit. One can’t exist without the other. Our body, now that’s our form in this here world, but it ain’t just flesh. It takes a lot of energy to locomote a body, and that energy come from the life force all living things share. That energy is a thing itself, but it’s a part of the body—separate from the soul.

			“But Lucy-girl, a body—even with all its energy and life—ain’t really nothing without a soul. Our soul is who we has always been. It connects our pasts to our present, and it defines who we is gonna become. When our body dies, our soul goes back to the source of where everything come from until it’s ready to start again. Maybe it changes a bit from life to life, but it don’t end. You believe in a soul that persists, don’t you, Lucy-girl?”

			“Sure,” I told her honestly. “But what about heaven? Why would any soul want to be reborn if it could just stay there?”

			“We ain’t nothing but a dream unless we got a body, child. To be the same forever and ever—to never change? That ain’t no kind of heaven.”

			She drummed her finger against the table as though she were working something out. “But I can see what you’re saying. And you ain’t completely wrong. The life of the body be a trial for the soul, no doubt about it. But that trial is everything, because the lessons the soul learns in this life shapes the next.” She paused again before continuing. “And the soul—it does get a break sometimes from that trial, when it walk free in the dreaming.”

			“What’s the dreaming?” Chloe asked, breaking into the conversation.

			“It’s the part of life that lets our souls be what they always been. When we sleep, Chloe-girl, we let go our mind—all our hates, all our worries—and our soul can be free.”

			“So if someone has a reoccurring dream,” I said carefully, picking my words like dangerous fruit, “it might mean something?”

			I should have let it be, but part of me wanted to know too badly to stay silent. The Dream was back, and I was at the point where I’d listen to pretty much anyone’s ideas about what it meant.

			Mama Legba seemed vaguely amused at my question. “Sure enough, Lucy-girl. I told you, dreams let our souls walk free. We might re-remember something that happened to us before. Maybe see our future in them.”

			I thought about the card—Death’s skeletal hand reaching for the bleeding young woman, the dark water of a river in the background. “But isn’t there some way to tell?” I asked, more urgently than I meant to. “I mean, whether a dream’s about the past or the future?”

			The past, I could handle. That was over and gone. The future, though? Considering what the Dream was about, that was more than a little worrisome.

			Mama Legba paused and studied me for a moment, her eyes sharp as knives, before getting up suddenly. “Our time’s up, Chloe-girl. We’ll pick up again next week. And don’t you be late.” She wagged a finger at her.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“But about the dreams?” I asked again, interrupting their goodbye.

			Mama Legba stopped my words with the sharpness of her gaze. “Your time’s up for now too. You want to know more, Chloe knows where to find me. Maybe you come back with her next week.” 

			With that dismissal, Mama Legba gave Chloe a quick hug before disappearing through the doorway leading to the back of her shop.

			“Come on, Lucy. That’s all we get for today,” Chloe said as she tugged me out the door.

			After the coolness of the Voodoo woman’s shop, stepping into the steamy day was a shock to my system. But even that wasn’t enough to distract me from what the old woman had said.

			I didn’t believe in hoodoo, voodoo, juju, or any other type of mumbo jumbo. Whatever my cards might have been, my parents hadn’t raised a fool. But I hated the Dream. I hated what it did to me, how it made me shake, made me feel beyond lost when I woke tangled in my sheets. I glanced back over my shoulder and wondered, just for a moment, if maybe I could find answers in a place I’d least expected them to be.

		

	
		
			Six

			After a few days on the job at Le Ciel, I was starting to understand that holding up my end of the deal I’d made with my parents was going to be a lot harder than I’d thought. It turned out that being an intern to the onsite preservation expert consisted less of actually taking pictures and more of fetching coffee and adjusting items in the light box “a little to the left, no to the right.” All. Day. Long. In fact, on the first day, Byron, my boss, told me not to bother bringing my equipment with me.

			As if I’d go anywhere without my camera.

			By the middle of the fourth day, I was exhausted, probably more from boredom than anything else. We were working in one of the big tents that had been erected on the grounds to handle the cataloging and inspection of objects from the estate. One of the research historians was sorting through a giant box of junk someone found in the attic, and Byron was deciding what artifacts merited documentation. He didn’t seem to trust anyone to just do their job.

			I refilled the coffee when necessary.

			When Byron said I could have the afternoon off, he didn’t have to tell me twice. With all the coffee I’d been lugging, I hadn’t had many chances to take any real pictures, and I was itching to continue documenting the house and the grounds for my senior project. I was in the mood for nature, so I took the gravel pathway that wound from our cottage, through some gardens, to a thin line of trees that bordered a clearing with a small pond. 

			The second I saw the pond, I knew I should have walked in a different direction, maybe out toward the river. At the far end of the clearing, one of the plantation’s trademark oaks dripped its Spanish moss over a bit of land that interrupted the otherwise perfect oval of the lake. It was picturesque, sure, but it was too perfect to be interesting. I walked down to the water’s edge anyway, hoping maybe I could find something in the scene worth capturing. 

			I was about to turn around and head back to our cottage when a warm breeze came up from behind me and cut through the stillness of the day, stirring the trees that surrounded the pond and rustling their leaves against one another. The current rippled through my hair, grazing me with an unwelcome warmth, and sent a skittering warning across my skin. 

			Suddenly nervous, I scanned the tree line across the pond for danger, but I didn’t see anything that would explain my sudden unease. When the feeling didn’t subside, I turned slowly to scan the trees behind me. 

			That’s when I saw him.

			In the shade thrown by the trees I’d just come through was the guy I’d seen at that first morning meeting. In my determination to make it to the pond, I must have walked right past him. He was lying on the ground, his chest bare. His head was propped up on what must have been his shirt, and his face was covered by a well-muscled arm. And he was completely unaware I’d happened upon him.

			I couldn’t quite bring myself to look away. For a second, I wondered if I could get away with taking a picture of him, but I dismissed the thought almost as quickly as I had it.

			When the breeze finally stilled, the clearing went silent once again, and I couldn’t help but notice how completely peaceful it was. Everything about the space—from the position of the large oak to the way the pond had been so meticulously carved into the land—had been designed to create a sense of restful perfection. It seemed somehow natural for him to be a part of the scene—like he was meant to fit just so, there under the tree he was resting beneath. Or perhaps it was the other way around—the diamond-clear water of the pond and the spread of wildflowers around its edge could have just as easily been designed to serve as a backdrop for his beauty.

			Either way, I was the one who felt out of place there.

			I started to leave, but when I took a step, a twig snapped under my foot. The sound caused him to sit up with a quick, graceful movement. It took a moment for him to find the source of the noise, but once he did, he stared at me.

			In that moment, I felt the same shift I’d felt the first time I saw him, lounging against the great oak. This time, though, the feeling was stronger, like something deep inside me recognized him. Knew him.

			“You came,” he said, so softly that I almost didn’t hear him. But the melodic rumble of his voice resonated somewhere deep inside me, rubbing at some long-forgotten memory like the bow of a violin. Neither of us seemed to be able to say anything else, and in the almost-comfortable silence, I wondered if he felt the same.

			Then I realized he wasn’t feeling what I was feeling—he was examining me again. The intensity of his scrutiny made me wonder what the heat and humidity of the day had done to me. I wanted to run my fingers through my curls and tug at my sweat-dampened T-shirt, but I resisted. From the strange way he considered me, I wasn’t sure any amount of preening was going to improve his impression.

			Uneasy at the intensity of his attention, I began to wonder if I should have stayed closer to the big house or our cottage. Closer to where someone could hear me if I screamed.

			Before my thoughts could turn too dark, he turned suddenly to grab his shirt and with quick, efficient movements put it on and started to button it. I should have turned away, but I didn’t. When he looked up and saw me still watching, I swallowed my embarrassment and forced myself to meet his stare. He didn’t comment on my rudeness—he just continued to silently appraise me.

			It wasn’t long before the silence between us grew awkward. I thought about walking back toward our little house on the other side of the trees, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to leave. “I’ve seen you around,” I ventured instead.

			He nodded but didn’t reply. His eyes were still sharp, and I got the distinct feeling he was calculating something. I didn’t have a clue what it could be.

			Finally he spoke again. “I was beginning to think you would not come.” He spoke formally, and his voice was smooth and warm with a hint of an accent—maybe French?

			“I didn’t know I was supposed to,” I told him, confused by his strange statement.

			“No?” He smiled softly, then, but the expression in his eyes seemed to go flat.

			“No.” This close, I could see that his eyes weren’t simply green. The irises glinted with different shades, and the combination gave the effect of surprising depth.

			Another gust of warm air coursed around us, setting the trees in motion and lifting his honey-colored hair from his brow. As we continued to inspect each other uneasily, I had the sense that an energy was building or growing in the heavy air—one that seemed to almost crackle between us. The way the sun glinted off the stone-smooth surface of the water and the breeze rustled up the dappled underbellies of the leaves made the moment feel strangely familiar. Even if it didn’t quite feel safe.

			“Have you been here long?” I asked, trying to break the tension.

			“I have.” He didn’t offer anything else, and the silence stretched on again.

			I tried again. “You were at the meeting a couple of days ago,” I said, thinking that maybe I should have retreated when I had the chance.

			He shrugged. “I like to see what is happening when a new overseer appears.”

			His choice of words struck me as odd. If he wasn’t a college intern after all, I thought maybe he was one of the employees the previous owner had hired to give tours. The university had kept some of them on. 

			“He’s not an overseer, really. More like a director,” I told him.

			The boy finished buttoning his shirt and leaned back again, confident and at ease. “As you wish, ma chère.” His voice was intriguing in the way it softened the harshness of each word’s consonants and rounded the vowels.

			I still couldn’t completely place his accent, and I wasn’t sure I liked the overly familiar endearment. “Are you from around here?” I asked, wondering if he was Cajun. “Your accent. It’s different.” And could I sound more banal? This was not going well at all.

			“I have been in this country quite a while, but originally, I am from France.”

			“So. French?” I cringed as the words left my mouth.

			“Oui.” He must have sensed my discomfort, because he suddenly flashed me a wicked grin that I felt clear to my toes. But he didn’t venture anything else. The silence continued to crackle.

			“I’m Lucy.”

			His face softened. “Ah, so you are the light.”

			“Huh?” Clearly I was not meant to win him over with witty conversation.

			“Your name, it means light.” He gestured to the sky. “Like the sun.”

			“Really? Actually, I was named for some suffragette. Lucy Stone,” I blurted without thinking.

			He gave me a blank look. Expectant—like he was waiting for me to explain.

			“My parents. They’re history nuts, and this woman, Lucy Stone, she was a big deal back in the 1800s. She was a suffragette and she was really into women’s rights and liberation and all that, and one of her friends said she had a soul as free as the air.” And I was officially babbling. But, oddly enough, he looked intrigued.

			“Do you?”

			“Do I what?”

			“Have a soul as free as the air?”

			“Oh.” I thought about it for a second. “I don’t know about that. Right now my soul is stuck here.”

			“As is mine.” He grimaced, his eyes shuttering as securely as a house preparing for a storm. He looked up at me then with that painfully blank expression. “If you were free, where would you go?”

			The pained intensity of his gaze threw me off for a moment. It was like he was waiting for something, like I had the power to wipe that grief from his face if I just gave the right answer.

			“Back home. To our house in Chicago.” Disappointment flashed across his face, and I felt the burn of failure. “Where would you?” I asked him, my voice scarcely more than a whisper.

			“I’m not sure anymore,” he said, his voice as distant as the focus of his gaze. “I thought I knew once.” There was more he wasn’t saying, but the regret in his tone was clear.

			“It didn’t work out so well, huh?”

			“No,” he said, infusing the single syllable with an impressive amount of contempt. Emotion potent enough to have me taking a step back appeared in his eyes. “It did not.” He was silent for a moment, like nothing else could be said about the matter. But then he let out a soft breath and the anger left his face. “I am Alexandre, by the way.”

			The rolling cadence of his soft accent gave the name a sophisticated edge that pulled at a memory in a dark corner of my mind. “Just a coincidence,” I whispered to myself, dismissing the thought.

			“What is?”

			“What is what?” I asked.

			“What is it you call a coincidence?”

			“Oh … ” I hadn’t meant for him to hear me. And it certainly wasn’t anything I wanted to explain to some guy I’d just met. “Nothing. Just … nothing.”

			He unfolded himself from the ground and, with his hands in his pockets, studied me again. “I think,” he said slowly as he took a step, and then another, toward me. “I have come to believe, that is, that very little in life is a coincidence.” His was gaze unreadable.

			“Really?” I asked. He was less than an arm’s length away from me. I wasn’t sure if it was the intensity in his expression or his nearness—if it was excitement or fear—that had my heart stuttering in my chest.

			“Things, I believe, happen most often for a reason,” he said. The space between us was still charged with that peculiar energy, and for a moment I thought he would touch me.

			Instead, he shook his head, dismissing whatever thought he’d just had, and turned away.

			His sudden and too-easy dismissal stung. “So, what?” I challenged. “You believe in fate? Some grand scheme we can uncover in the cards?”

			He’d already started walking away from me, toward the pond. But then he turned back for a moment. “Of course,” he said softly.

			“So it’s fate I’m here?” I asked, irritated at myself for feeling so … affected by him. “That I’m trapped in Louisiana when my real life is in Chicago? That’s all part of some grand plan?”

			He gave a shrug. “Trapped is a strong word, no?” His censure was clear.

			“No. Definitely not.”

			He considered my words for a moment. “Perhaps you are right. But, think of this—if you were not trapped, as you say, we would not have met, yes?”

			“Probably not.”

			He smiled then, his eyes warming again. “Then it must be fate,” he said softly, teasing. His gaze drifted lazily over my body again, making the already-hot day feel even warmer. “And one I am quite glad of.”

			I rolled my eyes to cover the strange hitch I felt when he looked at me like that. “No,” I argued. “That would make it a coincidence.”

			“Unless we were … ” He paused for dramatic effect and waggled his eyebrows like a villain in an old silent movie. “ … meant to meet here. No?”

			I couldn’t help but grin. “You’re smooth,” I said, my irritation easing. “I’ll give you that.”

			“Ah, but it is my fond hope that you will eventually give me much more.” His voice had darkened, the playfulness of a moment before all but gone. The new tone that infused his words sent a chill through me.

			I opened my mouth but no pithy remark would come. Instead I made a fairly unladylike sputtering sound as I tried to form words to assure him I wouldn’t be giving him anything.

			Well, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be. But standing there with him felt a little like being in a different world, one far from the problems of my life. There by the glittering water, surrounded by the now-peaceful hum of the trees, I had a sense that it would be very easy to forget just how sure I was. To give him anything he asked of me.

			His crooked grin told me he’d recognized the direction of my thoughts, and something about the moment—the angle of the light hitting his face or the tilt of his mouth—fluttered in the dark corners of my mind again, but it never took flight. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was how he should always look, smiling at me with dancing eyes that promised so much more than a simple smile should.

			He was already walking away again by the time I shook myself out of my inane thoughts. “It was very nice meeting you, Lucy,” he called over his shoulder.

			“Likewise, Alex,” I muttered.

			He stopped short at the shortened name and turned back to look at me again. I shrugged, trying for a nonchalance I didn’t at all feel. “Sorry. I just thought you look more like an Alex.”

			He shook his head and his mouth pulled up—just a little—at the corners. Not enough to be a real smile, but enough that I knew he was amused. “As you wish, ma chère.” He gave me a small bow and then headed off through the trees on the far side of the pond.

			I lifted my camera and captured his tall form as it receded into the copse, a stark figure against the darkness of the trees beyond. He looked back as the shutter snapped, but when I looked up from the viewfinder, he was gone.

		

	
		
			Seven

			“You have to take me, Chloe. Pleeeease?” I was this close to getting down on my hands and knees and begging her.

			Chloe looked at me doubtfully as she peeled herself out of the hoop skirt she was wearing and tossed it aside. We were in the outbuilding that held the employees’ dorm and break room, and she was just finishing up her morning shift. “Last time we went, you practically took over my lesson,” she said.

			“But I have to talk to Mama Legba again. And anyway, she invited me back,” I reminded her.

			“I thought you didn’t believe in Voodoo,” Chloe fired back with one brow arched at me. “Are you saying you believe now?”

			“Not exactly,” I admitted. But I was willing to suspend my disbelief if I could get some answers.

			“Then why would I want to give up my time with Mama Legba, just so you can go messing around with something you don’t even think is real? Hmmm?”

			I didn’t have time to answer before Chloe launched into a tirade. “Do you know how long it took me to convince Mama to let me come learn from her? Do you?”

			“No, I—”

			“And do you know how many times I had to go and do nothing but reorganize her bottles and jars and sweep her floors before she would even talk to me about anything? Do you?”

			“But, I jus—”

			“No, you don’t know. You just walk in and she gives you a reading.” Chloe said the word with an amazing amount of contempt. “She doesn’t give readings, Lucy. She charges famous people, rich people, important people big money to do their readings. And she just up and gave you one.”

			“I’m sorr—”

			“And at first I was all like, ‘that’s fine. I got to see her do a reading.’ But then I started thinking about it, and I decided it’s not fair! I’ve been going to Mama Legba for months now, and she still refuses to read me. Keeps telling me I’m not ready yet. Well, I’m never gonna be ready if you’re taking all her attention.”

			“Chloe, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to get in your way.” I rubbed her arm, trying to calm her down. I’d started to think of Chloe as a friend, and the last thing I wanted to do was make her angry. “I know Mama Legba’s important to you. I do. And I promise, promise that if you let me come with you, I won’t make a peep. You won’t even know I’m there. I swear.”

			Chloe looked at me warily. “You won’t say a single word?”

			“Cross my heart. And if she offers to read me again, I’ll refuse. I’ll tell her to read you instead.”

			Chloe considered that idea. “She seems to think you have some powerful energy, so maybe she’d listen to you.”

			“You never know.” I doubted it.

			“You won’t take over at all? You swear?”

			I crossed my heart and held up my pinkie. “Any way you want me to. I just really want to learn more about what she was saying.”

			I needed to learn more. I couldn’t help but feel that maybe somewhere in the stories Mama Legba spun there might be enough truth for me to understand why I’d grown up having such a horrible dream. Or maybe I just hoped she could help keep the Dream away, because in the days after I visited her shop, I’d had wonderful, glorious, dreamless nights. I didn’t drown. I didn’t die. I woke up feeling rested and refreshed.

			But the night before—the night after meeting Alex by the pond—I’d started dreaming again. Not about drowning and guilt, though. I’d dreamt about him.

			This new dream had started out so dark that at first I thought I was drowning again. I expected to feel the cold pull of the water around me, but it never came. Instead, I felt stifling air and smelled the sharp bite of some chemical I couldn’t identify. With a click of the door, light flooded the darkness, and I realized I’d been in a darkroom of sorts.

			I walked out of the darkroom into the oppressive heat of a large studio—a room with high, ornate ceilings and delicate furniture. One end had French doors. They opened onto a narrow balcony, made from delicate ironwork, which overlooked a street that reminded me of the ones in the Quarter. A breeze filtered through the doors, but it offered very little relief from the heat.

			This dream was every bit as vivid and real as the Dream, but the colors in it were strangely muted, like one of those old Kodachrome pictures that’s faded over time. Everything seemed washed-out or overdeveloped.

			In the dream, I moved without consciously meaning to and set the large object I’d been holding on a long table that held other equipment—photography equipment, I realized. The photographer in me wanted to reach out and examine the different pieces one by one until I understood how they worked. Instead, my attention turned to a mirror hanging over the table, and I found myself staring at a stranger. 

			Her hair was the color of ebony, and she wore it pulled back from her heart-shaped face in a long, thick braid. Here and there, a curl threatened to break free. She had a delicate, bow-shaped mouth, and her nose was slightly turned up at the end, a bit rounder than my own and without the smattering of freckles I can never seem to get rid of. Her skin didn’t have the pinkish undertones that cause me to burn so easily. It was darker, more Mediterranean-looking, like she’d just came back from a tropical vacation, but I knew somehow that her complexion had nothing to do with the sun.

			We looked nothing alike, and yet we were similar enough that we could have been sisters. Mostly it was in the eyes, I thought, that she looked like me. Although the shape was a little different, her eyes were precisely the same dark brown flecked with gold that I looked at in the mirror every day.

			I realized then the dream wasn’t about me. I mean, I was in the dream, but I wasn’t myself. I was a passenger and observer, not a participant. I could feel everything she felt, knew everything she knew, and that duality—being both completely myself and completely someone else, all in the same moment—was almost more jarring than the deep waters that often pulled me down during the night.

			As I was still contemplating her delicate features, a loud rap sounded at the door, making her jump. She looked at the clock in confusion. There were no appointments that morning, and she wasn’t expecting any deliveries. Uneasy with the disruption, she calmed herself by taking another moment to tuck back the last stray curl, and remove the heavy apron that covered a blue dress with a delicate lace trim, before heading to answer it.

			When she opened the door, she was surprised by the impeccably dressed gentleman waiting on the other side.

			Alex.

			Or at least I thought it was Alex. He looked different—larger and more imposing, somehow. His face was a bit less angular and more filled out. He was wearing a dark morning coat that fit his wide shoulders and tall form perfectly, and when the door opened, he removed his hat and smiled. Her breath caught a little as his mouth curved into a rakish grin.

			“I am looking for Monsieur Lyon, but I fear I may have the wrong address,” he told her, his voice much more carved by his accent than it was when we’d talked by the pond. He smiled at her again. “Although, if you tell me I am not mistaken, I will be a very happy man indeed.” He made a slight bow, a completely charming and ridiculous gesture.

			She couldn’t quite find the words to answer him.

			“I see,” he said, placing his hat back atop his head. “I am very sorry for having disturbed you, madame.”

			She stood in the door, shocked for a moment by her reaction to him, but then gathered her wits and called out to him as he began walking away. “No. Wait, monsieur. This is Jules Lyon’s studio, but he’s not available today.”

			He looked back at her. “I see. And you are Madame Lyon?”

			She shook her head. “No, but I am his assistant. Is there something I might help you with, sir?”

			He studied her for a moment. I could sense her wanting to turn away and shut the door in his face. I understood that feeling, having experienced being under his careful scrutiny myself.

			“Perhaps I might wait a bit for him to return?” he said, after a moment.

			It was not a new experience to be dismissed by a gentleman calling for her guardian’s services. “Mr. Lyon has traveled out of the city for the week, but I assure you,” she said with a practiced calm, “that I am more than capable of assisting you if you are inquiring about Mr. Lyon’s services.”

			He hesitated, but then seemed to relent. “May I come in?”

			The girl hesitated for a moment before nodding and stepping back to allow him to enter the studio. She shut the door and leaned into it as it latched, taking a moment to compose herself. She often found that being alone in the studio with a stranger was unnerving. But something about this stranger, or perhaps her own response to him, especially made her wary. 

			When she turned back, he was already prowling through the studio with the grace of some big, sleek cat on the hunt. He moved from one point to the next with obvious interest, examining equipment and studying the portraits displayed on the walls as he went. Perhaps, she thought, she had made a mistake in not sending him away.

			“Is it a portrait you require?” she asked, trying to draw his attention back to the reason for his visit.

			“Oui, but not of myself.” He turned back to her then, fixing her with flashing green eyes.

			“Of a lady perhaps?”

			“Actually, yes.”

			She felt unaccountably deflated at that admission. “I see.”

			He grinned at her look of defeat, and the charming tilt to his mouth made her stomach flip. “I do not think you do,” he said, moving closer until he hovered above her. That close, she realized exactly how much larger than her he was.

			She should have backed away, but her foolish body wasn’t reacting properly. Her nerves thrummed at his closeness. She knew instinctively he was not a man for her—could not be a man for her—but it didn’t stop her from leaning the tiniest bit closer to breathe in the warm spice of his cologne. Sandalwood and bergamot. And something else, something expensive and unusual that made her forget the closeness of the room, the stink of the hot city streets. 

			He leaned in as well, and for the briefest of moments she worried he might try to take some advantage there in the empty studio. For the briefest of moments she stupidly, recklessly, wished he would.

			“My sister.”

			“What?” His smooth, melodic voice had shaken her out of her fantasy and she stared at him in confusion, which only made his grin widen.

			“The portrait. I wish to enquire about a portrait for sister.”

			“Oh,” she said, stepping back. His close proximity had made her a bit breathless, and that was unacceptable. She was not interested. She would not be interested. He could want nothing from her but a dalliance, and she had sworn years ago that she would not find herself in the same position as so many of the other girls who went off to their first Quadroon Ball with stars in their eyes and ended up with a white man’s babe in their belly.

			His smile faltered when he realized she was pulling away. “I’m visiting my sister Josephine and her husband, Roman Dutilette, at their plantation a few miles up river,” he said. “She has been quite taken by the wonders of Monsieur Lyon’s new portraiture, and I thought I might procure one of her and her husband as a sort of wedding gift.”

			“I see.” She knew of the family. He was most definitely, then, not one for her. She forced herself to regain her business persona. “Will they come here for the sitting, or will they require Mr. Lyon to come to their home?”

			“What would it entail, exactly?” he asked, his eyes sharp as he took as step toward her. “Coming to their home?”

			She nodded. “He simply brings the camera obscura into the home and finds a place with generous light. They would stand or sit while he exposes the plate for a few minutes.” She gestured at one of the pieces of equipment he’d been examining. “And then he returns later with the finished portrait. It’s perfectly easy.”

			“Show me.” He took another step toward her.

			“Excuse me?” She stepped back again, feeling once again like she was being hunted by some much bigger and more dangerous animal. She wondered for a second what it might be like to be caught. “Show you what?”

			“Show me how you do it. Take one of these portraits now, and prove it is safe. I will not have my sister put into any sort of danger.”

			Livid at being herded like some dumb rabbit, she squared her shoulders. “Truly, it’s no different than posing for a painted or sketched portrait. The most that will happen is the subject will become bored. And, I daresay, boredom isn’t fatal or even dangerous.”

			“And yet you refuse to demonstrate.”

			She huffed out a sigh of exasperation. “The materials are very costly, monsieur. We can’t simply demonstrate the process for anyone who asks.”

			“I will gladly compensate you.” He stepped forward again. “Please.”

			She studied him carefully, refusing to cower or back up even with his large body crowding hers. “It’s that important to you?”

			He nodded, his eyes hard and serious.

			“Very well. Why don’t you have a seat over there, and we’ll begin.” She turned to get the camera, but a large hand latched onto her wrist. Its warmth sent a shock of awareness up her arm, and when she turned to look at him, he looked just as thrown off as she felt. He took a breath and released her but did not step back.

			“You misunderstand, mademoiselle. I wish for you to demonstrate by taking your own portrait.” He leaned over until his scent enveloped her again and she could feel the sweet warmth of his breath. “That will not be a problem, yes?”

			She felt an absurd burst of pleasure when she realized why he was asking. “Oh! Don’t tell me you think these portraits really are magic?” She couldn’t keep the humor out of her voice. So many who didn’t understand the science of the process believed that the daguerreotypes were dangerous. So starkly perfect were the likenesses produced that many of the uninformed believed they could steal a person’s soul.

			Alex’s mouth tightened and the tips of his ears pinkened adorably, but he remained stoically silent, not admitting or denying the truth behind his concerns. 

			“Of all the things. Here, I will show you how to do it.”

			“Me?” he asked, confused.

			“Yes, of course. How else do you expect me to sit in front of the camera? You may think me a witch,” she said, trying to suppress a smile, “but I assure you, I have no magical powers to work that piece of equipment from across the room.” She pointed to a lever on the side of the camera, pleased with how calm her voice sounded. “When you are ready, you simply depress this. After three minutes, lift it back up.”

			With a deft swish of her skirts, she moved to a chair set in front of a wide sweep of velvet drapery and arranged herself. “Whenever you’re ready, sir, you may begin.”

			Alex examined the camera before depressing the lever. He watched her for a moment and then turned his attention back to the room. “Monsieur Lyon, he paints as well?” He pointed to a portrait of a young slave girl that hung over a low-slung settee.

			“Yes, but that one is mine.”

			He turned, surprised. “You painted this?”

			“And the rest,” she told him, careful to keep her mouth as still as possible.

			“Remarkable. You have an eye for color and motion.” He gazed at her then, his admiration clear. “You have a remarkable talent to be able to capture this girl as you have—to show the haunted quality in her beauty. The pain in her eyes, even as she holds herself with a sort of quiet grace. It is quite … ” He waved his hand, as if unable to come up with the right words.

			Absurd pleasure bloomed in her chest. Few but Jules knew she painted. Fewer had thought to comment on her talent, but this man had done more than comment. He’d looked at the portrait of a girl who most people in the city wouldn’t even see—really looked at it. And he’d understood what she’d attempted to do with a bit of canvas and paint.

			She felt unaccountably thrilled in that moment. And unaccountably exposed.

			He didn’t speak again, and so they sat in silence, Alex focused intently on the paintings hanging on the wall, and the girl focused on him. I could feel her long for him to turn and to look at her, to understand her as he had understood her painting. I could sense her despair at knowing he never would.

			He turned back and found her watching him. “Please forgive me, but I must ask you. You said you were not Madame Lyon?”

			A feeling precariously close to hope bubbled up in her. “My uncle,” she murmured. It was an easier explanation than the truth.

			“I see,” he said. The short minutes of exposure time stretched on until she grew hot and breathless under his gaze. After what felt like an eternity, he closed the aperture.

			“Now what happens?” he asked, turning back to her.

			“Now, monsieur … I’m sorry, I didn’t think to ask your name.” She walked over to where he was standing and began to remove the camera from its stand.

			“Alexandre Jourdain. Please, you must call me Alexandre. And you are?”

			She looked up at him. “Armantine. Armantine Lyon.”

			“Armantine. A charming name.” He smiled and brushed a curl back from her face, shocking her with the intimacy of the gesture. “What happens now, Mademoiselle Lyon?”

			“Please,” she said, pushing aside custom and swallowing down everything in her that was screaming no. “You must call me Armantine as well.”

			That’s when I woke up.

			“Are you even listening to me?” Chloe’s sharp tone cut into my thoughts and brought me back to earth.

			“Yeah?” I didn’t even sound convincing to myself.

			“Right,” she said dryly, her arms crossed and her hip kicked out to show her displeasure. “Are you going to tell me why it’s so important that you go see Mama Legba, or not?”

			I thought for a second, measuring how much I thought I could tell her without coming off as completely insane. “Remember how I asked Mama Legba about dreams?” 

			Chloe nodded.

			“I thought maybe Mama Legba could tell me how to figure out whether a dream means anything or not.”

			“What have you been dreaming about?”

			I didn’t like to talk about the Dream. Describing it, somehow, made it feel more real. But this new dream wasn’t any easier to talk about. “Well, lately about Alex.”

			“Who’s Alex?”

			“He works here.”

			Chloe’s brows drew together, like she was confused. “I don’t know an Alex. He must be new.”

			“Really? He made it sound like he’s worked here for a while.”

			She shrugged. “Is he hot?”

			“You could say that … ”

			“As hot as my Piers?”

			“No one could be as hot as your Piers,” I told her dutifully.

			“Good answer,” she said, fighting back a grin.

			“So you’ll let me come?”

			“Lucy, you’re killing me here,” she moaned, but I could tell she wasn’t really angry.

			“Please?”

			She thought a minute, but then shook her head. “Look, Luce, I don’t want to spring you on Mama Legba again, so not this time. But I’ll ask her about next time. I could ask her about dreams, if you want me to?” she offered.

			It was going to have to be good enough. I tried to smile brightly at her. “Sure. That would be great. I really appreciate it.”

			“And even if she doesn’t want to include you in the lessons, y’all still have to come to St. John’s Eve this weekend. You can always talk to her there, okay?”

			“Okay, fine. Just be sure to ask Mama Legba more about dreams.”

			“Anything specific?”

			I hesitated. “Yeah,” I said after a moment. If Mama Legba wouldn’t see me, I might have only this one chance. As vivid and enchanting as the dream about Alex had been, it probably wasn’t anything more than my subconscious’s understandable fantasy about a guy I’d been thinking about a little too much. It wasn’t really disturbing, not in the way the Dream was. If I only had one question, I knew what it had to be.

			“Ask her about reoccurring dreams,” I told Chloe. “See if she knows if there’s a way to tell whether they’re about the past or the future.”

			Chloe raised a brow. “You’re not talking about the dream you had about this Alex, are you?”

			I shook my head. “No. That one’s more recent. The other one … ” I didn’t know how to finish.

			“How long have you been having it?”

			“For as long as I can remember.” I tried to suppress a shudder at the thought of those cold waters, but Chloe noticed it.

			“It must be one heck of a dream.”

			“Something like that.”

			“Look, I’m late.” She’d finished pulling on her regular clothes, and I walked her out to her car. “I’ll ask Mama for you, but I can’t promise anything. She seems to have a mind of her own when it comes to our lessons and what she’s willing to talk about.”

			“I owe you,” I told her.

			“Damn straight,” she said as she got into her car. Chrome flashed in the sunlight as she closed the heavy steel door and drove off.

			As her car kicked up a cloud of red dust tearing down the oak-lined drive and through the ornate gates to the main road, I wondered if I’d asked the wrong question. I wondered what the right one would have been.

			

			Not much later, as I was sitting on the front steps of the employees’ dorm thinking about the way that Alex had found his way into my dreams, Piers came around the corner of the building.

			“Hey, Luce. How goes it?” he asked, tucking his hands into his pockets.

			“It goes.”

			“That good, huh?”

			I shrugged.

			“Hey, have you seen Chloe? I thought I’d surprise her with some good news, but I don’t see her around anywhere.”

			“You just missed her. She was heading into the city.”

			His looked disappointed. “Mama Legba?”

			I nodded.

			“Did you get to talk to her last week?” he asked me as he leaned against the porch railing.

			“Yeah.”

			“And? What did you think?”

			“She seems okay. A little intense maybe, but she doesn’t seem dangerous.”

			Piers frowned. “Sometimes the most dangerous things out there seem like the most innocent. One thing I’ve learned is when people start dabbling in the occult, you can’t be too careful. I’m not sure Chloe understands that yet.” His tone had a seriousness to it that made me think there was something he wasn’t saying. 

			“So … what’s your good news? Or do you want to save it to tell Chloe first?” 

			“No, it’s nothing like that. I just wanted to let her know your dad gave me a job with the university’s team at Le Ciel this summer.”

			“That’s great! Are they going to suit you up in the whole three-piece costume the guys around here wear?”

			He laughed. “No, I got lucky. I’m going to be working behind the scenes on some of the excavation work. Working with your dad, actually.” He looked a bit awed, like he couldn’t believe his luck. 

			“You’re into history too, huh?”

			He grinned. “Actually, I’m finishing up a degree in cultural anthropology. I study how societies use different rituals.”

			“Nice.” I nodded my approval. That explained his interest in Mama Legba and in Le Ciel. 

			“Well, I’ve gotta get back,” he said with a smile. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around.”

			I watched him walk off and imagined Chloe would be more than happy to have her man around for the summer. I got up, brushed the dirt from my seat, and started walking back toward my family’s cottage. Beyond it lay the trees, and beyond that, the pond. I couldn’t help but wonder if Alex would be there sunning himself again.

			I put the thought away, though, and climbed up the steps to our cottage, leaving Alex and my thoughts about him behind.

		

	
		
			Eight

			That night, I dreamt that the Mississippi was on fire. Yellow-gold flames jumped high into the dark sky and transformed the murky waters into a street of light. The smell of woodsmoke and sulfur filled the air, and when the wind shifted, a haze blew across my vision and stung my eyes. Captivated by the sight, I was drawn closer to the banks. Slowly, carefully, I picked my way through the brush and walked toward the river. Only as I got nearer did I understand that it wasn’t the water that burned, but small bonfires lining the shore.

			As I approached, a girl waved to me and I felt suddenly calm, elated that she recognized me from such a distance.

			“Armantine!” she called happily.

			At her greeting, I knew I was back in Armantine’s body. I wanted to look around to see if Alex was there as well, but the eyes I saw through remained trained on the light-skinned young woman. She wore a worn but fairly tidy dress, and her dark hair was plaited close to her head. 

			“You came! I didn’t think Jules would ever let you out again.” She was sitting with others, a few yards away from the fire to escape its heat. In the flickering shadows I could make out makeshift tables laden with food and large gourds and jugs filled with dark liquid.

			I could feel Armantine’s pleasure at the girl’s greeting, her sincerity when the two embraced. Her guilt that it had been so long since last they’d visited. “He needs my help most days with the project he is been working on,” she told the girl. “Documenting some of the important families in town.”

			“That so?”

			Armantine nodded. “Word must be spreading. Just the other day, your mistress’s brother came to the studio. French gentleman,” she said, trying to keep the admiration out of her voice. “Must have heard about us from some of the other white folk.”

			“What did he want?” the girl asked, in a voice thick with caution.

			 “He came to ask if Jules would do a portrait of his sister. I think he wanted to make sure the process wasn’t dangerous.” Armantine chuckled softly at the memory. “He made me create a likeness of myself first.”

			“You didn’t give it to him, did you?” The girl grabbed Armantine’s arm.

			“Not yet, but he did pay for it.” Armantine shrugged.

			“You give it to him, you give him too much power over you. He own a piece of you. A piece of your very own soul.” The girl’s soft voice was low with horror.

			“You know that soul-snatching stuff’s not true, Lila,” Armantine told her gently. Lila was young, barely fifteen, but she looked older than her years. She had clear, dark eyes and a nervous mouth. And she was one of the hundred or so people owned by Roman Dutilette.

			Lila made a low, throaty sound of disapproval. “By and by, you’ll see. You can’t be takin’ people’s likeness without takin’ some of they spirit.”

			Armantine knew she couldn’t convince Lila that the only thing harmed by the daguerreotypes Jules Lyon produced was a person’s bank account. The price the rich Creoles would pay to have one of the new portraits was amazing. But Lila still believed in the old ways. While Armantine didn’t have much faith in the old ways, she respected them enough to let the promise of good food and strong drink bring her to the banks of the Mississippi on the summer solstice. She respected Lila enough not to try convincing her otherwise.

			“Oooh, look,” Lila said in reverent tones. “Here come Thisbe.”

			Armantine looked up to see a row of dark shadows coming out of the trees. A woman stood at the center, and around her arm a large snake was coiled. She was old, with ashy skin hanging from her slim bones and thick lines carved into a sharp face. Armantine couldn’t help but smile at the woman’s sense of drama as Thisbe walked silently, with slow, measured steps, toward the people waiting by the fires.

			Though Armantine had heard tales about Thisbe, this was the first time she’d seen the old woman in the flesh. The daughter of a local plantation owner, Thisbe had spent the early part of her life as one of his slaves, but then something had happened to make her owner free her. The stories surrounding Thisbe were as thick as the waters of the bayou and just about as clear. No one knew why she’d stayed on, even after she was free, just like no one knew what had inspired her father to free her—or what had caused him to give her a small cabin at the edge of his land. But everyone was sure it was nothing good.

			This situation had given Thisbe a great deal of power and influence among the slaves along the River Road. Since she was free, she didn’t answer to the planting seasons and could help tend to the sick or ailing while their loved ones toiled all day. Since she had her own home, she could help slaves whose masters didn’t provide for them well enough. Since people believed she had the gift of sight, the slaves listened to her, and the Creoles called on her for all sorts of things. And feared her for all sorts of reasons.

			The fire threw shadows across the angles of her wizened face, and when she drew near enough that Armantine could make out her features clearly in the fire-lit night, Thisbe raised her hands and chanted an eloquent invocation. When the invocation ended, a drum sounded from the darkness, and Thisbe moved on surprisingly nimble feet to the driving beat. Little by little, others joined her in the dance.

