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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      16 Years Ago

      Pissing off the Voodoo Spirit of death wasn’t in anyone’s best interest, but that’s exactly what Odette had done. When Baron Samedi visited her dreams last night, he’d made it clear what she had to do: free the soul fragments she’d helped her uncle trap and command the spirits to cross over.

      Sending the spirits to the other side would be easy; she’d been able to see and communicate with ghosts since she was little. Freeing them from their ouangas, the magical jars that contained them, would require the Baron’s assistance. She’d done the proper Voodoo rituals to allow the loa, the Ancestral Spirit, to cross to this realm. Now, all she could do was wait for her dad to take her to her weekly lesson with her uncle.

      She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling fan, following the path of a single blade as it revolved round and round until her stomach soured and she squeezed her eyes shut.

      How was she supposed to know her uncle had been lying to her about the souls? She was only twelve years old for Spirit’s sake, and the man was supposed to be her mentor. A bitter taste crept up the back of her throat, and she swallowed it down.

      With his looming presence, dark powers, and heavy hand, Odette had been terrified to cross the man, much less question his morals. Now she had to right the wrong she’d helped him commit.

      With a heavy sigh, she glanced at the clock and rolled out of bed. Jerking the earbuds from her ears, she shoved the iPod into her back pocket and closed her bedroom door before padding toward the living room. With any luck, Baron Samedi could make her uncle see the error of his ways, and he’d let his prisoners go willingly. Not that luck had ever been on her side.

      The irritation in her father’s voice as he shouted into the telephone slowed her pace, and she leaned against the wall in the hallway, peering around the corner, hesitating to enter the living room.

      “For the last time, Agnes, she’s fine with her uncle. She’d tell me if there was a problem.” Her dad let out an irritated grunt. “I don’t go to mass, but that doesn’t make me any less Catholic…”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head, the gray strands of his curly salt-and-pepper hair glinting in the sunlight streaming in through the window. “I realize I’m no vodouisant, but I was married to one for ten years. Adelaide was your Mambo for Christ’s sake. If there’s one thing she taught me, it’s that Voodoo is a family legacy. Mathias is the only family Odette has on her mother’s side, and until she objects, he’ll be the one to train her.”

      Odette’s heart flopped in her chest like a fish in a flat-bottom boat. No one ever told her she had the option to object. Well, after today, she’d be done with her menacing uncle and his questionable magic. If she had the choice, she’d learn from a Mambo, a Voodoo priestess like her mom had been.

      She straightened her spine and strode into the living room as her dad ended the call. He started as he turned to her, a flash of guilt crossing his features before he pulled her into a hug. “How much of that did you hear?”

      Odette shrugged from his embrace. “Enough. Agnes wants me learning at the House.”

      “She was your mom’s best friend. She worries about you…and the trouble you’ve been getting into at school. She says children of Baron Samedi need extra guidance or the loa’s carefree ways can keep you from succeeding.”

      “Please, Dad. I’m fine.” Odette rolled her eyes. There was nothing wrong with having a little fun every now and then. “Can we go? I’ve got an important lesson with Uncle Mathias today.”

      “Oh yeah?” He grabbed his keys from a hook and ushered her out the door. “What’s he teaching you?”

      Odette waited until she climbed into the seat and buckled her seatbelt before she answered. “It’s a…role reversal today. I’m supposed to be the teacher, with Baron Samedi’s help, of course.”

      “Sounds like fun, sweet pea.” He mussed her hair, and she swatted his hand away.

      She stuffed her earbuds into her ears and cranked up her favorite Beyoncé album, tapping her thumb on her knee to the rhythm. Fifteen minutes into the drive to the swamp, her dad put a hand on her shoulder. She freed one ear and turned the volume down.

      “You’re okay with getting lessons from your uncle, right? I mean…your mom never mentioned much about him when she was alive, but he seemed thrilled to take you on as a student when I approached him.”

      She missed a beat in her reply. “Yeah. He’s fine.”

      Her dad nodded absently as he stared out the windshield. “He doesn’t practice any black magic or anything scary, right? Everything is on the up-and-up?”

      Odette swallowed and gazed out the window. Spanish moss draped from the cypress branches, giving the swamp a creepy horror movie vibe, and a blue heron swooped from a tree to catch a mouthful of bayou water and crawfish.

      She couldn’t lie to her father, but if he knew what she’d been tasked to do today, he’d turn the car around and take her straight home. Baron Samedi would never forgive her if she didn’t take care of this problem.

      Wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans, she turned to him. “I don’t know about everything, but like Mom always said… ‘There’s nothing wrong with a little gris-gris.’”

      Her dad glanced at her, smiling wistfully before focusing on the road. Bringing up her mom and all her words of wisdom was the best way to deflect any unwelcome conversation her dad tried to push on her. Guilt gnawed in her gut for manipulating him, but she couldn’t refuse Baron Samedi’s demands. She owed the loa her life, after all.

      After saying goodbye to her dad, she trudged through the front yard toward the rickety old house. White paint peeled from the wooden slats, and a porch wrapped around the entire structure from front to back. A garden overflowed with herbs, some edible, some poisonous, and she made a wide berth around it before heading up the stairs and around to the back door.

      With her hand on the knob, she paused and inhaled deeply, hoping the fresh air would untie the knot her insides had tangled into. The scents of mud and decaying foliage did nothing to calm her nerves. “I’m ready when you are, Baron. Please make it quick.”

      A heaviness formed in the air behind her, pressing onto her shoulders as the hum of living energy gave way to the void of death. Baron Samedi was ready too.