			Lila grabbed Armantine’s hand. They danced through the night, and time tilted, as it often does in dreams, until the sun started to rise.

			Armantine woke on one of the long, rough benches the dancers had rested on throughout the night. The fires were still smoldering and bodies were draped comfortably across the ground and each other, huddled for warmth in the almost-cool morning air.

			She stood and stretched her sore limbs, swayed for a minute as the world spun, and tried unsuccessfully to rub the headache from her eyes. She had somewhere to be, she realized. Jules was not going to be happy if she missed their afternoon appointments.

			Testing out her balance, she headed toward the road. Even at a brisk pace, it would take the better part of the morning to walk back to the city unless someone came along and offered her a ride. She looked back over her shoulder. Visible now in the morning light, the Dutilettes’ huge mansion rose from an alley of trees. Armantine shivered. She never did like that place, and she would do anything to get Lila free of it if she could. Lila had certainly gone back already. There were breakfasts to deliver and baths to draw for the people she served.

			As Armantine walked, the stiffness of the night worked itself out of her muscles. She needed a bath herself. Maybe some breakfast. She hoped Cook would have some fresh beignets or some fruit she could eat before the work of the day began.

			She was deep in thought about the day ahead, so she didn’t notice them at first as she rounded the bend. Had she seen them, she would have moved to the other side of the road. Had she been more aware, she would have instinctively avoided the two men who were crouched down examining something in the reedy wildflowers.

			But she didn’t notice until it was too late to look away. Too late to move to the other side. Too late to miss Alex glancing up at her, holding a knife darkened with something unspeakable. Too late to avoid seeing Lila’s body crumpled in an unnatural pose, her eyes blankly staring at the heavens, her blood blooming dark as death from a line across her once-elegant throat, from wounds across her bared and bloodied chest.

			

		

	
		
			Nine

			My mom was already at the table working on some papers when I made my way to the kitchen that morning on unsteady feet. She looked up when she heard me.

			“You’re up early.”

			“Couldn’t sleep.” I shuffled over to the coffee pot, ignoring her usual insistence that I wasn’t old enough to drink coffee. My nerves were still strung too tightly with the residue of the dream about Lila’s death for me to give my usual counter-arguments.

			It had seemed so real. I could still almost feel the heat of the morning and hear the buzz of the flies that had already found her. And I couldn’t stop seeing the girl’s body—the way her dress had been left torn open, the angry map of strange symbols carved into her chest and arms.

			Suppressing a shudder, I tried to let go of the image, but when I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, it became even more vivid. The way her body had been left like a broken doll, each dark mark glinting with blood that had gone thick in the morning sun.

			My mom must have noticed something was wrong, because when I finally settled myself and turned back around, she’d propped her glasses on top of her head and was watching me. “Have you been having problems sleeping since we got here?” she asked gently, pausing to give me a chance to respond. When I didn’t, she tried again. “Your dad heard you get up a couple days ago, even earlier than this.”

			I took a sip to give myself time to control my expression, but I drank too quickly and inwardly cursed when the hot liquid scalded my tongue. “Yeah, well,” I said, trying to recover. “New place and all that. You could always send me back home if you’re worried.” I’d tried to make it sound like a joke, but my voice came out strained.

			My mom frowned. “Are you really that unhappy here?”

			I wondered what she would do if I said yes. I wondered if these new dreams would follow me back to Chicago the way the old Dream had followed me here. “No,” I told her. “I’m fine.”

			“You’re sure?”

			I wasn’t sure. But admitting it meant also admitting that my dreams had gotten the better of me. I wasn’t ready to let myself accept that. “Yes,” I said, nodding as surely as I could, but my mom is the master of the silent interrogation. After a few moments of uneasy silence, I couldn’t help but talk. “I mean, Chloe seems really nice, and I’m enjoying my work up at the house.”

			“Really?” my mom asked dryly.

			“Okay, maybe ‘enjoy’ is too strong a word. But I enjoyed it when Byron let me have the afternoon off the other day.” I lifted up the laptop I’d brought with me into the kitchen. “Finally gave me a chance to take some shots for my senior project.”

			My mom stared for another few seconds, taking me in with eyes that had uncovered every lie I’ve ever told. Finally she put her glasses back on and turned back to her papers, the clear signal the interrogation was over. “Get any good ones?”

			“I’m about to find out.”

			I opened up my computer. I’d already downloaded the memory card onto the hard drive, but I hadn’t taken a close look at the images yet because I wanted to see them for the first time with fresh eyes. It took a second to pull up the files. Once I did, I started going through them, looking for material for my senior project and for the book my dad was putting together to sell in the gift shop.

			We worked in a companionable silence for a while, as I looked through the pictures left over from my life in Chicago and then the ones I’d taken by the pond. Most were just as I thought they’d be, too perfect to have any real character.

			It hit me suddenly that I didn’t see the picture I’d taken of Alex, so I looked through the files again. It took two passes before I realized I’d been looking at it the whole time. Unfortunately, Alex was no more than a blur at the edge of the trees.

			“Something wrong?”

			“Huh?” I shook off the disappointment I felt. “No, I thought I had a picture of something but I didn’t get the shot.”

			My mom turned back to her work as I stared at my screen in frustration. After the strange dreams I’d been having, part of me needed to see Alex in the picture, if for nothing else but to prove that I hadn’t made him up. Eventually I gave up and shut the laptop.

			“Don’t go too far, Luce,” my mom said when I started to get up. “Dad said something last night about taking you with him this morning when he goes to see the new piece of property the university just acquired.”

			I perked up. “Is it nearby?”

			She nodded. “It wasn’t part of the original property, but it’s adjacent to some fields on the other side of the pond.”

			“Why would they buy a property that’s not part of the plantation?”

			My mom set her pen down. “I’m not exactly sure. You’ll have to talk to Dad.”

			“Talk to me about what?” My dad walked into the kitchen already dressed in his usual button-up shirt and perfectly creased pants. He smelled like the drug store aftershave that he insisted was just as good as the designer brands.

			“Mom said the university got some new property?”

			“Giving away my secrets again, are you Sara?” His eyes were soft with affection.

			“Never,” my mom said as she tilted her head up to receive a kiss.

			My dad turned back to me. “Did your mom also tell you I’m going to need you to take some pictures for me?”

			“No, not yet. What’s the property? Mom said it wasn’t part of the original plantation.”

			“It wasn’t. But it was important to life here. It’s actually part of another plantation, but a freewoman lived there who was important to the area.”

			“Thisbe?” The name came out before I even had a chance to think about it, but the instant I said it, I knew I was right. I just didn’t understand how I could be right.

			“Yeah.” My dad seemed as surprised as I was at the mention of the name. “How did you know that?”

			The air in the room suddenly felt very close, and disjointed images from the dream I’d just woken from flashed in my mind. A tall woman wearing a snake and calling forth who-knows-what powers. The blossom of blood across an innocent throat.

			I grasped my now-empty cup of coffee with both hands to keep them from shaking. “You must have mentioned it the other day when you were showing me around,” I said, trying to convince myself as well. He had to have mentioned her name before, or, if he hadn’t, then someone else had. It was the only thing that made sense. My imagination must have put her together with Alex, but I shuddered when I thought about how it had put the two together.

			I hoped my parents didn’t notice how shaken I was. I concentrated on looking composed, even as I wondered if it was just my imagination or if the faint scent of sulfur and sweat really did hang in the air.

			“Huh. I guess I must have.” He blinked and took another sip. “Anyway, this woman lived on a patch of land at the edge of the next plantation over. Locals around here still talk about her. Some say she was a witch, some call her a Voodoo Queen, and some say she was just a woman who wanted too much and deserved whatever she got.”

			“What did she get?” I asked, still focusing on the cup in front of me.

			“No one was ever sure what happened to her,” he said. “She disappeared not long after Le Ciel was finished. Anyway, as I was saying, there’s still a cabin there. It’s remarkably well preserved, actually. I’d like you to come with us today and take some general inventory shots.”

			

			I had time to grab a shower and get my equipment together before I went to meet my dad. It was just enough time to settle my nerves, but not enough to feel completely confident about going to Thisbe’s cabin. When I went out the front door, though, my dad was already waiting for me with Piers. 

			“Lucy, you’ve met Piers?”

			I nodded, smiling. “Chloe introduced us the other day.”

			“Good. We’re lucky to have someone with his experience on this project.”

			“Oh?” I looked at Piers in surprise.

			“Absolutely,” my dad said, clapping Piers on the shoulder. “He studied with Dr. Lamont in Haiti and is much more familiar with occult rituals than I am. He’s done some excellent work of his own already.”

			Piers looked embarrassed by the praise. “It’s nothing compared to your work, Dr. Aimes. I’m just starting out, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to learn from a scholar as well respected as you are.” 

			“Right,” I broke in, interrupting their academic lovefest, even though I was surprised and more than a little impressed that Piers’s tone didn’t have the phoniness of my dad’s usual supplicants. “So, which direction are we heading?”

			My dad pointed to the woods behind out house. “Just to the far side of the pond. We can walk if that’s okay with you two?”

			We set off, following my dad’s lead.

			“Well, well,” I said to Piers in a low-enough voice that my dad wouldn’t hear. “Someone undersold his abilities.”

			Piers looked over at me sheepishly. “I haven’t done that much. I’m just here to learn.”

			“I thought you were in college.”

			“No, I’m actually in my second year of grad school.”

			“Oh.” I frowned. “I thought you were younger.”

			He grinned. “I didn’t spend much time as an undergrad. I’m twenty-two.”

			“So you’re a genius or something?”

			“I prefer to think of it as focused.”

			“Right.” We’d passed through the cool canopy of the woods and were circling the pond. I couldn’t help but scan the trees for Alex.

			“What’re you looking for?”

			I hadn’t been aware Piers was watching me, but when I blinked up at him, I could tell from his expression that he was considering me much the same way I suspected he would consider a research problem that wasn’t unraveling itself fast enough. 

			“Nothing,” I said too quickly. He seemed to know it was a lie, but didn’t call me on it.

			As we started making our way through the copse of trees on the other side of the pond, toward the field that lay beyond it, Piers broke the tension. “You know, some people say these woods are haunted.”

			My dad turned back to us, interest brightening his dark eyes. “I’ve heard stories of ghosts haunting the plantation, but not the woods.”

			“Oh, yeah. I grew up not too far from here, and we used to come down here and scare each other silly by going into the woods at night. Used to drive our parents nuts, because none of us would be able to sleep for weeks after,” he said, chuckling.

			“Any idea who haunts them?” I asked.

			“There are a couple of stories.” Piers stepped carefully over a fallen limb and reached back to help me across. “Some people think Roman used the woods as a burial ground for the slaves he killed and that those unsettled spirits are all around.”

			“But you don’t think that.” It was in the tone of his voice—the way he clearly didn’t include himself as “some people.”

			He glanced at me. “No, I don’t. It never made much sense that someone would put bodies so close to that pond. You’ve seen it.”

			I nodded. Even as overgrown as it was, it was clear that the pond had been built for pleasure and relaxation.

			“You’re probably right,” my dad said. “That pond would have been used for family picnics and maybe even swimming.”

			“What are the other stories?” I asked.

			“Some people believe it’s Thisbe’s ghost,” Piers told us. “They say she’s still guarding her property. Some think maybe Roman had a hand in her disappearance.”

			“Wouldn’t surprise me if he did kill the old woman to get what he wanted,” my dad added. “He was a ruthless sonofabitch from what we’ve been able to tell from his papers and journals. There’s not much documentation about Thisbe, though.”

			“People still talk about what a powerful conjure woman she was. Marie Laveau might be New Orleans’ most famous Voodoo Queen, but Thisbe—” Piers stopped walking, but I didn’t notice at first. 

			I looked back when I realized he wasn’t next to me, and watched for a second as his gaze darted around the trees surrounding us like he sensed an unseen danger. After a moment, he continued walking as though nothing was amiss. “Like I was saying, Thisbe—that woman had her finger on something.”

			Piers seemed like such a smart guy, a grounded and rational guy, so I couldn’t help but think he had to know that the tales of ghosts in the woods were just stories. “You actually believe in that stuff?” I asked him.

			“You don’t?” His brows went up in mock surprise.

			“I just think it sounds ridiculous, all this talk of Voodoo and ghosts and haunted land.”

			“And yet you asked Chloe to talk to Mama Legba for you,” he said, amused.

			What could I say to that? “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” I said under my breath, turning away and lengthening my strides to catch up to my dad.

			“Just watch out for the ghost in the woods. Maybe it’s looking for a body to posses.” He’d snuck up behind me to whisper it in my ear, and I about jumped out of my skin. My dad, of course, was oblivious.

			

			“Here we are,” my dad declared.

			Having crossed the expanse of land that was once a field, we now stood at the edge of another small grove of spindly trees. Through intertwined branches, I could make out faded bottles hanging from rust-colored cords and clanking in the breeze. They were the same sort of bottle Mina had brought that first day. Some had fallen, and multicolor shards of glass made the overgrown yard surrounding the home look like it was hiding some forgotten treasure.

			My dad led the way, stepping gingerly through the tangle of weeds and debris as he made his way toward the old structure. As we approached the cabin, I took some shots of the grime-covered bottles to keep myself from looking too closely at the house itself.

			It was a small, squat structure with a single-gabled roof covered in rusted-out tin that ran horizontally across the front. It didn’t look like much now, but I knew that to a woman who’d once been a slave, it must have seemed like a mansion. The front was anchored with the same wide porch that was characteristic of almost every house I’d seen in Louisiana. It featured two sets of French doors, each flanked by a single window. Had one of its double chimneys not fallen down, the cabin would have been a study in symmetry. But the whole place seemed to be grinning darkly at me.

			“Hey, Piers. Come take a look at this.” My dad was pointing to the doorway.

			“Red brick dust,” Piers said. “Believers think that scrubbing the steps with it or putting a line in front of doors and windows will keep out spirits and people who mean you harm. Look here, by the window. There’s more of it.”

			I crouched down to take a closer look and, with a couple clicks of my camera, documented the strange line of fine powder in the doorway. “It’s funny how it’s still so neat,” I said. “I mean, if this Thisbe person disappeared way back when, you’d think it would have blown away by now.”

			“This was done recently,” Piers said. “This kind of charm needs to be reapplied fairly regularly if it’s going to retain its power. That’s why the steps are that funny russet color while the rest of the porch is just worn wood. Someone must still be scrubbing these steps with dust on a regular basis.”

			“Who would go to so much trouble to protect an old shack?” I wondered.

			“Could be any number of people around here, Luce,” my dad said. “The university has been trying to get this place for a couple of years now, but there were people in the community who made it difficult. From what I understand, people around here were brought up on stories about Thisbe.”

			“That’s also probably why the cottage hasn’t tumbled down to nothing by now,” Piers added. “A hundred and fifty years of Louisiana summers and this old place shouldn’t be anything more than a ruin.” He bounced a bit on the porch to demonstrate his point. It lurched but held.

			“So, someone’s been taking care of this place?”

			“And keeping up the charms on it,” Piers confirmed.

			“We’re going to have to make sure security knows about that,” my dad told Piers.

			Piers nodded and made a note on the pad he was carrying. With a quick swipe of his foot, he scattered the red line before opening one of the French doors and going in.

			“Come on in,” he called from somewhere deep inside the house.

			My dad and I stepped carefully over the threshold and looked around.

			“This is incredible,” Piers said, returning to the front room. “It’s like this house hasn’t been empty for more than a few years.”

			The dust we’d disturbed tickled my nose, and I fought back a sneeze. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I realized Piers was right. Except for a thick coat of dust and wisps of gauzy cobwebs draping from every surface, the house didn’t look like it had been abandoned for more than a century.

			“Someone must have been living here,” my dad said.

			“Maybe,” Piers agreed. “But if that were the case, you’d think there’d be some more modern stuff lying around. Trash or something. I don’t see anything that indicates the twentieth century has ever come through this door.”

			“Maybe someone’s been treating it like a shrine,” I ventured as I set up my equipment to get some pictures of the front entryway. My dad had already wandered into a room farther back.

			“You may be onto something there,” Piers said.

			“Piers, can you come take a look at this?” My dad’s voice carried from one of the back rooms.

			Walking through the musty darkness of the house, Piers and I came to a long room lined with shelves. On one end were the remains of one of the home’s two brick fireplaces; on the other, a low, cot-like bed and a roughly made table. 

			“What do you make of this?” My father showed Piers a wooden box he’d pulled out of a cabinet. Mold blackened its exterior.

			When my dad opened it, Piers took out a small, gnarled-looking starfish. When I came closer for a better look, I realized he was holding was a small, primitive doll. Someone had wrapped a reddish string around its torso, under and around its arms and legs, so that the string formed an inverted star against the figure’s body. 

			“Looks like a hand-carved voodoo doll.” Piers studied it thoughtfully as he turned it over in his hand. “I’ve seen a lot of old dolls and poppets, but I’ve never seen one carved quite like this.”

			“What’s different about it?” I asked, raising my camera to document the find.

			“These markings, for one,” Piers told me, pointing to a series of tiny indentions in the doll’s arms and legs. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it’s some kind of additional charm. I’ll have to do a little work to find out what it means.”

			“Well, what do we have here?” my dad murmured, having already moved on to something else in the room.

			I went over to see what he’d found. He was crouched down, carefully brushing at the debris with his gloved hand until he revealed a crumpled mass of fabric. Even with his gentle touch, he couldn’t keep it from crumbling in places as he unfolded it. It was a painstaking process, but little by little I started to make out the shape of a shirt or coat.

			“There’s something in this pocket,” he told us as he eased his fingers into a flap in the ancient material and extracted a small object that reminded me of a booklet. “Amazing.”

			I knew what it was before he opened it. I’d recognized the embossed design bordering the cover almost instantly, and I felt a wave of panic run through me. I knew that behind the fragile cover was a single image, and I knew exactly what that image would be. My mouth went dry as I watched in disbelief, wishing futilely that no one would open it.

			“Do you think this might be a picture of Thisbe?” Piers asked, oblivious to my distress.

			“Maybe. There were definitely a lot of slaves with skin that fair, but see the glass? This is a daguerreotype, not a simple photograph. And according to the records I’ve seen, Thisbe was much, much older than this girl when the technology for this type of image was being used,” my dad answered.

			As I inched closer to them on unsteady feet, I had the strange sense that both my dad and Piers sounded very far away. It was almost as if everything in my consciousness was focused only on the object, on willing myself to see anything there but the single image I knew it held.

			But it didn’t work. While Piers and my father debated the age of the image, I met the gaze of a girl with dark hair and flawless skin who, if the portrait had been in color, would have had eyes the exact same color as my own. Eyes that hungered for the person behind the camera.

			Armantine. It was the last thing I thought before my vision went black.

			

		

	
		
			Ten

			Pain and darkness and the cold wet of death surrounding me. And I’m falling, sinking until my lungs burn with the fetid water that has pulled me into its embrace.

			“Luce? Lucy, honey. Come on sweetheart, wake up for me.” My dad’s worried voice sounded through the depths, pulling me up, up toward the starry night above. Up toward the world.

			“She’ll be fine, Dr. Aimes. It’s probably the heat that got to her.” And then Piers, his low voice rumbling through the liquid and buoying me up as well. So close.

			“I think she’s coming to. Lucy? Lucy, honey, can you hear me?”

			My eyes fluttered open and then closed against the brightness of the day. “’M fine.”

			Strong hands pushed me up to a sitting position as I tried to figure out how I’d gotten outside and why I was lying on the porch. “What happened?”

			“You fainted.” My dad’s face was tight with worry, even as his voice was gentle.

			“What?” I blinked in confusion. “I don’t faint.”

			Piers frowned. “I could definitely testify otherwise.”

			“The heat must have gotten to you,” my dad said.

			“My camera.” I groped frantically at where the strap should have been around my neck.

			“Piers has it—he caught you before you went completely to the floor,” my dad said.

			I felt heat creep into my cheeks. “Thanks,” I muttered, hoping he wouldn’t tell Chloe about my swan dive.

			“No problem,” Piers said, holding up my camera. “But I wasn’t fast enough to save it.”

			“My baby,” I moaned, holding out my hands to take my cracked camera. The lens was definitely busted, and it looked like the casing was pretty banged up as well.

			“We’ll take it into town and get it fixed this weekend,” my dad said. “But for right now, let’s get you back home. You feel okay to stand up?”

			I nodded. “I don’t know what happened.”

			“That makes three of us,” he said, helping me to my feet. “I think that’s enough for you today. I’m officially giving you the day off. Get into the air conditioning and get some rest.” He brushed at the dark circles I knew were beneath my eyes. “You haven’t been sleeping enough.”

			I ignored his concern and gathered up my bag, checking my camera again—it was still as cracked and damaged as it was a moment before. Gently I tucked her into my bag, but before I could sling it over my shoulder, Piers plucked the bag out of my hands and added it to his load.

			“You don’t have to—” I started to say, but the look he gave me stopped me cold. “Thanks,” I said instead.

			“Should we gather up the artifacts before we go?” Piers asked.

			My dad shook his head. “We’ll need to leave them for Byron to catalog first. You two go on back and I’ll lock up here.”

			Piers and I started back across the field that separated Thisbe’s cabin from the Le Ciel property, back toward the pond and the big house beyond. As we stepped into the thick line of trees, I glanced back only once, glad to have the cabin behind me.

			“So what’s Armantine?” Piers asked.

			“Who?”

			“So, it’s a who?”

			“I … uh … ” I blinked at him.

			“‘Armantine.’ You said it right before you went down.”

			“I’m not sure,” I told him.

			It wasn’t really a lie, I told myself. I didn’t know for sure that the girl in the image was the same as the one in my dreams. Old pictures have a tendency to look the same, and there was no way of telling if a girl named Armantine had ever even existed.

			But I knew deep down—in that place where we know things instinctively—that the uncanny familiarity of the image threatened all the careful, rational explanations I’d been constructing about the dreams I was having.

			Then, as we approached the edge of the line of trees ringing the pond, I saw Alex leaning stiffly against a thick pine. The thing that had been growing tighter and tighter in my chest all morning, ever since waking from the dream about him leaning over Lila’s dead body, loosened when I saw him standing there, half in hidden by the trees.

			The mid-morning sun cast dark shadows over the angles of his face, and the light filtering through the trees picked up the gold that ran through his hair and highlighted the tones of his skin. My fingers itched to capture those contrasts in a photograph—the angles and softness, the shadows and light—but my camera was busted.

			I’d wanted to see him again ever since he’d walked away from me that day by the pond, but it was more than mere curiosity that drew me to him. He was attractive, sure. Maybe even beautiful. But there was something else about Alex that captured my attention in a different way. There was something compelling about him—about the way he’d seemed to be holding himself back that day, while at the same time daring me to figure him out. Because I’d sensed that he didn’t mean to tease or lead me on, part of me wanted to take his dare, to scratch beneath the surface of the calm neutrality he wore and discover what he was hiding beneath.

			I had been wondering if maybe the dream about Lila’s death was my subconscious warning me about Alex, but as he stood there, bathed in dappled light, he didn’t look any more capable of murdering someone than I was. I started to raise my hand to wave to him, but his mouth tightened and he shook his head, silently urging me not to draw attention to his presence. And then, ducking back into the trees, he was gone.

			“What is it?” Piers asked. Apparently he was still watching me with those sharp gray eyes of his.

			“Huh?” I turned to look at him.

			“It looked like you saw something over there.” He pointed to the empty place where Alex had been.

			“I didn’t see anyone,” I lied.

			“I didn’t say it was a someone.” Piers narrowed his eyes at me.

			I looked away, ignoring his unspoken question.

			“That’s two, Lucy. You’ve had a rough morning, so I’m going to let it slide. But you should know right now that I’m not someone you can lie to.” His voice was low, but there was steel running through it.

			“I don’t know wha—”

			“Don’t,” he told me, the clipped abruptness of the tone silencing me.

			I nodded, more to myself than to him, and we walked on in silence. I did look back again, hoping to see Alex one more time, but he was gone.

			

			That afternoon, I found Chloe leading some tourists back to the gatehouse. Her pale green gown swished rhythmically as she walked along the path, and when she noticed me watching her, she raised her hand and waved.

			After she’d deposited the last of her group at the gates, she turned back and found me. “Piers said you took quite a tumble today.”

			I felt my face grow warm. “Told you already, huh?”

			“My man tells me everything,” she said, but then her smile faltered. “Or at least everything he thinks I need to know. He wanted me to check and see if y’all were okay, when I got off my shift, but it looks like you saved me a trip.”

			“Glad to be of assistance,” I said dryly.

			“So,” she said, dragging out the syllable in anticipation. “Tell me everything.”

			“About what?”

			She slugged my arm affectionately. “About what? About Thisbe’s place, girl. You know you and your daddy are the first people to go through those doors in a long time, don’t you?”

			“Piers was there too.”

			“Oh, he’s too busy today for me to bother him, and I’ve got you here now, so tell me everything. Did you see a ghost? Is that what made you go down like some wannabe Scarlett O’Hara?” She made a show of putting her hand to her forehead like some wilting Southern belle.

			“No. No ghosts. Just a bunch of dust and spiderwebs,” I told her, trying to dismiss the trickle of unease running down my spine.

			She wrinkled her nose at that, her smile dimming a bit. “That’s it? You gotta do better than that if you want me to tell you what Mama Legba said yesterday about reoccurring dreams,” she said slyly.

			“You asked her?” I perked up instantly. “Tell me.”

			“You first,” she insisted.

			“Look, Chloe, there’s not much to tell. The house is just kind of grimy and dirty, but I didn’t see any ghosts. It was actually mostly empty. Well, except for the box my dad found in an old cupboard.”

			“Now we’re getting somewhere.” She looped an arm through mine as we walked along the path toward the employees’ dorm. “What was in the box? Old shrunken heads and Voodoo charms?”

			“No shrunken heads, but there was something Piers seemed to think might have been used a Voodoo doll. You’ll have to ask him about it, though. It all looked like old junk to me.” Well, except for the picture. But I didn’t tell Chloe about that. I didn’t even want to think about the picture.

			“It would, Yankee girl.” She said the words without malice.

			“Okay, your turn. What did Mama Legba say about the dreams?”

			“She wouldn’t tell me anything.”

			I stopped abruptly at that. “What? Then why were you holding out on me?”

			“I wanted to hear about Thisbe’s place,” she said mischievously. “Besides, she didn’t tell me anything because she wants to talk with you herself.”

			“Really?” After the strange dream and the stranger morning I’d spent in Thisbe’s house, part of me wasn’t in any rush to go see the old Voodoo Queen again. But another part of me couldn’t help but be excited about the chance to maybe get some answers.

			Chloe nodded. “You busy tomorrow night? She told me to bring you to St. John’s Eve and she’ll talk with you then. You got something white to wear?” She looked doubtfully at my usual dark T-shirt and faded plaid shoes.

			“You mean, like a shirt?”

			“No, you have to wear all white, head to toe. Or I guess you don’t have to, but you’ll stick out like the Yankee interloper you are if you don’t.”

			“I’m sure I can throw something together,” I told her as I mentally browsed through my closet. “What time’s the party?”

			“Don’t let anyone hear you calling it a party. That’s like saying you go to church every Sunday for a party. It’s not a party. It’s a ritual.”

			The word “ritual” brought with it images of snakes and fires. Of limbs moving rhythmically to tribal drumbeats and blood blooming across lifeless, broken bodies. “What kind of ritual?” I asked warily.

			“It’s a celebration of the summer solstice, and Mama Legba will ask the spirits to intercede for a good harvest. She’ll do a ceremony on the bridge that crosses St. John’s Bayou, and then we’ll all eat and dance.” She frowned. “Okay, maybe it is a little like a party. Anyway, we’ll need to leave around five. I can pick you up if you want.”

			“That would be great,” I said as we reached the employees’ dorm.

			“I’d love to stick around and hang out, but I promised my momma I’d help her out with some stuff at the house this afternoon, and I’m already later than I told her I’d be,” Chloe told me as she mounted the steps.

			“Yeah, I have some stuff to do with the shots I was working on. I’ll see you tomorrow night?”

			“Absolutely. And don’t forget to wear white.”

			“I won’t,” I told her.

			Chloe left, and I turned to walk back to my family’s cottage, but as I got closer to it, the thought of sitting indoors and staring at a computer screen didn’t appeal to me. So I just ran inside and printed off a few of the pictures I’d taken the last few days, including the ones from Thisbe’s cabin that morning, and then headed out to the pond. I hoped I’d see Alex there. I had some questions I wanted answers to—starting with why Chloe didn’t know who he was.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			When I came through the trees, I was disappointed to find the clearing empty. Alex wasn’t around. Not wanting my fair skin to burn any more than it already had in the Louisiana sun, I walked toward the beautiful old oak that anchored the far end of the pond. The ground around it was soft with thick grass that had taken hold in the shade of its branches, so I sat down at the base and pulled out the binder holding the pictures.

			I looked over the first few images, sorting them out on the ground in front of me, but when I reached the prints of Thisbe’s cabin, I felt the same sense of unease sift through me as I had when approaching the real thing. So I closed the binder and leaned back to rest for a bit in the coolness of the tree’s shade.

			When I opened my eyes, Alex was sitting next to me, as golden and beautiful as he’d been earlier that day. The lines of his face were softer, though, and his jaw didn’t have the tightness I’d noticed then. His eyes were clear and bright. Their green depths reminded me of the lushness of the forests in the North—a living, fertile color I hadn’t encountered anywhere else in the overheated Southern summer. He was looking at me with such intensity that it fairly took my breath away.

			I’d had short-lived relationships before and flirted with crushes, but I’d never had someone look at me the way Alex was looking at me at that moment. Love. Hope. Safety. The feelings coursed through me with reckless abandon. I loved him, which was a ridiculous thought. I didn’t even know him. But the feeling was there, deep inside me and so sure I couldn’t dismiss it.

			And that’s when I knew I was her again—Armantine. This was only another dream. And for a single heartbeat I hated her, because I knew he wasn’t really looking at me. For that single heartbeat I wanted him to, but the brief burst of anger I felt couldn’t survive the feelings of love and trust and desire welling up from her. Knowing what she felt for him—I couldn’t help but feel it too.

			They were sitting under the oak, inches apart. His hand was close to hers, their fingers barely brushing, and I could feel her delight at his closeness. But I could also feel a new sense of fear bubbling up inside of her. 

			Something had happened. Something had shaken her and made her remember how impossible everything about their situation was. As much as she wanted to stay there with him, she was terrified of what would happen to her if she let him know he held her heart.

			He looked at me—her—and smiled. It wasn’t the half-cocked mocking grin he’d given me that afternoon by the pond. “You can trust me, you know,” he told her, his voice soft and urgent.

			But she didn’t know. I could sense the doubt that kept equal measure with her hope.

			“I mean you no harm, Armantine. Truly. I could never harm you, ma chère.” His words were serious, but the endearment rolled off his tongue too easily and I could sense her withdraw at its casual use.

			“You may not mean to, but … ” Her voice came out deeper, huskier, with a breathless quality it didn’t have before in the studio. “I must go, monsieur.”

			“Are we back to that, then?” His voice darkened. “Shall you refuse me the privilege of using your name now, as well?” His words were sad, but they were laced through with a coldness born of frustration.

			“No,” she said softly. “You may use my name, but only when we are alone. It’s not proper otherwise.” Her heart ached even as she said the words. She loved the intimacy of being allowed the privilege of calling him Alexandre, but her fear that he might shatter her fragile world held her back.

			“Then we shall be alone again, yes?” He took her hand and covered it with his own. “You will promise me that?”

			I willed her to accept him even as I felt her withdrawing. “I can’t make such a promise,” she whispered. “I should never have come here.” She started to gather the charcoal pencils that had fallen into the grass near her skirts and placed them, along with sketches she’d made of the pond and of him, into her bag. They were, she realized with a sudden certainty, the only thing she’d ever really have of him.

			“I shouldn’t be here.” She didn’t look at him as she stood up. “Can you take me back?”

			“Why?” He rose to his feet and grasped her arms, the word coming out dangerous, low, and with a thread of pain running through it.

			Armantine paused, considering her worlds carefully. “I have nothing to offer you.” She met his eyes. “Except what I cannot. What I will not.”

			His brows drew together as he puzzled out the meaning of her words, and then he seemed to understand. His frustration seemed to roll off of him in dangerous waves. “You are worth far more than you suggest, Armantine. You mean much more to me than what you suggest.” He searched her face for some affirmation, and the anger in his eyes eased to disappointment. “I thought you understood that?”

			“What is there to understand?” Her voice was gentle, but it carried in it all of the pain of her regret. At the sound of it, he eased his grasp on her.

			“I am not toying with you, mon coeur,” he murmured. Releasing one of her arms, he traced the line of her jaw with a single fingertip. “I want you,” he told her as his fingertip followed the line of her throat, down across her collarbone until he reached edge of the scooped neckline of her dress. “I will not lie to you, love. Not a moment goes by that I do not think of you. Of your beauty and your fire and the light you have brought into my life.” His finger followed the neckline of her dress, dipping down to the soft swell of her breasts and then back up, sending little frissons of heat and awareness across her skin. “Not a moment passes that I do not think of us. Of our future. Of what it would be like to have you as my own,” he whispered.

			“I know you don’t mean to toy with me, Alexandre.” She said his name softly, her voice hitching with desire even as she pulled away. “But there is no future for this. For what is between us.”

			“You are wrong,” he told her, his voice thick with meaning.

			“I wish I were.” She smiled sadly. “I wish I could imagine the future as you do, but I know otherwise.” Reaching up, she brushed a stray lock of hair back from his smooth forehead. She knew immediately it was a mistake and started to draw back, but he grasped her wrist and covered her slim hand with his own.

			“Can you not learn to imagine it?”

			She ruthlessly pressed down the hope she felt at his words until it was no more than a pinpoint of light in her otherwise dark future, and then she firmly pulled away.

			“You do not believe me.” He watched her face as he let her go. “Or do you not want me as well?”

			“How can you not see that this is impossible?” she asked, her voice trembling with regret and her eyes stinging with tears.

			They stood like that for what seemed like an eternity—the heat of the day swirling around them, the sun glinting off the gold in his hair, and Armantine waiting for him to turn away from her. He, the first man who had looked at her and seen past her beauty to her very self, who was as interested in her thoughts on art and life as he was in the curve of her waist or swell of her breast. But she knew he would eventually turn from her, would eventually leave. 

			I wanted to reach out and touch him, to plead for him not to go. I wasn’t sure if the feelings were mine or Armantine’s, but all that mattered was that I had no control. I was a passenger in her body, nothing more.

			Alex reached down to his boot and withdrew a knife. It flashed in the sunlight, as bright as his eyes had suddenly become. Fear sifted through Armantine, and in an instant we both remembered him crouching over a broken body, a bloodied knife glinting in his hand. Though she believed he was not the one who had killed the girl, she watched him cautiously just the same.

			He stepped closer to the oak and stabbed the blade into it, again and again. Wary of the violence with which he assaulted the tree, she inched forward slowly, trying to see what he was doing, but then he stopped and turned back to her. He’d carved two lopsided, primitive-looking, interlocking letter A’s into the weathered trunk. The tightly coiled spring in Armantine’s chest eased a little at the sight.

			“I promise you this,” he told her, his voice thick with emotion. “I have searched for you too long to let you go now. I will find a way to make you believe in my promises, and someday long after now, we will bring our grandchildren to this very spot and show them this tree, this place where I pledged myself to you.”

			“Alex—” Her voice was shaking, and I knew what she was going to say. She would refuse him again, even as she wanted to accept him completely.

			“No, ma chère. There has been enough talk. Enough fear.” He framed her face with his broad hands. Gently, he smoothed back her hair. Armantine turned her face into his hand, reveling in its warmth and strength until he turned her face to him again. He traced the lines of her face reverently, as though he was memorizing them the way a cleric might learn a holy book. Gently, his fingertips learned the gentle swell of her cheeks, the arch of her brows, and, finally, the rough pad of his thumb brushed across the lips she so desperately wanted him to kiss.

			I knew if he tried, she would let him. And I knew what it would cost her. His gaze never left hers as he pulled her into his arms and his lips descended to meet hers … 

			And that’s when I woke up.

			“Of all the stupid things,” I mumbled to myself, rubbing the nap from my eyes and trying to shake off the vividness of the dream. Apparently I could dream about being drowned multiple times each week without once missing out on the terrifying end of that, but when I dreamt about a gorgeous Frenchman, I manage to miss the best part.

			“Do you often talk to yourself, ma chère?” His familiar voice came from nearby, and I froze at the sound of it. I looked down at my hands and was relieved to see my own pale skin flecked with freckles, my grandmother’s ring on the middle finger of my right hand. I twisted it to keep from pinching myself in front of him.

			“Maybe,” I said, finally raising my head to look at him. I half expected him to be wearing the smart black suit from my dream, but he was dressed in the same clothes he’d been in before. His shirt was freshly laundered and his pants were a soft, dark gray. 

			“Do you always sneak up on people when they’re sleeping?” I added, lifting one eyebrow in his direction and trying to affect a wryness I didn’t really feel.

			He looked different in other ways too. The dream’s faded tones had dampened the intensity of his green eyes and washed out the gold spun through his hair. In the dream, it had been brushed back away from his face, but now it was the slightest bit mussed and fell lazily over his forehead. In real life he seemed more human, somehow.

			“I did not want to disturb you. You looked like a painting, sleeping there with your fiery hair and fair skin.” He was looking at me the way the Alex of my dreams watched Armantine, and my breath hitched in my throat. “You looked too picturesque to be real.”

			I stood up and stretched my stiff muscles, trying to ignore my reaction to him. “The crick in my neck is definitely real,” I told him tartly, not wanting him to see the effect he—or his words—had on me. My emotions were too close to the surface because of the dream—they were still too close to what she had felt.

			I found myself wondering again about the picture we’d found that morning. About whether there had truly been an Armantine, or if I’d only imagined a similarity between the daguerreotype and the girl I dreamt about.

			“So, are you talking to me now?” I asked. It seemed an easier question—or at least a less crazy one—than the others crowding my head.

			“But of course. When have I not talked to you?”

			Slowly the desire aroused by the dream was fading. “This morning, for starters,” I reminded him. “You have something against Piers?”

			“It is of no concern,” he said with the type of certainty used by someone who has always gotten his own way.

			“Right.” I started picking up the pictures I’d spread out on the ground in front of me. The combination of my morning at Thisbe’s cottage and dreaming about Armantine’s volatile emotions had left me too exhausted and confused to deal with Alex’s evasions and half answers.

			“I’ve angered you,” he said, a look of confusion on his face.

			“No. Not really,” I hedged. “It’s just been a long day.”

			“You should stay away from the witch’s home, Lucy.”

			The change in topic was abrupt, but his face conveyed a stony seriousness that made me pause.

			“I doubt Thisbe was a witch,” I said. “Besides, she’s been dead a long time, and I have a job to do.”

			“Please.” He choked on the word, like he wasn’t used to using it. “It is a very dangerous place. Will you stay away from there? For me?”

			“No,” I told him tartly, even as my pulse stuttered at the earnestness of his request. “I told you, I have a job to do and I’m not letting anyone’s superstitions keep me from doing it. I promised my dad I’d help him out and I don’t break my promises. Besides, I barely know you, and from your little disappearing act today, I’m not even sure I want to.”

			As I struggled with the loose prints, I managed to drop the binder that held the others. The photographs tumbled out as it fell, like leaves to the ground.

			“What are those?” he asked, pointing to the images scattered at my feet.

			“Just some shots I took of the house and grounds.” I bent to scoop them up before they could blow away.

			He leaned over to look at them. “This—” He gestured to the photos. “It is your work?”

			I nodded, and he seemed amused. “I should have known.” He shook his head. “Will you show me?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, pretending to consider his request. “Depends on what you’re offering in return.”

			He grinned, the left side of his mouth pulling up higher than the right and a bit of humor and warmth breaking through his usual mask. “And what is it that you want of me?”

			“Answers.”

			His brows went up at that. “To what questions?”

			“Well, you could start by telling me why you keep following me.”

			“I am not following you intentionally,” he said slowly, carefully. “You simply happen to be where I am.”

			“So it’s a coincidence?” I asked doubtfully.

			He shrugged. “If you would like.”

			“I thought you didn’t believe in coincidences.”

			He smiled fully then, unable to hide his amusement. “Please.” The word came out easier this time for him. “I would very much like to see your work.” He gestured for me to open the binder. I thought about refusing, but he looked so earnest in his request that I relented.

			He motioned for me to join him as he sat, his legs crossed in front of him. When we were settled, he leaned against the tree and I pulled out my favorite of the pictures I’d taken since arriving at the plantation—a study of the dark shadows that the columns threw against the white façade of the house, like solid iron bars caging it in. 

			He studied the photo carefully. More carefully than I would’ve expected him to. “You have captured the secretive quality of the mansion, yes? It is quite striking. It gives the feeling of being trapped by the grandeur of the place.”

			Warmth bloomed in my chest. Few people ever understood my photographs so quickly. I mean, people always thought they were good, but not everybody really got them.

			“That’s exactly what I was going for,” I told him. “I wanted the shadows to look like the bars of a prison. They seemed so intensely malevolent that day. Here, look at this one.” I moved a new picture to the top of the pile, hoping his reaction wouldn’t disappoint.

			It was the image of the large fountain in the south garden. Light pooled around the statue of a young girl who was holding her hands to the sky. I kept my eyes on the image, watching him out of the corner of my eye as he studied it, afraid that if I turned and looked at him directly, he would see how much I wanted him to get it. To understand this one too.

			Alex didn’t respond right away. His brows were creased above those cat’s eyes of his, and his jaw was tight. All at once, his face seemed to unfold and he glanced up at me, his eyes no longer shadowed or evasive. In that moment, I had the feeling he saw more than just what I was doing with the photograph. I had the uncanny feeling that he saw me, too. Really saw me.

			There was too much in his gaze—too much intensity, too many questions, just … too much. I couldn’t help but look away.

			After a long, expectant moment, he cleared his throat and spoke again. “She looks like some sort of ethereal being in this one,” he said. “But you make it a question: is the water lifting her or pulling her back?”

			He got it. I bit my lip to keep from smiling like an idiot as I kept my eyes trained on the image.

			“You are very talented, Lucy,” he said softly, leaning back away from me and the photographs I held.

			“I have a lot to learn,” I hedged, risking another look at him. “But I hope I can make a life from it.”

			“From taking pictures?”

			I nodded. “Photography is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do. There’s something ridiculously satisfying about finding the perfect moment that, you know, captures an experience. Preserves it for all time.”

			He frowned. “This is what your pictures do?” The coldness in his tone surprised me. I couldn’t imagine what I’d said wrong to put that kind of ice in his words.

			“Well, maybe not yet,” I replied carefully, trying to collect my thoughts before speaking again. “But it’s what I want them to do. Pictures are a record—a testament of a time. They’re a way of capturing the moment and holding it forever.” I chose my words carefully, but his face remained tense as I spoke. “And I’m babbling again,” I mumbled by way of apology.

			“I am delighted to hear you talk.” But there was something dark in his tone that didn’t match his words.

			It struck me then that the Alex in my dreams was a gentler, more idealized version of the boy that was in my here and now. With that Alex, I felt safe, even if Armantine didn’t. With this Alex? I wasn’t sure what to feel. The more time I spent around him, the more I wondered if maybe my subconscious had just evened out his rough edges and softened his intensity.

			Since I’d been judging this Alex based on some silly dreams, I hadn’t considered that there might be something dark behind the mask of disinterested amiability he wore like armor. Perhaps something a little bit dangerous.

			The silence stretched between us. Suddenly I didn’t want to be there, alone in the clearing with him. I put my photos back into the binder.

			“Have I done something wrong?” he asked. His voice still sounded tight, strained, but it was also tinged with something like regret.

			“No,” I lied. “I just need to get back. My parents will be wondering where I am.”

			As I stood to leave, I resisted looking at him. I liked the Alex in my dreams, but I wasn’t going to make the mistake of confusing dreams with reality.

			“Lucy?”

			I stopped and turned back to him, hoping his eyes wouldn’t be cold again. They weren’t, but neither were they as understanding as they’d been just moments before—when he’d been looking at my work.

			“I am sorry if I upset you,” he said as he stood to join me.

			“It’s okay. I need to go anyway.” If nothing else, I needed to put some distance between us. And between the fantasy I’d dreamt up and the reality of the boy in front of me.

			“Please, I will go. Stay and enjoy the afternoon.” He gave me a half smile that could’ve been charming, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

			I grabbed my bag from the ground, but Alex was faster. Before I could leave, he was already backing away. He gave me a final, tentative wave before turning and heading toward the woods. When he stepped into the shadows of the trees, I lost sight of him. And I was alone again.

			All at once I realized how hot the day had become, how thick the air felt. How strangely empty the clearing was without him in it. Even in the dream, the clearing had felt more complete with him there.

			The dream.

			The whole time I’d been talking with Alex, I hadn’t quite been able to shake the intensity of Armantine’s feelings. The girl’s emotions about her Alex had been so stark, so strong, they’d colored my every reaction to him. But there had been something else. Something I was starting to remember clearly, now that he wasn’t there to distract me.

			I turned to the tree—the ancient-looking oak dripping with Spanish moss, just as it had been in the dream. Carefully I searched the trunk, running my fingers over its rough bark, but I didn’t find what I was looking for. “Just a dream.” I breathed easier at the thought.

			Slinging my bag on my shoulder, I turned toward our cottage—away from the pond and Alex and all the crazy thoughts I’d been having. The lack of the two interlocking A’s on the tree’s gnarled trunk was confirmation that I wasn’t crazy. I wasn’t having dreams about some long-dead girl and a guy who looked uncannily like the guy I’d just been talking to. Armantine was only a figment of my overactive and under-rested imagination. She hadn’t actually sat under this tree with another Alex more than a century before, and—

			Then it struck me. That many years ago, the tree would have been smaller. I’d looked in the wrong place. I needed to look higher.

			For a second, I thought about not going back. In some ways it would have been easier to just keep walking toward home, to forget about the tree and my theories. Too bad I’ve never been one to do things the easy way.

			It took a few minutes for me to figure out how to get enough of a foothold on the trunk to hoist myself up. At first, I almost missed it, mistaking it for part of the rough bark. But as I ran my fingers over the shallow, jagged lines, I knew that nature couldn’t have designed those deeply gouged angles. Dark with age, the two intertwining A’s had somehow withstood the march of time.

			I lowered myself back to the ground and, without thinking, glanced at the woods. I half expected Alex to be standing there, watching me, but the tree line was empty. All around me, the clearing felt very still, like the air itself was waiting.

			I’d convinced myself that knowing Thisbe’s name might have been a coincidence. I could explain away the girl in the picture as my overactive imagination … but the carvings on the tree? I knew for certain no one had told me about that. 

			If those carvings were real—if those things really had happened—I knew it meant that my dreams might be more than just dreams. It meant that Alex shouldn’t—couldn’t—still be alive. 

			It meant that I really needed to talk to Mama Legba.

			

		

	
		
			Twelve

			After my discovery of the letters in the tree, every minute felt like an hour until Chloe pulled up the next afternoon in her blue Chevy, ready to take me to the St. John’s Eve festival. When she finally arrived, it took everything I had not to leap into the car before it came to a complete stop.

			“You look rough,” she said by way of greeting as I slid into the front seat.

			“Thanks,” I said dryly. There was another girl in the backseat, a sandy-haired blonde. “I’m Lucy,” I told her. “Apparently, I look rough.”

			“Emaline,” the girl said with a smile. “And I’ve seen worse.”

			“We go to school together,” Chloe explained. She glanced in the rearview mirror at her friend. “Lucy just moved here. She’ll be going to St. Expedite’s with us come August.”

			“Have you seen the uniforms yet?” Emaline asked me. “Hideous.” She gave a mock shudder.

			I shrugged, not bothering to correct Chloe. “At my school back home, we had to wear ties.” If I had anything to say about it, I’d be wearing those ties again come fall.

			“Where’s back home?” Emaline asked.

			“Chicago.” But when I said the word, Chicago suddenly felt very, very far away.

			

			The ritual that Chloe took me to was held on the Bayou St. John, one of the many inland tributaries sprouting off Lake Pontchartrain. When we finally arrived, people dressed in white were already gathering at the large steel bridge that crossed the bayou at one of its narrowest points. They looked like initiates preparing for some sort of old-time religious revival.

			We walked along the bayou toward the growing crowd. “Do all of these people practice Voodoo?” I asked.

			Emaline snorted. “Not likely, unless half the lacrosse team’s taken it up.” She pointed over to a group of guys gathered on the outskirts of the crowd. They were dressed in white, like the rest, but each had a bottle of a sports drink that was mostly likely spiked with something. “Speaking of which … I think I’m gonna go say hello, if you don’t mind?” She never took her eyes off the guys. “I’ll meet you in a bit, okay?”

			“Sure,” Chloe said, shooting me a look that said Emaline was probably over her head with that group. Emaline didn’t seem to notice, though. Without much of a backward glance, she took off toward the guys.

			“She seems nice,” I said once she left.

			Chloe shrugged. “We’ve gone to school together since for-
ever. When she found out I was planning to come, she kind of invited herself along.”

			“Well, thanks for inviting me too.”

			“No problem.” She smiled. “Come on, we want to get up front so we can see everything.”

			Chloe pushed her way through the crush of bodies until we finally made it to the mouth of the bridge. “The priestess is going to come from over there and cross the bridge. Then she’ll do the invocation to the spirits and invite the rest of us across.”

			On the bridge, someone had already set up a small altar made from a variety of boxes stacked in a pyramid shape and covered with a vibrant aquamarine cloth. Burning candles covered almost every inch of it. Most of the candles were white, but a couple of others had already splattered their blood-red wax on the field of blue.

			Chloe must have seen me studying them. “The white is for purity and protection, but the red’s for power.”

			Drums started somewhere in the distance, and their driving cadence sent a shiver of recognition through me. As the drums grew louder and more distinct, I realized the people approaching the bridge from the far end of the bayou weren’t walking, but dancing toward us. As they came closer, a movement at the far edge of the water caught my attention. Before I could figure out what I was seeing, a flame erupted that made me jump.

			“They light the bonfires to guide the way for the priestess,” Chloe whispered.

			Sure enough, as the drumming grew louder and the group grew closer, more fires sprang to life on the bank of the bayou. One at a time, they ignited, each one closer than the last, until the drumming was loud enough to vibrate in my chest and the group of dancers came to a halt on the far side of the bridge. They parted then, and a woman came forward dressed in an elaborate white turban and long, flowing skirts—Mama Legba.

			She raised her arms and sang out to the skies above in a rich, warm song. I couldn’t tell what she was saying, but her voice rolled over the crowd. Everyone behind us stilled as someone in the procession draped a large snake over her arms. 

			I heard myself gasp as my vision blurred. For a moment, Mama Legba’s lithe dancing became Thisbe’s. Her graceful rhythm was replaced by Thisbe’s more erratic and disjointed movements. But then, almost as quickly as the vision came, it dissipated, leaving me shaken.

			“Don’t worry, Lucy,” Chloe told me, misunderstanding my reaction to the vision. “She’s not doing anything evil. In Voodoo, snakes represent one of the most powerful of the spirits—Damballah.”

			I didn’t correct her mistaken impression, just turned back to watch Mama Legba, who had left her entourage behind her and begun to dance toward us. With writhing, rhythmic motions, she twisted her body in a sensual imitation of a snake as she approached the middle of the bridge. It was reminiscent of Thisbe’s dance, but Mama Legba’s face had none of the angst or desperation that had been on Thisbe’s.

			“When she reaches the middle of the bridge, she’ll do an invocation to St. John the Baptist and any other spirits that are around,” Chloe told me, pointing to the altar. “The snake will go there, as an offering.”

			“She’s going to kill it?” I couldn’t keep the horror out of my voice.

			Chloe shot me a dirty look. “Of course not. It’s just going to stay there so it doesn’t get trampled on. Seriously, Lucy, you’ve watched way too many horror flicks.”

			“But you said ‘offering.’”

			“Yeah, offering. Not sacrifice.” She shook her head, irritated. “Honestly. We’re celebrating the birth of the man that baptized Christ, not Beelzebub. Just watch.”

			Mama Legba danced her way across the bridge until she stood in front of the altar. Slowly, she lifted the snake from her shoulders and held it high as she knelt before the candles. She called out again, her voice soaring over the stillness of the bayou, and then set the snake into a depression in the altar that I hadn’t noticed. After she covered it up, she stood and faced us.

			Her voice rose again, clearly articulating strange syllables in a language I didn’t understand.

			“Anonse o zanj nan dlo,” she cried, her voice rising and falling melodically like a blues singer, and then she raised her hands to us. The crowd answered her back.

			“Anonse o zanj nan dlo.”

			“Ya dosou miwa, yawe yawe,” she called, her voice growing stronger.

			“Ya dosou miwa, yawe yawe,” the crowd replied, Chloe’s voice loud among them. They repeated this verbal dance, back and forth, with more of the observers on our side joining into the chant each time Mama Legba raised her arms.

			“Kreyol mande chanjman! ” She shouted the change suddenly, and the drums began again. She raised her hands and the crowd gave her back her chant. Then she began a new dance.

			It wasn’t the sensual writhing of a snake this time, but a joyful celebration. The people who had followed her onto the bridge started dancing again as well, moving across the bridge to where Mama Legba waited. She raised her arms again to those on our side of the bridge, where most people were already moving in time to the pulsing drums. At her signal, they started moving forward.

			 “This is the best part,” Chloe shouted. She smiled at me and raised her own arms in the dance. “Come on, Yankee girl, let the spirit move that skinny white behind of yours.”

			I laughed and started to bounce in time to the music. I started out self-consciously, moving only enough to not stand out, but Chloe’s enthusiasm and the rhythm of the drums pulled me in. Soon I was in the center of the bridge, my arms in the air and my body moving freely to the rhythm of the drummers. Occasionally, I’d catch Chloe’s bright smile, and then we would separate again and mix in with the other bodies on the bridge. At one point we found Emaline again, and in the sultry heat of twilight we all danced on like we were at some impromptu bayou rave over the murky water. Dark arms tangled with light ones, and the drummers became part of the dancers as the rhythmic sway of the crowd swirled around the small area.

			We danced faster then, spinning alone and together, and the air was filled with laughter to complement the driving beats of the ever-present drumming. It became its own music in the waning light, punctuated by ecstatic shouts that echoed in the sticky night air, reverberating like a remembrance of something already past.

			It was easy to dance, to give my body over to the rhythm that was unavoidable and to a freedom that seemed to snake through the air and touch us all. I’ve never thought of myself as a particularly graceful or talented dancer, but as the urgency of the beats increased, I felt a freedom in my body I hadn’t known existed there before.

			The light grew more golden as the sun inched toward the horizon, and the frenzy of the drumming increased until the drums were singing so rapidly that the individual beats were indecipherable and the sound became a thrumming roll. Chloe, Emaline, and I were spinning together, laughing, when a high-pitched drum broke the mood with rapid, gunfire-like beats. The crowd slowly quieted.

			Above the lingering buzz, Mama Legba’s voice called out, again and again, “Nou tout se zanj O! ” The tones of her voice undulated, like ripples on the surface of the river. Finally the crowd was silent, listening to her repeat the call until the sound of the words became a rich chorale, a blessing for the crowd. She was standing at the edge of the bridge, her hands extended over the water.

			“What’s she saying?” I asked Chloe as I caught my breath.

			“It’s the final invocation,” she told me. “She’s telling the spirits that we are all angels.”

			“Angels?”

			“We’re all spirits, Lucy. In Voodoo, angel is just another name for spirit. For life.” She pointed to the horizon. “Look there—the sun’s almost gone.”

			Mama Legba continued her invocation until the remaining sliver of fire sank below the horizon, and then she went silent. She made her way to the middle of the bridge, the crowd parting silently as she came. “We celebrate tonight the great spirits who will bring us a long growing season and an ample harvest.”

			The drums punctuated her words with a single beat.

			“We celebrate another year, another chance to perfect our souls.” Another beat sounded.

			“We ask the Loa to intercede on our behalf. To guide us on our earthly journey until we can return to the Great Beginning.” The drums rolled then, a low rumble like thunder in the distance.

			“Something’s coming, my children,” she called. “Something that has been waiting for a long while to walk among us again. We ask the great spirits to guide us. To protect us in the days ahead.” A final beat sounded, and she dropped her arms. The silence over the bayou hung heavy as the night sky, and we waited for what would come next.

			“And now,” she said in quieter tones, a broad smile crossing her face. “Now, we eat.”

			The drums started again, but their song was less frenzied and more like a conversation. People mingled on the bridge, some placing their own small offerings on the altar, others dancing again with old and new friends. We made our way across the bridge to where a banquet was being set up between two of the small bonfires.

			“Come on,” Chloe said, pulling us through the crowd. “The food’s almost better than the ritual itself. We need to get some before it’s gone.”

			We piled our plates high. Chloe pointed to the different dishes and explained what they were. It was a mix of old world and new, African and Creole, the Caribbean and the Bayou, all mouthwatering and fragrant. The headiness of garlic mixed with smoky cumin and fragrant cinnamon and cloves. The intensity of the scents—the savory mixed with sweet, the sharp bite of chili cut with the earthiness of rice and plantains—was so thick in the air, I could practically taste it on my tongue.

			We ate in the light of the fire and watched the crowd gradually grow. Occasionally, the rhythm of the drums would change or someone would start another bluesy call-and-response round. 

			“Thanks for bringing me to this, Chloe,” I said.

			“You like?”

			“I definitely like.” I grinned. “I have to say, though, all your talk about rituals had me nervous about what I should expect.”

			“She told you it was a ritual?” Emaline asked, licking one finger daintily. “Seriously?” She rolled her eyes at Chloe.

			“It is a ritual,” Chloe said, sulking a bit. “Mama Legba isn’t doing this for her health.”

			“Yeah, whatever,” Em said, bumping Chloe gently with her shoulder. “Hey, I’m gonna go grab some more food.” She glanced over her shoulder to where the tables were still heaped with half-full plates and where a couple of guys from earlier were standing, picking at the mound of crawfish. “I might be a while,” she said, grinning back at us.

			“Have fun,” Chloe called in a voice that made it very clear she knew Emaline was after more than just a second serving. Em rolled her eyes but couldn’t quite keep the grin off her face as she flounced away toward the food and the guys.

			Once she knew Emaline was out of earshot, Chloe asked, “So really, what’s with the dark circles under your eyes? You kind of look like crap.”

			I blinked at her bluntness.

			“Seriously,” she said when I didn’t respond. “What’s going on?”

			I hesitated, wondering how much I should say. “I didn’t get much sleep last night,” I told her, settling on the easiest explanation. I took another sip of my drink so I wouldn’t have to meet her eyes, but I could feel her questions hanging in the air just the same.

			“Still having weird dreams?” she asked when it was clear I wasn’t going to say anything more.

			I could feel my face growing warm. “Lately they’ve been … 
different.”

			“That right?” Chloe asked after a moment, and I knew from her tone that she understood there was more I wasn’t saying.

			But I only nodded and kept my eyes on what remained of my food. I didn’t want to think about the intensity of the dreams I was having about Armantine and Alex. I definitely didn’t want to talk about my wild thoughts about who or what Alex was, or to admit—even to myself—that no matter what he might be, my stupid heart raced every single time I thought about him.

			But before she could press me further, a shadow passed over us, and we looked up to find Mama Legba herself standing above us. I didn’t know how much she’d heard or seen, but her face was solemn, almost stony in the firelight.

			“Chloe-girl, you give the spirits your offering yet?” she asked. She didn’t stop looking at me even as she talked to Chloe. The intensity of her gaze unnerved me, so I glanced over to Chloe for an explanation. 

			Chloe didn’t notice my unease, though. She was looking between me and Mama Legba, like she was trying to figure out how she’d been so easily unseated in the old woman’s favor. “Not yet Mama,” she answered with determined cheerfulness. “But I’m going to soon.”

			“What you waiting for? An invitation? Go on,” Mama Legba said, finally glancing at Chloe. “Lucy and me, we gonna talk for a bit.”

			As Chloe stood and started toward the makeshift altar on the bridge, Mama Legba gave a quick jerk of her head, indicating I should follow, before walking off toward the darkened park. I scrambled to my feet, impressed by how quickly she moved.

			I started to thank her for inviting me to the festival, but she silenced me with a look. “Walk on a little bit with me, Lucy-girl.”

			

			St. John’s Bayou was a mostly residential area lined with apartments and houses, but the side we were on was a long, park-like stretch of land not lit by streetlamps or by bonfires.

			“This bayou is an important place for believers.” Mama Legba’s voice came out of the darkness beside me. “Marie Laveau started comin’ here with her followers ’round about the time this place became a state. Back then, it was just a bunch of wildness with some people trying to tame it.” When we were a good distance away from the other revelers, she stopped and turned to me. “Course, Marie had a gift. Some people said it was the sight. Other people, they think she just knew what to look for. You know what I mean.”

			I didn’t, but also didn’t want to interrupt.

			“Now, some say Marie weren’t nothing more than a good
showman. Legend goes ’round these parts a real conjure woman lived upriver a ways. Lots of legends about those places, though. You put that much pain and suffering in the land, and a place can’t hardly get clean of it.

			“Now, Chloe-girl, she tell me you been having some dreams.” Mama Legba’s voice was steady and not a muscle on her face gave away what she was thinking, or what her intent was in asking the question. “Like I told you, dreams are tricky things,” she continued before I could respond. “But I ’spect you know that well enough, don’t you?”

			“Yeah.” I looked out at the dark bayou beyond. She hadn’t asked me what my dreams were about, and now that we were alone, I couldn’t find the words to tell her. “If I just knew why I keep having them. Or … ”

			I thought about Alex, about the tree and the girl in the picture. About the idea that maybe my dreams were true. But now that the moment had come, I didn’t know how to explain any of it without sounding completely insane.

			“If I just knew what they meant,” I said instead.

			“Well see, Lucy-girl, that’s the thing. I told you it’s near impossible to know when it comes to dreaming, didn’t I?  Sometimes we dream the past. Sometimes we dream our futures. Sometimes we dream our deepest desires.” She grasped my upper arms and leaned down a bit so her face was close to mine. “But sometimes dreams are dangerous.”

			“I’m starting to understand that,” I whispered, thinking of Alex and the temptation in his smile, and of the suffocating pull of cold, dark water. I wondered which I should worry about more.

			“The problem with dreams, child, is they let us free from our earthly bindings. That can be tremendously powerful, but power is always a slippery thing—the second you try to hold onto it, you find it holdin’ onto you. You get too caught up in dreams, you might never be finding your way back.”

			“But how do I know what’s real and what’s just a dream?” I whispered.

			“You get to the point that you start asking that question, Lucy-girl, and you already going down a dangerous path.” She paused, giving my arms a comforting squeeze. “You be careful, hear me? I know you staying out there at the old Dutilette place, and Chloe say you be digging into Thisbe’s place too. You just be careful and remember that not all the spirits in this world are good ones. You stir up the wrong ones and you be in a world of hurt.” She dropped her arms and, without another word, turned and started walking back.

			“But what do I do?” I hurried to catch up with her long strides. “I just want the dreams to stop.”

			She halted long enough to say, “You can’t make the dreaming stop any more than you can make living stop. You end one part of life and another begins. Two sides of the same coin. Bigger question is what you gonna do with them. You enjoy the rest of the evening, now, Lucy-girl. We talk some more later, when you come to see me again.”

			I was thrown off by the abrupt change in topics. “But, I—”

			“Tonight is for celebration. Tomorrow there be time enough for the rest. You come see me next time. Then we talk.” She left me there, alone on the dark bank of the bayou.

			As I watched her walk back to the people still gathered by the bridge, I realized I hadn’t asked her half of what I wanted to, but I hesitated to follow her. I wasn’t ready to leave the almost-comfortable silence of the park or put on a happy face for Chloe and pretend everything was okay. I waited until Mama Legba’s silhouette had disappeared into the brightness of the crowd, and then I waited a bit longer before heading back myself.

			I hadn’t taken but a few steps when a scream shattered the darkness, and I ran.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			By the time I got to the bridge, the crowd had become almost frantic. I about jumped out of my skin when a hand grabbed me by the arm.

			“Lucy!”

			I breathed in relief when I saw it was Chloe. “What happened?” I asked as I craned my neck, trying to see what everyone was looking at over the side of the bridge. When I turned back to Chloe, I saw that she was completely frantic. A moment later, sirens sounded in the distance.

			“Have you seen Emaline?” she gasped.

			“No,” I told her. “I was with Mama Legba. What’s going on?” Everyone around us seemed to be in a state of panic.

			“There’s a body in the bayou, Luce.”

			“A body?” I could practically feel my lungs seize from the cold, black water of the Dream.

			Chloe nodded. “They don’t know who it is yet. I heard someone say it’s a girl.”

			“Is she okay?” I asked, but from the grip Chloe had on my arm, I already knew the answer. “Did she fall in?”

			Chloe shook her head. “I don’t think it was an accident.”

			“How do you know?” I almost didn’t want to know.

			Chloe looked sick. “They’re saying her throat was cut. I heard someone say she was all cut up.”

			Gone were the cold fingers of the water pulling me down, and in their place, Lila’s body flashed through my mind, as vivid and real as the light thrown by the fires surrounding us.

			“We need to find Emaline,” Chloe said.

			But I wasn’t really hearing her. I was feeling the heat from the bonfires and remembering the warmth of the day and the buzzing of the flies and the sticky, blackish blood at Lila’s throat.

			

			Rumors spread like fire through the crowd—it was a ritual killing. It was a crime of passion. The girl had her eyes cut out. Or her tongue. She was young. She was old. By the time the police had interviewed everyone and then made us leave the area, we’d heard so many stories that we didn’t know what to believe. But every time one of the rumors came close to my dreams, my skin prickled with awareness and Lila’s face flashed through my mind.

			The whole time, Em never answered her phone. All we could do was hope she’d gone off with one of the half-drunk lacrosse players, blissfully unaware of what had happened. When the police finally made us leave the area, we left without answers, and we left without her.

			

			I waited all night to hear something, but a call never came. And then Piers showed up at my house early the next morning and I knew before he told me. He wanted me to come with him, to help comfort Chloe.

			Mina met us at the door and nodded toward the back of the house. “She’s in her room and won’t come out.”

			“How’s she doing?” I asked.

			Mina looked tired, her heavy jewelry clinking in rhythm with her movements. “She’ll be better now that you’re both here.

			We found Chloe curled in her bed, covered almost completely by a thick, faded quilt.

			“Chloe? Baby … ” Piers’s voice was gentle as he sat next to her and pulled back the quilt to expose her face.

			She looked up at him and burst into another round of tears as she wrapped herself in his arms. He rocked her for a few minutes, until her sobbing died down to a breathless whimper.

			“Is there anything you need, Chloe?” I asked from the edge of the bed.

			“Lucy?” She looked up from Piers’s now-damp chest. “I’m so sorry, Lucy.” She barely got out the words before the tears started again.

			“Chloe, you don’t have anything to be sorry about.” I sat down on the bed with them and rubbed her back gently.

			“Oh, God, Luce. It’s my fault she was there. It’s my fault we were there,” she moaned miserably.

			“Maybe you’ll remember that, next time you think of going off again to that woman.” Mina’s voice came from the doorway.

			Chloe moaned again. “I’m so sorry, Momma.” Her tears came more forcefully.

			“You should be. What did I tell you about messing around with her?” Mina’s voice had grown firm, almost cold. “Maybe now you’ll understand that and stay away.”

			“Ms. Sabourin.” Piers’s voice was calm as he continued to rock Chloe. “Maybe now’s not the best time for this? Chloe’s still upset.”

			“She should be,” Mina snapped. “I didn’t even know where you were last night. I’d’ve locked you in your room if I thought you were gonna be such a fool as to go out to that woman on a night when spirits walk free.”

			“Mina, please.” His voice was firmer now. “Not now.”

			“Oh God, she’s right.” Chloe was still sobbing into Piers’s chest. “If I’d just stayed away from Mama Legba, I would never have thought to go last night. Em wouldn’t have been there. She’d still be alive.”

			“Chloe, you can’t think that way.” I rubbed her back in slow circles. “It’s not your fault any of this happened.”

			“But you heard about how they killed her?” Her eyes were wide and bloodshot as she met mine. “What they did to her?”

			I didn’t know. I didn’t really want to know. The fact of her death was enough for me.

			“Whoever did this to Emaline isn’t sane, baby. It didn’t have anything to do with Mama Legba or bad spirits.” Piers’s voice was steady. “Come on, lie down here and close your eyes. Nothing bad’s going to happen now.”

			But I wasn’t so sure he was right. I’d been thinking all night, and I didn’t like where my thoughts were going. I’d dreamt of Alex, and of Armantine taking her own picture, and then of the letters on the tree. One by one, each of these things had shown up in my real life. And then there was the girl with her throat cut on the night of St. John’s Eve long ago. I had the uneasy feeling that Emaline’s murder was connected to that … and that it was all tied together. But I didn’t understand how—or why—it was tied to me.

			

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			The mood around Le Ciel in the weeks following Emaline’s murder was markedly different than when I’d first arrived. The authorities didn’t have any leads about her death, and they weren’t releasing any additional information about it—not that it stopped the rumors. And the rumors certainly didn’t help the fear. Everyone in the area was on edge. We seemed to be holding our collective breath, waiting for something else to happen.

			Chloe didn’t come back to work right away, and when she did, she avoided me. Every time I tried to talk to her, she brushed me off. She brushed everyone off.

			But Chloe wasn’t the only presence missing from my life. My parents were constantly busy, and T.J. seemed to have found a place with the kids who lived in the area. Even Alex was avoiding me.

			I seemed to be the only one adrift. I was still working under Byron, but nothing about being his lackey was even remotely satisfying, and when I wasn’t fetching him coffee, I was mostly alone. I felt constantly off kilter, like the world was a reflection in a funhouse mirror. Even photography didn’t help. My favorite camera was still broken, and when I tried to use one of my other cameras, nothing seemed to gel.

			I sleepwalked through most days, going through the motions without really being present. But nights—those were something else. For the first time in my life, I looked forward to going to bed. Every night, I went to sleep hoping to see Alex. Hoping that my dreams would reveal the missing pieces of the puzzle I’d found myself in. And each night, the story of Alex’s relationship with Armantine slowly knitted itself together.

			I learned that her name was Armantine Aurelia Lyon, an orphan who had been adopted by Jules Lyon. He was a French-born freeman of color, an artist and entrepreneur who wasn’t interested in limiting himself to the community of freemen in the Quarter. He’d needed an assistant, someone who could help him slip past the defenses of the white Creole society. One look at little Armantine’s delicate features and effortless grace and he’d found his answer. She was no longer a girl by the time he opened his studio in the Quarter, but had grown into her beauty and her role in his life.

			Her life was a happy one with him, but in a society where blood was destiny, she occupied a precarious position. For the most part, her life was ordinary, calm. Or at least it was until the day Alexandre Jourdain knocked on the studio door and turned her world on its head. This, she came to understand, was why women fell. Men like him, with his golden complexion and piercing cat’s eyes, with his soft words and lofty promises, were why women left the safety of home for the risk of what lay beyond.

			Finding Lila’s broken body had made her pause and reevaluate, though. Seeing Alexandre lurking over her friend’s lifeless form drove home her position of inferiority more effectively than anything else had. There he was—strong and male, a knife gleaming in his hand with the blood of the newly dead upon its blade. It didn’t matter that he’d dropped it immediately and come to her, held her close until the scream she hadn’t realized was hers died in her throat. All Armantine could see after that morning was the contrast of Alex’s power with Lila’s weakness—and with her own.

			But those facts didn’t stop part of her from wanting him, and her reluctance didn’t stop him from courting her. He appeared one morning to retrieve the daguerreotype they’d made the day they met. Pleased with the image, he tucked it into his coat. He would have her always close to his heart, he said.

			She called him a fool and told him she wouldn’t fall for his practiced words and pretty phrases, but she blushed furiously and was secretly pleased by his actions. He asked her to accompany him to lunch the next day and she refused, until Jules appeared and accepted for her. After Alexandre left, Jules was furious.

			“Are you an imbecile?” he shouted as soon as they were alone.

			Armantine didn’t answer.

			“Answer me, girl,” he roared. “After all I’ve done for you, after all I’ve given you—you would turn him away?”

			“You said I’d never have to take a protector,” she lashed back in an uncharacteristic burst of temper. “You promised.”

			Jules kicked over a small side table, sending the small canvas she’d been working to the floor. “Do you know how long I have been trying to get a patron as rich as Roman Dutilette?” He let out a ragged breath and stepped back. “When that boy there came walking into my shop, I knew he could be the answer. All it would take is the right word whispered in his ear, the right person to push him in my direction,” he said, making a fist as though he was grabbing victory.

			“I know you’ve worked so hard, Uncle—”

			“Yes,” he said, cutting her off. “And you almost cost me my victory. You will go to lunch with the young man. You will smile and charm him. You will make sure you do all you can to entice him to come back. You will do all that you can to get him to see that his sister needs an artist to help her decorate that big old house of hers. If you do your job, he will be the key to my success. To our success.” He turned to retreat into his office, but before he entered it, he turned back to her. “You owe me that much, Armantine. I picked you up from nothing at all. I made you what you are. You have a duty to me.”

			“Yes, Uncle,” she said, her head bowed, her eyes fixed on the canvas he’d knocked to the floor. Lila’s eyes stared up at her, daring her to be ungrateful.

			But Armantine was less convinced that a whispered word could turn Roman Dutilette’s head. Lila had told her stories about life in the big house that painted Roman to be as vicious and cruel as he was rich, and his wife Josephine as haughty and spiteful as the day was long. But Armantine owed her entire existence to Jules, so the next day she found herself sitting in a rather extravagant café on St. Louis Street that she’d never before been to. Seated at a small table tucked into the corner of the lavish dining room, Armantine perched on a plush, velvet chair across from the green-eyed Frenchman and tried, without luck, to keep her heart locked firmly in her chest.

			She found it was far too easy to talk with him. His voice was low and smooth, and his eyes lit with delight at the smallest provocation.

			“You must tell me how you learned to paint,” he said softly after they had eaten.

			“Jules taught me,” she told him.

			“And you have always lived with him?”

			She shook her head.

			“Your parents, they’re … ”

			“I don’t remember my parents,” she said quickly, focusing her eyes on the fine linen covering her lap.

			It was almost the truth. Sometimes she could imagine a woman singing sweetly to her, but other times she thought it was only a dream. She didn’t remember anything from before the orphanage, with its crowded beds and filthy floors and the sisters with veils that reminded her of shrouds. “Jules is my family now.”

			“I see. My family is from the south of France—by the sea.” Alex smiled softly and looked away. “They sent me here to check on Josephine.” He ran one of his long, elegant fingers along the rim of the crystal goblet in front of him. “But I think it was their way of directing me toward the life they intend for me to have.”

			Armantine didn’t want to ask. She didn’t want to be so curious. “And what have they intended that is so terrible?”

			He glanced up at her, those impossibly green eyes of his pinning her like a butterfly on velvet. “My father is a farmer. He works the same land that his father worked, and his father before him, so … ” He shrugged. “They are quite impressed with what my sister’s husband has built here, with what his family was able to build in the West Indies before. I think they hoped it might inspire me.” 

			But something about his tone was off.

			“And has it—inspired you?” she asked.

			His brows drew together and he stared down at his glass, his expression unreadable. “No,” he said simply. “I think it has done quite the opposite.”

			Silence settled over their table. Armantine didn’t know what to say. Didn’t understand how to respond.

			“I was surprised to see you the other morning out at Le Ciel,” Alex said. It was not quite a question.

			“I was visiting friends,” she said, now finding the cut of the crystal quite interesting as well. She could not meet his eyes.

			“The girl,” he said softly, carefully. 

			Armantine didn’t answer at first. The mere mention of Lila made the grief fresh, new. “Yes,” she said finally.

			“I am very sorry. She meant something to you?”

			Armantine gave a stiff, difficult nod. Her throat was tight with all of the things she could not say. Of course Lila was something to her. Of course. And there had been nothing she could do to save her friend.

			“Please accept my condolences, ma chère.”

			Armantine glanced up at the use of the endearment. Alex’s eyes were on her, his mouth tight with the seriousness she’d heard in his voice. 

			“Thank you, monsieur,” she said. “It means a great deal that you would be so kind.”

			“Will you visit other friends there?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “Probably not.” 

			“I must say, I am disappointed, but perhaps it is for the best.”

			Her heart sank unaccountably.

			“No, you misunderstand.” He reached across the table and took her hand. His skin felt incredibly warm, even through the fine material of her glove, and his hand incredibly broad and strong compared to hers. The thickness in her throat changed then, from grief to something else entirely. She could not look away from their joined hands. “It is not that I do not wish to see you. But your friend, she is not the only one who has … died recently.”

			Armantine’s gaze shot up to meet Alex’s. “Someone else?” She thought of Lila, the darkness of the drying blood, the blankness in her friend’s unseeing eyes.

			Alex nodded. “This morning. We found another … Well, let us not speak of the details. But if you do visit your friends, please do not come alone.”

			He came to the studio the next day, and the day after that, for one reason or another, and she found it more and more difficult to come up with reasonable excuses to avoid him. They would walk along the river or find the shade of a tree near the Place d’ Armes to sit and eat tart cherries that tasted as dangerous as each moment with him felt. She found herself telling him things she’d never told another soul. She found herself wanting to trust him.

			One day she brought her folio and charcoal pencil with her, and Alex dozed in the shade they had found while she sketched scenes to paint later.

			“Someday, I must bring you out to Le Ciel to draw.” He lifted the hat he’d tilted across his eyes and watched her as she worked. “There’s some truly lovely scenery there.”

			“I don’t think I’d be welcome.” With the stories she’d heard about Roman, she’d always been careful to skirt the edges of the property whenever she went to visit Lila. Now that Lila was gone, she didn’t have any reason to go there. 

			“But you would be my guest.” He frowned.

			“I doubt very much your brother-in-law would see it that way.”

			He took her hand and she felt the familiar thrill race through her blood at the warmth of his touch. Although she’d become accustomed to being with him, she was always surprised at the jolt she felt on those rare moments when he touched her. She watched as he brought it to his lips. “Please, mon coeur.” He rubbed his lips gently across the top of her hand with no more pressure than the brush of a butterfly’s wing before he turned it over and placed a kiss in the center of her palm.

			She jerked her hand away and went back to sketching in a feeble attempt to put some distance between them. “You shouldn’t do such things.”

			“Why is that, love?” He took her hand again. “Do you doubt your beauty? My desire for you?”

			She doubted neither. Without her beauty, Jules might never have chosen her. But her beauty was also a constant danger. Plain women were usually overlooked, ignored. Her looks had never been ignored, however much she wanted them to be.

			“It’s not proper,” she whispered.

			“I never said it was.” He grinned wickedly, and she felt her heart lurch a little at the sight.