      As she pushed the door open, a chime made of chicken bones rattled from above, and her uncle shuffled into the room, wiping something that looked a lot like blood from his hands. He kept what was left of his curly, black hair sheered short to the sides of his head, and the yellowish tinge of his bloodshot eyes reminded her of rotten eggs burrowing into his dark-brown, leathery skin.

      “’Bout time you got here.” The deep creases in his forehead turned to canyons as he frowned at her. “I need heron blood, and I had to send Emile out hunting for one instead of you. Come here.” He crooked his finger to call her close as he reached for the belt he kept wound on the shelf.

      “I’m not late, and even if I were, it’s not my fault. It’s not like I can drive myself.” She crossed her arms, refusing to budge.

      He folded the belt in half, gripping both ends and snapping it. “You listen to me, little one. Talking back’ll get you nothin’ but a bruised butt. You want that?”

      She uncrossed her arms and lowered her gaze. “No, sir.” She’d faced the wrath of her uncle and his belt enough times to know better now. This would all be over soon anyway. “Can I please see the ouangas?”

      His smile revealed three missing teeth. “Later, honey. I have a patient coming in who’s agreed to let me store a piece of his soul, so you’ll get to work your magic soon enough. Now go on out to the garden and fetch me some sage.”

      Baron Samedi’s presence behind her intensified, giving her the courage to let her own power build. She drew on the energy of the spirit realm, concentrating her magic into her words. “I want to see them now.”

      Her uncle’s eyes widened, and he started toward the other room before shaking his head and swinging the belt toward her, the leathery end slapping across her side with a crack. Sharp pain ricocheted through her ribcage, and she squealed.

      “Don’t you ever try to use your power against me again. You understand?” He shook the belt toward her. “I got plenty more of these lying around.”

      With a hard exhale, Odette released control, opening herself up to Baron Samedi. Pressure built in her chest, a burning sensation ripping through her veins as the loa took control of her body. Her spine straightened, and her head turned toward her uncle, but she wasn’t making herself move. She tried to run, to turn around and get the hell out of that place, but her will had no effect on her movements. She was like a puppet, Baron Samedi her master.

      With long strides, the loa carried her past her uncle, and with strength not her own, she jerked from the man’s grasp as he tried to stop her.

      “You get back here, girl.” He followed after her, and she whirled around to face him.

      “Baron Samedi wants to see the ouangas. Who are you to stop me, bokor?” The Baron made her mouth form the words, and though she fought it, she’d lost all control.

      Her uncle’s mouth hung open, his arms falling slack at his sides before he ducked his head in a bow. “Baron Samedi? I had no idea it was you. Please accept my apology.”

      “Why are you stealing souls that belong to me?” Her body should have been trembling, but her voice was strong and confident, not her own.

      “Stealing?” He chuckled. “Naw, I’m not stealing. Most of those people are still alive. I’m just holding onto them while they’re sick. I’ll give ‘em back once they heal.”

      The Baron used Odette’s body to grab her uncle’s shirt and twist it in her fist. “You’ve lied to the girl enough. You’re not dealing with her right now, you’re talking to a loa.” She released her hold, giving him a light shove, and her uncle smoothed his shirt down his chest.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m taking them back.” She turned toward the ouangas and lifted her hands as an ancient energy buzzed in her veins, growing in intensity until she felt like she would explode. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and her muscles cramped like a Charlie horse had overtaken her entire body. Please, Baron, she begged in her mind, it hurts.

      If she’d had control she’d have crumpled to the floor, her desperate screams piercing through the swamp. Instead, she stood tall, focusing the searing, vibrating energy into her palms and throwing it at the ouangas.

      The first jar shattered, the pieces flying across the room as the soul trapped inside it was freed, the Baron’s magic joining it with the living being to which it belonged.

      “No!” Her uncle begged. “Don’t take them.”

      The second ouanga shattered, the soul swirling into the air and hovering on the ceiling, confusion furrowing its ghostly brow. Though it had been stolen from a living person, the victim had since died, so the soul had nowhere to go.

      It would be Odette’s job to cross the dead over to the spirit realm if she survived this possession. The Baron called on more of his power, and her blood felt like it boiled in her veins. It was too much magic for a human to endure. Her muscles screamed for relief. Her steady pulse begged to race in her chest, but the Baron kept her under tight control.

      She lifted her hand to free the next soul when her uncle grabbed her shoulders, attempting to tackle her. Baron Samedi’s otherworldly strength held her still, and she threw her uncle against the wall, holding him there with the loa’s magic.

      Jar after jar shattered, the living souls exiting the moment they were freed, the dead collecting in a mass by the corner. Her uncle screamed, angry, hot tears streaming down his cheeks as he struggled against Baron Samedi’s hold.

      As the last of the ouangas broke, the ghost joining the others, the Baron’s voice echoed in Odette’s mind. Cross them over and go home, child. I’m proud of you.

      The loa ripped from her body, and she collapsed in a heap on the floor. Her muscles felt like pulverized meat, her nerves raw and exposed as she heaved in breath after breath, the air slicing through her lungs like razor blades.

      She scrambled to her feet, doubling over as dizziness threatened to force her to the ground. The mass of ghosts glared at her, their anger palpable in the air. All seven of them drifted toward her, their energy converging into one impenetrable wall of hate.

      She stepped backward into her uncle’s chest, and he gripped her shoulders, throwing her to the ground. Her head smacked the wood with a clunk, and her vision swam. Dropping to his knees, Mathias clutched her throat, tightening his grip until she couldn’t breathe.