			“Come out to Le Ciel,” he said again. “For me. What are you afraid of?”

			“It isn’t a matter of fear,” she told him, her pencil slowing. “It’s a matter of propriety, of understanding my place.” And of fear.

			“Your place, love, should be with me.”

			She huffed an exasperated sigh. “You know very well it is one thing for you to come to the city and for us to see each other here. It is a very different thing for me to visit your home. It’s not done, Alex.” She hoped the use of her pet name for him would mollify him.

			“I don’t care about what is or isn’t done. I want you there with me. There’s a pond, just beyond the trees. It’s perhaps the most peaceful spot I’ve ever found in all of my travels. I go there often and think of you. I’ve imagined what you would look like there with me.”

			“Alexandre.” Her voice was sad. She started to turn away, but he caught her chin. 

			“No,” he said. “Do not shut me out because you are scared. Think about it. Please.”

			She met his eyes, but didn’t respond.

			“Come to Le Ciel. Tomorrow.” He smiled crookedly. “If it will make it easier, I shall hire your services. I find that I would very much like a painting of the pond to take with me when I return to France. A memento of my time here.” He kissed her hand again. “You have a passable skill with paints.”

			She shot him a cold look. “Passable, is it?”

			He chuckled. “Much more than passable, and you know it.” He kissed her hand again and then covered it with his own. “Will you come? Will you do that for me?”

			She wanted to say no, but she couldn’t find her voice. She should say no, but this was exactly what Jules was hoping for—another chance to be in the good graces of the Dutilettes. Another chance to establish himself with a great family.

			Alex took her unsure silence as assent.

			“I shall pick you up in the morning, and you can start the work on my painting.”

			During the next few weeks, Alex often came for her early in the morning to take her to the plantation. He would sit near her quietly and watch as she sketched. By lunchtime, he would return Armantine to the Quarter so she could help Jules with the afternoon appointments. It became an almost comfortable routine for her, despite the impossibility of the situation. Jules, of course, was beside himself with anticipation.

			One morning late in the summer, the carriage appeared driven by Solomon, one of the Dutilettes’ slaves, but with no Alex. Solomon explained that the young master had something to attend to that morning, yet wanted her to continue working on his painting. The thought of being alone on the grounds of Le Ciel almost made Armantine hesitate, but Jules would not hear of her wasting an opportunity.

			They rode in uneasy silence, and when they arrived, Solomon helped her out with a blank expression on his face. She started to walk toward the pond, aware that Solomon was walking behind her. He stayed, watching her silently, as she found her usual place under the oak and set to work with her charcoals. As the morning drew on, she could feel his cold gaze as he watched her from the trees.

			She didn’t know how long she’d been working when she felt another presence. At the edge of the clearing stood Alexandre’s sister, Josephine. When their eyes met, Josephine started toward her.

			“Miss Lyon!” Josephine called. She waved as she app-roached, a cold smile on her face. She was dressed in the finest silk, her fair hair perfectly tamed into an elaborate chignon, and Armantine suddenly felt self-conscious. She smoothed her own plain cotton skirts and hoped her unruly hair wasn’t standing on end from the humid air.

			“Madame.” She stood, keeping her eyes trained to the ground.

			“Please sit,” Josephine replied. “I did not mean to interrupt your work.”

			Armantine returned to her place on the ground, but instantly wished she had remained standing. Josephine was a small woman, but standing over Armantine, she was imposing.

			“I had heard you were here and thought to pay my respects.” The woman’s voice was clear, with the same musical cadence coloring her English as Alexandre’s, but there was no mistaking the ice running through it. “My husband and I were so pleased with the image Mr. Lyon prepared for us. I daresay it was dear of my brother to arrange such a lovely surprise.”

			“Yes, madame.” Armantine glanced up but couldn’t quite bring herself to look the woman in the eye. Josephine had the same startling green eyes as her brother, but where Alex’s were warm, alive, his sister’s reminded Armantine of ice. She focused instead on the woman’s delicate, bow-shaped mouth.

			“And now I hear you are creating a painting of our lovely pond for him. How delightful.” She didn’t sound at all delighted.

			“Yes, madame. Monsieur Jourdain was very eager to take a piece of your beautiful land home with him when he returns to France.” It was not as easy as it should have been for her to slide back into her practiced persona—not after Alex had helped to free her from it. Meek, polite, subservient. She concentrated on these qualities and hoped that she could bring them to the surface.

			“I must say,” Josephine continued, her voice a few degrees cooler. “He seems quite taken by your … talents. For a while I thought perhaps my brother was trifling with you. All those trips to the Quarter every week and all. I had worried he might take advantage of your innocence. He’s most likely quite a bit more experienced than you are. He spent some time in Paris, you know. My parents, they worried about him, and so they sent him here.”

			Armantine remained silent.

			“I am so glad to hear that he wasn’t toying with you in that way. It is a relief, my dear, to see he was simply interested in your services.” She gave the last word a disreputable hiss. “You see, my dear brother is not quite so aware of things as we women are. I worried his affection for you might have been misplaced. Given, you see, where it had no place.”

			“No, madame.” Armantine’s cheeks burned with shame as she remembered the way he’d looked at her, placed the gentle kiss in the palm of her hand.

			“But you, of course, know your place. Yes?”

			“Yes. Yes, madame.” She wanted to escape. To stand and start walking back to the Quarter, to never look back or think of Le Ciel again.

			“Of course you do.” Her voice was sweeter now, and her cold green eyes dipped to the sketches scattered around Armantine. “And such a delightful talent. Perhaps you will come back and paint the house when you are done with my brother’s little project. After he has returned to France, perhaps?”

			It was everything Jules had wanted. And it was all wrong. “Yes, madame. I’d be delighted to.” Her heart was a heavy weight in the pit of her stomach.

			“Wonderful.” Josephine made the word sound like a threat. “I’m glad we have had our little talk, ma biche. Enjoy the rest of your day here. I am sure you will have enough sketches to paint from by the end of it.” The meaning of her words was clear to Armantine.

			“Yes, madame.”

			She watched the graceful swish of Josephine’s silken skirts as the woman walked away. She’d known this would happen and cursed herself for allowing it to. Ever since she’d been rescued by Jules, she’d avoided situations that could make her feel small and inferior. It was her own fault, she knew, that it had happened now. She’d broken all of her own rules going to Le Ciel for Alex, and she’d never felt more humiliated in her entire life.

			She knew she should leave, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to move. Yet neither could she find the will to pick up her pencil again, so she sat in silence, taking in everything she could about the scene, the moment. When she walked away from this place, she knew she would be walking away from Alex as well.

			The sun was high in the cloudless sky when he finally appeared. Silently he walked to her, his beautiful mouth twisted into an angry line. Silently he sat next to her and stared out over the water.

			“I am sorry I was not here,” he said finally. “She should not have spoken to you, ma chère.”

			“It’s fine.” Armantine could hear the flatness and distance she had put into her voice and was glad for it.

			“No, love. Nothing about this is fine.” His voice was tight and he didn’t look away from the water. “She had no right to speak to you.”

			“Of course she did. This is her land, her pond. It is no more than I deserve for overstepping my bounds.”

			He turned to her. Took her chin, gently, and turned her face to his. “With me you have no bounds, Armantine.”

			She pulled away from him. “I have tried to explain to you … ” She shook her head, unable to finish her thought.

			The silence stretched on between them until she grew uncomfortable enough to begin drawing again. Anything to distract herself from the feeling that her heart was about to shatter. She loved him. More than she had any right to, and now she would pay the price. Alex sat and watched her work, and she took comfort in his closeness. For the last time, she thought. I will take this memory of perfect happiness with me, to keep near my heart.

			She relaxed eventually, taking in everything about the day as she transferred it to the paper in bold, black sweeps. Alex had propped himself back on his elbows to watch her, and when she came out of a sketch she turned to find him smiling at her.

			“You are beautiful when you work, love.”

			“You can’t say such things.” Her voice was soft, but a new sense of fear bubbled up inside of her. His hand brushed hers and she looked over at him.

			“You can trust me, you know.”

			But she didn’t.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Her life came to me in pieces, often disjointed and out of order, and because my waking hours were so tedious and lonely, it was so, so easy to slip into her skin. Eventually, the scenes of their lives became as familiar to me as my own, and I began piecing together the events: the invitation from Alex to paint at Le Ciel, the day Josephine confronted her, the way Alex tried to comfort her, the letters carved as a promise in the tree, and finally the kiss that sent her running.

			Her entire life, she’d been on the outside of everything, but for the shining instant when they kissed, everything focused on the absolute rightness of the way Alexandre’s lips felt against hers. The firmness of his mouth and the sureness of his arms around her made my head swim, and when she lost herself in that kiss, so did I.

			Then, the instant was over, and she pulled herself back from his arms, shaking and startled by what had just happened. Before he could stop her, she was on her feet and gathering her supplies.

			“Armantine.” He reached up to her, confused by the way her desire seemed to have vanished. He couldn’t have known it took everything she had to hold herself back.

			“No,” she told him, her voice unsteady as she backed away. “This cannot happen. No. Stay there.” She put up her hands and backed away.

			“Ma chère—”

			“No!” More forcefully now.

			“At least allow me to escort you home—” His voice was soothing but it was tinged with disappointment. Hurt, or something very close to it, flashed in his eyes.

			“No.” She backed away from him. “No, I need to walk. I need to think.”

			He took a step closer, his hands fisted at his side, but the shake of her head held him fast. “If anything you’ve said to me today is true, you’ll leave me now. You’ll understand I need time.”

			His jaw ticked but he nodded. “Let me at least find someone to take you back. You should not be on the road alone.” His voice was gentle now. “It is not safe, you know.”

			The image of Lila’s body flashed in her mind and she nodded, reluctantly.

			“Go up to the gate. Someone will be there soon.”

			She turned and started walking away from him, one shaking step in front of the other, when he called her again.

			“Armantine.” His voice was steady, but she didn’t turn back to him. “We are not done.”

			She didn’t answer. Just walked away from him on un-steady legs.

			It had not taken long for Solomon to arrive with a wagon. When he yanked her roughly up to sit up alongside him on the rough slat he used as a seat she couldn’t meet the old man’s eyes. They didn’t speak as the wagon rolled along the uneven dirt road.

			Twenty minutes later, they came upon Thisbe. Solomon stopped the wagon and helped the old woman climb aboard with noticeably more respect than he’d shown Armantine.

			She sat silently beside them as the wagon made its way back to town. While the two talked about people they both knew on the plantation, Armantine focused on the horizon and tried to forget that she’d left part of herself behind.

			“I’ve seen you around, with that girl who got herself killed,” Thisbe said suddenly, addressing Armantine with cloudy eyes. “But you aren’t from that house. You most certainly aren’t from the fields, either.”

			“No ma’am.” And she wouldn’t be returning to that house ever again.

			“You don’t worry yourself about your friend. Her spirit is where it needs to be.” The old woman patted Armantine’s knee with an ashy hand. “She has a purpose now.”

			“Yes ma’am,” she said. She was not thinking about anything but Alex, now that she had finally walked away from him.

			Thisbe chuckled, a dry, rasping sound that put Armantine on edge. “You aren’t much for talking, are you?”

			“No ma’am.”

			“But people have been talking about you, girl. All around these parts, everyone’s been talking about the little mulatter girl who doesn’t know her place in the world. They’ve been saying she’s trying to snare herself a rich man. They’ve been saying she thinks she’s gonna move right up into that big house like she belongs there.”

			Solomon snorted, as though disagreeing.

			“I know my place,” Armantine said quietly.

			“Sure doesn’t seem that way, or you wouldn’t be walking away from it so easy.”

			Armantine didn’t answer, and after a few moments of silence, Thisbe made a clucking noise and patted Armantine’s leg again. “You think I can’t see it? It’s as plain as day to someone who knows what they’re looking for. That boy is yours, through and through. But you’re right. You know your place, and I ’spect there’s something to that.”

			The old woman’s hand was still locked onto Armantine’s leg. “You listen to ol’ Thisbe, though. When you’re ready, you’re gonna come to me, and I’m gonna help you with what you need.”

			Armantine didn’t answer. She watched the low-slung buildings of the city grow larger on the horizon and concentrated on the painful process of stitching her heart back together. And when I woke, the ache that had been so sharp in her chest had settled in mine.

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			The funny thing about dreams is that when you have the same one often enough, it becomes a kind of reality. Just like Mama Legba had warned me, you can forget where the dream ends and where real life begins. After a few days, I’d gotten to the point where I lived for closing my eyes and slipping back into Armantine.

			But I never learned what had happened once she’d returned to the Quarter that day. Every evening, I’d go to bed hoping Alex would come for her, but every morning I’d wake up as she was leaving him at Le Ciel.

			Until the day I went back to Thisbe’s cabin. Everything changed after that.

			I would have happily stayed away from that place for the rest of forever, but between Byron’s complaints about needing my assistance—apparently coffee doesn’t fetch itself—and my father’s excitement, I found myself heading toward Thisbe’s cabin on an overcast morning late in July.

			My dad was standing with Piers and Byron at the edge of  Thisbe’s land and talking to someone as I came across the field to meet them. I easily recognized the long, colorful skirt and statuesque posture as Mama Legba’s.

			“Lucy, you’ve already met Ms. Legba,” my dad said by way of introduction.

			“Yeah. Chloe introduced us.” I ached a little when I said Chloe’s name. We hadn’t really talked since the day after Emaline’s murder. 

			“Lucy-girl.” Mama Legba smiled warmly. “I haven’t seen you around like I thought I would.” She spoke formally, and her voice held the barest hint of reproach.

			“Yeah, well … ” I didn’t have much to say, so I let my voice drop off.

			“You’ll come see me soon?” It wasn’t so much a question as an order. I nodded ambivalently.

			“Piers thought it might be a good idea to call in an expert to deal with this place,” my dad told me. “I’m not really knowledgeable about the kind of artifacts we found last week.”

			“I’m glad you did, and not just because of the objects in the house.” Mama Legba never stopped watching the cottage as she spoke. “You’re gonna need a good cleansing ritual before you mess with anything else in there. You never know what you might have stirred up the first time.”

			My dad glanced at Piers for his opinion.

			“It couldn’t hurt,” Piers said.

			Surprisingly, my dad didn’t argue. “I’ll leave that to you, then.”

			“We’ll start with a simple invocation for protection, and then I’ll scrub the whole place here with sage. Never hurts to be too careful.”

			I couldn’t believe my dad, my reasonable “there’s no such thing as ghosts” dad, was actively encouraging a Voodoo woman to cleanse anything for him, much less an acquisition as important as the cabin. As Mama Legba got herself ready to begin, I tugged on my dad’s arm. “Can I talk to you?” I whispered, so that the others couldn’t hear.

			We walked away from the group a bit. “What’s wrong, Luce?”

			“Are you really letting her do that?”

			“Sure. Why not?”

			“Tell me you don’t really believe there could be evil spirits lurking around.” I really, really wanted him to say no.

			He wrapped an arm around my shoulder and angled me so I could see across the field, forcing me to look out toward the grassy levees of the river. A small group of people had gathered to watch. “It doesn’t matter what I believe,” he said. “It does matter what they believe, though. Look, Luce. The university had a heck of a time getting this land. It’s important to the people around here, and many of them do believe in spirits. If letting Ms. Legba perform some of her rituals eases the community’s anxiety about our involvement here, then it can’t hurt now, can it?”

			“I suppose not.” It made a certain sense, the way he ex-plained it, but the whole thing still made me uneasy.

			“Come on, Luce. This should be interesting. Ms. Legba said many of her practices were passed down through the generations of her family. In a lot of ways, she’s like a living history book.”

			Mama Legba was already chanting unfamiliar words, her eyes closed and hands to the sky. Piers watched her and jotted down notes occasionally on the pad he always seemed to carry, while Byron busied himself with organizing his equipment. When Mama Legba finished, she lit a stick that looked like a thicker version of the hemp necklaces people bring back from beach vacations. It burned with an earthy, spicy fragrance as she worked to deliberately move the smoke up the dirt path to the cabin and over the porch.

			My SLR still wasn’t fixed, so I’d brought one of my other cameras with me that day—an old thirty-five that had once been owned by a guy at the Tribune. I took pictures as Mama Legba cleansed the house with the smoking stick, until the mustiness of years gone by was replaced with the sweet smell of the burning sage. It took forever.

			When she was done, she extinguished the stick using some red dirt she’d brought with her in a jar and smiled warmly at my dad. “That should do it for you,” she told him.

			“Can’t thank you enough.” My dad returned her smile. “I would like to show you what we found last week, if you have some time?”

			Mama Legba nodded, and we all followed my dad into the cabin’s back room. I tried not to focus on the daguerreotype lying on the table nearby as my dad opened the blackened box and pulled out the primitive doll. “Piers wasn’t sure what to make of these carvings. We thought maybe you would know something about them.”

			“I’ve searched all my sources,” Piers added. “But I couldn’t find any markings in them that matched these. Any idea what they are?”

			I raised my camera and focused in on the doll, trying to capture the carvings on its surface. As they came into focus through my viewfinder, my vision swam.

			Lila’s body. The bloody map carved into her chest.

			I lowered the camera, shaken. But no one seemed to notice—they were all too busy watching Mama Legba examine the tiny figure.

			She turned it over in her hand, her smooth face creasing as she studied it, and then she made a low noise in her throat that sounded like disgust. “These marks ain’t nothing to do with Voodoo.”

			“But it looks like a Voodoo doll.” Piers sounded surprised.

			“Maybe so, but Voodoo doesn’t deal in this kind of magic.” She made the disgusted sound again. “Look here, this red thread. The red is for power, but if this is what I think it might be, you’re dealing with something dangerous here. Something dark.”

			“What do you think it might be?” I raised my camera again, trying to focus on the moment in front of me instead of on the images of Lila that kept threatening to surface in my mind.

			“When I was younger, my mama told me the story of a powerful shaman who lived deep in the heart of an unknown jungle. It was her version of a fairy tale, you see?” Mama Legba looked up before continuing. “Just a story. He was obsessed with understanding the makings of life itself. He lived alone, working long hours to discover the secrets of life and death, of the spirit world around us. In the story, he went mad when he started dabbling in the black arts. He used to bind his spells with thread like this. He made the thread himself from the silk of charmed insects, and he soaked it in the blood of innocent young boys who wandered too deep into the jungle. More powerful than Clotho’s thread of life, though, because the shaman’s thread could bind a person’s very soul. It was the sacrificed innocence that gave it so much power.” Her voice had taken on a hypnotic quality that even had Byron entranced. “This piece reminds me of those old stories. It feels like it’s been touched by that kind of darkness.”

			My dad was clearly captivated by the idea. “Imagine that. Maybe we could get some documentation on those old tales and put them together with a display in the university museum?”

			Mama Legba clucked at them. “You want my opinion, you’ll get rid of that thing right now. Burn it or bury it, but don’t let it out in the light of day.”

			“Oh, we couldn’t do that,” my dad said with a tone didn’t allow for argument. He was a stickler about preserving the past, and I could tell his opinion of Mama Legba had just dropped a few notches. There was no way he was going to destroy the ugly little doll, dangerous or not. “But we’ll take your recommendations under advisement. Thank you again for coming. You’ll have to come back when we get everything reconstructed.”

			Mama Legba seemed to get the message. “Lucy-girl. You walk me out?”

			She gathered her bag and we started out across the field. When we came out into the sunlight of the clearing by the pond, she finally spoke. “I was serious about you coming to see me.”

			“I don’t know … ” I started.

			“That’s obvious,” she said, turning to look at me. “But you need to start knowing. You already on your road, but you can’t see what’s coming down it. You need to figure it out, and soon.”

			I started to chafe under the perceptiveness of her comments, but as I was about to look away, her gaze shifted from me to something over my shoulder. Her expression hardened, and the nape of my neck pricked.

			I turned slowly, not knowing what was behind me, and was relieved to see it was only Alex standing at the edge of the woods. It felt like it had been so long since I’d seen him in anything but a dream, he might as well have been an apparition. It had been so long that I’d started to worry—and to hope—that maybe he wasn’t anything but a figment of my imagination.

			But there he was, calling out to me from across the open expanse of the pond. His usually tussled hair glinted darkly in the sunlight and my heart lurched at how familiar the strong lines of his face had become to me. But his eyes weren’t on me. They were focused behind me, on Mama Legba, as he stalked around the pond toward us.

			“Stay away from her,” he told the old woman, halting a few yards away from us. His voice was more a growl than anything human.

			Mama Legba ignored the threat in his tone. “Well, well now.”

			“I said stay away, old woman.” He glanced at me. “Lucy, please, come away from her. You’re not safe with her kind.”

			“And you think she gonna be safe with your kind?” There was a hint of laughter in Mama Legba’s voice. “What you think you can do to protect her?”

			Alex’s face grew hard, the beautifully sharp planes of it solidifying into a dangerous mask.

			“That’s what I thought.” Mama Legba turned to me, ignoring Alex once again.

			“You can see him?” I whispered.

			“Why wouldn’t I see what’s right in front of me?” Mama Legba gave me a soft, conspiratorial smile. “When you ready, you gonna come see me. We got ourselves a lot to discuss, child.”

			I shifted back, uneasy with how sure of herself she seemed. At how similar her words to me were to Thisbe’s words to Armantine. When I glanced over at Alex, his hands were clenched tightly in fists at his side.

			“Lucy, stay away from her,” he said, his voice low and dangerous.

			I’d spent so much time in Armantine’s mind, experiencing her emotions, that for a moment I hadn’t cared who or what Alex was—just that he was real. But the command in his voice brought me back to myself. I wasn’t Armantine—I didn’t have to feel for him what she felt, and I didn’t have to stand for him growling orders at me like he had some right to.

			“What is your problem?” I asked, taking a step closer to Mama Legba. However much her words had shaken me, at least I knew she was real. Human.

			He blinked, clearly surprise by my reaction.

			“I haven’t seen you in weeks. And then you come popping out of nowhere, telling me who I can’t talk to and what I shouldn’t be doing? I don’t think so.” I turned my back on him. “Come on, I’ll walk you the rest of the way to your car.”

			Mama Legba laughed. “You sure gonna be an interesting one to watch, Lucy-girl. With the company you keeping, who knows what’s gonna happen.”

			I wasn’t sure I was any more pleased with Mama Legba, but I didn’t shy away when she slung her arm across my shoulder as we walked. I didn’t look back to see what Alex would do. I’d had enough for the day.

			When we reached the parking lot, Mama Legba withdrew her arm and rested her hands on my shoulders. “How’s Chloe?”

			“Not good,” I told her truthfully. She was still not talking to anyone—even Piers.

			“I heard the girl they found dead that night was her friend. So much pain.” Mama Legba’s eyes clouded. “You try to get Chloe to come see me too. She needs some healing to get through dark days like this. Here.” She handed me a small pouch. “You give this to her and tell her I said it’ll keep her safe.”

			I nodded and took the pouch. It was surprisingly heavy.

			“You said, back there, that I wasn’t safe with his ‘kind,’” I said carefully, staring at the pouch. “What did you mean by that?”

			She raised her brows. “Just what I said, child.”

			“But what is his kind?”

			“Well, now.” She frowned thoughtfully, as though she was considering her words. “I’d say if you don’t know that by now, it ain’t my place to be telling you, is it?” She touched my cheek softly. “You come see me, Lucy-girl. You been letting your dreams walk all over you. I can help you with that, child. But you be careful with that boy there. I don’t see how nothing good can come from it. Nothing at all.”

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			After Mama Legba’s purple van turned out of the gate, I headed back toward the pond. I was tired of going in circles. I was sick of evasive answers.

			“Alex!” I shouted when I reached the clearing. My voice seemed to be eaten up by the stillness. “Alexandre Jourdain,” I called again, taking a leap. “I know you’re here somewhere. I want to talk to you.”

			I waited in the stillness of the mid-morning heat. The trees rustled faintly in some undetectable breeze, and then, just when I thought he wouldn’t appear, he emerged from the edge of the treeline beyond, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slumped against the day.

			I took a few steps toward him, trying to hide my fear by putting every ounce of frustration I felt into the fire in my eyes. But the fire couldn’t hold. There you are, I thought, wanting to reach for him. To hold on to him this time. But I pushed my feelings—Armantine’s feelings—away.

			Alex, at least, had the grace to look doubtful. That’s when I realized he also looked tired. He seemed thinner, and dark smudges lay beneath his eyes. Something was wrong.

			“What are you?” I asked before I lost my nerve.

			He ignored my question. “That woman is not your friend.” His voice was suddenly cold. “You should stay far from her kind, Lucy.”

			“Let’s get one thing straight, Alex. I will do what I want, when I want to do it. If I want to go run around and chant Voodoo songs at the top of my lungs, naked under a full moon, you won’t have a thing to say about it. Got it?”

			A ghost of a grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Naked?”

			I huffed out a sigh in exasperation. “You know what I mean.”

			“I understand. But I also know you are new here and you may not exactly understand how dangerous a woman like that can be.”

			“Just like I don’t know exactly how dangerous you might be?”

			“You would think that of me?” He looked genuinely surprised.

			“I don’t know what to think of you! That’s the whole point.” I huffed out an exasperated breath. “You’re here and then you’re not. You tell me half-truths and keep secrets. Sometimes I think you’re a figment of my imagination. Sometimes I think you’re something … else,” I finished softly, finally giving voice to my greatest fear about him. “What are you, Alex?”

			He studied me, but didn’t speak.

			“Please. Just tell me.”

			“You could ask me that?” He sounded frustrated, angry … hurt?

			“Why wouldn’t I ask you that?”

			“How can you possibly be so blind?” His voice was tired and brittle, an edge of anger cutting through it.

			My head jerked up at his words. “Blind?”

			“You look through your little camera and draw out the life in everything around you, and yet you cannot see what is right in front of you. What you already know.”

			His words infuriated me. “Then maybe I should look at you through my lee-tle camera,” I snapped, mimicking the cadence of his voice.

			“Maybe you should.” His tone was flat. Cold. “Look at me now and see me. Stop ignoring what you know to be true. Finally, Lucy, see me.”

			I hesitated, but eventually raised the camera and focused. He had a look that was somewhere between anger and lust, contempt and admiration, or maybe it was all of those things together. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

			The shutter release snapped, a satisfying click that ob-scured Alex’s face for a moment as the viewfinder went black. I lowered the camera and, avoiding his eyes, took my time as I focused on advancing the film.

			When I looked up, he was gone. But the coldness of his voice when he’d said I was blind—that still echoed clearly in my mind.

		

	
		
			Eighteen 

			Developing film by hand is a tedious, delicate process. Usually I found it soothing, but after that strange meeting with Alex, I cursed my broken digital camera and all the time it would take to develop his picture. Somewhere on the roll of film, though, were answers.

			My parents had given me the bedroom with the large walk-in closet, which they’d converted into a makeshift darkroom—their attempt to keep me happy over the summer. At first I’d been irritated at their obvious bribe, but that day, I was glad they’d done it. 

			It’s an expensive hobby, but there’s just something about working that way. In a darkroom, time is measured in short bursts, and after a while it’s hard to even tell if it’s night or day. The whole process requires intense concentration—focusing on a single objective and measuring time carefully, so that the mix of chemicals and light transform a bit of paper into an image. Like alchemy. Or magic. 

			Usually, I loved the whole process, but that day, I wished it went a little faster. When I was sure that everything was in place, I switched on the red safety light and plunged the closet room into darkness. After making the proof sheet, I looked for the picture I’d taken of Alex. Then I looked again, not sure of what I was seeing. The silence that had seemed calming just minutes before now seemed oppressive.

			My hands shook as I put the active photo paper into place, and I took an unsteady breath as I clicked on the enlarger and listened to the drum of my own heartbeat as the print was exposed. Endless seconds ticked by before the light clicked off and I could put the paper into the chemicals that would develop it. Endless seconds more before an image swam up from the submersed page.

			And then I had it. Just as I knew it would be, the photo I’d taken of Alex was almost nothing but a wide arch of almost pure light, as though the sun itself had come out of the clouds the instant I’d taken the shot and overexposed it. But I knew that wasn’t what happened.

			I clipped the still-wet image up to dry and then sank to the floor. Not a trick of the light, I knew, as I looked up at that bright sweep of light hanging on the line above. I was too good to make a mistake that big.

			I thought of the picture I’d taken of him that first day by the pond, the one where he was a blur heading into the woods. But that wasn’t why the blur of light seemed so familiar to me, I realized. No, the blur of brightness was the same as the one I’d seen countless times in that framed picture on my parents’ bureau—the one of a happy young couple flanked by the major players from the War Between the States. The one I’d always thought had captured a ghost.

			I hadn’t wanted to believe it. Even with the dreams of Armantine, even with the daguerreotype in Thisbe’s cabin and the letters carved into the tree, I hadn’t wanted to see what was right in front of me. But in that moment, I knew Alex was right. In that moment, I knew I couldn’t deny what he was any longer. 

			I stared at the picture that should have shown me the face of a man, but instead showed me nothing but light. The picture of a ghost.

			

			I don’t know how long I sat like that, staring up at the page, before I moved again. But I had to do something—I was strung too tight to just sit there—and photography is the one thing I really know how to do. So I picked a few other shots I’d taken that morning—the close-ups of the voodoo doll’s carvings—and worked on developing some of those.

			But seeing the carvings reminded me too much of Lila, and too much of the rumors I’d heard about how Emaline had died. So I set the finished images to dry and turned to something easier, selecting a couple of shots of T.J. I thought my parents would like. It took me a while to get the exposure time just right, and then I worked a little more on hand-burning some depth into the shots. I focused everything on those images of my brother to keep myself from thinking about that other image—the image that should have held Alex.

			Finally, the picture I wanted emerged from the liquid bath—T.J. on the banks of the shimmering Mississippi holding up a crawfish as proud as any professional angler. Mud streaked his face and hands, and his smile competed with the brightness of the sun as it lit up the entire picture.

			I stretched out, rubbing the kinks that had developed in my neck from bending over the enlarger and chemical-filled trays, satisfied and feeling a little better. I could keep this feeling as long as I didn’t look at that other picture. As long as I didn’t let my thoughts go in that direction.

			“Lucy?” My mom knocked on the door. When I didn’t answer right away, she knocked again. “I’m sorry to bother you, honey, but Chloe’s here to see you.”

			I jolted a bit at hearing Chloe’s name. “Uh … I’ll be right out,” I called through the closed door. I needed a few more seconds to myself. “Can you send her back here?”

			I wiped my clammy hands against my heavy apron as I took down the picture that should have been of Alex and tucked it beneath the notebook where I kept track of the photos I developed.

			“Lucy?” Chloe’s voice replaced my mom’s outside the door, and another knock confirmed her arrival. “Hey, Luce,” she said when I opened the door. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. There was still something empty in them, something broken that time hadn’t fixed yet. 

			“Hey,” I said, accepting her awkward hug. “How’ve you been?” 

			She shrugged. “I’ve been better.” Her voice was flat, lifeless.

			“Well, I’m glad to see you,” I told her honestly.

			She was looking beyond me, into the darkroom at the pictures hanging from the hooks to dry. “Those are yours?”

			“Yeah.” I was still shaky, still needing time to settle down.

			She turned back to me. “I came to see if maybe you wanted to go into the city and grab dinner with me or something.”

			“Sure. Let me clean up a bit first?”

			“Take your time,” she told me.

			“It should just take me a few minutes to wash up. You can wait here if you want. Or in the living room. Whichever.”

			“I’ll wait here,” she said, looking at the newly developed prints again. “Those are really good.” She pointed to the shots I’d taken of T.J.

			“Thanks. I thought they’d make a good anniversary gift for my parents.”

			Chloe nodded. “They’ll love it.” The words were right, but her voice was all wrong.

			“I’ll be right back,” I told her. “Make yourself at home.”

			I left her there and went to the hall bathroom, locking the door behind me. My dark reddish curls were sticking out all over from the messy bun I’d twisted my hair into earlier. I focused on fixing that. I could fix that. A little cream, a hair pin here and there, and I could tame it into something I’d want people to see. Eventually I looked presentable. A new shirt and I’d be ready to go. On the surface, at least.

			Underneath, I was still thinking about that picture. And shaking like a leaf.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			I couldn’t get over how much Chloe had changed. As we drove into the city, she was uncharacteristically quiet. Her face was stiff and closed off, like she was on a mission and determined to be successful at it. I’d once thought we had the beginnings of a close friendship going, so if I could help her deal with Emaline’s death by being there for her, even in an uncomfortable silence, I was happy to do it.

			But the evening didn’t go much better once we got to the Quarter. We ate at a little place on the corner of St. Louis and Chartres Street. After we ordered, the silence between us resumed.

			“Soooo,” I said, trying to think of something to talk about. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to you much lately.”

			“It’s been busy,” she told me. I waited, but she didn’t elaborate any further. 

			Even Chloe’s eyes seemed dimmer. Her skin looked sallow, and she had yet to flash the smile that I’d come to identify as pure Chloe. I tried again, hoping to brighten her mood.

			“Mama Legba came out to Le Ciel the other day to help us with Thisbe’s place,” I said. “She did some sort of cleansing ritual or something. She asked about you.”

			Chloe’s eyes were no longer flat, but instead of brightening, as I’d hoped they would, they flashed with anger. “That so?”

			“Yeah,” I continued, not knowing what it was I’d said to offend her. “I thought maybe since we’re around the corner you might want to stop by and see her. Oh yeah.” I reached into my bag. “She wanted me to give you this.” I set the Gris-Gris on the table between us.

			Chloe made a hissing sound. But then she composed herself, relaxing each muscle of her face one by one. The effect was downright creepy. “I don’t want it,” she told me. “My momma doesn’t think it’s a good idea for me to see her any more.”

			“She doesn’t think that Mama Legba had something to with Emaline’s death, does she?” I asked. After developing those pictures of the Voodoo doll, I’d wondered if Thisbe was connected somehow to Lila’s death—and whether Lila’s death had anything to do with Emaline’s. I’d just developed a picture of one ghost—it didn’t seem too much of a stretch to think there could be another. But I knew for sure Mama Legba was no ghost.

			“She says Mama Legba is trouble, and she’s right,” Chloe said. “I should have listened to my mother to start with and stayed away. Maybe then Emaline would be alive right now.”

			“Chloe.” I reached out to lay my hand over hers, but she pulled it away. “You know it’s not your fault, right? You’re not responsible for her death. You can’t always stop bad things from happening, no matter how safe you try to be.”

			She looked at me with barely veiled contempt. “How would you know? You been snooping around looking for evil, maybe? Trying to stop bad things from happening? Sticking your white Yankee nose where it don’t have no business being?”

			I blinked. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to help.”

			“I don’t need your trying, Lucy. I certainly don’t need your help.”

			“Fine,” I said, raising my hands in surrender. “I just thought maybe you needed a friend. I’m sorry if I over-stepped.”

			“I don’t think I’m very hungry any more. Maybe I should take you back.”

			“Maybe you should,” I said slowly, not understanding the abruptness of her moods.

			We left without eating, and she drove me back to Le Ciel in complete silence. If she had been anything like the old Chloe, I might have tried to tell her about Alex, about the strange pictures and even stranger dreams. But this Chloe had a wall of ice built up around her, so I kept my worries to myself. When we got back to my parents’ cottage she didn’t bother turning off the car. I didn’t offer to have her come in.

			“It was good seeing you again,” I told her. I meant it. Whatever was wrong, I’d missed her.

			“Same goes,” she said, but she didn’t look at me when she said it.

			I went to shut the door, but she called out to me.

			“Yeah?”

			“I just want to say that you should be careful,” she said, her voice low and conspiratorial. “Emaline’s killer hasn’t been caught yet. She didn’t die easy, you know. Throat cut. Arms and chest all sliced up.”

			I’d heard the rumors, like everyone else, but Chloe sounded so sure. “Did her parents tell you that?” I asked.

			She didn’t really answer my question. “They brought that woman in and questioned her,” she said instead. “Like she was gonna tell them anything about it.” She snorted her disgust.

			“You talked to Mama Legba?” I pressed, trying to figure out how Chloe had gotten her information.

			“Why would I do that?” She turned away, focusing on the drive ahead of her. “Anyway, you be careful. I’d hate to see you end up like her.”

			Her words sent a chill through me, even though she’d softened her voice. She reached over and pulled the door shut.

			I’d barely backed away before the tires spun and her car shot down the long drive. Mounting the steps to our house, I watched as it passed through the heavy gates and disappeared onto the main road.

			

		

	
		
			Twenty

			Everywhere I look, I see blood. It’s splattered across the tall grass like some demented Jackson Pollock. It runs into the dark earth like a tiny macabre river. And the smell. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the smell of it, like rust and death. A putrid stench mixed with something sickeningly sweet coats my tongue, makes me gag. It’s the sweetness that seems the more obscene.

			The girl’s body is arranged at an unnatural angle. Arranged is the only word for it, because no one could possibly fall that way. Her neck is twisted to the side, as though she’s trying to look over her shoulder. As though she was trying to escape from death itself and made the mistake of looking back. Across the delicate line of her throat is a deep gash. Across her chest, angular symbols are the only thing keeping her from looking bare. She’s been gone for hours now and the blood has stopped welling, has turned thick and sticky. I think I’m going to be sick when I realize the flies have already found her.

			Someone’s screaming. A high, plaintive, wailing sound. Then I realize it’s me. My throat is sore from it, but I can’t stop.

			Strong arms band around me as I scream and a soft voice whispers into my hair. “Shhh. Shhh. It’s okay.”

			I know that voice, but he was holding the knife. He was standing over Lila’s poor broken body, holding the knife that killed her. The image is burned into my mind. I’ll never be free of it.

			“Shhh. Shhh. You have to stop screaming.”

			I don’t think I’ll ever be able to stop screaming. But I do. And then I’m only numb. I can’t feel anything. I may never feel anything again.

		

	
		
			Twenty-One

			It was still dark when I woke with the smell of death in my nose. It hung in the air of my bedroom, thick and almost sweet with the scent of rot. I couldn’t stay there. I couldn’t breathe. I needed air so desperately that I didn’t think about the danger, just pulled on some rumpled shorts and went outside.

			The night was still warm, and gray clouds hung heavy on the horizon. Heat lightning flickered across the sky, lighting up the tops of the trees and throwing them into sharp relief, like claws reaching up into the momentarily bright sky. The stars were hidden behind the heavy clouds, and the only light came from the porch behind me.

			I took deep breaths, trying to steady myself. I needed to relax. I needed to move. I needed to walk, but I didn’t want to go anywhere near the woods or the pond, so I headed instead toward some of the manicured gardens that wrapped around the big house.

			When I entered the first garden, I realized I wasn’t alone. There, in the shadows, someone sat, hunched against the night. It took me a second to calm down enough to realize it was only Piers. He was sitting on one of the benches that ringed the main fountain. Maybe I should’ve been completely freaked out to run across this huge guy with his dangerous-looking tattoos, but he had his smoothly shaved head in his hands, and he looked about as pitiful as I felt.

			I shuffled my feet in the gravel to let him know I was approaching, and he raised his head and smiled when he realized who it was. “Couldn’t sleep either?” I asked as I plopped down next to him.

			He shook his head. “I’m still not used to sharing a room with four other guys,” he told me. “I thought moving out here would help, so I could be closer to Chloe, but it’s killing me.”

			“I’m sure she appreciates it.”

			“I’m not,” he said, letting out a tired-sounding sigh. “We’re about finished up with Thisbe’s place now, so I might go on back to my place in Nashville. Your dad wants me to take a few of those artifacts we found and get a head start on some research. I’m not doing Chloe any good here, so maybe I can help the team out if I go.”

			“I think she has a lot on her mind right now. She’ll be back to her old self soon.” I hoped this was the case, and I could see from the pain in his eyes that he did too.

			“I understand all of this is hard on her, but still, I’m getting this feeling there’s something else going on. Whatever it is, she won’t let me help her deal with it.”

			“I wouldn’t make any big decisions now,” I told him. “Chloe’ll come around. You’ll see.”

			“I hope so.” Piers let out another long breath and stood up. “Well, I’ve gotta try to get some sleep. Your dad’s relentless in the mornings.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“It was good talking to you, Lucy.” He stretched his muscled arms over his head to work out the kinks. “You take care out here, though. The grounds around the house are safe enough with all the security we have, but it’s not a good idea to go out toward the fields.”

			“Why? Afraid a ghost will get me?” I asked without thinking, then went cold the moment the words were out of my mouth. Thankfully, Piers didn’t seem to notice.

			“Nah, but I’ve seen enough dark places in this world to stick to the well-lit ones myself.” He nodded toward the dim lamps that ringed the garden.

			“Don’t worry. I’m going home in a few minutes. I just needed to get some air.”

			He gave me a little salute and took one of the paths that lead back toward the employees’ dorm. I propped my feet up on the bench where he’d been sitting and watched the water dance in the fountain as I wondered about the “dark places” he’d mentioned.

			I didn’t hear Alex approaching until his voice broke through my thoughts. “You shouldn’t be here, ma chère.”

			I about jumped out of my skin at the sound of it. I’d known all along that this moment would come—that I would have to face him again and really confront what he was—but I wasn’t planning for it to happen in the dead of night.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He came closer, and I could see he was worried. It took me a second to realize he was worried about me. Somehow that helped.

			“The night’s not safe for a woman alone,” he added softly. His held his whole body tense, almost like he was in pain.

			“Why? Because I might run into someone like you?” I struggled to keep my voice even, but I could feel panic rising. I thought of Lila, of Emaline. “Something like you?”

			I didn’t know what I expected from him, but it wasn’t the pained smile he gave me. “I couldn’t hurt you, Lucy.”

			His words—and the truth of them—hung in the night air between. “No. You couldn’t, could you?” I said slowly.

			He shook his head, for once refusing to meet my eyes.

			“I had a bad dream. I needed to get some air,” I told him, an offering between us.

			“It must have been quite awful to drive you out into the night.” Alex glanced up, tentative. He didn’t come any closer, as though he knew things had shifted between us. As though this moment was some kind of a test.

			“It was.”

			“But it was only a dream, yes?”

			That was the question, wasn’t it? “I don’t know,” I said, in a voice so small even I could scarcely hear it. I took a deep breath and looked at him, wondering what I was doing—what I could possibly be thinking—sitting there in the dead of night talking to a ghost. “The dreams I’ve been having … ” But I couldn’t make myself tell him.

			“Please,” he urged. “Go on.”

			I felt crazy, absolutely insane, and yet something about the moment—the concern on Alex’s face, how easy it felt to be there with him even though I knew now what he was—something made the moment feel right. Like it was always supposed to happen this way.

			Finally I gathered up enough courage to speak. “I think they might be more than dreams. I think they might be about the past.”

			“The past?”

			I swallowed hard and then forced myself to say the words I’d been afraid to say out loud. “About you in the past.”

			When he didn’t immediately respond—when his face remained that blank mask he reverted to when he wanted to hide his emotions from me—I continued. “I didn’t know what to make of it at first. I’m dreaming about you, but they’re more than dreams. My subconscious keeps putting you with people I shouldn’t know, in situations I shouldn’t know about.” I silently willed him to say something.

			“And these dreams—they are so horrible that you find it necessary to escape into the night?” he asked quietly.

			“Some,” I told him honestly. “I’ve been having that kind more lately. Not all of them are like that, though.” I could feel my cheeks heat at the thought of the other dreams I’d had about him.

			“And the others?”

			“I don’t want to talk about them,” I told him.

			“Perhaps you should. You could tell me all about your dreams, and then maybe they would leave you be. Like exorcising a ghost.”

			“No,” I said quickly. His words hit dangerously close to something I’d started to fear. Part of me wanted to know everything I could, but another part of me worried that once I knew, there wouldn’t be any reason for him to stay. His unfinished business, or whatever was holding him here, would be done and he’d disappear for good. And that part of me wasn’t ready for him to be gone.

			“But you said they were about me.” He stepped closer. “I’d very much like to hear about your dreams of me, Lucy.”

			“Yes, and that’s exactly why I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered. With him so close, it was too easy to remember Armantine’s desire. With the soft heat of the night brushing against my skin, it took everything I had to pull myself back from him. To refuse to let myself fall into her feelings for him.

			Because the truth was, even if my dreams were really about the past, I didn’t know him. Or at least, I didn’t know this version of him. Not nearly enough to feel anything close to what Armantine had felt.

			And yet, he was also the Alex from my dreams. The one who’d looked at Armantine and treated her as an equal when no one else had. The one who’d wrapped her in his arms and calmed her when she discovered the broken body of her friend. No matter how many questions I still had as I stood there in the dark with him, the coldness that had settled in my chest from the dream was easing.

			“I dream about you sometimes … and about a girl named Armantine.”

			When I said her name, pain flashed across his face before he could turn away. His reaction told me everything I needed to know.

			“She’s real, then,” I said. It was no longer a question.

			He nodded.

			“And you knew her,” I insisted, but he only turned away from me and stared out into the darkness beyond. The unease grew in the hollow pit of my stomach. “She meant something to you.”

			At first I thought he wouldn’t talk, but then his voice floated across the thick air of the night, barely a whisper. “She meant everything,” he said softly after I’d been silent for a while.

			“What happened to her?”

			“She is gone.”

			“But you’re not,” I said, stepping closer to him. “You’re here.”

			He nodded.

			“But why are you still here?”

			“I am not sure, but I think the answer is out there,” he said, gesturing toward the darkness beyond us. “In the witch’s house. I think something about that place is keeping me tied to this world, to this place.”

			“What do you mean, ‘this place’? Like, the plantation?”

			He was looking at me, but I knew he wasn’t really seeing me. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to invent an answer or trying figure it out himself. I saw in him, then, a fragility I hadn’t noticed before, but that had probably always been there, just below the surface.

			“Here. On this land.” He gestured around me. “I can only go a short distance away from the witch’s house before something calls me back there. The pond is about the farthest I can go comfortably. Being here, near the house, is … difficult. And going beyond the gate—impossible.”

			“And you think something in that cabin is causing it?” I thought for a moment about the Voodoo doll my dad had found, but dismissed it as a possibility. It wasn’t in the house anymore, anyway—they’d secured it at the university right after Mama Legba had talked about burning it. In fact, it was probably one of the things Piers would be taking up to Nashville.

			Alex nodded. He looked utterly lost.

			“Will you tell me about her—Armantine?”

			“Hers is not my story to tell,” he said softly.

			Of course it wasn’t. Tired, done with the whole evening, I stood to leave.

			“Please,” he said. “Do not be angry. I would tell you if I could.”

			“That’s not good enough.” I set my shoulders and took a step toward him. He didn’t retreat. “I want the truth. I need the truth.”

			“Are you sure, ma chère ? Now, your world is safe and whole. If I answer your questions, if I give you the truth—whatever that is—who knows how many of your illusions might shatter. Once that happens, you will not be able to put them back together. Once that happens, there is no going back.”

			But my illusions were already shattered, my world already tilted wickedly on an unfamiliar axis. I had no delusions it was ever going back. I was ready to go forward. “The truth, Alex.”

			“Will you help me, then? I need to free myself from this place. I need to know what is keeping me here.”

			I nodded. “But I’m not going out to that cabin tonight. Tomorrow. When it’s light out.”

			Alex considered me for a moment, the indecision clear on his face, before nodding tensely as though accepting my terms. Tentatively, he reached out his hand, gesturing for me to take it. “Then find out for yourself, ma chère.”

			I hesitated for a moment and then took another step forward. And grasped air.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two

			The moment my hand touched the warm air where his hand should have been, I was tossed back, suddenly, into Armantine’s world. The room I was in had large windows overlooking the river—her studio, I realized when I saw the art supplies and half-finished paintings propped up around the edge of the floor.

			It was some time after that day by the pond—I recognized the sketches she’d spread on her worktable as being the same as the ones she’d done that day. She hadn’t started the painting yet, though.

			And there, sitting in front of a small, blank canvas without moving, was the girl—Armantine. He knew she could sense him, yet she refused to turn.

			“Are you done thinking yet, mon coeur?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure,” she told him, turning finally to look at him.

			He thought he’d remembered what it felt like to be near her, the way the blood thrummed in his veins and his heart reeled when she was close. But those memories were nothing compared to the reality of being there in her presence. The whole room smelled like her—the soft, floral scent cut through with the faint burn of the turpentine she used to clean her brushes.

			I could feel the weariness in his bones, the sheer exhaustion borne by days of worrying about her. She seemed to sense it too.

			“You’ve not been sleeping?” she asked, her dark eyes narrowing in concern.

			He walked over and traced over the shadows under her eyes. Her skin was so soft, it reminded him of a petal. “I could ask the same of you. Did you think I would be able to go on as though nothing had happened?”

			When she began to turn away from him, he took her chin gently in his hand and refused to let her hide. “That is what you thought of me, yes?” The understanding was molten lead in his stomach. He searched her face for some clue. “What cause have I given you to doubt me?”

			“You’ve done nothing.” But she stepped back just the same.

			“Then help me understand.” His voice was soft, an urgent plea. He stepped closer and took her hand, lifted it to his lips, and kissed the underside of her wrist. “Explain it to me, Armantine.”

			She pulled away instead. She walked to the window and studied the street below, closing him out. “You talk of love, but your love would ruin me.”

			He straightened. “How could making you my wife ruin you?”

			“Your wife?” She laughed then. A dry, hollow sound that held no joy. “Haven’t you realized what I am?”

			He had, of course. It simply had not mattered.

			 “I’m not a Creole,” she confirmed. “I’m not even one of the poor Americans who come trailing into our city like fleas on a dog. I’m a freewoman, true, and my skin may look no different than yours, but my blood binds me nonetheless.” She took a breath. “My mother might have been a freewoman, but her mother was not. Do you not understand? That means something in these parts.”

			“It makes not a bit of difference to what is between us.” He stepped closer. “You must know that. You must feel even a little of what I feel?”

			She wouldn’t answer him.

			“Armantine,” he whispered. He was losing her.

			“Please—” she said, but he did not understand what she was asking for.

			“I cannot simply forget about you. I cannot let you go.”

			“And I will not be kept,” she said softly, defeated. “I know other girls are. I know we could come to some agreement that would assure my future. Then, when you tire of me, I would be assured a settlement. A home, perhaps. Money for any children that might result.”

			The mention of children shocked him. “And you think so little of me that you believe I would agree to this? That I would willingly give you up. Give our children up?”

			“It is what is done. Men do not grow old with their mistresses. This is what women in my position are faced with. What I am faced with. These agreements,” she spat. The anger and frustration she’d felt her entire life bubbled up. “They are the one thing I’ve refused to contemplate for myself. No matter that they’ve been offered. Many times. By men far richer and more important than you. But for you … ” Her voice softened. “For you, I would consider it. Don’t ask it of me. Please, I beg you.”

			He stared at her, shocked, and then, unable to hold back any longer, he wrapped her in his arms and pulled her close, pressing his lips into the softness of her hair. She struggled against him, but only for a moment before collapsing into his arms. 

			“This is not at all as I planned for today to go, my love,” he said.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered, in a voice so small, so broken, that he had a sudden urge to destroy the person who’d made her feel as she did. And then he realized—he was the one who’d done this to her.

			“It is I who should apologize. I did not fully understand the situation you feel you are in until now.”

			“It’s imposs—”

			“I’m leaving,” he said at the same time.

			“Leaving?” She pulled away from him and he allowed her to go. “When?”

			“In a week, a ship sails to France. I plan to be on it.”

			“So soon?” she murmured.

			“I cannot stay here any longer. I cannot be a party to what my sister has become.” He touched her cheek softly. “I had hoped you would come with me.”

			“With you?”

			“Of course.” He forced himself to smile, but it felt brittle even to him. “Did you think I would leave without you?”

			She nodded, mute in shock.

			“I had hoped we could be married before the sailing.”

			“It’s impossible, Alex. The laws forbid it. There is no way for me to marry you—”

			“You may be used to these odd … agreements,” he said, cutting her off, “but I do not find them to my liking. We can be married once we are at sea, if you like. If you would rather, we could wait until we arrive in France.” He did not want to wait until France.

			“You would truly marry me?” she asked, the wonder and confusion stark in her voice.

			“You make it sound as though I want to give you a horrible disease.” He took her hands in his. How had he gone so long without understanding what she feared?

			“I thought … ”

			“Yes, well,” he said dryly. “I am beginning to get an idea of your thoughts. If I had realized before now … Suffice it to say I would have made myself clearer.” He squeezed her hands gently, feeling how small, how delicate they were in his. Knowing how capable those hands were. “Come with me, Armantine. I could not bear to lose you. In France we could be together. Think of it—a life with me. We could go to Paris—a city filled with the art you love, a life we could build together. And no one need know anything about you—about us—but that I adore my wife.” He could see it, truly. The vision was there, so brilliant and perfectly within reach.

			But she pulled away once more. “I need time. I need to think. You’re asking me to leave everything I love—everything that I am.”

			“Not everything, love. Your uncle would always be welcome in our home. But I am offering you everything I have. Everything I am.” He kissed her wrist again, then the sensitive spot in the palm of her hand. “We could have a good life in France. I will find a way to make us a life.”

			“But your family—what will they think?”

			He tilted her chin up so she was forced to look at him and placed the lightest of kisses upon her lips. She felt a jolt run through her. “My mother and father will adjust themselves to my choice. I’m no farmer, love. I never was. And they will welcome you. How could they not love you as I do?” And if they did not, it would not matter.

			“It’s so much, Alex.”

			“I wish I could give you more time, mon coeur, but I cannot stay here any longer. I have to return to the life I left behind in France. One that I want to share with you, if you’ll let me?”

			She didn’t respond. Couldn’t yet find the words.

			He smiled through his disappointment. “Here, I brought you a gift.” He pulled a small velvet pouch out of his pocket. “This was my grandmother’s. My family has a long tradition. She said I was to give this to my other half when I found her.” He paused, searching for the right words. “I’ve found her,” he said finally.

			Armantine’s face softened, just a little, and he felt victory course through him.

			He pulled a delicate chain with a small silver locket from the pouch. How many times had his grandmother shown it to him when he was a boy? How many times had he imagined this day? “This is my gift to you, whatever you decide to do. It is an old custom, but I have already put a lock of my hair in it for you. A piece of me for you to keep. We are two halves of a whole, Armantine. Nothing can change that.”

			“I can’t,” she started to say, but he was already fastening the delicate chain around her neck.

			“You will. You shall accept this from me, and if you decide not to accept me, you will keep it as a remembrance of someone who will love you always.”

			Armantine’s hand closed over the locket, and she lifted it up to examine it. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

			“Honor me by wearing it by my side?”

			“I need—”

			“Time,” he finished for her. “I sail in a week. There is much I need to arrange before then, so you shall have your time. In six days, I will come for your answer.”

			She nodded, unable—or unwilling—to find the words.

			“But know this—if you do not have an answer for me in six days, it will not matter. I would gladly wait six more lifetimes for you.” He cupped her face gently and kissed her.

			His other kisses had been meant as questions, but this one was a promise. Gentle at first, it deepened as his hands framed her face and tangled in her hair. They fit together perfectly—his tall, lean form and her small, soft one—and he knew that whatever happened, he was hers completely.

			He forced himself to pull back. “Remember that, love, as you think long into the night.” He was breathing heavily, and his hands shook a bit. “You are mine, Armantine. Nothing will ever change that for me. Nothing.”

			He leaned in again, and just before his lips met hers, I awoke. It was still dark, and I found myself on the ground near the bench in the garden.

			I didn’t completely understand what had just happened. I’d asked Alex for the truth, yes. And he’d certainly given me something. I’d been in his skin, seen what he’d felt … or, at least, I’d seen what he’d wanted me to. 

			I did understand one thing, though. If what Alex showed me was true, he’d meant everything he said to Armantine. And if what he showed me was true, he’d had no idea what he was really asking her to do—to give up who she was, to leave the only home she’d ever known. To risk getting on a boat with him with no guarantee that he’d marry her as promised.

			No wonder she’d hesitated. No wonder he hadn’t understood.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Three

			I didn’t sleep much that night, and once the sun was finally high enough to light the entire sky, I set out to find my ghost.

			It was just my luck it had started to rain by then. I walked quickly past the pond and into the second copse of trees, thankful that their thick canopy gave me a short break from the downpour. When I reached the far edge of the trees, I didn’t give myself time to rethink my decision, just darted out into the pelting rain and hurried across the narrow field to the grove surrounding Thisbe’s cabin. In the gray haze, the worn façade of the decrepit house seemed even more faded. The coppery plink of raindrops hitting the metal roof beat out a strangely comforting rhythm.

			Alex was waiting for me on the porch.

			“I was afraid you would not come.” He looked unsure, nervous.

			“I wasn’t sure I would.” I shrugged, hugging my wet jacket closer to me. “But I promised to help you. So here I am.”

			He looked at me a moment, as though weighing my words. “I am glad.”

			I wasn’t sure I felt the same. Seeing the past through his eyes had certainly made me feel closer to him, but I wasn’t sure I could trust those feelings any more than I could trust Armantine’s.

			“We should go in and get you out of this weather,” he said when I didn’t respond.

			I looked uneasily at the faded door in front of me. “Have you ever been in there?” I asked.

			“Once. Long ago.” His jaw was set in a hard line, his brows drawn together in concentration. “Until recently, something had been keeping me out. I could go up to the steps, but no farther.”

			Probably the red dust Piers had wiped away, I thought. “Well, I borrowed the key. We need to make this fast so I can get it back before my dad realizes it’s gone.” The door had been padlocked shut, in an attempt to keep locals from disturbing the work the restoration crew would be doing on the interior. I put the key into the heavy lock and popped it open.

			It took Alex a little longer before he finally stepped over the threshold.

			With the shutters closed and locked, the interior was too dim to see clearly, so I pulled out the flashlight I’d brought. Nothing looked any different, but the rain had intensified the overall musty smell of the place.

			“Well?” I waited for his direction.

			“This way,” Alex said, motioning toward the back room where my dad had found the crumbling coat and the box with the primitive doll.

			We made our way carefully through the dark hallway, stepping over the debris that had not yet been cleaned up. The room looked the same, but someone had cleared the bricks from the collapsed fireplace. They were piled in a neat stack nearby.

			When I looked over, Alex was staring at the low pallet in the corner. “Alex?” I had to call his name a few times before I got his attention. “Do you know where we should start looking?

			“I remember this,” he said, but I didn’t think he was talking to me. Then he shook his head, like he was clearing his thoughts, and studied the room. “There, I think.” He gestured toward the fireplace.

			I bent down to look, but the hearth was empty. “I don’t see anything.”

			“No,” he said as I started to stand. “It is there. I feel it. Please, you will look again?”

			His eyes had gone wide and kind of wild, so I bent down again to look. Carefully, I felt along the stones that made up the fireplace. “I don’t think—” And then I did feel something.

			The stone was larger than the others, and round and smooth as an onyx. And if I pressed on it, it wobbled a bit. It took some work to pry it from its place in the pattern of the hearth, but eventually it came free.

			When I lifted the stone away, it revealed a small depression that held a wad of cloth, which turned out to be a small, loosely tied sack. 

			I didn’t have time to open it before Alex called out, “Someone’s coming, Lucy.”

			I heard the creak of the floorboards in the hallway. “Alex, we should—” But he was already gone.

			Chloe appeared in the doorway. “Lucy?”

			I jumped up. “Chloe. Wow. You scared me.”

			“What are you doing here?” She watched me with a wariness that seemed totally alien to her usual open demeanor.

			“I was, uh … I was just looking for something I lost the other day,” I said. I put the small sack behind my back and tucked it into my waistband, under my jacket. It was surprisingly warm against my cool, wet skin. “What are you doing here?” I countered.

			She ignored the question. “Does your father know you’re out here?” She looked at me with suspicion, and I had the uncomfortable thought that I couldn’t trust her.

			“Um, no. Actually, I planned to get back before he notices. I thought maybe I dropped a lens out here the other day. You remember, right? Those things cost a fortune, and I don’t want to hear Dad’s lecture about responsibility again.”

			Her eyes remained narrowed. “Did you find it?”

			“Find it?”

			“The lens.”

			“Oh. No, I didn’t.” I tried my best to look disappointed.

			“So what are you doing there?” She pointed to the fireplace.

			“I was just so impressed by the workmanship of it.” The lies were coming more smoothly now. “The stonework and all that—it’s really, uh, beautiful, don’t you think?”

			“Your knees are black.” She wasn’t giving me an inch.

			“My knees?” I looked down. Sure enough, dark spots ran from my knees down toward my shins, marking where I’d knelt on the filthy floor. “Oh, yeah. That. Well, I wanted to take a good look.”

			“Seems you did more than look.” She pointed to the loose stone.

			“Oh, I—” A voice in my head that sounded suspiciously like Alex screamed Lie! “I don’t know. It was like that.”

			Chloe shot me a narrow look.

			“Chloe, are you okay?” I asked, trying to change the subject and inwardly cursing Alex for abandoning me.

			“What?” she snapped.

			“Are you okay? You seem kind of keyed up about something.” She seemed more than keyed up. She seemed … wrong.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Okay. That’s good.” We stood in a tense silence for far longer than I would have liked.

			“You shouldn’t be here, Lucy.”

			“Right. I know. I was about to leave,” I said as I headed for the door. “I just need to lock back up.”

			She followed me down the hall and back out onto the porch. She watched as I fumbled with the padlock, and then, when I thought she’d leave without another word, she spoke.

			“Just because your daddy is the master here, it don’t mean you got any rights to mess with things that don’t concern you.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say. The venom in her voice was so strange coming from Chloe, and I couldn’t figure out what had brought it on, or why Thisbe’s cottage concerned her in the first place. 

			“Right,” I finally said. “I’ll remember that. You want to come back to the house?” I asked more out of politeness than anything else. I fervently hoped she’d say no.

			“No, I was on my way home.” She pointed to the trees beyond the cabin. “It’s faster to walk through here. That’s when I saw the door was open.”

			“Right. Well, good luck getting back in this mess.” I gestured to the rain.

			“Goodbye, Lucy. You remember what I told you.”

			“Sure. Right. Definitely.” She started to walk off. “Chloe?” I called. “Maybe we could not mention this to my dad?”

			She gave me a quick nod and pulled the hood of her burgundy raincoat over her hair before turning to leave. The rain had somehow gotten even harder while we were inside the house. The usual Louisiana heat was turning it into a fine mist that gave the entire grove an unearthly quality. I watched as Chloe walked away, a dark red smear against the even darker forest until she stepped through the tree line and disappeared into the trees beyond.

			I sank down onto the porch, my legs no longer able to hold me, and leaned back against the door. Pulling out the sack, which had gown almost hot against my back, I stared at it. “Alexandre Jourdain, this better be worth it,” I said to no one but the rain.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Four

			The rhythmic swish of the wipers helped calm me as I navigated my dad’s Volvo through the sparse New Orleans traffic. After getting back to my room and changing into some dry clothes, I’d sat on my bed holding the sack before finally working up the courage to open it. Inside, I found a tiny carved figure with faded, rust-colored string circling its neck. It had some of the same strange carvings as the other doll we’d found in the cabin—the same symbols I thought might have been carved into Lila’s body—but where the other doll had looked like a starfish, this figure was recognizable as a man.

			Still, it was an ugly, grotesque little thing, all gnarled and blackened. The string tied around its neck gave it the appearance of being strangled. When I took it out of the sack for the first time, I almost dropped it because of the way it seemed to pulse warmly in my hands.

			When I picked it up again, I realized it wasn’t my imagination—the thing really was pulsating with heat. I turned it over in my hand and looked for an explanation, but it defied logic. There was nothing about the tiny effigy that should have made it warm.

			When it grew so warm that I had to set it down, I thought about the guy who’d wanted me to find it. Alex had never reappeared after Chloe left—I’d called for him by the pond, but for whatever reason, he didn’t choose to show himself. Which made me start to wonder, how true was the vision he’d shown me? Why did he really need this thing from Thisbe’s cabin, and what was I supposed to do with it?

			I needed to talk to Mama Legba.

			It took me a few wrong turns before I found the street in the Quarter where her shop was, and then a few more wrong turns before I found a parking spot a few blocks over. I grabbed my bag from the backseat, locked the car, and started walking.

			The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle, and it splashed off my bright umbrella and dampened the edge of my pants. I hesitated outside her door, but I knew I didn’t have anyone else to go to. I wanted to understand as much as I could about what I was dealing with, so I set my shoulders and walked into Mama Legba’s shop.

			The same subtle sage perfumed the air. The door chimes tinkled as it closed behind me, and Mama Legba’s voice rang out from the back.

			“I’m coming, I’m come—” Her face lit up in delight when she saw me. “Lucy-girl! You finally come to see me?”

			“Apparently.” I chewed on my lip, suddenly doubting the wisdom of being there.

			“I’m glad, Lucy-girl.” She didn’t seem to sense my indecisiveness. But then she noticed the bag hooked over my shoulder. “What’d you do, child? You bring something here for me?”

			I swallowed hard. “I need your advice Mama Legba.”

			She pursed her lips. “I see you do.” She studied me for a minute. “Come on back and show me what you got yourself into.”

			I followed her down the hallway. The building was narrow, but it was deep, and the hall eventually opened into another room, this one even larger than the shop’s showroom. The room was as bright as the entryway, but the space was more comfortable. Against one wall, a low sofa was piled high with Caribbean-bright pillows. Two deep chairs in a muted plum flanked the couch.

			“Sit,” she told me, gesturing to the couch.

			I eased myself into the plush cushions while Mama Legba rattled around on the other side of the room and produced two mismatched, steaming mugs filled with a liquid that smelled like a spring bouquet. She handed me one and then perched on the edge of the chair like a queen holding court.

			“Let’s see the trouble you brought with you,” she commanded.

			I took the small sack out of my bag, carefully opened it, and showed her the tiny figure. As before, it pulsed in my hands as I set it on the low coffee table in front of the couch.

			Mama Legba took one look at it and her eyes went wide. Slowly she reached out to pick up the little carved doll, holding it like it was a cobra about to strike. “Where’d you get this, Lucy-girl?”

			I hesitated for a moment, not sure how much of the truth I should tell her. Alex didn’t trust this woman, Chloe had stopped trusting her, and Mina had never trusted her. “I found it,” I said, settling for vague.

			“True enough, girl, but where?”

			“I’d rather not say.”

			Mama Legba studied me for a moment and then nodded once, a quick jerk of her chin. “And I’d rather you not tell me no lies, so I guess that’s gonna have to do.”

			“What is it?” I asked.

			She put the figure back down softly, like she was afraid to jostle it too much. “It ain’t nothin’ good, child, I tell you that much.” Her breathing was slow and steady as she looked at it, but her unease filled the air. It matched my own.

			“I know that much.”

			“You do?” She looked up at me finally.

			“Well, it just—it doesn’t feel right,” I said, and I didn’t only mean because of its strange warmth.

			“That’s because there ain’t nothin’ right about it.” She tapped the table close to it with her finger but didn’t touch it again. “No, no, no. Ain’t nothing good about that little bit of juju.” She looked up at me and her voice grew serious. “You in deep, girl, if you messin’ with magic like this.”

			“I don’t want to mess with anything. I just want to make it go away.” I swallowed hard and tried to hide my fear, but my voice trembled. “But first, I want to know what it is.”

			She picked it up and examined it again. “Looks to me like it’s a binding charm, child.”

			“A binding charm?” I gazed at the strange little figure and wondered what it could possibly bind. “What’s it supposed to do?”

			“Well, binding charms can do lots of things. Some help people focus by binding their thoughts from driftin’ around. Other kinds keep things where they supposed to be. This one does that, but it’s made to be used for people.”

			“You can bind a person?” I thought of Alex, stuck on the plantation.

			“Of course you can. How you think those love charms people always be wanting work?” She pursed her lips again. “But this one’s different. This kind of charm don’t bind a body, like a love charm does. This one here—it’s meant for the soul.”

			“How does it work?”

			“I don’t rightly know the specifics, because that kind of magic ain’t nothing to do with no kind of Voodoo I know.” She studied the figure. “Reminds me a bit of that doll your daddy found in that old cabin,” she said, leveling a knowing stare at me. I felt myself flush.

			“Anyway,” she went on, without saying more about the cabin. “From what I understand, you trap the soul when the body dies. Old folks used to think the soul hung around for a few days after the body breathed its last, you see. The conjure man, or woman more likely, would trap the soul after it departed the body by binding it to a charm like this one here. Then the person who owned the object controlled the fate of that soul.”

			“What would someone want with a soul?” I asked.

			Mama Legba shrugged and took a sip from her mug. “Sometimes a person might want revenge. If someone want to make you suffer even after you’s dead, keeping your soul for a bit might be a good way to do it.”

			If she was right, binding a soul would stop it from moving on to heaven, or the next life, or wherever it is that souls need to go. “You mean, like a ghost?” I asked.

			“A little bit, but ghosts are souls that have a choice. They be hanging around because they think they can finish something or another. The soul that’s bound with a charm like this, it don’t have no choice. Never did.”

			“So it’s just trapped, forever?”

			She let out a great sign. “Well, now, forever’s a mighty long time, Lucy-girl. Magic like this, powerful as it might be, don’t last much longer than the life of the person who cast it.”

			“So when the person who did the binding dies, then the soul would be free?” I asked, thinking of Alex and wondering how the doll fit into his story.

			“Maybe so, but it be more likely the soul would be too damaged by then to be truly free.” She set her mug on the table and ran her finger across the charm. “Remember what I told you, child? Souls ain’t made for being separate. They want they body, or they want to be with the spirits. Being in between the two—that’d take a mighty old and powerful soul to survive it whole without some sort of permanent damage, even for a short time. That’s the real darkness of a charm like this. It don’t just affect this life, but all the rest to come.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, not understanding how something could hurt you once you were already dead.

			“People walk around this world every day with more damage to they souls than you can imagine. They take that pain and hurt with them on their journey. It affects who they gonna be next.”

			I looked at the little figure. It was hard to believe anything so small could harness such power. But the way it had throbbed with heat when I held it told me it was dangerous, even if I didn’t completely understand how.

			“Course, there is another possibility … ” she said slowly. But then she shook her head as if to dismiss it.

			“What?”

			“Just an old story I heard once.”

			I’d already come to accept that I’d been having dreams about a past I shouldn’t know about and conversations with a ghost. No story, suddenly, seemed too improbable. “I’d like to hear it,” I told her.

			“Well, child, every charm, every spell, takes energy,” Mama Legba began. “More energy they has, the stronger the bit of magic they can work. Now, a dead body, it don’t have all that much energy left, you know what I mean? But a living body … ” She glanced at me, studying me as though she wasn’t sure she wanted to go on. Then she said, “That’d be some mighty dark magic, Lucy-girl. It’s one thing to bind the soul of the newly dead. It’s another thing altogether to snatch the soul of the living, to leave the body as nothing more than a hollowed-out husk. Now, I’m not sure if those tales are anything but stories, but I’ll tell you this—that ain’t magic I’d want anything to do with.”

			That wasn’t magic I wanted anything to do with either.

			“I wonder why it gets so warm,” I said. “If I hold it for more than a few seconds, it feels like it’s going to burst into flames.”

			“The magic’s still working.” Mama Legba’s tone made it clear I should have at least put that much together by myself.

			“There’s no way whoever made this could still be around.” Not if my dreams could be believed. 

			“That’s not how it feels to me,” Mama Legba said with a frown. “That thing still be buzzing with energy, and none of it’s good.” She reached for my untouched mug and took both over to the counter.

			If Mama Legba was right, whoever made the doll was still alive, which meant it had to have been made recently. If that was the case, I was even more confused about how it was tied to Alex. “There’s no way somebody could keep another person’s spell going?” I asked.

			Mama Legba’s pursed her lips a bit, thoughtful. “Anything in this world’s a possibility, child.” She shook her head. “But it ain’t likely. Each person’s magic is they own.”

			“It just doesn’t make sense,” I said, more to myself than to her. It didn’t seem possible for someone to have trapped Alex almost two hundred years ago if the charm was still working. Not if Alex was telling me the truth about it, unless Alex himself didn’t know the truth.

			“You into something deep, girl,” Mama Legba warned again, interrupting my thoughts. “You best watch yourself. Someone wicked enough to perpetrate some soul stealing ain’t nobody to play with, and those souls trapped in the In-between can be as dangerous as the person who be trappin’ them. Something about a soul be wanting for a body. You best be careful he don’t try yours on for size.”

			I didn’t miss the “he”—she knew. She’d seen Alex.

			“How dangerous is this thing right now?” I asked, ignoring her comment.

			“To you? Probably not very at all,” she said. “If you handle it too much, might be that the juju rub off on you. Bad energy like that ain’t nothing to mess with, but whoever this is tied up with, now that person be mighty dangerous. You best steer clear of the whole thing.”

			“I don’t know if I can,” I told her. It’s not like I could stop the dreams. I would have already. “Can the binding be broken?”

			“You can destroy the charm, sure enough,” she told me. “Destroy the charm, break the spell. But you do that, the person who made it might could find out. They maybe come looking for you.” She shook her head. “You ain’t ready for that.”

			“How do I destroy it?”

			“You ain’t listening, Lucy-girl. You not even close to being ready to deal with this. You best leave it here with me. I’ll take care of it.” 

			Her voice was calm, but I thought she seemed too eager, too excited to take the charm from me.

			“No. I can’t,” I replied. “I can’t leave it. I mean, it doesn’t belong to me.” Technically, it belonged to Le Ciel and the university, so that much was true at least. “Can’t you just tell me how to get rid of it—if I need to?”

			For a moment I didn’t think she would tell me, but then she sighed. “You sure enough on your way, Lucy-girl. Ain’t nothin’ for it.” She shook her head and motioned me to follow her.

			I scooped up the figure and hurried back down the hall after her. In the shop, she began mixing some of her herbs and flowers in a small pouch, measuring carefully as she went. When she was finished, she tied it off with a white piece of ribbon and handed it to me.

			“When you’re ready—and you make good and sure you know what you be doing before you start—you burn that little man with this.”

			I took the pouch from her carefully and examined it.

			“It won’t bite you, child.” She laughed. “You nervous about some little ol’ herbs and you got the devil’s own self there in your bag. That’s only a bit of fennel, bloodroot, and hyssop. Nothing at all to hurt you there. Those is meant for purity and protection.”

			“Protection?”

			“Just in case.”

			“Right.” I didn’t want to ask what else I might need protection from.

			“You sure you don’t want me to take care of that for you, Lucy-girl?”

			“No. Thanks, though. How much do I owe you for the Gris-Gris?” 

			“It’s no charge, long as you promise to be safe.”

			“I promise.” I tucked the small pouch into my bag with the figure. “Thanks. I really appreciate this.”

			“You got a long way to go, child.” She considered me a moment. “But I think you gonna do okay in the end.”

			I sighed. “One can only hope.”

			She smiled warmly. “Hope only gonna take you so far. Just like fate, child. The rest of it’s gonna be up to you.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five

			The drive back to Le Ciel gave me time to think—about what Mama Legba had told me, about Alex, about the dreams and how they were linked to my present. About how they might be linked to my future. But all of those thoughts were forgotten when I saw the flashing lights of the ambulance as I pulled through the gate.

			I parked the car haphazardly and jumped out just as Piers came out of our cottage.

			“Is everything okay?” I knew by the look on his face that it wasn’t.

			“I don’t know, Luce. I think your brother’s hurt.”

			When I went into the house, the front parlor was empty but I heard voices coming from the rear. I shouted for my parents as I made my way back.

			“Lucy?” My dad came around the corner and grabbed me in a fierce hug. “We tried to call but your phone must have been off. I was afraid we’d have to go to the hospital before you got here.” His voice was unsteady, and he didn’t let me go immediately.

			Still nestled securely into the crook of his shoulder, I could feel the tension strumming through him. “Piers said something happened. Is T.J. okay?”

			“We don’t know, honey.” My dad eased his embrace so he could look me in the eye. What I saw there made my stomach drop. “He collapsed a little while ago, and we can’t get him to wake up.”

			“But he’s going to be okay?” I knew from the pain etched in his face that he didn’t have an answer. My dad always had the answer.

			He gave me another fierce hug before going back into the room where my mom and brother were. I couldn’t do anything more than toss my bag on the floor and collapse into an armchair. After a while the paramedics wheeled T.J. out, my mom red-eyed beside him. I’m not sure what was worse—seeing my baby brother laid out on that giant gurney or seeing my mom looking lost and broken as she followed it, stroking his hair and pleading softly for him to wake up.

			“Come on, Luce.” My dad’s arm was around me. “We’ll follow the ambulance in my car.”

			

			We spent the rest of the afternoon in a too-white hospital room waiting to find out what was wrong. T.J. had been fine just that morning, my mom kept telling any doctor who would listen. We waited for hours as he was wheeled in and out of his room for test after test. None were conclusive.

			By dinner, we were all exhausted and beyond frustrated. No test had revealed what was causing the coma-like state my brother was in. His vitals were fine, strong even. There were no signs of trauma or injury. No one could tell us what was wrong with him.

			“Luce,” my dad said, his voice tired, “maybe you should head back and get some rest. There’s nothing else we can do here today, and we can’t all stay here tonight.”

			“You don’t want me here?” I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

			“Of course we want you here, Lucy, but we’re going to need someone to relieve us at some point tomorrow. We need you to be rested and ready for that. Do you think you’re okay to drive? Or I could call Mina to come pick you up?”

			I told him I’d be fine driving, and he handed me his keys. They both hugged me tightly, and I could feel my mom’s body trembling as she tried to hold back a sob before she made herself let me go. “You be careful, sweetie. Call us here if you need anything.”

			“We’ll see you in the morning,” my dad said.

			“Call me if anything happens,” I told them sternly, but they’d already turned back to T.J.’s bed.

			For the second time that day, I took the route that led from the city to the country and watched modernity level off to the landscape of the Old South. The darkness was beginning to overtake the brilliant pinks and oranges of twilight, and as I watched stars wink into sight and the colors fade into blackness, the landscape was a perfect mirror of my mood.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Six

			I’d spent a lot of time alone in my room since we’d arrived at the plantation, but I hadn’t actually ever been alone in the new house. That night was a first for me, and I wasn’t ready for it.

			On my way to bed, I passed by T.J.’s room. It was decorated exactly like a seven-year-old boy’s room should be. Dirty cleats were tossed at random angles, competing for floor space with half-constructed Lego forts and an army of action figures. The sight of it looking so empty made my throat ache and eyes burn, so I shut the door softly and kept moving to my own room.

			Despite the stillness, the house wasn’t completely quiet. I lay on my bed and listened to the way it creaked and groaned as the wind shifted. The light outside was all but gone now, and my room was cloaked in shadows. Even as it grew darker and darker, I couldn’t make myself get up to turn on the light.

			I was listening to the house and thinking about my brother when I heard a sound outside my door that made me sit straight up in the darkness and reach for my bedside lamp.

			“Lucy?” His voice was so soft that if I hadn’t been so quiet myself, I might have missed it.

			“Alex?” I clutched a misshapen pillow to my chest. “Alex? Are you out there.”

			“Oui, ma chère.”