      “You little bitch,” he growled between clenched teeth. “How dare you bring your loa here to steal everything I’ve worked for?”

      Stars glittered in her darkening vision as she clawed at her uncle’s hands, but he was too strong, her own strength zapped from the loa’s possession. If she couldn’t fulfill her duty and cross over the souls, Baron Samedi probably wouldn’t accept hers.

      “Dad?”

      Her uncle loosened his grip as her cousin, Emile, stormed into the room, and Odette gasped for breath.

      “Get off her!” Emile tackled his father, freeing Odette from his clutches, and she scrambled to stand, panting.

      Mathias focused his anger on his son, wailing on Emile like he’d been the one to free the souls. He landed punch after punch, bloodying his son’s face until his eye swelled shut.

      “Stop it!” Odette screamed, but the men ignored her. Mathias continued pounding on his son, Emile lying motionless beneath his father’s rage.

      The ghosts advanced on her again, and she threw up her arms. “Stop!”

      The spirits froze, and a euphoric sensation swept through her body, making her tingle from head to toe. “Turn around.”

      The spirits did as they were told. As she told them to do, and her heart sprinted. “Stop Mathias.” She pointed to her uncle. “Get him!”

      The ghosts converged on Mathias, but their essence passed right through him. Odette opened herself to the spirit realm, channeling the energy of the dead through her body and into the ghosts, making the specters’ ethereal forms solid.

      A burly ghost grabbed her uncle and yanked him off Emile, while a female spirit punched him in the stomach.

      A hysterical laugh bubbled up from Odette’s chest. These ghosts were hers to command. No wonder her uncle had been so willing to tutor her; she had a power unlike anything she’d known possible, and he had planned to exploit it.

      The ghosts continued their assault, beating her uncle until she screamed at them to stop. The burly spirit dropped Mathias’s lifeless body to the ground, his head lolling at an unnatural angle. His neck had been snapped.

      Oh, no. No, no, no. She didn’t use the ghosts to kill her uncle. That’s not what she meant when she told them to get him. This couldn’t be happening.

      She could fix this. She could use the ghosts to… No. No, she couldn’t. No matter how amazing it felt to use her newfound magic, she made a promise to Baron Samedi to cross the spirits over, and that’s what she would do.

      Raising her hands toward the ghosts, she used her magic one last time and called on Baron Samedi to take the spirits. One by one, they disintegrated into the spirit realm, leaving Odette alone with the man she’d murdered and his bruised and bloodied son.

      Tears brimmed in her eyes as she dropped to her knees between them, and Emile rolled to his side and looked at his father. Odette followed his gaze and found Mathias’s eyes wide with fear, the light in them gone, and a knot wedged in her throat, blocking her sob.

      The room spun. A million thoughts raced through her mind, but she couldn’t grab onto one. She’d lost control. First with the Baron using her body and then with her own powers. She’d killed a man. Her own uncle.

      Lost in her attempt to form a coherent thought, she didn’t notice that Emile had risen until he spoke. “Help me bury him.”

      Her cousin didn’t say another word. He lifted his father’s torso, Odette took his feet, and they carried the body to the swamp, laying it next to the water’s edge. His expression blank, Emile trudged to the house and returned with a cinder block.

      Odette wiped the tears from her cheeks and followed him back up the slope, gripping another cinder block and hauling it to the water. The concrete dug into her palms as she dragged the heavy block through the dirt, and she focused on the physical pain, using the sharp, agonizing sensation to ground her, to keep her from getting lost in the tornado of thoughts in her mind.

      With a long piece of rope, Emile tied the cinder to his father’s body and shoved it into the swamp. As the corpse descended, a bubble rose from the depths, releasing a cloud of steam as it popped on the surface, and Odette’s stomach lurched.

      Silently, his face unreadable, Emile returned to the house. She followed him into the living room, where he stood by the wall, staring at the chicken bones hanging over the entrance.

      “Emile…” She tried to speak to him a few times, but he clamped his mouth shut and shook his head, refusing to look at her. She sat on the couch, chewing her bottom lip and clutching her hands in her lap until the rumble of an engine signaled her dad’s arrival.

      Emile slammed his bedroom door, and her lip trembled as she darted onto the porch and scurried around the house to the driveway.

      “Everything okay, sweet pea?” Her dad smiled as she climbed into the car and slammed the door.

      “Fine.” She stared out the window as the rickety old shack and all the horrors it contained faded from view.

      Odette waited until her dad drove her home and they were safely inside the house before she opened the floodgates. She told him everything, vowing never to use her magic again.

      “Please, Daddy, can we move away? I never want to see this place again.” She was done with Voodoo, done with Baron Samedi, and done with New Orleans.
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      Present Day

      The sense of foreboding tightening Odette Allemand’s throat didn’t mean anything. The sinking feeling in her stomach was merely anticipation, and the fact that her heart hadn’t beat this fast since the time she’d come face-to-face with an opossum she’d thought was a poltergeist proved this house was worth every penny she’d be paying for the next thirty years. Who wouldn’t be excited to own a historic Creole home like this?

      Heat clung to her skin, baking her in the summer sun as she peered at her prized purchase. The salmon color of the exterior would be changing soon enough, but the pristine white front porch looked exactly as it would have in its glory days.

      Pausing on the second step, she inhaled the sweet scent of the bougainvillea blooming in her new front yard. The familiar perfume stirred nostalgia in her soul, and a feeling of finally being home mixed with the anticipatory emotions swirling through her chest. She had this situation completely under control.