			I got up and walked to the door but didn’t open it. “What are you doing in my house?”

			“I was worried about you.”

			I considered my options and finally decided to open the door. Alex was standing in the shadows on the other side, his eyes hooded with concern. He was wearing his usual outfit, but his shirt was loose around his neck and its sleeves were rolled up, exposing his strong forearms. Even with everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, even with what I knew him to be, he looked like just about the best thing I’d ever seen.

			“May I enter, Lucy?”

			“If I say no, do you have to stay out? Like a vampire or something?”

			He smiled softly. “No, but I won’t intrude on you, if that is what you wish.”

			I hesitated for a second and then swung the door wide. “Did I even really need to open this?”

			He shook his head.

			“You left me hanging earlier,” I said, still blocking the doorway as though it would do any good.

			“I know. I am sorry about that.” He hesitated as though there was more he wanted to say. “Thank you for not giving the witch the charm.”

			“You followed me there?”

			“I go where the charm goes, Lucy.” He spoke carefully. “If it leaves, it seems I must follow. If it returns, so do I.”

			The thought of him being dragged around by some invisible string made me cringe. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

			Stepping back, I gestured for him to come in, then sat down carefully on my bed, crossed my legs, and replaced the pillow in my arms as I faced him. He remained standing.

			“Are you okay?” His voice was gentle but unsure. 

			I willed myself to be okay, to deal with this new world that threatened to open up and swallow me whole. It had been easier, somehow, when I was getting the charm for him earlier. Then I’d something else to focus on. Now I had nothing to distract me. I’m not sure if it was the death-grip I had on my pillow or the tightness in my face, but Alex seemed to sense I wasn’t completely at ease with him.

			“I will leave you if that is your wish,” he added.

			I shook my head. “No, you can stay.” I had to deal with what he was, and I doubted it would ever get any easier. This moment was as good as the next. Even if I was alone, with my parents far across town where they couldn’t help me.

			“I will not hurt you, Lucy. I could never harm you,” he said, seemingly reading my thoughts.

			Of course he couldn’t hurt me. “You can’t even touch me,” I whispered under my breath, and in that moment, I really understood what that meant.

			I thought about those long days and nights after Emaline’s murder. During that time, I had foolishly daydreamed about Alex falling for me—not for Armantine, for me. I knew now it would never happen. The breath of warmth where his hand should have been, the strange doll that Mama Legba said bound souls to this world—the evidence was too irrefutable to ignore. I’d fallen for a ghost. A dead man more than a century past his expiration date. A phantom who already loved someone else.

			He moved slowly closer, like he was afraid to startle me. His eyes were tense, and there was a sadness deep within them I understood. I held perfectly still as he brought his hand up and with the tips of his fingers traced my cheek, my jaw. Across my lips. I felt the slightest brush of electricity. Even as his features relaxed at my willingness to be near him, the pain in his eyes nearly took my breath away.

			“Who did this to you, Alex?” I wasn’t able to stop my voice from shaking as I asked.

			“It is not important anymore,” he said, withdrawing his hand and turning away from me. “What is important now is that the charm be destroyed.”

			“Then what?”

			The question seemed to unsettle him, as though he hadn’t ever thought beyond the moment when the doll would be destroyed. “I suppose I will need to find myself. My body.”

			“Your body?” I said, uneasy.

			“I don’t think I’m quite dead,” he told me, frowning as he said it. “I’m not sure that I’m completely alive either, though.”

			“I don’t understand.” My head was spinning. “Of course you’re dead, Alex. You’re a ghost.”

			“I’m not sure that I am, ma chère.” He shook his head. “When I—” He paused as though unsure about how to continue. “When what happened to me … happened, I was not yet dead.”

			“You weren’t dead?” I repeated. Mama Legba’s warning echoed through my brain—that ain’t magic I’d want anything to do with.

			“No. I was still alive. I watched the old witch—Thisbe—I saw her do something, perform some rite to keep me here.” He stopped again and rubbed his hand over his face. I knew he was far away at that moment, reliving what had happened to him. “Somehow she separated a part of me from my body.” 

			He cringed like the memory was still fresh, and his eyes took on that far-off look that let me know he was still reliving it. “I knew my body was dying,” he said. “At first, I felt a pull to somewhere beyond, away from my body and this place. The pain of being apart from myself was so great that I was thankful for death—I prayed for it to come faster so I could follow that pull. But then it stopped.” 

			He looked up at me then, the confusion writ large on his face. “I don’t know how she did it, but she stopped that pull. She stopped my body from dying, and kept my soul bound to this patch of earth. I do not know how long I have been here—how many years have passed—trying to figure out what happened to me. Trying to figure out how to change it.”

			“And you didn’t have anyone to help you,” I whispered.

			“Until you, no one saw me.”

			“Why me?” I didn’t understand my part in this at all.

			“I’ve been waiting for you, Lucy.” His voice was soft, laden with the hope of more than a century of waiting.

			“But why me?” I asked. My throat felt tight as I spoke. “Why do I have to be the one now? Why do I have to spend my nights dreaming about you and … her?”

			“What are they like, your dreams? The ones that are not so horrible, that is.”

			“It’s so hard to describe,” I said. “In them, I’m, well, I’m her. But I’m me, too. I know what she’s thinking and feeling, but I don’t have any power. It’s like I’m just an observer.” I took a deep breath. “And I’m really having this conversation, aren’t I?”

			“Indeed, ma chère. Please, go on.” His voice was urgent.

			“She loved you,” I told him. “But you terrified her.”

			His voice was gentle. “Lucy—” 

			“Sometimes you terrify me,” I whispered.

			“Lucy—” he said again, a plea.

			“But I don’t know the whole story yet,” I interrupted. I looked up at him then. “Will you tell me what happened now? Please, I need to know.”

			“I do not know the whole story either.”

			“You’re still protecting her, aren’t you?” The realization dawned on me. “You still love her,” I whispered, finally saying it out loud.

			“I always will,” he told me, his voice full of resolve. “It is a rare thing to find your other half.” His green eyes locked with mine and it was suddenly clear—I would always be second to Armantine for Alex. Whatever fantasies my dreams might have spun, I knew in that moment it would never be enough.

			He seemed to sense my thoughts. “Do not think of it, Lucy. She is gone now. You are here. That is what matters most.”

			I nodded numbly, not believing a word of it.

			“Lucy, love. Now we must focus on what we can do.”

			“The charm.” I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the ache in my chest.

			“I need you to destroy it. Free me, Lucy. If I am not bound to this place, then I can find out what the witch did to my body.”

			I dug through my bag and found the two small packages. “I guess there’s no reason to wait,” I told him, holding up both the charm and the Gris-Gris Mama Legba had made for me. “Come on. We can use the fireplace.”

			

			It didn’t take long to set fire to the doll and the small bundle Mama Legba had given me. We sat together, watching as the Gris-Gris flamed up and ignited the charm. The figure burned slowly, with thick, black smoke pouring out. While it burned, the air in the house seemed to thrum. Outside, the wind howled through the trees, but as the flames died down, the almost-electric energy eased, leaving the air still and smelling faintly of ozone.

			When the fires burned themselves out completely, I turned to Alex. I think I still believed he was just a ghost—I half-expected him to disappear the moment the embers finally died down. He didn’t disappear, though, and I knew then that he must be right. There was more to what had happened to him than either of us understood.

			“Well? Do you feel any different? Did it work?” I asked.

			“I’m not sure.” He held up his hand and looked at it like he expected it to be different or to magically transform right in front of him, but nothing happened. “Perhaps I should try to leave?”

			I hated the idea of him leaving me alone in the house again, but we needed to know. “How far from the charm could you go before?”

			“Not far—a few hundred meters from the mansion at most. The night I saw you in the garden took a great deal of effort.”

			“Well, I guess you should take a walk,” I told him.

			He nodded, and I could tell he was nervous. More than a hundred years had led up to this moment. I walked with him to the front door and we stepped out onto the porch. The night was calm now, without any trace of the wind that had whipped the trees so violently just moments before. 

			“Go on,” I said. “I’ll wait for you here.”

			He hesitated, but finally went out into the night. I watched the dark gold of his hair as he followed the path leading away from our cottage, out to the massive iron gate and the road beyond. When I could no longer see him, I sat down on the steps to wait.

			Clouds hung heavy in the sky, preventing any chance of wishing on a star. I wasn’t sure what I would even wish for—my brother’s safety? A way to help Alex? Or maybe I’d have made a truly selfish wish and asked the heavens to erase his past—to make him mine.

			It wasn’t long before he reappeared at the gate. I stood as he walked up the path and went out to meet him. When he saw me coming toward him, relief flashed across his face.

			“It worked?”

			He laughed then, and his eyes lit with happiness as he came over to me. “You’ve done a great thing for me, ma chère.” The usual mask of polite amiability he wore so often to hide his feelings from me was gone, and in that moment, he did look truly free.

			“Will you do something for me, then?” I asked.

			“Anything.”

			“Stay with me tonight?”

			He frowned. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea … ”

			He misunderstood. All those times I’d dreamt of him, wanted him—part of me was still jealous of what Armantine had been able to experience. Tonight, though, my request had nothing to do with desire.

			“It’s just that I’ve never slept here alone. My parents are in the hospital with my brother.”

			“He is not well?” Alex asked with genuine concern.

			I shook my head. “They don’t know what’s wrong. He won’t wake up.” I swallowed back the tears that threatened. “I’d feel better if I knew someone was around.”

			He nodded. “Then I will be.”

			“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice trembling with the stress and emotion of the day.

			He took a step toward me, but then stopped. “If I could only touch you now.” He traced my lips again, and I trembled at the whisper of electricity that brushed across them. “What I wouldn’t give to be able to comfort you.”

			“If only,” I said softly to myself.

			He smiled, but tucked his hands into his pockets as we walked back into the house. When I’d locked up and he’d finally settled himself on the couch, we said an awkward good night.

			“Sleep well, Lucy,” he said with a sad sort of smile. “Dream of me.”

			As if I had any choice.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Seven

			That night, while Alex kept watch, I dreamed again of Armantine. She stood in front of Jules’s desk, her hands clasped before her, her head bowed.

			“You’re more a fool than I thought, girl.” Jules paced the floor. “That boy could make you rich. He could make us powerful.”

			She chewed her lip as she watched the older man wear a path across the faded carpet, and wondered for the first time if maybe she wasn’t making a mistake.

			“He’s asking to marry you,” Jules said, scrubbing a hand through his short, graying hair in frustration. “I’ve never made you do anything you’re not comfortable with, so I’m asking you this now: do you want to be his wife?”

			She sighed, her chest warm at the thought. “More than anything,” she whispered softly. “I love him, Uncle.” But to give up everything she knew, everything she was? The question came back to her, unbidden, again and again.

			“Then go with him,” Jules said decisively.

			She stood and went to the window. The street below was already bustling with people out to do their daily marketing or calling on their neighbors. She loved her city, but everything had changed. She’d walked her favorite streets with Alex. Her favorite cafes were now places simmering with memories of them together. Once he left, those places would be reminders of him, of what she could have had. Her city wouldn’t be the same, and she wondered if her love for it would remain.

			“He can’t marry me.”

			“Not here, no. But you said he offered to take you to France?”

			She nodded. “But what if he doesn’t marry me once we arrive?” she asked in a small voice. “What if I leave my home only to have him change his mind on the voyage? Or once we arrive? I would be trapped in a strange land with no friends and no one to help me return. I’d be ruined.” She blinked back tears.

			Jules frowned. “If you don’t think you can trust him—”

			“No, Uncle, it’s not that. He is perhaps the most honorable man I’ve ever known, other than you, of course.” Her hand came up to grasp the locket Alex had given her. “I believe he loves me now, but what if that changes when we leave here?” Josephine had implied things about Alex, about the time he’d spent in Paris. Armantine felt the familiar anxiety bubbling up again at the thought of being left alone in a strange country. “Being here has been a great adventure for Alex. He believes he loves me, but once we arrive in France—”

			“You doubt yourself, then,” Jules said, understanding dawning in his voice.

			“I doubt the situation, Uncle.”

			“Then you must change the situation, my girl. If you want him, that is.”

			She looked at him in blank confusion, wondering what she could possibly do to change the situation she had been born into.

			“You fear he will be inconstant,” Jules went on. “That he will decide not to marry you once you leave here.” He shrugged. “There are ways to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

			She shook her head. “I won’t sign any contract.”

			Jules chuckled. “You always have been a practical sort, my girl. But I wasn’t talking about a contract.”

			“Then what?”

			“There’s an old conjure woman who lives out on the River Road. Not too far from his family’s place, I think.” He pulled a small, thin cigar from his jacket pocket and made a show of lighting it and taking a few slow drags before he went on. “She’s helped me in the past. She might have your answers.”

			Armantine remembered the day Solomon drove her back to the city. That day, Thisbe had held hope up like a poisoned apple, daring Armantine to take a bite.

			“You think I should go to some old Hoodoo woman?” The surprise in her voice was evident. “I thought you were a man of science, Uncle.”

			“I am, I am,” he said, taking another deep drag on the sharp-smelling cigar. “But you don’t need science, girl. What you need is a heavy dose of hope. A little magic couldn’t hurt when it comes to that. You think about it.” He glanced down at his watch when a knock sounded at the door. “But for now, I think our ten o’clock appointment is here.”

			Armantine did think. She turned the idea over in her mind for two days, convincing herself of one decision and then hours later changing her mind, but she was running out of time. Finally, it was the thought of Alex leaving—of what it would be like to watch him turn from her and know she would never see him again—that had her traveling up the River Road toward Le Ciel on a wickedly hot day in August.

			It took Armantine most of the morning to make her way in the heat. It was well past noon before she finally came to the small grove of trees where the old woman lived. Brilliantly colored bottles hung from bright red cords and danced in the wind to welcome her. But the dark shadows thrown by the trees in the grove sent a chill down her spine.

			She squared her shoulders. She had made her decision. She would have Alex, and she would be assured that he would not leave her as so many protectors left their women. She would keep his love—with Thisbe’s help.

			She wasn’t quite to the wide, shady porch when a figure appeared in the dark doorway. “Took you long enough, child,” Thisbe said. The old woman gestured for Armantine to come up. “Come on, then. We have work to do.”

			The inside of the cottage was surprisingly luxurious. The walls were washed with a pristine white and fine furniture was organized to give the effect of comfort and wealth. It was all so much more than a woman in Thisbe’s position should have had that Armantine gasped in surprised. The old woman glanced at her and chuckled knowingly.

			“People are generous when they’re thankful, and most people around these parts have been thankful to ol’ Thisbe one time or another.” She winked. “Maybe someday, when you’re a great lady in that big old house, you’ll be thankful, too.” She motioned for Armantine to keep walking, and they made their way to the back of the cottage.

			The hall opened up to a large room. Unlike the front of the house, this room was furnished for function. I recognized the room instantly, but the shelves were now lined with bottles of dried flowers and herbs that reminded me of the ones in Mama Legba’s shop. A low fire burned in the hearth despite the warmth of the day.

			“I have to admit, I thought you’d come sooner,” Thisbe told her as she slowly gathered supplies from her cabinets.

			“I’m still not sure why I’m here,” Armantine confessed.

			“Now that’s not the truth, not at all. You know exactly why you came to see me. You’re here for the same reason girls have been coming to me for years now.” She grinned, a gapped-tooth smile that made Armantine cringe. “You found yourself a beau, and you want to make sure you keep him.”

			Armantine felt her face flush.

			“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, girl.” She sat down across from Armantine at the table. “We women have to do what can be done to make our way in this world. But you need to be sure before we start. My services aren’t cheap, and they can’t be undone.”

			Armantine swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m sure,” she said.

			“Well, then. This is what we’ll do—I work on the spirits for you, and then later, when you have your heart’s desire, you pay me in kind. Understand?”

			“How much?”

			“You’ll know when the time comes.” Thisbe set a small stick of blood-red wax on the table. 

			“What will you do?”

			“A simple binding spell—a love charm,” Thisbe told her. “I will need somethin’ from the person you love, though.” The old woman held out her hand and waited.

			Hesitantly, Armantine removed the locket from her neck and handed it to Thisbe. The old woman raised her brows in surprise, then let out a whoop of delight when she opened the locket and found the hair inside. “This is gonna be good, child. You sure did come prepared.” 

			Cackling, the old woman held up the locket so that it glinted red in the firelight. “This spell will hold him tight, girl.” The way she was gazing at the necklace, like it was some rare and treasured prize, sent a trickle of unease down Armantine’s spine.

			Thisbe pulled a knife out of the soft sack she had brought to the table. It reminded Armantine far too much of the knife they’d found with Lila. A clear vision flashed in her mind at the sight of it—her body instead of Lila’s running its blood into the ground—and she started to stand up. But she was unsteady on her feet and tumbled back into the chair.

			“Settle down, now,” Thisbe said dismissively. With a movement quicker and surer than Armantine expected the old woman to be capable of, she reached out and deftly severed a lock of Armantine’s hair. She took the lock and twined it around the golden strands from the locket. Carefully, she took a candle and lit it in the smoldering fire, melted some of the wax, and let it drip onto the intertwined hair, creating a misshapen lump to serve as a charm.

			As the wax was drying, she went to a small cabinet and unlocked it with an old skeleton key. She brought back a small ball of crimson string, threaded it through a rough-looking needle, and handed it to Armantine.

			“Love magic works best when it’s done by the parties involved. You take this here thread and pierce the charm while you ask the spirits to bind his love to yours.” She motioned for Armantine to take it. “Go on, child.”

			With shaking hands, Armantine took the needle and the lump of wax. She looked at it hesitantly before finally closing her eyes and running the needle through the still-warm clump. “Bind his love to mine,” she whispered with shaking breath. A cold breeze rustled through the room and she opened her eyes, shaken by a strange sensation crawling across her skin that felt like the pricking of a thousand tiny pins.

			Thisbe nodded and took the charm, the needle still stuck through it. With a few deft movements, she looped the thread around and tied it off, then tucked the clump of wax-covered hair back into the locket.

			“You hold this charm, you hold him,” she told Armantine. “You keep it close to you, girl. You’re all wrapped up in this too now.”

			Armantine glanced up, surprised.

			“A love charm isn’t a one-way binding,” Thisbe said. “You understand?” 

			When she nodded, Thisbe handed the locket to her. Armantine held it in her hands like it had suddenly become extraordinarily delicate. “He’ll love me forever now?” she whispered, her voice thick with hope.

			The old woman cackled again, a dry wheezing sound like nails across glass. “Love is or it isn’t, but this here charm will keep him with you. The love is up to you.”

			“But I thought—” Panic rose in Armantine’s throat like bile. She understood suddenly that she had made a very grave and very dangerous mistake.

			“They always think that.” The old woman pursed her lips and shook her head dismissively. “You go on now. I have things to do.” She turned back to her jars and bins, effectively dismissing Armantine.

			On shaky legs, Armantine walked back to the city. The day was blistering but the heat never touched her. She was too cold to feel it.

			

			The sun slanted through my open blinds, waking me as I struggled to break free of the dream. The house was quiet, and all at once I remembered why.

			“T.J.” I jumped up and got ready quickly, forgoing a shower so I could get to the hospital faster. I’d already wasted too much time.

			I came around the corner into the living room and stopped short. Alex was there, sprawled on our worn leather sofa, one long leg tumbled onto the floor, his arm propped behind his head. His dark lashes rested peacefully on his cheeks and his mouth was slack with sleep.

			My heart beat steadily in my chest. There were no trumpets, no choirs of angels to mark the moment, no feeling like I was tumbling into a dangerous or exhilarating free fall. It was quiet—no more than the whisper of a click, like the pins falling in the tumbler of a lock. Just like that, the tilt of my world righted itself.

			I loved him.

			All along, I’d been wrestling with the fear that my response to him was simply a response to what I’d felt as Armantine. I hadn’t trusted my own attraction to him, or what I felt when he was near me. That morning, I saw everything in a new light.

			It didn’t matter that his heart belonged to another. It didn’t matter that I would never feel the strength of his arms, the warmth of his kiss. For that moment and for every moment after, I knew what I felt was real. True. The thought should have been terrifying—a leap into a dangerous unknown—but the knowledge settled in my chest and eased the tension that had been there for who knows how long.

			“Alex?” I said quietly, not wanting to startle him. I came a little closer and called his name again, watching as his eyes fluttered open.

			“Lucy?” His voice was thick with sleep.

			“I didn’t realize ghosts needed rest,” I said, smiling softly down at him.

			“I enjoy sleeping,” he said unapologetically.

			“I know,” I told him, thinking of that day I’d found him by the pond and wishing, just as I had then, that I could touch him. “I have to go, Alex. My parents will be waiting for me.”

			He sat up. “I’ll come with you.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Eight

			The morning was hazy from the rain that had fallen the previous day and evaporated overnight, and the temperature was already climbing into the triple digits when we started toward the city. At one point, Alex went silent, and I glanced over to find him watching the New Orleans skyline draw closer. I was so used to the skyscrapers in Chicago that the grove of shining buildings ahead of us had done little to impress me. But for someone who’d spent the last hundred and fifty years or so on the same small parcel of land, the gleaming windows and soaring heights must have seemed miraculous. Or terrifying.

			“This must be like a strange dream for you.”

			“It is … unsettling,” he agreed. “So much time has passed, and I have only been aware of glimpses of it, trapped as I was.” His gaze darted restlessly from building to building as they grew closer.

			“If it’s too much—” I started to say, but he stopped me.

			“No. I will be with you today, Lucy.”

			“Can anyone else see you?” I asked.

			“No one has before—” He stopped himself. “Except the witch you were with by the pond that day.” He frowned. “I am not exactly sure how that is possible, but it worries me.”

			The hospital was buzzing with activity as we made our way to my brother’s room. When I peeked in, I saw my mom sleeping against my dad’s shoulder. He looked at me over the top of her head and gave me a tired smile.

			“Have you found anything out yet?” I asked quietly, so I wouldn’t wake up my mom.

			He shook his head. It jostled her enough that she groggily came to. “Lucy, honey?” She looked at my dad. “What time is it, Leonard?”

			He gave her a soft kiss on her forehead, a gesture I’d seen a thousand times. This time, the tenderness of it caught in my throat. “It’s time to go home for a while, Sara.”

			“No,” my mom told him. “I need to stay.”

			“Sweetheart, you need to get some rest.”

			“No, Leonard. I need to be here with my baby,” she reached over and clasped T.J.’s hand. Her eyes were shadowed with dark smudges and her skin looked pale.

			“Mom, it’s okay. I can stay for a while,” I told her.

			She shook her head. “No,” she said miserably. “He needs me here.”

			“He needs you to keep yourself well, Sara,” my dad said. “Let’s go back home for a bit. We can rest and wash up and be back here in a few hours.”

			My mom looked like she was going to refuse. “Go on,” I told her.

			She chewed on her lip for a moment and I could tell she wanted to stay, but my dad was already pulling her to her feet. “I’m not leaving this hospital, Leonard,” she said, pulling away from him. Her eyes rested on T.J. and then on me. “Maybe we could just go down to the cafeteria and get a bite to eat?”

			After they left, I settled into the chair and watched my brother take slow, shallow breaths. His small body looked so frail hooked up to all the monitors and tubes. I’d never seen him so completely still.

			A small knock sounded at the door and stirred Alex and me from our vigil.

			“Lucy-girl?” Mama Legba peeked her head into the room, glancing first at me and then, briefly, at Alex. “I heard about your brother, honey. Can I come in?”

			I looked at Alex, who had gone completely still. I knew he didn’t trust Mama Legba, but I didn’t feel the same way. She’d helped me, and I was starting to trust her. “Sure,” I told her.

			She stepped in and started toward T.J.’s bedside, but with a sharp intake of breath, she halted. Her hand reached out like she wanted to comfort my brother, but rather than touch him immediately, she let her hand hover in the air above him for a long, silent moment. Finally, she took the last few steps to his side and gently took his hand.

			“Poor baby boy,” she said, patting T.J.’s hand. She looked back at me and her voice shook with fear. “They don’t know what happened to him, do they?”

			“No,” I told her. “The tests keep coming back inconclusive.”

			She made a small noise that sounded like agreement. “That’s because what’s wrong with him can’t be found on no tests. He ain’t completely there, child.”

			I looked over at T.J. “Of course he’s there.” I shot Alex a concerned look.

			“No, he’s not.” Mama Legba shook her head.

			I turned to Alex. “What’s she talking about?”

			He looked every bit as confused and concerned as I felt.

			“I’m talking about his soul, child. And I know because I can see them. Same as you can see that boy there, I can see the energy that makes us who we are. Yours still be shining out bright, Lucy-girl, but your brother’s? His ain’t but a dim and fading glow.” Her face was a mask of determination and fear. “You ’member what I told you the other night about the tales of dark magic?”

			I nodded, the hairs on the nape of my neck seeming to stand on end. There was an odd current running through the stillness of the room—a dangerous electricity.

			“Look like they’re more than just stories,” Mama Legba said. “Someone’s cursed him, child. His spirit’s been bound up tight.”

			“Is he dying?” I could barely force the words out.

			She shook her head. “Not yet, but if he don’t get help soon, he might.”

			“It can be no coincidence,” Alex murmured to himself.

			“What’s that?” Mama Legba asked.

			Alex paused, his face tense with concentration. He glanced at me briefly before he spoke again, and I knew he was about to take a chance he wasn’t completely comfortable with. “For the boy to fall ill so soon after Lucy took the charm from the old witch’s house—it can be no coincidence. They must be connected.”

			Mama Legba considered the information. “Nobody else knows about that charm, do they?

			I shook my head, but stopped short when I remembered how Chloe had caught me in the cabin. I didn’t think she knew I’d taken anything, and I couldn’t believe she would do something like this to my brother. Still … 

			“This young man here might be onto something.” Mama Legba paused to consider her words. “There ain’t no reason to waste such powerful magic on such an innocent, powerless boy. Not unless there’s a bigger game at stake.”

			I’d been warned that something bad might happen if I destroyed the charm, but I hadn’t listened. “This is my fault, isn’t it?” I whispered.

			“No, Lucy,” Alex answered too quickly. His voice was soft and calming, but it didn’t have any effect on my bone-deep guilt.

			“I never should have touched that thing,” I said. “I never should have burned it—Mama Legba warned me, but I thought I was so brave. I never considered that the person who made it might go after my family.”

			“Lucy, ma chère. Please, calm yourself.”

			But I couldn’t calm myself. My chest felt tight, but my breaths came so quickly—I couldn’t seem to stop them. 

			Alex muttered under his breath about being useless, while Mama Legba came over and wrapped her arms around me, whispering soft bits of nonsense in my ear until my breathing settled.

			“This ain’t the end, Lucy-girl. Things is bad, sure enough. But your brother’s gonna be just fine once we find out how to break the binding.”

			“You freed me,” Alex said. “There is no reason to believe we cannot free your brother as well.”

			I looked between him and Mama Legba. “You’re sure.”

			He nodded. “I am. But for now, you have to be calm.”

			“You gotta think, child.” Mama Legba patted my back softly as she rubbed it in slow, wide circles. “You gotta think for that little boy there. To bind someone, a conjurer needs something from the person they binding. I told you before, to bind a person’s soul is strong magic. Dark magic. They’s gotta have something more than personal—they gotta have something that contains a bit of the person themselves. You gotta think about who could’ve gotten to him and what they might have.”

			“It could be anything … ” T.J.’s room was a constant mess. There was no telling what might be missing.

			“Someone had to get to him,” Mama Legba said. “This ain’t magic that can be done from afar.”

			I wracked my brain for who that might be. We didn’t know many people in the area yet. “Maybe someone on the plantation?” 

			Chloe, something inside of me whispered, but I pushed it away. She would never hurt him … would she?

			“It’s as good a place as any to start,” Mama Legba agreed.

			Alex brushed his hand over my hair, and I felt the now-familiar whisper of warmth settle over me. “You stay here with your brother and I’ll go search.” He looked at Mama Legba, his mouth tight as he considered her with narrowed eyes.

			“It’s okay, Alex,” I told him. “She helped me free you. I trust her.”

			He still didn’t look convinced, but he seemed to realize that he didn’t have any other choice.  “You’ll stay with her?” he asked, wary.

			“I ain’t going nowhere, boy,” she told him impatiently.

			Once Alex was gone, Mama Legba looked at me with her too-perceptive eyes. “You doing fine, Lucy-girl. Might not feel like it now, but you gonna be all right in the end.”

			“Is that what the cards tell you?” I sniffed.

			“No,” she huffed. “I got eyes, don’t I? Can’t I see you making your way through all this?”

			“I’ve made a mess of things,” I told her. “I should have left that doll alone. Maybe T.J. would be okay if I’d just stayed away from it.”

			“You can’t be thinking in could’ves and should’ves and might’ve beens, Lucy-girl.” She patted me a final time and then stood up to have a better look at T.J.’s frail body. “All this started long before you stepped into it, child. Ain’t nothing you could’ve done to avoid it. But maybe you just strong enough to stop it.”

			“I don’t have any idea what to do.”

			Mama Legba clucked impatiently. “That ain’t exactly true, now is it?” she asked. “You knew what to do for that there boy you got running around for you.”

			“You told me to keep away from him,” I reminded her.

			“No,” she disagreed, the humor thick in her voice. “I think that was what he said about me. I just told you to mind yourself around him. Loosed souls can be a dangerous thing, child. But you seem to be doing just fine.” Her hand settled on my knee affectionately. “I thought I was done being surprised by what there was to see in this world, but I gotta admit, that there young man of yours, he might be something I ain’t never seen before.”

			 “He’s not my young man,” I muttered, trying to ignore the flair of triumph that welled up when she called him mine. I knew this kind of thinking could only end in heartache.

			“You sure about that?”

			“He’s still in love with someone else,” I told her.

			“Told you that, did he?” She smiled warmly.

			I nodded. “But I saw if for myself too.”

			“Did you now?” Mama Legba’s brows went up in surprise.

			“Those dreams I asked you about? I’ve been dreaming about the past. His past.”

			Mama Legba considered me for a second, rubbing her chin as thought. “Ain’t nothing wrong with dreaming,” she assured me. “It’s only a problem if you don’t let yourself move on to your future.”

			

			It was dark by the time I got home. My mother was staying at the hospital for the duration, it seemed, but there wasn’t room for all of us in T.J.’s tiny room. They told me to go home and get some rest, but I didn’t want to leave them. I wanted to tell them everything, wanted to scream at the doctors that they were worthless, but most of all, I wanted to sit curled into my dad’s arm or hold my mom’s hand. I needed to touch them, to know they were still there, still real. Their warmth kept me anchored.

			Eventually, though, my father and I left together. On the way back out to Le Ciel, we didn’t speak much. Neither one of us, it seemed, could find anything to say. When the radio station we were listening to took a break for the local news—another girl’s body found in the next parish over, another murder without any leads—my dad clicked off the radio and we rode in silence.

			As he drove through the heavy Louisiana night, all I could think was that it was happening again. And that somehow, we had to stop it.

			The cottage was dark when we arrived.

			“I’m going to turn in and try to get some rest, Luce,” my dad said as he opened the door. He looked tired and worn, his face rough with a day’s growth of beard. “I want to get back to the hospital early. You’ll be okay?”

			I looked up to see Alex concealed in the dark room behind him. He was leaning against the wall, his shoulders slouched and his hands tucked into the front pockets of his pants. He looked worried, but all I could think was that he looked wonderful.

			I gave my father a hug and kissed his rough cheek. “I’ll be fine, Dad. Go get some rest and I’ll lock up.”

			Alex followed me silently as I went through the house, locking the doors and extinguishing the lights. He watched from the doorway of my room as I flopped back on my bed.

			“Did you find anything?” I asked, my eyes closed and my feet still dangling to the floor.

			“No,” he said, “but that only means the workers who were here today are safe. There will be less to do tomorrow.” He came into the room then, slowly, like he didn’t want to intrude, and sat next to me on the bed.

			“If T.J. makes it until tomorrow … ”

			Alex leaned over, bracketing me with his arms and searching my face to make sure I was okay. “He will,” he promised.

			I felt my heart kick up. We’d never been that close before, and I wondered again what it would be like if he were really there and completely mine.

			He seemed unaware of the direction my thoughts had taken, though. “Are you sure there aren’t any others who might know you found the charm?” he asked, pulling away and putting a more proper distance between us.

			“Mama Legba’s the only one I showed it to, Alex.”

			“What about the girl who found you that day?”

			“Chloe?” My stomach sank. “No. She’d never … ” I had to believe that.

			He looked like he wanted to argue with me, but he de-cided not to. “There are others I can check tonight while you sleep,” he said, starting to rise.

			“No,” I told him as I reached for him, my arms finding nothing but slightly warmer air where his arm should have been. 

			I’d had too much time at the hospital to think, and I’d spent many of those hours worrying about Alex off at the plantation by himself. I wasn’t ready to send him out into danger again yet. “When you go, I’m coming with you,” I said.

			“I can’t allow—”

			“But you will.” I smiled sadly. “It’s not like you can stop me.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Nine

			Thisbe’s house stands in the shadows of the grove. The day is hot, still, and yet the bottles hanging from the trees clink together, stirred by an impossible wind. I shouldn’t have come here. I should have stayed far, far away.

			And yet … 

			There is no choice but to go forward. Onward.

			I’m approaching the steps when the old woman appears in the darkened frame of the doorway. She watches me with cloudy eyes.

			“Back so soon?” Her smile is vicious. “Greedy little thing, aren’t you?”

			“I’ve changed my mind.” I clasp the locket in a shaking hand. “Please. You must help me. You must undo it.”

			The smile is gone now, but still the old woman looks strangely pleased. “What’s done is done, child. I told you before, the magic in that charm can’t be undone.” The bottles rustle, clinking an uneven rhythm in discordant tones, and Thisbe gives me—Armantine—a slick, sickening sneer. But I don’t run. I promise the moon and stars and my entire being, and I beg.

			“Get off your knees,” Thisbe says finally. “Come on inside.”

			The cabin is cooler than the day outside, but the air is murky, filled with the cloying sweetness of some herb smoldering on the fire.

			“Sit,” she says, pointing to a three-legged stool by the table.

			I do as she says, my hands still clenched together in a half-prayerful hope. She will help me. She will fix the mistake I made and he will never, never have to know.

			Thisbe taps one craggy, arthritic finger thoughtfully on her chin. “You can’t just undo magic like this, girl. But there might be something for your problem. It’d be dangerous, but if you’re willing to try … ”

			“I am. I’ll do whatever I must.”

			“It isn’t magic that can be worked from afar. I’ll need to be close for it do any good at all.”

			“How close?”

			Thisbe’s mouth curves up into something that should’ve been a smile, and suddenly, I know. She—the girl in the dream—doesn’t know, but I know. Thisbe will never free him.

			“Close enough to touch,” the old witch says.

			Armantine’s thoughts race: how will she convince Alex to come here? She will do anything, anything, to undo what she has done.

			But I know. With an absolute certainty, I’m sure this is the beginning of what happened. This is the moment that determined every one that came after. That determined every day of every year that Alex has been trapped.

			But the moment tumbles and twists and I’m falling into nothing. And then into a room where a steamer trunk stands open. She sees each piece of clothing with French eyes. Every frock seems suddenly provincial, worn, and so most of them are left hanging like limp bodies in the wardrobe. She reaches for her canvases and paints, charcoals and paper. These are who she is. These are what she cannot leave behind.

			It is dark by the time we finally reach the docks. The night is so thick I can hardly see the ship that will take Armantine from the only home she has ever known.

			It doesn’t matter. She straightens her back, stiff against fear, and the small vial Thisbe gave her shifts against her skin. 

			“Tomorrow, mon coeur,” he tells her, squeezing her hand. His eyes shine like emeralds, alight with anticipation. “Tomorrow, you shall be mine.”

			Tomorrow. Tomorrow he will be safe and we shall be wed, she thinks. Tomorrow it will all end, and tomorrow something else will begin.

			The ship’s cabin is small but comfortable, and happiness wars with nerves within her. The vial still feels cold against her skin. It will be over soon.

			He has brought them a dinner of cold chicken and bread slathered with thick, sweet butter. It will be over soon.

			She pulls the vial from her corset when he goes to find more wine. Thisbe is waiting for the signal. And then all will be well.

			But I know otherwise. And I hate her for not knowing as well.

			Armantine takes the bottle of wine from him when he returns and, turning her back on him, she opens it. She pours the scarlet liquid into pewter cups, where it sits dark as death. And then she takes the vial … 

			And I scream, words that only I can hear. Pointless words to warn her. Because she’s opening the vial. She’s pouring one … two … three drops, as she’s been instructed.

			And I struggle, and I fight, and I scream for her to stop.

			And suddenly, unexpectedly, I’m not in her body any longer. I’m standing apart, watching with horror as Alex takes the cup. And drinks.

		

	
		
			Thirty

			When I woke the next morning, Alex was already gone, but the remnants of the dream from the night before still clung to me, pulled at me. I’d learned so much, and I needed to talk to him.

			I dressed quickly, throwing on a comfortable pair of shorts and a soft T-shirt. My room seemed empty without Alex’s presence, but I was glad for the moment to myself. I knew where he’d be when I was ready to find him.

			I took the path out to the pond, turning the entirety of the dream over in my mind. As I came out of the copse of trees and entered the clearing by the pond, I found Alex where I expected, sitting in the sun.

			“It was her, wasn’t it?” My voice was flat, dead.

			“You had another dream?” he asked. I noticed he didn’t deny it. 

			I nodded and tried to put into words for him what I was piecing together from the still-disjointed images.

			“I don’t know why Armantine couldn’t see it,” I said. “It was so clear—the gleam in the old witch’s eyes. Nothing Thisbe told her was the truth. I don’t think Armantine wanted to hurt you. She didn’t know what Thisbe was going to do. But still, she set everything in motion with that love charm, and then she led Thisbe right to you.”

			He didn’t respond, just continued watching me as I spoke.

			“Why can’t I change it?” I moaned miserably. “I thought I changed it, but I couldn’t do anything. Everything stayed the same. I couldn’t save you,” I finished, my voice small and breaking.

			“What do you mean?”

			“When she went to drop the potion into your glass, I knew it was going to hurt you. I’m always trapped in her body,” I said, my voice shaking with frustration. “I can see what she sees and feel what she feels. Last night was different, though. I struggled, and somehow, I can’t really explain it, but somehow I changed perspectives. I wasn’t in her anymore. I was near her, watching everything play out like a bad movie.” I picked up a rock and threw it into the water. It sunk, hard and heavy in the center of the pond. “But I couldn’t do anything. I was like a ghost to them. They didn’t even notice me there, and I couldn’t stop her.” I looked up at him. “There was nothing I could do to save you.”

			I turned back to him, afraid to meet his eyes and see the disappointment in them that I felt in myself.

			He moved closer to me. “It is impossible to change our pasts, Lucy.” His voice was softer now. “We can only learn from them.”

			“What do you mean, ‘our’? This dream was about you.”

			His eyes were steady on me, but he didn’t argue.

			And then it clicked into place. The missing piece.

			“No.” I shook my head in denial.

			“Mon coeur. My love.” He whispered soft endearments to me, trying to calm me with his words.

			“No.” I repeated the word. “They’re just dreams. I can’t be her. I’m not her.”

			“No, you’re not,” he said gently. “You’re Lucy Eleanor Aimes. You are the daughter of Leonard and Sara Aimes, who raised you to be the strong-willed, beautiful woman you are. You live this life and you are this person. Wholly and completely.” His voice softened. “But there was a part of you, once, that lived a different life.”

			“I don’t believe in reincarnation,” I moaned desperately, as though that solved everything.

			“I would that much of this were different, but—” He shook his head. “It is not.”