      She climbed the next two steps and stood on the front porch. The moving box tucked under her right arm dug into her hip, so she shifted it to her left side and fished the key from her purse.

      An oval window of cut glass in the center of the front door provided a distorted view into the darkened foyer. Rays of sunlight spilled across the wooden floor, giving the entrance a warm and welcoming vibe, but she hesitated to step inside.

      The nineteenth-century mansion wouldn’t have had a door like this in its original condition, and though she intended to restore the home to the grandeur of the 1800s, it wouldn’t hurt to make a few modernizations. Maybe the light would help clear out the darkness that followed her around like a storm cloud waiting for the perfect lightning strike to unleash its fury.

      “You gonna stand outside all day or are you going inside?” Natasha, a Voodoo priestess and Odette’s closest friend, laughed as she ascended the steps, breaking whatever trance Odette had succumbed to.

      Pressing her hand to her heart, she spun around. “Sweet Spirits, Mambo, don’t do that. You scared me to death.”

      “You look plenty alive to me.” One corner of Natasha’s mouth tugged into a teasing grin, and she crossed her arms over her burnt-orange blouse. A matching orange scarf encircled her head, and her dark-brown hair sprouted out from the center of the fabric in tufts, like a potted plant. “You still haven’t figured out the meaning, have you?”

      Odette let out her breath and forced herself to open the door. “It’s a beautiful Creole mansion that I’ve admired since I was a little girl. There is no other meaning.”

      “Mm-hmm. You know you can’t lie to your Mambo. What’s wrong?” Natasha followed her into the foyer.

      If you only knew. Gripping the box in both hands, she carried it to the kitchen and set it on the counter. She’d hired a contractor to do the renovations, and she hadn’t felt a hint of this ominous dread when she’d opened the house for him last week. But now she was moving in, and that made her more nervous than she cared to admit.

      “Nothing’s wrong. Once I do a smudging to clear out the old energy and get my altar set up, I’m sure it will feel like home.”

      Natasha leaned a hip against the counter. “There’s something else.”

      Could the Voodoo priestess sense her emotions in her energy, or was her body language that obvious? Whichever it was, discussing it was pointless. She’d bought this place, and she intended to stay. Straightening her spine, Odette put her hands on her hips. “I’m not thrilled about having to move in before the renovations have even started. Karma should be biting my old landlord in the butt any day now.”

      “And sending that kind of energy out into the world will bring it right back to you.”

      Odette crossed her arms. “I’m not the one who promised my tenant an extension on her lease and then changed her mind at the last minute. That’s no way to do business, and I’m lucky I have a place to live.”

      “You can call it luck, or you can admit fate might have plans that required you to move in sooner. That maybe you don’t have as much control as you think you do. Everything happens for a reason, and everything has meaning. Even this old house. My guess is that it’s related to a past life.”

      She clenched her teeth and took a bundle of sage from her box. Staring at the herbs, Odette whispered, “I would rather not know,” before flicking her gaze to her Mambo, pleading with her eyes. Natasha had guided her through several past-life regressions, trying to help her overcome her fears in her present life, and she’d learned more than she needed to know.

      Her past couldn’t help her with the present, anyway. Her current issues stemmed from this life alone, and she wasn’t about to divulge the reasons why. To anyone.

      “It will help you understand⁠—”

      “I understand enough to know I can’t go through that again. Maybe I did live here in a past life, but you know that life ended in tragedy. I don’t need to experience it again.” She couldn’t do it again. Reliving the horrific murders of her former selves had left her emotionally drained and physically ill for days afterward. She glanced at her watch. “Would you mind doing the blessing now, so I can smudge and have this place clean when my furniture arrives?”

      “Always on a schedule.” Natasha gave her a knowing look—one that said Odette would eventually give in and do what the Ancestral Spirits guided her to do, but Odette never gave in. Not anymore.

      Closing her eyes, Natasha took a few deep breaths, her body swaying slightly from side to side as she whispered a prayer in Haitian Creole. With a long exhale, she opened her eyes. “I thought you said there weren’t no ghosts here.”

      “I’ve been here several times since I bought the place. No one has made contact.” Not that she’d tried very hard to find any. All old homes held residual spirit energy. Odette could see it if she wanted to, but if she left herself open to the spirit realm twenty-four-seven, she’d never have a moment to herself.

      Ghosts were everywhere, all the time—especially in New Orleans—and if they didn’t feel the need to contact her, she’d let them be. So long as they weren’t malevolent. The bad ones always made themselves known. No searching required.

      “Did you command the ghosts to reveal themselves? You know some of them can hide.”

      Her fingers curled into tight fists, her nails biting into her palms. “And you know I will never command the dead.”

      It was the same discussion over and over. Natasha would say she wouldn’t have been blessed with the powers if she shouldn’t use them. Odette’s retort would state the power in question was firmly planted on the black side of magic and she refused to dabble in the dark arts. Her friend would call Odette’s ability to command the dead gray and follow up with, “There’s nothing wrong with a little gris-gris,” like her mother used to say.

      Natasha opened her mouth as if to continue the argument, but she let out a long sigh and grasped Odette’s hand instead. “Open your senses and feel. Someone’s here.” The priestess closed her eyes again and shook her head. “He’s a strong one too; took me some searching to find him, but he’s here. Can you sense him now?”

      Odette closed her eyes and took a deep, centering breath. Allowing her walls to fall away, she opened her mind and reached out to the energy in the house. The same bumpy, vibrating charge, left behind by the countless families who’d called this place home, hummed around her. The sensation swirled through the house, creating a rough cacophony of energy grating against her senses like sandpaper.

      She pushed through the bramble, opening herself even more, but all she felt was the static leftovers of those who lived here before. Natasha squeezed her hand, reminding her to focus, and she gave one more push.

      There, in the corner of the kitchen, she felt him. A spirit unlike any she’d encountered before…and she’d encountered plenty. Even when she’d turned away from Voodoo and refused her connection with Baron Samedi, the loa of the dead, Odette could never get away from ghosts. This was the first time in as long as she could remember that a specter had been able to hide itself from her when she’d reached out.

      “Will you please show yourself to me?” She opened her eyes, ready to see at least a faint outline of the ghost, but nothing manifested in the spot where she felt him. “Who are you?”

      Her chest tightened, and she gasped as a feeling of overwhelming love expanded in her core. The sensation grew, her heart aching at the intensity of the emotion.

      “Are you okay?” Natasha released her hand and wrapped her arm around Odette’s shoulders.

      “He’s making me feel his emotions. How is he doing that?” No run-of-the-mill ghost could affect her this way. In her relations with the spirit realm, she always stayed in control.

      “What do you feel?”

      She sucked in a trembling breath as tears welled in her eyes. “Adoration. He loved someone deeply. And happiness. So much joy.”

      “I told you he’s a strong one. If he has no ill intent, the blessing of the home won’t get rid of him. We’ll have to cross him over ourselves.”

      The happiness and love swirling in her heart converged, slamming into her like a knife twisting in her back. Gripping the countertop, she pressed a hand to her chest. “Betrayal. Unrelenting sadness.” The tears of joy brimming in her eyes cascaded down her cheeks in trails of sorrow. “Will you please stop,” she whispered, and the ghost released his hold. The emotions dissipated as quickly as they had formed.

      She straightened and wiped the tears from her cheeks, grabbing her bundle of sage. “I’m okay. The ghost can stay.” Forcing a spirit to cross over…one who wasn’t ready to leave…required Odette’s magic. The mere thought of opening herself up to that much power made her stomach turn. She rummaged through her box, moving aside the items for her altar, and found a lighter. “Can we begin?”

      Natasha’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure you want him to stay? You’re not an empath, so if he can send you his emotions like that, he can cause you a world of trouble.” She nodded to the box. “You’ve got everything to set up your altar right there. Maybe we should call on Baron Samedi for help.”

      “No.” Her met tet, the main loa that guided her, hadn’t completely forgiven her for turning her back on him—and the entire religion—when she was young. “I don’t want to bother the Baron with this. I didn’t sense any hostility from the ghost. It’ll be fine.” She’d save calling on her guardian Voodoo Spirit for the big things.

      Anyway, there had to be a reason the ghost lingered. If she could figure it out, talk to him and get him to cross over on his own, maybe she’d get back into Baron Samedi’s good graces. Talking to a ghost, she could handle. That ability was built into her soul and didn’t require calling on any dark magic from the spirit realm.

      Odette toyed with the purple and black braided bracelet adorning her wrist. Wearing the colors was an act of honoring Baron Samedi, something she should have been doing her entire life. “I’ll open the windows if you’ll continue the blessing.”

      “Stubborn as ever, just like your momma was.” Natasha closed her eyes and resumed her Haitian prayer.

      A familiar pang of longing tightened Odette’s chest. Natasha couldn’t have been older than fifteen when Odette’s mom died, but from the way she talked about her, she’d idolized her.

      Pushing the thoughts from her mind, she scurried around the house, opening all the windows—upstairs and down. Cleansing a home required positive energy, and dwelling on the fact that her mom had died saving her life was anything but.

      Back in the kitchen, Odette struck the lighter, setting the end of the sage bundle ablaze and then blowing out the flames. She walked the perimeter of her house, fanning the smoke to the four corners and waving it around the windows and doors. “Negative energy be gone. Only peace and love may remain in my home.”

      The ghost followed her as she and Natasha cleansed each room. She could feel its presence as a solid form, almost as if a living person stood behind her, but when she turned to look, nothing was there. She’d coax him out eventually—no commands necessary. Her ability to communicate with the dead had intensified when she’d returned to her Voodoo roots.

      Unfortunately, as her magic strengthened, the blackness grew in her soul. She had powers no living person should have, and if she lost control of herself, even for a minute, like before… No, she would never let that happen again.

      They closed the windows, and Natasha shut the front door, ending the cleansing. “That should do it.” She hugged her. “You sure you can handle that ghost?”

      “I think I need to.” Whomever the dead man had been in life, Odette couldn’t ignore the emotions he’d sent to her. Maybe this house called to her because the ghost called to her.

      “Then you must.” The Mambo picked up her bag. “Some of us are meeting at Rusty’s tonight for dancing and drinks. You should come.”

      “Thanks, but I’m sure I’ll be exhausted from unpacking. The movers will be here soon.” She followed Natasha onto the porch, avoiding eye contact.

      “How much you gonna unpack when the renovations start tomorrow? Come have a little fun.”

      “I’ll pass.” When vodouisants, magical beings who practiced Voodoo, got together for dancing and drinks, the epic party lasted into the early morning. Odette had things to do. Responsible things, like getting to work on time and making sure her company ran in tip-top shape.

      Natasha chuckled. “If Baron Samedi hadn’t told me he was your met tet himself, I wouldn’t believe it. What child of the Baron doesn’t like to let loose?”