			“No,” I said, more forcefully now. “No. It’s not possible.” I was grasping for something to hold on to.

			“Why not?” He shrugged again. “You are talking with a ghost, for lack of a better term. Who is to say what is and is not possible? A few weeks ago, you would not have believed that I was possible. You and I … ” He smiled gently. “Once, long ago, we found each other. Now we have found each other again. Perhaps one day, we will find each other once more. It is as simple as that.”

			Simple? There was nothing simple about any of it. “Is that why this is happening? Why you’ve latched on to me—because I’m her?” 

			It had always about her. Never about me. I’d known that, and yet now this piece of information felt different.

			“That is not true, Lucy,” he said, answering my unspoken accusations. “Perhaps fate has brought you here. Perhaps we knew each other once. Certainly, I loved you once. That I cannot deny, nor will I deny that a part of me will always love Armantine.” He paused and stared at me, willing me to understand. “But you are not her. She did not have your strength.” He smiled at me then. “Fate may give us opportunities, Lucy, but it does not control us. We make our own futures. We choose who we love.”

			“It doesn’t feel like a choice,” I said. It felt like a trick—the dreams, the way I’d been lulled into feeling what Armantine believed. The day before, I’d thought I loved him of my own free will. Now I wasn’t sure.

			“Love is always a choice, Lucy. Remember that. It isn’t a blind tying. If I loved Armantine once, if I love her even now, it has no bearing on what I feel for you. What you are to me.”

			“Did you know who I was from the very beginning? What I’d done to you in the past?”

			He nodded, and at first I was angry, but then I thought about all those times he’d held himself apart from me. The times he’d closed down his emotions so I couldn’t read the pain or the worry or the love in his eyes. And I understood.

			“You gave me a choice, didn’t you?” He could have pursued me with an intensity that I wouldn’t have been able to refuse.

			“It was all I could do, love.”

			“No. That’s not true. You could have told me and forced my hand, but you didn’t.” I wasn’t exactly sure what to do with that piece of knowledge, but I knew I had to keep it safe, hold it close, and maybe it would be enough of a tether to hold me when things threatened to overwhelm.

			“I did that once before—pushed you before you were ready. Asked you to give up far more than was right. It is the reason everything else happened. This time, I forced myself to be patient. To give you the time you needed. This time, things had to be different.”

			“She wanted to save you,” I told him.

			“I know,” he said. “Through the haze of whatever was in that wine, I could hear everything. See everything. And I could do nothing to help her.” The frustration and desperation in his voice as alive as the energy thrumming between us. Then he smiled softly, as if remembering. “She fought like a wildcat.”

			“It didn’t work,” I said numbly.

			Although Armantine had tried to stop the two large men Thisbe brought that night to take Alex, it hadn’t done any good. The men easily pulled Armantine away from Alex and pinned her to the wall.

			I’d awoken from the dream at that point, but I instinctively knew what came next. It made sense now. All those years I’d dreamed about drowning, it had always been her. And it had always been me. The overwhelming sense of guilt I always woke with made sense, too, now that I knew what she’d done. What I had done.

			“Why don’t you hate me?” My voice shook and I couldn’t blink back the tears any longer. “You should hate me, Alex. You asked her for trust and she betrayed you. You asked her for love and she caused your death. How do you know I won’t do it again?”

			“I’m not dead, Lucy.”

			“That’s worse, though. Isn’t it?” I already knew the answer, but with a small jerk of his chin he confirmed it. I watched as his jaw tensed and he struggled to find the words he needed. 

			“I am not sure I can explain to you what it is like to live on for years beyond when I should have died,” he said.

			“Thisbe hurt you by trapping you here.”

			He looked at me, his eyes bleak. “Maybe, but when I’m with you, I can remember what I once was—what I want to be again.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me all of this before now?”

			“You weren’t ready for more.” He smiled sheepishly. “It’s not the sort of thing that is easily believed.”

			That much was true. If he’d told me that first day in the clearing that I’d been his love in another life and he was a ghost trapped in a Voodoo-induced limbo, I would have been on the first plane back to Chicago. 

			Still, there was one question I needed the answer to. “What am I to you, Alex?”

			He smiled then, and warmth bloomed in my chest. “Light, ma chère. You are my light. You may have been Armantine once, but that life pales in comparison to what you are now. That love, it pales in comparison to what I feel for the person you are in this life.”

			His words hit me like a killing blow, and I sank to my knees. He knelt down next to me and ran his hand across my hair, trying to calm me in the only way he could. I craved those whispers of ethereal warmth caressing my skin, but I wondered if it could be enough for either of us. Even as I knew that it had to be. Because of who I’d once been and what I’d once done to him.

			And yet, he had somehow forgiven that girl I once was and accepted the one I’d become. More than accepted. Because when I finally met Alex’s eyes again, there was an intensity and fierceness there that gave me hope that maybe there was an answer to our shared pain. That maybe our love could be more someday than a deep well of regret. That, at the very least, having him—even like this—could be enough for us both.

		

	
		
			Thirty-One

			I’d never really believed before that a single moment could change you. That one minute you could be one person, and then something might happen that was so transformative you became someone completely different. But understanding my link to my dreams changed everything. Was I Armantine? Was I still Lucy? And how could I be Lucy, if this version of Lucy—the one who chased Voodoo curses and talked to ghosts—was so different from the one I’d been before? Only the knowledge that my brother needed help kept me going the rest of that day. Only the threat of his life hanging in the balance kept me grounded.

			Nothing had changed at the hospital. T.J. was still stable, and the doctors were still confounded about what was causing the problem. My brother looked a little paler, though, and the change worried me. I knew it worried my parents, too, because the entire time we were there, T.J.’s room remained silent except for rare, hushed whispers. It was like the three of us thought that if we spoke too loudly we’d disrupt the delicate equilibrium that T.J.’s life depended upon.

			Alex had stayed at the plantation to continue his search. I was grateful, but I also missed his presence. I was getting used to the way he’d send those skittering whispers of heat across my skin when he tried to touch me. I craved them in the sterile coolness of the hospital.

			Eventually my dad sent me home. I made the drive alone, from the bright modern city to the timeless darkness of the land on the river’s banks. It would have been a harder drive if I didn’t know he would be waiting for me.

			When I arrived, our cottage was bathed in shadows. No lights cast a welcoming glow from the windows, but the dark stillness of the exterior didn’t stop me. I knew I wouldn’t have to be alone that night, and I knew I’d walk through any amount of darkness to spend whatever time we had left together with Alex.

			Luckily, I didn’t have to walk through the darkness alone. He was waiting for me in the shadows of the porch. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to—I knew with a single glance that he’d made no progress in his search, and he seemed to know that T.J. hadn’t improved.

			When we came to my room, he entered first, checking for hidden dangers. Even though I knew he was no more solid than air, he overwhelmed the space with his presence. He looked so out of place among the soft purple my mom had picked for the walls and the delicately carved furniture my parents had collected over the years for me. 

			My heart lodged in my throat as I watched him scan the room. Even after all I had done to him, he protected me. I vowed not to make the same mistakes I’d made before. That Armantine made, I corrected myself. Because I was determined not to let her past determine my future.

			I dressed quickly for bed in the hall bathroom while Alex waited in my room. When I came back, my face freshly scrubbed and my hair tamed into a loose braid for the night, he was in the large closet I used as a darkroom.

			It was lit only dimly from the light of the larger room, so his face was draped in shadows. “These are wonderful,” he told me, pointing to the pictures of my brother.

			I swallowed back the tightness in my throat and walked over to join him. He was right. They were wonderful. There in brightness and shadows, T.J. lit up the images with his roguish grin. “He looks so alive,” I said, my voice shaking.

			“He is alive, love, and we shall make sure he stays that way.”

			I nodded, unable to say anything else, and focused on the pictures. In one, T.J. was holding up a crawfish. In another, he was laughing at the sky, his face streaked with mud. In another, he peeked over a log, his eyes impish with delight at the attention he was receiving.

			I felt a shiver of unease creep up my spine as I counted the prints and then looked at the ledger I kept to record each one’s developing time. I counted again.

			“One’s missing,” I said. “There should be more prints here. I developed nine prints, three of negative fourteen.” I pointed to the shot of T.J. with the crawfish. “But there are only two of those here.” 

			“Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely.” I showed him my ledger. “If I don’t keep precise notes about my darkroom time, I end up wasting a lot of material. See, here’s where I record the negative number, the exposure time, and the results. Nine. But there are only eight pictures here.”

			He crossed his arms and scrubbed at his chin as he considered the prints still hanging from their hooks. “Once, I was afraid to let Armantine make an image of my sister. I wonder if perhaps my fear was not so ridiculous after all.” He stepped closer to examine the prints. “Who would have had access to these?”

			“No one. Just me and my parents.” But my parents wouldn’t have come into this room. “T.J., maybe, if I wasn’t around to stop him. No one else would be allowed in here.”

			“Someone was, though, or you would have nine portraits here. Think, Lucy. Who else has been in here?”

			Running back over the last few days in my mind, I realized who it had to have been. 

			“Chloe,” I said. “Chloe came the day I printed these, to take me into the city for dinner. She was alone in here for a few minutes while I got ready, so she would have had time to take one.”

			Then I shook my head, striving desperately for another explanation. “She acted strange that day, but she wouldn’t—” I looked at Alex frantically. “He’s just a kid. She was always so nice to him. Why would she hurt him?”

			“She was the one who came to the cabin that day as well?” 

			I nodded numbly. She’d been at the bayou when Emaline was killed, as well. “But the Chloe I knew before could never do this,” I insisted. There had to be another explanation.

			“Perhaps.” But Alex didn’t sound sure. He ran his finger­tip gently across the back of my hand. I focused on the hint of warmth left in its wake. “I could go tonight. Tell me where this Chloe lives, and I shall find out if she was the one who did this.”

			I considered his offer for less than a second before I refused. I didn’t know for sure what was going on, and I didn’t want to rush into anything again. “Tonight, we stay together, Alex. Tomorrow, we’ll go talk to Chloe, and then we’ll pay Mama Legba a visit.”

			He studied me, and I thought he might argue, but he seemed to understand that there wouldn’t be any point to it. “If you’re sure?”

			I nodded. I didn’t want Alex out in the darkness risking himself for me. And I didn’t want to be alone.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Two

			The next morning, Alex wasn’t pleased when he couldn’t talk me out of coming with him to Chloe’s house. He was even less pleased when I refused to wait in the car while he went to explore.

			The clouds hung low in the sky, threatening to crush us beneath their weight. I hadn’t been to Mina and Chloe’s house since the day after Emaline’s body was found. That day, I’d thought the house was charming. Today, the bottles hanging from trees reminded me of hanged men waiting to be cut down.

			As we walked up to the porch, the door opened and Chloe stepped out, blocking the doorway. She smiled at me, but it wasn’t Chloe’s smile that spread across her face. The surface of her face seemed to ripple, like her skin was trying to resist conforming to the smile being forced upon her. 

			Suddenly, it all made a horrible kind of sense. It wasn’t really Chloe.

			“I knew you’d come,” she said in a voice as flat and lifeless as her eyes.

			“Lucy, we need to leave. Now.” Alex’s voice was urgent in my ear.

			I shook him off. I wasn’t leaving until we got back the picture.

			Chloe was watching me. “Is he here?” she rasped, addressing the empty spaces around me. “Did you bring him with you, or is he tucked away safe somewhere?” The voice that came out definitely wasn’t hers, and I understood that Thisbe was behind this.

			But I wasn’t sure how. Had Thisbe’s ghost somehow possessed my friend? Had my dreams somehow unleashed her, or had she always been around … waiting? Had Chloe always had this inside of her? I prayed silently that whatever the case might be, I could make it right.

			I had to make it right. I drew strength from that thought and squared my shoulders to cover the terror climbing inside me.

			“Who are you? What do you want from me?” I asked. I could sense Alex vibrating with tension beside me.

			Chloe looked back at me, her head cocked at an odd angle. “What do I want?” She laughed. “I want what’s mine back. I want the charm. I want the boy.”

			“What charm?” I already knew, but I needed to hear it for myself. Everything was too precarious to take any chances.

			“The one that you took from my home,” she snapped, the anger in her tone making Chloe’s body tremble. “You want your brother whole again, you’ll give it back to me.”

			It dawned on me that she wasn’t acting like she knew the doll had been destroyed. The thought was tiny pinpoint of hope. Maybe, just maybe, Thisbe wasn’t that powerful. Maybe she didn’t know who I was, or what I knew.

			“I can do that,” I told her. I didn’t know how I would do it, but I knew I could buy us time.

			“Lucy!” Alex hissed into my ear. “We need to leave now. You don’t bargain with the devil.”

			I ignored him. “I want the picture of my brother that you stole.”

			She smiled viciously. “A trade?”

			I nodded. “You get your charm. I get the picture and you release my brother. Or the charm is gone. For good.”

			The Chloe-thing hissed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			I tried to hide my relief. She doesn’t know. I was sure now. “I would do more than dare if you do anything else to hurt the people I love.” My voice was stronger now.

			“Lucy!” Alex was frantic. Warmth pulled at my shoulders, and I knew he was trying to move me. But it wasn’t the calming warmth I was used to. His wisps of energy were charged with the cool burn of his desperation and fear. I silently willed him to trust me.

			“Very well, child,” Chloe said, a devilish smile playing at her lips. “We’ll make your little trade.” She held out her hand, expectantly.

			“I have to go get the charm,” I told her.

			“Today,” she said. “It must be today. The boy doesn’t have that much longer anyway.” 

			Her words chilled me. “Where?”

			“Come to my home at sunset. You’ll get your picture.”

			“Sunset,” I repeated, knowing she meant the cabin in the grove of trees.

			“Lucy. We need to leave now.” Alex’s voice was firm now and I knew I’d finally exhausted his patience. But I kept myself composed. I didn’t want Thisbe to sense any weakness.

			I turned and left, walking slowly and deliberately to my car. Somehow I managed to start it and get it into gear. My hands barely trembled as I backed out of the driveway and drove away from the house where Chloe still stood watching, but once we were a mile or so away, I pulled over to side of the road, no longer able to keep myself from shaking.

			“Lucy, please love, you must calm yourself.” Alex’s voice was gentle but I could hear the worry in it. “Come on, ma chère.”

			I took a few deep breaths that only helped a little. When my breathing finally eased back to a more normal rhythm, he roared at me. “How could you do that!”

			I winced. “I knew what I was doing, Alex.”

			“You couldn’t possibly know what you were dealing with there. The danger you were in!” His jaw was clenched.

			“It’s okay,” I told him. “I’m okay.”

			“That girl could have hurt you.” His voice cracked with tension and relief. “I would not have been able to stop her.”

			“She didn’t, though.” I needed him to understand. “I don’t think it’s really Chloe, Alex. Thisbe’s involved somehow.”

			“I know, ma chère. I was trying to tell you that when you insisted on talking with her.”

			I looked at him. “You could see it too, couldn’t you?”

			He nodded. “Your friend may be in there somewhere, but she is not in control. Perhaps she never has been.”

			With unsteady hands, I put the car in gear again and drove us even farther away from the small home that had once seemed as welcoming as my own. I spared it only one glance in my rearview mirror. From far off, the house once again looked like any other home. Anyone else passing by would never guess that behind its cheerful blue shutters lurked darkness thicker than a nightmare.

			“Why did you make that bargain, Lucy?” Alex asked. “We no longer have the charm.”

			“I know that, and you know that, but she doesn’t seem to,” I said, glancing over at him. “If she knew we’d already destroyed it, she wouldn’t have asked for it. She definitely wouldn’t have bothered making a deal.”

			He thought about it. “Even if you are correct, even if she is not merely setting another trap for you, she will not give you the picture freely, Lucy. She was lying.”

			“I know that, Alex. So we’ll just have to be smarter. Lie better. And be a whole lot luckier.”

			When we passed the turn for Le Ciel, Alex looked over at me in confusion. “Where are we headed?”

			“We need a fake charm, and I only know one person who can get us one.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three

			During the drive into the city, Alex made clear his unhappiness about having to visit the Voodoo Queen on her own turf. But after what had happened at Chloe’s, I knew we didn’t have much time to waste.

			When we walked into the shop, Mama Legba was re­arranging the glass jars on the shelves.

			“I been expecting you, Lucy-girl,” she said before we were even completely through the door. Her easy manner as she glanced up at us before returning to finish her task told me she was completely unsurprised by our arrival.

			“Did you tell her we were coming?” Alex whispered.

			“No,” I said, confused myself by Mama Legba’s greeting.

			“Well, come on back,” she told us, putting the last jar in place.

			We followed her down the narrow hallway and seated ourselves on the deep couch while she finished brewing more of her fragrant tea.

			“We need to talk to you, Mama,” I told her.

			“I figured that much, Lucy-girl.” She handed me a brightly colored mug. This time I took a sip and was surprised to find that the flowery-smelling liquid was sweet. “Well, go on then. I been waiting all morning, child. No sense making me wait no longer.” She motioned for me to speak.

			I told her about Chloe and about the trade I’d set up with whatever was in her skin. “We have to have be back by sunset. Can you help us?”

			“Sure enough,” Mama Legba said. “But that’s only solving the smallest part of your problem.”

			“We could save T.J.—”

			“Then what?” Mama Legba interrupted. “So you set your brother free, but whatever has hold of Chloe—this Thisbe—she still loose. How you planning on stopping her? And what about this boy here?”

			“My situation is not important,” Alex said. “Only Lucy’s safety is.”

			Mama Legba looked squarely at him. “You tied up in this, boy. Why you think you still in this world?”

			“Because of Thisbe,” I said, realizing how right Mama Legba was. It wasn’t enough to free T.J. from Thisbe’s grasp. I needed to free Alex, too. 

			So I started at the beginning this time and told Mama Legba everything. I told her about the Dream I’d had since I was a child and the dreams that started when I arrived at Le Ciel. I told her about my most recent dream—the one where I’d stepped away from Armantine’s body.

			When I finished, she had a pleased look on her face and slapped her leg in delight. “I knew you was gonna be one to watch, Lucy-girl, and boy if I wasn’t right.” She seemed entirely too pleased with the whole situation, and I couldn’t begin to guess what there was for her to be pleased about.

			“But I don’t understand what any of it means, Mama. And I don’t know how it can help us stop Thisbe once and for all.”

			She leaned forward in her chair and rested her hand on my knee. “It takes a powerful soul to separate they self from they body, Lucy-girl. Just like it gonna take a powerful soul to put a stop to this Thisbe. You one of those, child,” she told me solemnly.

			“Because I was Armantine.”

			“Sure enough, sure enough. But she was probably just one stop on your journey, just like this body you in now is another stop. There’s old souls and there’s young souls, child. I told you before, every time we take a body, we grow and change. Every time we come back to this place, we have inside of us all that we ever was before.” She took a long sip from her mug and considered me. “Most people don’t never know what they got inside of them.”

			“But I’ve been dreaming about it,” I murmured.

			Mama Legba nodded. “Dreams are powerful parts of our lives, Lucy-girl. Even the newest souls use dreams to get free—just for a minute or two—from they human condition. They get to dance free from they worries, from all of the pressures and expectations holdin’ them down in this world. Because when we dream”—she made a rumble of approval deep in her throat—“we can move beyond, see the bigger picture stretching out before us.

			“Most people wake,” she continued. “And they don’t remember a thing. Other people, they forget they dreams and then, in sudden flashes—” She snapped her fingers. “That’s when they realize they’ve been somewhere before. Done something already.” She glanced at me. “Some people call that déjà vu. They even got all sorts of scientists trying to figure it out.” She’d settled back into the softness of the plush, plum-colored chair and seemed to be enjoying the thought of the poor misdirected scientists trying to logically explain phenomena that defied logic.

			Then she grew serious. Leaning forward, she placed a warm hand on my bare knee again. “But for some, Lucy-girl, dreams are more than just a playground. For some, like you, dreams are an opening to the past. Those kind of dreams show you what was. But you something else, child.” She patted my leg approvingly. “You a powerful-enough soul to break free and walk in your dreams of your own free will. What happened to you last night—to pull free of your past self and walk alone?” She paused as though she were weighing her next words carefully. “It’s a great gift you been given, but it’s also a dangerous power to have.”

			“But I couldn’t do anything,” I moaned, miserable and more confused by the minute.

			“Lucy-girl, just knowing the past gives you power. Ain’t that what your father do everyday? Why you suppose he so interested in that kind of knowledge?”

			“I don’t really know,” I told her. “I always just assumed he liked old stuff.” But what was it my dad always said? That we had to understand our past to shape our future. That not having all of the facts could result in making mistakes and missteps.

			“He know, deep deep down where it matters, our history, our past—it shape us all,” she said, echoing my thoughts. “It can change our present, direct our future. Think of this, Lucy-girl. Without the dreams you been having, you wouldn’t be in a position to help your brother now. Even if this boy here tell you somebody done snatched your brother’s soul, you wouldn’t have believed it. You wouldn’t have understood all that led us to this moment right here. You’d be like your parents, sitting in that there hospital confused and afraid, instead of asking the questions that can give you real answers. You might have the answers you need already, child.”

			“I don’t see how,” I told her doubtfully. 

			“You ain’t listening to what I’m saying, Lucy-girl,” she said impatiently. “What you did last night? You ain’t chained to your past no more. Think about it.”

			“Because she can separate herself from Armantine in the dreams?” Alex asked.

			“Sure enough,” Mama Legba confirmed, pleased that someone was finally catching on.

			“It might work,” Alex said to himself. “If you could follow my attackers instead of following Armantine’s fate, you may be able to find out what Thisbe did to me. If you can do that, perhaps we can discover her weakness.” He looked up at me, hopeful. “We may be able to finish this.”

			“You really think it’s as easy as that?” I asked them both. The pieces were growing closer together, but I still wasn’t sure they fit. It seemed almost too simple to just dream up a solution.

			“Ain’t nothing easy about it, Lucy-girl. It might even be dangerous, but it’s possible.”

			I ignored Mama Legba’s talk of danger. Difficulty I could deal with, and I could definitely work with possible. But then a thought struck me that made my hope crumble to ash. “But you said this is all dependant on me dreaming. What if I never have that dream again? Or what if I don’t have that dream for another three weeks? We don’t have that kind of time.” I slumped back into the couch as possible seemed farther and father away. “It’s not like I can control what I dream about.”

			Mama Legba smiled at me gently. “Can’t you, child?”

			“No, I—” And then I remembered all those days without Alex. I remembered how much I’d thought about wanting to see him throughout the day, and how much my dreams took on a life of my own at night.

			“You seeing the light?” Mama asked wryly.

			“Maybe.” I chewed on my bottom lip and worked through the logic of it. “It’s about concentration, isn’t it?” That’s what she meant by it being difficult.

			She nodded. “You ain’t trained, but you’ve already done more than you should be able to on your own. You more powerful than you realize, Lucy-girl.” She patted my knee affectionately.

			Suddenly Alex stiffened. “You said it could be dangerous. When she separates herself during the dream, what could harm her there?”

			Mama Legba glanced at him. “’Bout as much as anything can hurt you, boy.”

			“That does not signify at all,” he told Mama Legba in clipped tones. “She is not in the same condition I am.”

			Mama Legba didn’t say anything. She just stared at Alex for a minute before letting out a heavy breath. “Ain’t nothing can hurt a ghost in a dream, boy. What you gotta worry about is the sleeping body that’s waiting behind. We gonna make sure nothing happens to her.” She looked at him with the kind of stare my mom gives me when she knows I’m not telling her everything I should. “But what you know about your own self?”

			Alex’s jaw tensed at the sudden attention.

			“You the missing piece in a lot of this, boy,” Mama Legba told him. “You want Lucy safe, you better tell her whatever you know. Any little piece of this might be the one we missing.”

			He remained rigid for a few seconds longer, then sighed. “After whatever Thisbe did, I woke up by the pond. At first, I did not realize that I was not myself, and then once I did, I realized I was trapped there.”

			“That was when, hundred-fifty years ago or so?” She shook her head. “No, there’s something else going on. No body should be able to last that long, dead or alive. Not naturally, at least.” Mama Legba thought for a moment. “It’d take more than a simple binding charm to keep you here for this long. To keep any body here for so long. Only way I ever heard of to do work that dark is through sacrifice.”

			“They sacrificed him?” I asked, confused again.

			“No, Lucy-girl. I don’t think that’s it at all.” She glanced at Alex. “Innocent blood would be the only thing that could fuel this kind of evil.”

			“The girl,” Alex whispered.

			“What girl?” Mama Legba asked. 

			“Before this all happened to me, there was a slave girl found dead on Roman’s land.”

			“Lila,” I told them, remembering Armantine’s small friend. I shuddered at the thought of her blank eyes and the thick blood clotted at her neck. “The markings on her chest.”

			Alex nodded. “Her death was not natural.”

			“Ain’t no slave death during those days natural, boy.”

			“You don’t understand—when we found her body—” He swallowed hard. “It had been practically drained. And there were markings over most of her torso. Carved into her skin.”

			“Her skin, you say?” Mama Legba’s eyes went wide. “That might be part of this sure enough.” She glanced at us both, clearly nervous. “It don’t calm me none to know that girls be dying again ’round here lately. That one—Chloe’s friend—her body was all marked up, too.”

			I’d heard the rumors, but the police hadn’t released those details. “How do you know that?” I asked.

			“When things go wrong in the Quarter, sometimes the police brings me in to consult.” She looked to Alex. “Those markings you saw, what did they look like?”

			He furrowed his brow, trying to remember. “They were strange. Like writing, but not like any writing I’d ever seen before.”

			“Sounds like too many similarities, if you ask me.” She thought for a moment. “We missing some pieces all right, but I’m thinking somehow they’s all connected together. We gonna have to find those pieces.” She looked at me with an unwavering gaze. “You gonna have to find them for us.”

			I shook my head. “We have to get back out to Le Ciel. Thisbe will be waiting at her cabin to make the trade. Maybe tonight, when I dream—”

			“You don’t need no nighttime to dream, Lucy-girl,” Mama Legba told me gently.

			“That’s true, love,” Alex agreed. 

			“I don’t know if there’s time,” I hedged. It was already after noon. If we were late or didn’t show up with the fake charm, there was no telling what Thisbe would do.

			“The sooner we discover Thisbe’s weakness, the safer your brother—your entire family—will be,” Alex said.

			“And I could free you, too,” I murmured.

			“Only if we knows Thisbe’s weakness,” Mama Legba told me.

			I looked at him, but Alex’s expression was unreadable. Maybe there was more hope for our future than I’d let myself believe. “If you’re sure we can get back to Le Ciel by sunset, I’ll try,” I said, giving Alex a small smile.

			He didn’t return it as I’d expected him to.

			

			I snuggled down into the pillows on Mama Legba’s couch as she filled the air with a sharp-smelling incense that made me drowsy with its thick headiness. Alex settled in next to me, his back propped against one of the bright pillows as well. “It won’t bother you that I’m here?” he asked.

			“No, I need you here,” I told him. “You’ll help me focus on where I need to go.” And I felt safer knowing he was watching over me.

			“Then sleep, my love, and dream of me.”

			I closed my eyes and focused. I thought of the last dream. I imagined Armantine’s excitement as she carefully folded her best gowns for the long journey. I remembered the delight in Alex’s eyes as he led her on board the ship. I imagined the way their laughter and joy rang through the small cabin as they ate their dinner sitting on the narrow bed. For a while, I thought it wouldn’t work, and then all at once, I was there.

			Alex was across the room from me, watching me with those dancing green eyes of his, and Armantine was about to put the potion into his wine.

			I focused on that. On trying to stop her. With every atom of my being I tried to pull her back, tried to stay her hand. Suddenly we were apart, and I watched as she handed him the deadly cup.

			I couldn’t stop her as she signaled to Thisbe out the porthole window, or as she let the woman and the two large men into the room. When Armantine realized the plan had changed, she panicked. She tried pushing the men out of the room. When that didn’t work, she threw herself across Alex’s unconscious body, shielding him. The men were stronger, and pulled her off easily.

			This time, I didn’t wake.

			This time, I watched as Thisbe turned to Armantine. After letting the girl struggle a little longer against the two men, Thisbe laughed and ripped the locket from her neck. She opened it and removed the love charm, then broke open the wax and took out the intertwined locks of hair, tossing the wax aside. She turned her attention back to Alex.

			“I can’t have you leaving before I get what I need from you,” she murmured to his unconscious form.

			“I’ll give you whatever you want,” Armantine told her desperately.

			“What do you have that I want?” Thisbe asked, turning to Armantine viciously. “You don’t have anything at all, girl. You aren’t anything—not until you marry this one. Even then.” She made a disgusted harrumph. “Now usually, that bit of hair you gave me would’ve been more than enough for me to take my payment when I was ready for it, but you didn’t tell me you were leaving so fast. Putting all that water between me and what I am owed. How was I supposed to take my payment then? How were you going to make your payment when you were far across the waters?” She turned back to Alex. “You were going to break our little deal, so I think I’ll just be taking my payment right now.”

			Armantine struggled again to break free of the arms holding her. At the commotion, Thisbe turned back and watched for a moment, unimpressed. Then she moved close enough to hold the girl’s face in her craggy old hands. She hissed into Armantine’s ear, “I don’t think I need you after all.” 

			With a movement so sharp I couldn’t have predicted it, the old woman drove a knife into Armantine’s stomach and gave it a vicious twist. The girl lurched with a sickening groan, staring at Thisbe in surprised horror as blood seeped from the wound.

			“Take this one out and dump her.” Thisbe’s voice rang out from behind me. “She isn’t worth anything to me anymore.”

			The pull I felt toward Armantine was so strong—I wanted to be with her, to follow her slow decent into the depths of the harbor. The effort it took to resist, to stay separate from Armantine’s body, was draining, and it took every ounce of energy I had to let her go and follow Alex’s body instead.

			When the group arrived back at the cabin, the two men dropped Alex’s limp form onto the low bed in the back room. Thisbe ordered them to wait outside.

			She bent over Alex and poked. “You can’t imagine how happy it made old Thisbe when that girl of yours came to me for a love charm,” she told him as she scuttled around the room making preparations for whatever came next. “A charm like that on a rich man like yourself? I thought to myself, yessir, that was gonna be worth something. I knew I could take all kinds of payments for that one. But then I heard you were taking her away, and I just couldn’t let that happen.” She shook her head. “No, no. So I’ll have my payment now. Turns out you’re just what I’ve been needing. You’re exactly what I’ve been looking for.” She cackled in delight. “You’re gonna give me more time. You’re gonna give me everything.”

			I watched as she opened the locked cabinet and brought out a small, gnarled figure—the doll we’d destroyed. Using the still-bloody knife, she sliced into Alex’s hand and watched his blood well slowly out of the open wound. When it began to pool, she smeared the doll in it and then wrapped it carefully with the remaining red string, letting Alex’s blood saturate the fibers as she chanted strange syllables. When that was done, she held it up and examined her handiwork.

			“That should about do it.” She glanced over at Alex’s prone body. “You aren’t gonna be able to mess in my business as long as your soul is bound to this little man.” She went to the hearth and hid the figure beneath the stone.

			As she turned back to his body, her pleasure in her accomplishments, and her anticipation, were clear. Grasping Armantine’s locket tightly in her hand, she smiled darkly. “Whoever you was, you aren’t gonna be no more. No one’s ever gonna know you’re even gone. They’ll just think you ran off with your little mulatter girl and not bother with thinking otherwise.”

			She went back into her cabinet and pulled out a larger skein of red thread. “The spirits been telling me an opportunity was coming. I didn’t know the meaning, but ol’ Thisbe wasn’t stupid enough to ignore the signs. So I got myself ready. I made them the sacrifices they require, and I waited.” She patted the skein of thread, still talking to Alex’s nearly lifeless body. “The spirits did me a great honor when they gave me sweet little Lila. Her blood sang to me while I took it,” she said, tapping the crimson thread again.

			“So now I’m gonna do you a great honor, mon-sir. I’m gonna take real good care of this here body of yours. And you”—she began at his feet and started to wrap the thread around him—“you are gonna help me live forever.” She worked methodically until his entire body looked like it was encased in a red spiderweb, chanting in the strange language the entire time she worked. When she reached his head, she tied off the string and chanted a final invocation.

			She cut him again, then, this time deeply and on the other hand. Carefully she collected his blood in her palm. It pooled in her cupped hand, seeping through her fingers and dripping to the floor. When she could hold no more, she dipped a wizened finger into it and traced it across her brows.

			She repeated the process until her face was obscured by a mask of Alex’s blood. The whole time she was painting her grotesque mask, she chanted, and as she chanted, a strange metallic buzzing grew until it was a solid wall of frenzied vibrations filling the air with a song of death. Then she filled Armantine’s locket with Alex’s blood and fastened it around her neck. The liquid that escaped trailed a dark path down into her loose dress.

			The air in the cabin grew hot and thick. It pulsed with a sinister energy as Thisbe began to change. Her shoulders straightened. Her arthritic fingers uncurled. Her cloudy eyes cleared. Her hair lengthened and darkened into the mane of a much younger woman. The blood sank into the deep creases lining her face, smoothing the ashy skin as it disappeared.

			“No.” I said the single word over and over in an attempt deny what I was seeing, who I was seeing the old woman transform into before my eyes. It was a face I recognized easily, and when the transformation was complete—when her age had melted away and revealed the youth beneath—I wondered how I’d never recognized the similarities between the two faces before …

			They woke me up when I started screaming. I was weak and disoriented as I came out of the dream, but one thing was clear. “Not Chloe,” I gasped as the world came back into focus. “It’s not Chloe.”

			“Do you know who it is?” Alex asked.

			I nodded. “And I know where Thisbe put your body.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Four

			“We can find another way, Lucy.” Even as we made our way to Thisbe’s cottage, Alex was still trying to talk me out of my plan to try and trick Thisbe into handing over the photograph. 

			“We’ve only got one shot at this, Alex. It’s now or never if we’re going to save my brother.”

			As we walked through the forest, I gathered the small sticks I planned to use as kindling to build a fire. Mama Legba had told us it would only be a matter of minutes, maybe seconds, before it would be clear to Thisbe that the doll I’d tucked into my backpack wasn’t the real charm. We needed to be ready to destroy the picture as soon as we had it, and, as Mama Legba assured us, fire cleansed all.

			We arrived at Thisbe’s cabin before sunset, and I started the small fire near the edge of the grove. Once it was burning, Alex left me and went to the spot by the pond where we’d agreed he would wait, out of sight. We didn’t want to take any chance that Thisbe might sense him and not follow through with the deal. Whatever was to happen, I would have to do it alone.

			As the sun dipped below the trees, she emerged from the woods at the edge of the pond. Up until that moment, I hadn’t really known who would come. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved that it wasn’t Chloe, or terrified because Thisbe had finally decided to stop hiding.

			She didn’t rush across the field. She walked toward me slowly, like she was leading some invisible procession, forcing me to wait like a supplicant in the uneasy silence of the clearing. Apparently she still had a thing for drama. I couldn’t say I appreciated the suspense. Finally she stood across the fire from me.

			“Mina,” I said coldly. I could see Thisbe’s features in her face so easily now, but the shock of realizing Mina was less than human and more than monstrous hadn’t quite worn off. “I see you left Chloe at home today.”

			She smirked. “I wouldn’t leave a task this important in the hands of someone else, especially not a child.”

			“You brought the picture?” I ignored the pinpricks of fear that were setting the fine hairs at the nape of my neck on end.

			She nodded and pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper. It was tied with the now-familiar red thread.

			“I want to see it,” I told her.

			She hesitated and I thought she would refuse, but then she began to work the thread off. She pocketed it before unrolling the print. She held it close to her chest as she showed me T.J.’s bright smile 

			“You bring my charm?” she asked.

			I nodded and pulled out the old sack—luckily, I hadn’t burned it with the charm.

			“Take it out of there,” she directed. “I want to see, too.”

			My hands shook as I pulled out the tiny figure. It was the moment of truth. In the next few seconds, I would know if I would be able to save my brother. Mama Legba had assured me that the charm was similar enough that Mina—Thisbe—shouldn’t be able to tell it wasn’t the original until she had it in her hands.

			She nodded when she saw it, like she approved, and I struggled to keep my features from broadcasting the victory I felt I’d just achieved.

			“I want the picture.” I was pleased to hear how calm and steady my voice was. We were close to freeing T.J., and that knowledge gave me the strength to keep going.

			She sneered. “I’m sure you do, girl, but you’re not getting anything until I get what’s mine.”

			“The picture first or this goes into the fire,” I told her, holding the charm up, ready to throw it in.

			“You wouldn’t.” Her anger and fury turned the air cold as a strange wind started to whip around me.

			I ignored it and focused on the only thing that mattered. “How much are you willing to bet?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level. “Are you willing to throw away your chance to get this back? Are you really going to risk it for a boy who means nothing to you? T.J. can’t give you anything, Thisbe. Are you willing to let Alex go?” I took a step toward the fire and watched her eyes flash in anger. “What would that mean for you, Thisbe?” I asked, poking at her like a tiger in a cage. 

			Her lip curled, and a low inhuman growl sounded from deep in her chest, but I didn’t let myself flinch. 

			“Are you running out of his power now that I’m in control of him?” I sneered with all the hatred and contempt I felt for the woman, for the thing the woman had become long ago.

			She hesitated, and I could tell she was trying to figure out a way around me, so I lifted the charm higher, prepared to throw it. Her eyes flashed, not with a look of resignation but with a hate so sharp and furious it was almost a physical thing in the air around us. It made me realize I hadn’t really understood the evil we were dealing with until that moment, but I also knew my bluff had worked. I let that minor victory give me the strength to continue.

			“We’ll do it at the same time,” I told her, knowing I’d pushed far enough. “You put that picture in the fire, and I toss you the charm.” I spoke with a casualness I didn’t feel. “A life for a life, Thisbe. Ready?”

			Her lip curled in a feral growl. There was something no longer completely human about her. She was letting me see behind the façade she wore as Mina—to the real Thisbe. To the monster that lurked inside.

			“On three,” I said. Her face hardened, but I saw enough desperation in her features that I knew I had her where 
I wanted her. “One. Two. Three.” I waited the fraction of a second for her to release the picture, and then I tossed the charm. Straight into the fire.

			Mina howled in anger and dove for it, shoving her hands into the flames to try and retrieve the charm. I watched until I was sure the paper was curling up in the flames, and then I ran.

			It’s done, I thought as I raced across the field toward the trees—toward Alex—with the cold wind whipping around me like an angry breath. I needed to make it to the pond. Mama Legba had built up protection charms in the clearing for me. It was far enough away, she said, that Thisbe wouldn’t be able to sense them from the grove. If I could just get to the clearing, I’d be safe.

			It’s so close, I thought as I darted between the trees. I could see the light from the clearing filtering through the branches. I ran as fast as I could, refusing to let myself to trip over branches or limbs that got in my way. I was almost there. 

			So close, I thought as the pain ripped through my arm. So close, as I fell into the sunlight and the world went black.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Five

			I came up out of the darkness slowly, buoyed up into a gentle light in what felt like a negative exposure of the Dream that had terrorized me for so long. But as I drifted to the surface, the pressure around me increased. Its smooth coolness pressed against my feverish skin, holding me still but unmoored in the semi-darkness. The pressure grew and grew, until finally my ribs couldn’t withstand it any longer and I was forced to draw the thin, unstable air into my lungs. The shock of its coldness cut through the thick fog in my brain, and I broke through the surface finally, opening my eyes in the dim, waning light.