      Most vodouisants reflected the personalities of their met tets, their deep connections with their guardian loa affecting every aspect of their lives. Known for his antics, his love of sex, rum, and cigars, and his gyrating dance moves, Baron Samedi’s personality was the exact opposite of Odette’s.

      “People go to bars to meet other people, which is exactly what I’m trying to avoid. Falling in love will end with a horrific murder that I’d rather not experience in this life if I don’t have to. It’s happened enough in my past lives.” She shivered at the memories. After her fourth past-life regression revealed the same gruesome ending, she’d resolved to spend her life alone. It was her only chance at making it past forty.

      Natasha gave her a sympathetic smile. “Some people go out to spend time with their friends. If anyone hits on you, I’ll shoo him away.”

      She sighed. “There’s also the other reason.”

      “Letting loose and having a little fun ain’t gonna turn you evil—not that you have an ounce of evil in your soul, whether you believe it or not. Your powers are strong because you can handle them. Your met tet has faith you won’t use them for nothing but good. You should too.”

      She forced a smile. “Maybe next time.”

      “Between my hair salon and running the Voodoo shop, I don’t get out much, so I’ll hold you to it.” Natasha nodded. “Next time it is.”

      “I said maybe.” Odette waved as Natasha descended the steps and sashayed up the path toward the sidewalk.

      Stepping inside, she closed the door, and with a deep, cleansing breath, she opened her senses once more. The blessing the Mambo had placed on the home rid the air of the rough, grating energy, replacing it with soft warmth…a clean slate. Well, except for the ghost hovering in the corner.

      Odette put her hands on her hips and stared at the area where she sensed him. “I’m willing to listen whenever you’re ready to talk.”

      As she shuffled to the kitchen, that same overwhelming feeling of utter adoration expanded in her chest, making tears brim in her eyes. Whomever this guy loved in life was one lucky lady, but if Odette didn’t put up some barriers now, he might figure out a way to take advantage of her.

      She picked up the extinguished sage and waved it in his direction. “Will you please stop that. Right now.” The sensation dissipated, rolling away from her and into the invisible entity. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t want you to force your feelings on me, understand? I’m not an empath. I don’t deal with other people’s emotional baggage. If you want to communicate with me, you’re going to have to figure out another way. Like with words.”

      Grabbing her box from the counter, she carried it into the living room and set it on the floor. She smiled at the grand mantle on the enormous wood-burning fireplace. The dark-wood ledge stretched across the entire front of the brick hearth and wrapped around the sides to meet the doorframes on either side. The first time she’d stepped foot inside the house, the mantle had called to her—the perfect place to set up the altar honoring the loa who walked with her.

      She glanced at her watch and quickened her pace. The movers would arrive within the hour.

      Pulling a deep-purple scarf from the box, she shook it with a flourish and draped it across the front of the mantle. Then she hung the Baron’s vévé, the spiritual symbol to represent the loa, on the wall behind it. Composed of a cemetery cross, which represented the crossroads, and two coffins, the hand-stitched vévé had been a gift from Natasha after Odette’s initiation into the Mambo’s House of worship.

      She continued setting up the items to represent and honor her guardian Spirit: a human skull replica with a top hat and dark glasses, purple and white candles, a small bottle of rum, and a fine Cuban cigar. A string of silver and black Mardi Gras beads completed the altar, and she stepped back to admire her creation. “That’s a beautiful testament to my servitude, don’t you think, Baron?”

      A heaviness in the air formed behind her right shoulder, and a woodsy scent, both familiar and foreign, crept into her senses. She turned, and though she couldn’t yet see him, the presence of her resident ghost was unmistakable. “I’m not scared of you. Why don’t you show yourself to me?”

      The presence drifted closer, until the empty energy of the entity reached her skin. She sensed in her mind an arm reaching toward her, and the sensation of fingers gliding down her cheek raised goose bumps on her arms. For a dead guy, he sure was warm.

      Her heart thrummed, and she swallowed the dryness from her mouth. “Who are you?”

      A deep, musical voice danced through her head. “Have you forgotten me?”
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      James Malveaux scanned the crowd, searching for the woman of his dreams, but the likelihood of finding someone in a dress that looked like it came straight from the set of Gone with the Wind in a crowded nightclub was nil…even in New Orleans.

      The DJ played a mix of modern music, the heavy bass line masking the melody so that it sounded more like he stood inside a giant heart beating an irregular rhythm. Bodies gyrated on the dance floor, moving in time to the vibrating tempo, and the scents of alcohol, sweat, perfume, and Axe body spray swirled through the air.

      His friends Noah and Cade had wandered off to hit on women, and James would have normally been right in the middle of it, but that damn dream had him so confused he didn’t know his head from his tail. The mystery woman was all he’d thought about since the dreams started three weeks ago. Every time he managed to get her off his mind, his wolf would throw her back into his thoughts front and center…as if he’d already claimed her…but how could he claim someone he’d never met?

      And that dress… He rubbed at the scruff on his chin. He hadn’t planned on attending any costume balls in the foreseeable future, but plans could change.

      Leaning an elbow on the bar, he tossed back a double-shot of whiskey and focused on the warmth trailing down to his stomach. He needed to get out of his head and into the moment. Or at least dull the thoughts with a little libation. Unfortunately, it took three times as many drinks to get a werewolf buzzed. His body processed the alcohol at lightning speed, so the buzz—if he managed to get one—wouldn’t last half an hour.

      “You okay?” The bartender, Nikki, a witch from the local coven, leaned toward him, her shoulder-length earrings swishing as she tilted her head. “You’ve usually found a date by now.” She grinned and popped the top on an Abita beer, sliding it to the man next to him.

      He chewed the inside of his cheek. He should have found a date by now. “Give me a rum and Coke. Make it a triple.”

      “Who is she?” Ice clinked in the glass as she filled it.

      “Who?”

      “The woman who broke your heart.” She held up a bottle of Captain Morgan. “The usual?”

      James huffed. His heart couldn’t be broken when he’d never been in love. He’d never allowed himself to even come close to that emotion. He glanced at the rack of liquor behind her and focused on a bottle with a purple label. A skeleton wearing a tuxedo jacket and a top hat stared back at him. “Is the rum with the dead guy on it any good?”

      She shrugged. “The Baron? I like it. The distillery is here in New Orleans. Been around since the late eighties, I think. It almost went under a few years ago, until the owner sent his daughter in to whip it into shape.” She poured in three shots and topped it with a splash of Coke before sliding it to him.

      Gripping the drink, he focused on the chill seeping through the glass. Beads of condensation formed on the surface, and he wiped them away with his thumb. “You know a lot about your liquor.”

      “I’m a bartender. It’s my job.”

      He took a sip and swished the concoction around in his mouth. Warm, earthy tones greeted his taste buds, with an undercurrent of cinnamon and some other exotic spices he couldn’t place. The Coke added a touch of sweetness to the robust aroma of the rum. He closed his eyes to savor the flavor and took another sip.

      Nikki chuckled. “Good, huh?”

      He opened his eyes. “I’ve found my new favorite drink. You said it’s called The Baron?”

      She held up the bottle. If O’Malley’s didn’t stock it, he’d have to convince the pack’s headquarters to start. Where had this delicacy been all his life? “The woman who runs it now…do you know her name?”

      “She’s a vodouisant, and everyone calls her the Baroness. She comes from money, and she runs a tight ship.” She leaned in closer. “I’ve heard rumors that some kind of black magic was involved. Baron Samedi is the Voodoo god of death, after all. I don’t know much about Voodoo, but why would you dedicate your business to death? Sounds dangerous to me.”

      He took another sip of his drink. “Sounds like my kind of woman.”

      Nikki arched an eyebrow. “No offense, but a woman like that wouldn’t bat an eye at a werewolf construction worker. You wouldn’t have much to offer someone who’s made a deal with the devil.”

      He straightened his spine. “I’ve got plenty to offer. Werewolves are known for our stamina.”

      She snorted. “Was that supposed to be a reference to your prowess in the bedroom? If so, you’ll have to forgive me. The only wiener I’m interested in is the kind that’s smothered in creole mustard and comes on a bun.” She returned the rum bottle to the rack and nodded at something behind him. “Speaking of vodouisants. There’s the Queen herself.”

      James turned to find Natasha, the Mambo of the biggest New Orleans House of Voodoo, waltzing through the door, followed by six other vodouisants.

      “I bet she’d know who the Baroness is,” Nikki said.

      James downed the rest of his drink and slid off his seat. His head spun as the buzz he’d been so desperate for finally fogged his senses. His interest in the distillery owner dissolved as he strode toward Natasha. He had another question for the Mambo.

      He waited until she finished saying hello to a woman near the bar before offering his hand to shake. “Hi, Natasha. I’m James Malveaux. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      She accepted his outstretched hand and paused as his magical signature registered on her skin. “Werewolf?”

      He nodded. “I need your help.”

      “You’ve visited my readers at the temple a few times. I remember seeing your name on the books. Did they not answer your questions?”

      He raked a hand through his hair and tried to collect his muddled thoughts. “They did. Kinda. Not really, but I’ve been having these dreams…”

      “Why don’t you stop by the temple tomorrow around seven, and I’ll read your cards?”

      His heart sank. “Yeah. Okay, I will.” He blew out a breath and shoved his hands in his pockets, kicking a flattened plastic cup toward a trash can.

      Natasha sighed and motioned for him to follow her. She disappeared into the crowd, and he stumbled around the patrons, catching up to her as she went out the back door.

      Two wrought-iron tables occupied the small, grassy area of the courtyard, and a cobblestone path led to a separate building that housed a storage area for the club and the restrooms. A thin layer of wispy, white clouds stretched across the crescent moon, and pale stars twinkled in the midnight sky.

      The humid, summer air clung to his skin, and the vibrating bass from the club muffled, giving his ears a reprieve from the incessant noise as he strode deeper into the courtyard.

      Natasha settled into one of the metal chairs and gestured for James to take the other one. As he lowered into the seat, she chuckled. “Your eyes match your shirt.”

      He glanced at his pale-blue button up. “I’ve been told I look good in blue.”

      “My Spirit Guides approve.”

      “Spirit Guides?”

      She nodded. “They’re the reason I’m out here, about to give you a reading, instead of having drinks with my friends.”

      Thank goodness for Spirit Guides, then. “What else did they tell you?”

      “That I should talk to you. What have you seen my readers about?”

      He swallowed and glanced up as two women, walking arm-in-arm, disappeared into the restroom. Talking to a vodouisant in the privacy of a reading room at the temple had been hard enough, but to spill his guts out here in the open? He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans.

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed; I won’t tell a soul. We take our readings seriously.”

      He ran a hand down his face. How could he explain this without sounding like a complete wuss? “I’m having these dreams about a woman, and…” Heat crept into his cheeks, but he couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or the alcohol. He blew out a breath and looked into the Mambo’s eyes. “I feel like I love her. My wolf does anyway. It feels like he’s claimed her.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Claimed her?”