			I was in the clearing, but my eyes had trouble making out what I was seeing. The usual jewel tones of the wildflowers circling the pond were ghostly impressions of their former vividness. The once-verdant trees were a sallow, burned-out ochre. And the whole clearing moved in and out of focus, like I was trying to look through my dad’s thick glasses or gazing at a world through murky water. I thought for a second I was dreaming. The whole scene had the same washed-out look that I saw through Armantine’s eyes. In my dreams, though, I didn’t feel this overwhelming pressure, like some invisible force was squeezing me out of my own skin. And my dreams didn’t echo with the unbounded silence that surrounded me.

			As I became more aware of my surroundings, I also realized my head was propped against something warm and firm—a leg.

			“Lucy?” Gentle hands stroked my hair back from my face. “Lucy, love, come back to me.”

			“Alex?” I looked up into his eyes and was relieved to find he wasn’t faded like everything else around me. He was as vivid and real as he’d always been—his golden hair tumbled over his smooth brow in careless disarray and his vibrant eyes were filled with concern. And then he touched me and I forgot everything else.

			Gently, like I was spun from the most fragile glass, he traced the pad of his fingers across the curve of my cheek. It was more than a whisper of warmth this time—it was human and real. 

			“There you are,” he said to me. His relief was overwhelming.

			“You’re touching me,” I said, confused and numb and buzzing with the immense pressure all at once.

			“I am.” He smiled at me. “I never thought I would know what this would be like.” His voice was rough with emotion as he felt my cheek again, and I turned my face into the warmth of his palm. “You did it, love,” he murmured. “You freed him.”

			I closed my eyes and let that knowledge settle over me. It was over. My brother would be okay, and this moment with Alex—surely this had to be my reward.

			I let myself enjoy it. He smelled of the familiar bergamot and sandalwood, but under it was the faint aura of something that reminded me pleasantly of the faded pages of old books. “My dreams were never like this before,” I told him.

			“You are not dreaming, Lucy.”

			I opened my eyes in confusion at the regret in his tone. “Of course I am. I couldn’t feel you if this wasn’t a dream.” 

			He wasn’t smiling, though, and the look he gave me sent a trickle of cold dread through my happiness. 

			“Unless I’m dead. Tell me I’m not dead, Alex,” I whispered.

			“You’re not dead, love. But you were hurt.” He gently touched my upper arm, and I saw for the first time that my shirt was stained dark over a painless wound. “The witch shot you.”

			I looked under my shirt at the wound. It had been bandaged and didn’t seem to be bleeding. Since it didn’t hurt, I decided not to worry about it. I had other questions that were more urgent at the moment. “Where are we?”

			The pond had always seemed to me to be somehow separate from the land around it, but now, with its faded trees and washed-out flowers, it seemed almost otherworldly. Then there was the pressure. I’d almost forgotten it the instant I realized Alex was real, but as I tried to focus on the world around me, I felt a strange pull, like a thousand angry fingers pinching at my tender skin. It was a constant ache I couldn’t shake.

			“You are in the place between your world and the next, love.” He frowned. “But you cannot remain here long.”

			“I don’t want to go yet,” I told him. I’d done what I meant to do—I’d saved my brother, and now I finally had Alex, which was something I hadn’t imagined was possible. But the pressure against my skin was a constant ache. And the colors—I suddenly realized what it must have been like for him, to spend more than a century stuck in this place. To never really be in the world, always on the other side of some murky veil. Still … “I could stay.”

			“Lucy, you must not.” He brushed his fingers through my hair again and looked down at me with enough regret that I began to worry. Maybe he didn’t want me here after all. Maybe he had changed his mind.

			I sat up. “Why not? You’ve been here for ages. I If I stay, you wouldn’t be alone any more.” I reached out a hand and hesitantly touched his face. It shocked him, but then he smiled and I couldn’t help but smile back. He watched me carefully as I meticulously explored every angle and curve of his face. As Armantine, I’d never been so brave, so determined.

			When he’d had enough, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me up onto his lap. “How you tempt me, ma chère,” he said, nuzzling my neck so I could feel his warm breath on my skin. The pleasure of it made me forget the dizzying pressure and the washed-out eeriness of the world around us. “I have waited so long for you.” I could feel him trembling, just as I was. 

			He dipped his head slowly, giving me plenty of time to back away, and then gently pressed his lips to mine. It was a chaste brush at first, skin against skin, but I felt the touch clear to my core. His warm breath washed over me, his scent surrounded me, and I was lost.

			If I’d had any doubts, the moment his lips touched mine they were gone. All at once, I remembered—but this time the memories weren’t Armantine’s. They were mine. This time, I didn’t hesitate. When he started to back away, I pulled him closer and deepened the kiss. 

			Everything about the moment was utterly familiar, and yet there was something new about it—his body had seemed so much larger when I was Armantine. Then, he’d overwhelmed me, but here, in this body, my own body, I felt like his equal. But more than that—kissing Alex was a revelation. It was more than simple excitement or arousal coursing through me. It was the bone-deep comfort of finally—finally—being where I belonged.

			I would have stayed there forever if he hadn’t pulled away first. “Lucy,” he said slightly breathless against my lips. He trailed kisses down to my neck, my shoulders, and then buried his face in the curve of my neck, inhaling me as I’d inhaled him. “Lucy, you have to go back.”

			But I was sure now that there was no need for me to return. I angled my neck so his lips could reach me. “We could be happy here, Alex. Here in our clearing, by our pond. We don’t need anything else.” 

			He tried to pull back, but I wouldn’t let him. My hands roamed across his shoulders, down the lines of his back, as he continued teasing the delicate skin on my neck with soft kisses. I memorized the way he felt under my hands. I could have this forever, I convinced myself. It would be worth feeling like my body might implode at any moment, worth never seeing any true color except for the green of his eyes, if I could just be there with him.

			“It would not be a life, love,” he said breathlessly, and then reluctantly disentangled us. “This is just a kind of limbo. You have to go back.”

			“And leave you?” I shook my head in refusal. “Never again, Alex.”

			“Lucy,” he said, his eyes full of regret. “Even if you could stay, I love you too much to see you waste away here.” He kissed me again, softly this time, like he was saying goodbye. “And even if I wanted you to, you cannot stay here. When your body dies, you’ll go on to the next place.”

			“But you’re here,” I told him stubbornly.

			“I’m here because Thisbe is keeping my body alive somehow. Remember? She’s using the darkest kind of magic to preserve it. Your body will die, though, Lucy. Think. I need you to remember.”

			I didn’t want to remember, though. My memories of before were hazy and growing more indistinct by the moment. They didn’t matter. All that mattered was here. Now.

			But I could feel that steady pull again, even as I tried to ignore it. Something strong tethered me to that other place.

			He unwrapped his arms, kissing me softly once more before finally releasing me. That’s when I noticed a bloom of red on his shirt. I watched in disbelief as the small crimson spot grew and spread. 

			“Alex, I think you’re bleeding.” Without asking permission, I set to working his shirt free so I could look at his chest.

			That first day I saw him in the clearing, my reaction to his half-naked perfection had been almost embarrassing. From that distance, his chest had been all strong, smooth lines and golden skin, but here, close enough to finally touch him, I realized his skin was marred with a faint map of scars. One of them had opened and was oozing blood.

			“What’s happening?” I asked him frantically.

			“It happens a couple of times a year,” he said, his voice hard. “I’m not sure what causes it, but lately it has been happening more often.”

			The blood triggered a memory from the other life I wanted to leave behind. “It’s Thisbe. She’s using your blood,” I said, remembering how the blood she smeared onto her face had melted into her skin and transformed her. “She’s still using it.” I said, more to myself than to him as I tried to stop the bleeding.

			“It does not matter. We need to get you back,” Alex said. “The rest will come later.”

			Now that his lips or the feel of his body against mine weren’t distracting me, I began to understand what that meant. That world was coming back to me now, slowly, like a picture shimmering up from a blank page. “We need to get to your body. To save you,” I said, again, my understanding crystallizing into urgency. “Thisbe’s still out there.”

			“She’s still dangerous, Lucy.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” I told him. Things were clearer now. “I did this to you. I’m going to fix it. I promise. I owe you that much.”

			He took me into his arms again. “You are brave, mon coeur. A true warrior.” But I could hear the fear in his words. I understood it, because I felt the same fear myself.

			“I don’t want to lose you,” I told him. “Not yet. Not before we have a chance to really start.”

			The pull I felt earlier was stronger now, my tether to that other world more secure with every moment that passed. Soon, I knew, I would have to give into it. Soon, I would have to leave him behind.

			“You will never lose me, love,” he said, releasing me. All at once, he was gone, and the world faded into darkness.

			I woke up in a hospital bed tangled in plastic tubes, my mom and dad hovering above me. A dull pain ached just below my shoulder.

			“Lucy, honey?” My mom’s voice sounded so far away. “Leonard, I think she’s waking up.”

			“Luce?” My dad was there now. “Come on, sweetheart. Open your eyes for us.”

			“I wanna see,” a small voice in the distance wailed.

			“T.J.?” My mouth felt like it was filled with cotton as I blinked my eyes open and tried to focus on their faces. Slowly, the world came into focus. “T.J.?”

			“He’s here, honey.” My mom’s voice was closer now. Warm lips brushed across my forehead. “He’s fine, and so are you.”

			“I wanna see Lucy,” he whined.

			My dad lifted him up and then they were all there hovering over me, three familiar sets of eyes filled with relief and concern and love all mixed together.

			“Hey.” I smiled at T.J. He was fine. I could see it in the way his eyes were already bright with mischief. “You had us worried, little dude.” I tried to reach up to hug him, but another pain throbbed through my shoulder.

			“You had us worried too, Luce,” my dad told me, his voice cracking with emotion.

			“Go get the nurse, Leonard. She needs something for that pain.” My mom’s eyes were red from exhaustion and tears, but they weren’t sad anymore.

			“No,” I said. “Alex. Where’s Alex?”

			“Who?” My dad looked at my mom.

			“I didn’t know she was seeing anyone,” my mom told him.

			It didn’t matter, though, because at the sound of his name, he was there. I looked up at him and smiled. “Should’ve stayed with you. This hurts,” I told him.

			“Oh, honey,” my mom said, thinking my words were meant for her. “If we’d known what would happen, we never would have let you out of our sight.”

			“’S okay,” I told her. “So tired.”

			My dad leaned over and kissed me on the forehead, too. “Get some rest, Luce. We’ll be here with you.”

			The words were comforting, but my eyes drifted to Alex. “I shall be here as well, love,” he said.

			I closed my eyes and drifted into a long and dreamless sleep.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Six

			Eventually I surfaced from the haze of drugs and stayed awake long enough to find out what had happened. I’d been shot, my parents told me. Someone had come onto the property and tried to set fire to Thisbe’s cabin. I must have gone to investigate, they said, because the person chased me and fired at me before running off. Luckily the bullet went straight through my arm and didn’t hit anything vital. Employees at Le Ciel heard the shots, and Piers found me by the pond. He was the one who called for help and saved me. Or that’s what they believed.

			I didn’t try to correct them. There were some things better left unsaid. Some stories that couldn’t be told.

			When I finally came home, my parents didn’t want to let me leave their sight. They hovered around me unless I locked myself in my room for a nap, so I spent most of my time in there, “resting.” I didn’t spend much time sleeping, but they didn’t need to know that.

			I knew that Alex blamed himself for my injury, but I gave up trying to convince him that it wasn’t his fault. I told him that my memories of our short time in the clearing by the pond more than made up for any pain.

			The morning after I came home, my mom knocked on my door and said I had a visitor. My first thought was Chloe. I knew Thisbe was still out there somewhere, and I didn’t know if she’d let Chloe go, so I was relieved when it was Piers who eased himself into my room instead.

			He stared at me for a long minute, and then his gaze focused on the space next to me—on Alex. “Still hanging around, huh?”

			Alex’s face registered shock for a moment, but then he composed himself. “Where else would I be?” he said.

			“You can see him?” I asked, glancing between the two of them.

			“Mostly. He’s a little hazy, but I can make out the shape of him.” Piers turned to Alex. “Not seeing any bright light yet?”

			Alex didn’t dignify that with a reply.

			“Yeah, well. That’s the reason I’m here.” Piers told us that Mama Legba had filled him in on everything that was happening and thought he might be able to help. Turned out he’d been working on more than school stuff with Mama Legba.

			“Then shouldn’t you be out looking for Thisbe?” I asked. Since I was trapped under my parents’ watchful eyes, someone should be. As far as we knew, Thisbe still had Chloe, which meant Chloe needed our help, maybe even more than Alex did.

			“I know,” Piers said darkly, suddenly looking very much like the dangerous warrior I’d originally seen him as. “There will be time enough for that, Lucy. Right now we need to work on finding Alex’s body. It’s probably the best way we have to weaken Thisbe.” He turned to Alex and addressed him directly. “Do you have any idea where it might be?”

			Alex looked meaningfully at me. We’d talked about the whole dream I’d had in Mama Legba’s shop—what I’d seen Thisbe do with his body and where she’d taken it—but he hadn’t wanted to leave me yet.

			“Thisbe put his body in a tomb, in one of the cemeteries in the city,” I told Piers. 

			He was obviously disappointed by my information. “There are hundreds of tombs in the city’s cemeteries.”

			“I know, but they were moving so fast, and I don’t know New Orleans all that well. And it looked different then—newer, you know? Not like the cemeteries look now.”

			“Right.” Piers let out a deep sigh and ran his hand over his smooth head. “Do you think if you walked in your dreams again, you could find out?”

			I started to answer, but Alex interrupted me. “No. Absolutely not. She is not strong enough yet. I will not have her risking herself for me again.”

			Piers studied him for a second and then nodded. “I can appreciate that, man. I’d do the same, but we need to—”

			“Just give me a second to think,” I interrupted. I closed my eyes and brought my memories of the dream to the surface of my mind. It wasn’t as clear as being there and walking in it, but I could picture the place Thisbe’s men had carried Alex’s body to. “It looked like a temple—one of the old Roman or Greek ones. And there was something on top of it, a tall spire or an obelisk of some sort.” The rest was too indistinct for me to get anything more. I opened my eyes. “Does that help at all?”

			Piers considered it for a moment. “Maybe. He glanced at Alex. “What year was it when this all happened to you?”

			“I was to sail back to France in 1841,” Alex told him.

			Piers nodded. “That limits it some too.” He looked up at me. “Would you know the place if you saw it again?”

			I thought about the dream. The night had been bright because of a large harvest moon hanging low in the sky. It had taken the men who worked for Thisbe a while to open the tomb before they could place Alex’s bound body inside. My memories of the dream were foggy, but I knew I’d remember the place if I saw it again. Its strange carvings set it apart from the other tombs that night.

			I nodded. “I would know it anywhere. It was covered in markings like that doll.” And like Lila.

			“We can try to find it tonight, if you’re feeling up to it,” Piers said.

			“My parents aren’t going to let me out of the house.”

			“They don’t have to know, do they?”

			“No—” Alex started, but I held up my hand to stop him.

			“What about Chloe?” I asked.

			“We’ll help Chloe once we take care of this,” Piers said, and from his tone I could tell he hated waiting as much as I did. “As for Thisbe, we can be sure she’ll try to interfere. She’ll be desperate, so we should expect anything and everything. I’ll have Mama Legba work on some protection charms for us. We’ll get you back where you belong,” he said to Alex.

			“You will keep Lucy safe.” Alex’s voice was quiet, but firm. It wasn’t really a question.

			“You know it,” Piers said simply. “It’s what I do.”

			

			That night, I found myself heading back into the city in the front seat of Mama Legba’s van.

			“I think our best bet is to try one of the St. Louis Cemeteries,” Piers told us. “They probably have the most tombs from the mid-nineteenth century.”

			“There’s more than one St. Louis Cemetery?”

			“Three,” he confirmed, glancing over at me. “You have a lucky number?”

			“Might as well start at the beginning,” I told him.

			But St. Louis number one was a bust. After half an hour of looking at tomb after tomb in the eerie quiet, I didn’t think I’d ever feel warm again. St. Louis number two looked much the same as the first cemetery. It was surrounded by the same high, impenetrable walls and populated by the same narrow rows of tombs that rose up out of the ground to surround visitors with the dead.

			The cemeteries would be creepy enough during the day, but at night, the silent tombs cast menacing shadows and the presence of death felt overwhelming. And at night, people more dangerous than the silent dead often roamed the cemeteries.

			I didn’t ask Piers where he’d gotten the key to open the gates, and I pretended I didn’t see the snub black pistol he’d tucked into the back of his waistband and covered with his shirt before we entered the second St. Louis Cemetery.

			“Alex, your arm,” I told him, pointing to the trickle of blood traveling down his hand. 

			He rolled up his sleeve and found the source of it on his forearm. “It’s happening more frequently,” he said, examining the tracks of scars that crisscrossed his skin. 

			Dark liquid seeped from the cut and began to trail down his forearm before he finally pressed his arm to his dark trousers to stop the bleeding. He glanced up at me, but neither one of us seemed willing to put into words what we were thinking—Thisbe was probably with his body at that very moment. 

			“We must hurry,” Alex said. “If she moves my body … ” He didn’t have to say any more.

			“When was the last time this happened?” Piers asked.

			“The day Lucy was injured,” Alex said. “And a few weeks before that as well. But before then, not for a while.”

			“So Thisbe might be changing her usual pattern—maybe taking more from you than she usually does.” He frowned. “We’re going to need to be extra careful.”

			“Perhaps we should take Lucy back,” Alex suggested.

			“No,” I told him. “You go, I go. That’s the deal.”

			Alex started to argue, but Piers stopped him. “We don’t have time for this right now.”

			Alex glanced at me and I could tell he was still thinking about ways to convince me to go home.

			“Come on,” I said, not giving either of them a choice as I stepped toward the shadows.

			We were working down the second row, searching for the tomb with the strange carvings, when we heard a scraping noise echo in the still night. Piers and Alex exchanged a look, and Piers nodded, as if agreeing to something in their silent exchange. 

			“Keep her safe,” Alex told him, and then he faded into the darkness.

			“Where’d he go?” I asked, unnerved to have him disappear without warning.

			Piers put a hand on my shoulder to calm me. “To investigate that noise. It’s safer for him than for us.”

			But I wasn’t so sure—not when it came to Thisbe.

			A moment later, I breathed again when Alex reappeared and gave Piers a quick nod.

			“Stay here, Lucy,” Piers told me.

			“No,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “I’m going with you.” I didn’t want them to rush into anything without me, and I certainly didn’t want to be left alone in that city of death.

			“It’s not safe.” Alex came closer. “Please. Wait here for us.”

			I shook my head again. “Alex, no. I want to go with you. I can help.” Not that I had any idea how.

			“How many are there?” Piers asked Alex.

			“Just the woman. Mina, I think you call her now.”

			“Wait here, Lucy,” Piers commanded. “I can’t deal with Mina if I’m worried about protecting you. This won’t take long. I promise.”

			“He’s right,” Alex said. “You’ll be safer here—and so will he.”

			I opened my mouth to argue, but the way Alex looked at me made me stop. “Fine, but you better come back to me.”

			“Always, Lucy.”

			The men followed the row of tombs and then disappeared around a corner, leaving me alone in the dark surrounded by the uneasy quiet of the dead. 

			The tombs in that part of the cemetery were more than a hundred years old. Time and weather had worn down the inscriptions and darkened the white marble, but they still had a quiet grace that pronounced the importance of the lives they commemorated.

			I ran my fingers along one of the inscriptions. My Beloved Angel, it read. I said a quiet and urgent prayer for Alex’s safety, and added one for Piers as well.

			“I thought you might be lurking in these here shadows,” said a voice oozing out of the darkness behind me.

			I turned, and Chloe was right behind me, her eyes glowing in the dark night. It seemed that Thisbe hadn’t released her. In fact, whatever hold Thisbe had on her seemed to have grown.

			“You best come with me, child.” She tilted her head to the side at an odd angle, like she was trying to crack her neck. “We don’t want to miss the party, now do we? It’s gonna be a good time, too.” She smiled, all teeth and no joy.

			I grasped a small charm Mama Legba had given me.

			“You keep holding your little bit of juju all you want,” the Chloe-thing hissed, sounding more like Thisbe than she ever had before. Her mouth pulled into a wicked grin as she drew a small gun from her pocket. “But I’ve never heard of a charm that could stop a bullet, so you best start walking.”

			I thought about making a run for it, about shouting to alert Piers and Alex, but I’d had enough experience with being shot to last a lifetime so I did what she told me to. On leaden feet, I turned and followed the path Piers and Alex had used a few minutes before.

			I walked slowly, trying frantically to think of a way out, a way to protect the guys, but I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t involve someone getting shot. Probably me.

			A few rows over, we turned a corner and I saw it—the brilliantly white tomb from my dreams. Unlike the tombs surrounding it, it still looked new. Only the date confirmed that it had been there for more than a century. The strange carvings were still there in sharp relief, showing no sign of wear from the wind and weather. Unlike the other tombs lining the row, the slab that sealed it was missing, leaving the doorway to the crypt dark and empty.

			As we approached, Piers stepped out of the tomb, holding Mina’s arms and pushing her in front of him. He was about to say something to Alex, who was standing with his back to us, when he saw me.

			Alex turned, following the line of Piers’s vision, and his face blanched. “Lucy!”

			“I’m okay,” I told them, not at all sure that was the case.

			Chloe wrapped her arm around my neck then, pressing the gun to my temple. She laughed, but it was an empty approximation of her real laugh. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” she said, in eerie unison with Mina.

			“Let her go, Thisbe,” Piers said as he pulled Mina’s arms back roughly and lifted his gun to her temple, a mirror of Chloe’s position over me. “It’s over.”

			They laughed again. Their voices rang through the air, melding into a discordant harmony as they spoke as one. “It’s barely begun, boy,” they laughed.

			“Let her go, Chloe,” Piers said. “Come on, baby, you don’t want to do this.”

			“Don’t I?” the Chloe-thing asked, her head cocked to the side. She pursed her lips, like she was thinking, and then tightened her hold around my neck until I could barely breath. “I think I do,” they said in unison. “I think I’d like nothing better than to break this girl’s weak little neck for meddling where she don’t belong.”

			“Thisbe,” Piers tried again. “There’s no way out of here that doesn’t go through me and this gun. Let Lucy and Chloe go. It’s time.”

			Chloe and Mina laughed. “Did you really think that you could outmatch me? Did you think I’d go without a fight?” Their voices echoed off the walls of the tombs that stood as silent witnesses around us. They laughed, and the sound sent chills through my spine. “All I’ve done for more than a hundred years is fight. I know more than you can imagine. I know things you can’t even dream, and I’m not even close to done here. Children,” she spit. “No better than sniveling babes playing at games they should have stayed clear of.”

			“Let her go,” Piers’s voice was more urgent now. “Chloe, baby, I know you’re in there. I know you don’t want this. You gotta fight her, baby. Fight her for me.”

			“Chloe. Baby,” the two mimicked in a sickening sing-song voice. “How sweet. You think true love is gonna come on in here and save you. Save her. Ha!” Mina’s eyes grew bright with an otherworldly light and I could see the monster lurking behind them. A terrifying smirk crept across her face. “Love, true or not, never saved anyone or anything. You want true love, boy?” They laughed again, and I felt the gun move away from my head. “You make your choice, then.”

			A look of horror passed across Piers’s face.

			“Lucy!” Alex was near me now. “Lucy, you have to get away from her.”

			“Can’t,” I whispered, barely able to get the breath to say even that much. Chloe had me in a strangling grip that was stronger than it should have been.

			“You don’t think I can kill them both?” the Chloe-thing asked, focusing for the first time on Alex. “I can snap this one’s sweet neck as easy as a twig underfoot and put a bullet into the other one’s brain before you can even blink.”

			Mina’s body went suddenly limp in Piers’s arms, and Chloe alone spoke. “Who you gonna save, baby?” she asked in a voice that was almost her own. Almost, but there was a metal edge to it, a buzzing hum that vibrated through its tone. “You can save me. Just let my momma go. Please, Piers. Just let her go.”

			Piers’s hand was steady on the gun, but his eyes flashed with indecision. “Chloe? Is that you, baby?”

			“No,” I rasped.

			“Piers, no,” Alex said. “It’s a trick.”

			Piers blinked, like he was finally realizing what Alex and I could both see.

			“Make your choice, boy,” the Chloe-thing repeated, this time sounding less like Chloe than ever. “You let me go or I’m gonna move this little finger here, just a little bit, mind you. But it would be more than enough for you to lose them both.”

			Piers jerked the gun into Mina’s temple again. “You think I won’t kill you, old woman?”

			“Piers, wait,” Alex told him suddenly. “You can’t.”

			I saw the wave of relief wash across Piers’s face.

			“You kill her now and she could have control over Chloe for good,” Alex told him. 

			Piers’s jaw clenched and he looked at Alex, a silent question passing between them.

			“There’s always time,” Alex told him in answer. “You’ll get another chance. Save Chloe.”

			Piers nodded with a quick jerk of his head and lowered the gun from Mina’s temple. “Get out of her body, old woman. Now. Or I swear to the heavens and all the spirits that I’ll kill you both.” He raised the gun and aimed it directly at Chloe.

			“You wouldn’t!” the Chloe-thing spit. “You love her!”

			Piers nodded. “Enough to free her from you if I have to, Thisbe.” He dropped Mina’s limp body to the ground and stepped forward slowly, keeping the gun trained on Chloe. “Get out of my girl and get back into your own self, before I change my mind.”

			Silence stretched out between us as we waited to see who would make the first move. Chloe breathed in heavy, hissing breaths by my cheek, her arm still tight around my neck. Piers’s gaze darted between Chloe and Mina’s limp body, waiting for the devil himself to jump out of one of them. It was harder and harder to breath, and my vision started going black around the edges.

			Piers cocked the gun, determined.

			Suddenly, the arm around my neck went limp and Chloe collapsed to the ground. Air rushed into my lungs as I fell onto the pavement next to her, gasping for breath on my hands and knees. Warmth tingled across my skin and I knew Alex was there.

			The moment Chloe collapsed, Piers ran to her, forgetting completely about Mina’s body—Thisbe’s body—on the ground in front of the tomb. He cradled her in his arms and rocked her. “Chloe, baby, come on. You gotta wake up, girl. Please, baby.” Over and over, he crooned to her.

			“Piers,” Alex called. “She’s getting away.”

			Piers looked up to see Mina slinking off, and then back to Chloe. The choice, I knew, was an impossible one for him—leave Chloe, or let Mina get away.

			“She can’t get far,” I croaked. “We have Alex.” I looked up at him, knowing I was right. Thisbe needed Alex’s body, and she’d just left it—and her chance at immortality—behind.

			Piers hesitated, but then turned back to Chloe. She was looking better every second that passed, but she still hadn’t opened her eyes. “I’ve never seen anything like that,” Piers said. “For a single soul to inhabit two bodies—” He shook his head. “It should be impossible. Unless there was something to link them.” He lifted a piece of Chloe’s thick hair.

			I saw immediately what he was showing us—a thin red string woven into the twist of hair and held tight by the silver bead at the end. “She planned this,” I said. “That thread is charmed with sacrificial blood. She used it on the picture of T.J. and when she bound Alex years ago. She used it on her own daughter—if Chloe even was her daughter.” But I thought how similar Chloe and Mina looked, and I knew at least that much was true. Chloe really was Mina’s daughter—Thisbe’s daughter—and I wondered how much more powerful it had made the link between them. “Thisbe was probably planning on using her for years. Maybe even since before she was born.”

			“They’ll have to be cut off,” Piers said miserably. “Your beautiful hair, baby,” he crooned to her. “We’re gonna make you better, though, I promise.” He looked up at the two of us.

			“Look, she’s stirring even now,” said Alex.

			He was right. With every passing second, Chloe’s color returned. As her breathing evened out, the tightness strung throughout Piers’s body finally began to ease.

			“We need to finish what we came here for,” he said after he was sure that Chloe was stable. “Do you need my help?”

			“I’ll need someone to cut the thread bound around my body,” Alex said. “There must be some sort of charm woven into it that keeps me away from myself, and I will need you to keep Lucy safe for me.” He gazed steadily at Piers.

			Piers looked down at Chloe, and I knew he didn’t want to leave her.

			“I can do it for him.” I took the knife Piers handed me and turned toward the tomb. “You’re really in there?” I asked Alex.

			His face was tight, but he nodded. “Are you ready?”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Seven

			The tomb wasn’t an overly large structure compared to the monuments around it, but it was flanked by thick columns, which made it seem more opulent than its neighbors with their flat marble. As in my dream, it was peaked by an obelisk. The doorway was a dark mouth leading into the coolness of its depths.

			I was surprised by the size of the interior—it seemed bigger than it should have been. The walls were covered in more of the strange markings, but these weren’t darkened like the ones on the outside. Instead, they glowed with an eerie light, bathing the space in a soft amber glow. On a shelf built into the back wall, a long form lay wrapped in what looked like a cocoon of red string. I was instantly drawn to it.

			“When she originally tied you up, I could still see your skin in places,” I told him. “She’s added more thread over the years.” I ran my hand over it—over Alex—tentatively. His body had become a shell from the years and years of blood soaking in and hardening it. But it was warm, and I could make out the rhythmic movement of shallow breaths. The body beneath the covering was still alive. “Oh, Alex.”

			“It will be okay, love.” He brushed his lips across my forehead to calm me. “It is almost finished, but I need you to cut away the thread.”

			I nodded, tightening my grip on the knife Piers had given me. Slowly, I worked it under the edge of the shell near his feet and then slid it up, slicing away more than a century of binding as I went. When I was done, if fell open like a chrysalis and I saw Alex.

			I would never have guessed that he’d been there for a hundred and fifty years. He looked so peaceful, his chest rising and falling in slow, rhythmic measures. The only sign anything was wrong were the thin lines of hundreds of scars covering his body.

			“Are you ready?” I asked, turning to him.

			His eyes were tight and his throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, but he didn’t answer me.

			“What’s wrong? You just need to get back in and it’ll be over,” I told him, trying to infuse my voice with confidence.

			“Lucy—” His voice broke. “You know what you’ve meant to me—what you mean to me—don’t you?”

			I nodded. “Of course, Alex. This time I do know. There’s no doubt for me.”

			He smiled softly. “Good. That is more than I ever hoped I would have.”

			“You’ll have a lot more if you’d get back into that body of yours,” I said with a wobbly smile. Soon, so soon, he’d be back in his body and I’d have his arms around me, and we’d go forward—start over—together.

			He took a deep breath. “The ring on my finger there? Would you take it off for me?”

			My smile faltered then. “Can’t you just do it yourself in a few minutes?”

			He shook his head. “Lucy—”

			I knew what he meant before he said the words. “No,” I told him. “I was fine. When I went back to myself, I was fine. When T.J. came back into his body, he was fine. See?” I said, pinching my arm desperately, trying to convince him of what I’d convinced myself in those days after I was injured. “I’m fine. You’ll be fine, too. You have to be fine.” I could hear the hysteria rising in my voice but I had no idea how to stop it.

			“Lucy,” he said again, his voice sounding as miserable as I felt. “You were alive. Your wounds were minor and easily healed. Mine were not.”

			“But—”

			“When I go back to myself, the unbinding will be complete. My body will return to the state it should be in.” He paused, sensing my confusion. My denial. “Lucy, even if none of this had happened to me, I should have died more than a century ago. I am not supposed to be here.” He brushed a whisper of energy over my cheek. “You are.”

			“I can’t lose you again, Alex,” I told him, my voice barely audible. “I’ve lived through that once before.” Many times before, I thought, remembering the dream. “I can’t do it again.”

			“Mon coeur. Please. Look at me.”

			I looked up into his face, and the reality of the situation ran through me sharp as a knife. In his eyes I could see the same pain I felt. 

			“You can face anything, love,” he said. “Have you not already?”

			“Not this. Please, just stay.” The idea was a bright spark of hope. “You can stay with me like this.”

			“You know what it is like where I am.”

			I did. I shuddered at the memory of the relentless pressure, the colorless existence he’d been leading, and I knew he was right. I knew I couldn’t ask him to endure even a minute more of that for my sake.

			“Please, Lucy. I would like you to do something for me. One last request.” His voice was strained, and from the way he looked longingly at the prone body on the altar, I knew he was resisting the pull of it. I remembered that pull and the effort it had taken me to stay with him once I’d felt it.

			“Anything,” I whispered. And I meant it. At that moment I would have done anything—killed anyone, traded anything—to keep myself from living through the pain that I knew I was about to experience. But I would have done more to give him peace.

			“Take my ring. Honor me by wearing it. Please.”

			I hesitated. I still wanted to refuse the reality of the situation, even as I moved toward his body. When I lifted his hand to remove the ring, I noticed his body had grown colder, and I knew he was already dying.

			The ring slid off his smallest finger easily. It was heavy in my hand, a dull gold signet ring marked with an elaborate crest. I slipped it onto my index finger and closed my fist to keep it secure.

			“You have no idea what it means to me to see you wearing it. It was my father’s. The crest on it is the Jourdain family seal. It means you shall always be one of us. That you will always have a part of me.” He smiled at me and peace settled across his face.

			“Please don’t go,” I whispered.

			“I must.” He raised a hand and cupped my face with a gentle brush of warmth. “You found me again, and I shall find you. No matter how many lifetimes it takes, I will find you, and we will be together. I promise you that,” he said, his voice firm. “But now, I need your trust. I need you to be strong.” His mouth curved into a pained smile, which made him look like a very young boy trying to be brave. “You have saved me in so many ways, love. It is unfair of me to ask you this, but save me this last time by letting me go.”

			I took a deep, shuddering breath and nodded. Rubbing the ring that now sat securely on my finger, I went over to his body once again. I brushed his hair back from his forehead and ran my fingers over the planes of his face, trying desperately to capture the memory of them in my fingertips. And then I leaned down and kissed him gently on the mouth, collapsing against him with a sob when our lips met.

			“I can’t hold myself away much longer. You should go now.” His voice was soft, but I could hear pain threaded through it. “I want you to remember me like this, not—” His voice caught and he closed his eyes.

			“There won’t ever be anyone else for me, Alex,” I told him. My jaw clenched with the determination. “Two halves of a whole. That’s what you told me. I’ll wait.”

			“You will live your life, Lucy. You must,” he told me sadly. “Go, love. Don’t turn back.”

			It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I granted his final wish and left him behind without looking back. As I came out of the darkness of the tomb, Piers met my eyes, and I collapsed in a heap of tears on the cool, uneven ground.

		

	
		
			Thirty-eight

			I don’t know how I made it through the next few weeks. I don’t know what Piers told my parents about why I was out that night when he brought me back early in the morning. I refused to talk about it, and eventually they stopped asking me. They seemed to know that whatever had happened was far beyond words. In those weeks after everything happened, they tread carefully around me. At one point they started talking about the plans for me to go back to live with Aunt Dani, but I refused. I couldn’t leave anymore. I was afraid that if I went back to Chicago, I’d lose what little of Alex I had left.

			Days passed. I hardly slept at night, and when I did, it was a dreamless, uneven sleep. Once, I’d depended on my dreams to bring me to Alex, but even those failed me now. Mostly I just felt numb.

			Piers became a regular visitor. He brought Chloe once, but she was too self-conscious about what had happened between us to stay very long that first time. Her braids were gone now, but it didn’t affect her beauty. She had the kind of face that could pull off a closely cropped look as easily as she’d worn her dreads.

			She apologized for her role in everything, but I told her there was really nothing to forgive. She’d lost a mother, lost even the memories of who she thought her mother had been. I’m not sure anyone could really understand a loss like that.

			Strangely enough, Chloe gave me a reason to go on. We were connected now in a way very few people understood, and I couldn’t let her be another of Thisbe’s casualties. A few weeks after the night in the cemetery, Piers and I finally convinced her to come with us to Mama Legba’s. She stood in the doorway looking like the shell of the girl she once was, afraid to leave and afraid to step through. Mama Legba took her gently by the hand and led her to the small table where I had once sat.

			“Come on, Chloe-girl,” she said softly. “You come on over
here and let me read your cards. You more than ready now.”

			It wasn’t a cure, but it was a beginning. After that visit, she slowly started returning to being the Chloe I’d first met, but she kept a wall of protection up, firmly in place. I had a feeling it always would be there.

			August brought with it storms that felt as desperate as I did. During the day, I struggled to keep myself steady, and at night I slept restless, dreamless sleeps. Until the night I had tangled, confused dreams about a dark-haired boy with startling green eyes who smiled at me like he knew me. In one, the dark-haired boy with eyes the color of forests took me by the hand and led me through overgrown land, empty except for a forgotten pond and an ancient, gnarled tree. When he pressed my hand to the rough bark, something shifted deep inside me. He smiled down at me, and I felt my own lips curve up in return.

			When I woke, confused and feeling more than a little guilty about how happy I’d felt with that other, green-eyed boy, Alex was there, watching me with the same intensity that had once taken my breath away. For a moment I feared I was only dreaming—that I was once again Armantine. But his signet ring was on my finger, heavy and warm, and he called me by my name.

			“I thought you were gone,” I said, trying to keep my voice from breaking.

			“I am, love,” he said softly.

			“But you’re here. I can see you.” I reached for him, and was surprised when he was solid. Real. “How—?” I touched his face, his hands.

			“I don’t have much time, Lucy.”

			“I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “Am I dead?”

			He smiled then, softly. “No. But this is taking a great deal of effort for me. I only have a few moments.”

			I launched myself at him then. “Please, stay.”

			“I can’t. But I had to see you again once more. I had to make sure you were all right.” His voice sounded strained. “To say a proper goodbye.”

			“No.” My eyes pricked with tears. “Please, not again. It’s been so hard.”

			“I know. It is hard for me as well, but it is what must be.” He pulled me away from him. “These are the cards we have been dealt.”

			“Please … ”

			“You do know that we shall find each other again, don’t you?” he asked, tipping my chin up and forcing me to meet his eyes, and all at once I thought of the dark-haired boy of my dreams. The one with Alex’s eyes. 

			“You do know this life is only one stopping place—and one day, this time will seem to have been no longer than a blink?” he asked.

			“I wish it were a blink,” I told him.

			He took me in his arms again. “No, you cannot think that. You have to go on and you have to live this life—fully. If you give up, it will affect the next life and the next. If you give up on all the possibilities of this life, you will not be the person you were, the person you are meant to be. You will not be mine any longer.”

			I knew he was right. Each life, Mama Legba said, influenced the next. If I curled up and gave in now, I wouldn’t be the person Alex loved—not in this life or in the last. I thought again about the dark-haired boy of my dreams and wondered if that wasn’t some promise of what might be. Someday. In some other life.

			“Will you come see me again? To get me through?”

			He pulled back. “No, Lucy. I cannot come back again. I’m not sure I should be here now, but I had to see you once more. Hold you like this, once more.”

			“Then this is really it?” I asked, knowing the truth before he answered.

			“For now.”

			He leaned down and kissed me gently on the lips. “I love you, Lucy Aimes. I loved you as Armantine Lyon, and I will love you again, whoever you may one day be. And I will find you. Have faith in that.”

			He kissed me again, then, as my heart was breaking.

			“I love you too, Alexandre Jourdain,” I said. But he was already gone.

			

			I woke the next morning, my eyes rough from sleep, and realized that none of it had been real—it had only been a dream. 

			But I had something in my hand. A card.

			I instantly recognized the iridescent ink, the interlocking doors from Mama Legba’s deck. And on the face of the card, an image of a man and woman tangled together in an embrace, guarded by an angel with arms outstretched as if in benediction and wings of fire. The Lovers, the card read. I traced my finger over the picture, and the angle’s flaming wings seemed to dance in the morning light.

			And then I set the card on my bedside stand and forced myself to get up, to get dressed. To go on.

			The End
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