      “It’s a werewolf thing. My wolf wants me to take this woman as my mate. He’s telling me she’s my fate-bound…my soulmate. But I’ve never met her. I don’t even know if she exists.” Saying it out loud made it sound more ridiculous than it already was. His wolf couldn’t claim a woman he’d never met. It wasn’t possible.

      “Mm-hmm.” Though her tone sounded doubtful, with her blank expression, the woman was impossible to read.

      “Anyway, all the readings have said the same thing. That I have to break the cycle, but I don’t know what the cycle is. I just want to know who this woman is. My wolf won’t rest until I find her.”

      Natasha held his gaze for what felt like an eternity. His buddies inside must have been looking for him by now, but he had to hear whatever the priestess had to say.

      He’d been perfectly happy living his life as a bachelor, seeing a woman a time or two and then ending it before any emotions had time to bloom. He’d been counting on his wolf to let him know when it was time to settle down. Mating with anyone but his fate-bound was out of the question. If fate didn’t have a specific mate in mind for him, he’d rather stay single for the rest of his life. He’d seen what could happen to a werewolf who mated with someone fate didn’t choose. His dad was a broken man because of it.

      Natasha inhaled deeply and swayed slightly, almost as if she were slipping into a trance. Then, she straightened her spine. “Let me see your hands.”

      Reaching across the table, he placed his hands palm up in hers. Her magical energy pricked at his skin as she gazed at the place where his right pinkie finger should have been.

      “I thought werewolves were fast healers.”

      He fought the instinct to jerk his hand away. He’d been asked that question so many times, he’d lost count. Most werewolves were fast healers. “We can’t regrow limbs.”

      “You couldn’t reattach it?”

      If his body worked like a normal werewolf’s, then yeah, he could have. “It got caught in a cement mixer. There wasn’t much left to reattach.”

      She frowned. “This makes sense. My guides told me a piece of you was missing, and here it is.”

      He ground his teeth, trying to quell his frustration. His buzz was already wearing off, and he needed answers. “What’s the cycle people have been talking about, and who is the woman from my dreams?”

      With a sigh, Natasha reached into her purse and pulled out a deck of tarot cards. She shuffled them and then offered the stack to him. “Mix them up, and I’ll do a quick card reading. Don’t expect much though. The alcohol you’ve drunk is mucking up the waters.”

      He shuffled the cards and handed them back to her. “I didn’t drink that much.”

      “You’ve had enough.” She turned over three cards and narrowed her eyes at them. “You are stuck in a cycle that needs to be broken. Not just for your sake. There are others involved.”

      His heart raced. “What’s the cycle?”

      “It’s unclear.” She turned over a few more cards. “Your dreams are trying to tell you something.”

      No kidding. “Who is the woman?”

      She turned over another card and frowned. “Also unclear.”

      “Damn it.” He fisted his hands and slammed them on the table.

      Natasha arched an eyebrow at him. “If the Spirits say it isn’t time for you to know, then it’s not time.”

      “I’m sorry.” He opened his fists and folded his hands on the table. Being an ass to a priestess wouldn’t get him anywhere.

      “I’m sensing an unrest.”

      He’d never felt more restless in his life.

      Placing two more cards face up, she shook her head. “This is bigger than you.”

      She turned over another card, and his heart sank. The most recognizable card in the tarot deck stared up at him, and he could barely force the word through his tightening throat. “Death.”

      Sympathy softened her eyes. “In tarot, the death card rarely means literal death. It’s the end of one cycle and the start of something new. Whatever cycle you’re stuck in, you gotta end it soon.”

      “But you can’t tell me what the cycle is? What I need to do to stop it?”

      She stacked the cards and returned them to her purse. “The Spirits ain’t sharing that information with me. It could be something you’re supposed to discover on your own, or it could involve another person, and you’ll have to end it together.” She rose to her feet. “Or it could be the alcohol. The waters around you are murky. Come see me when you’re sober, and we’ll try again.”

      “Thank you.”

      She bowed and shuffled into the club. With his elbows on the table, he held his head in his hands. That wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear. And the fact that the Mambo, the most powerful vodouisant in New Orleans, couldn’t give him any new information didn’t make him feel any better about his problem.

      Natasha was right when she’d said a piece of him was missing, but it wasn’t his finger like she thought. He’d always felt that way, even before he’d lost it in a construction accident. A piece of him was missing from somewhere deep in his soul. He’d never felt whole, and he blamed it on his mother. If she’d been around more, maybe he wouldn’t be so opposed to love and his wolf wouldn’t have claimed an imaginary mate.

      His mom had cheated on his dad more times than he could count. Probably a lot more than James was aware of, since it started when he was a kid. There was no guarantee that a werewolf would find a fate-bound, so many chose to mate with whomever their human side fell in love with, rather than waiting to see if their wolves would bond with anyone. His dad mated with the first woman he fell for, and look how that worked out for him.

      James shook his head. A fate-bound mate would never cheat, and he wouldn’t settle for anything less.

      Of course, his mom being human didn’t help his circumstances either. He was already slow to heal because he only had his father’s magic running through his veins. Maybe his human side made him incapable of finding his fate-bound too.

      “There you are, man. I was starting to think you jetted on us.” Noah, a second-born were with auburn hair and dark-brown eyes, sauntered into the courtyard. “He’s out here,” he called over his shoulder to Cade. With a flick of his wrist, Noah dragged the chair through the grass and plopped into it.

      James glanced through the doorway, but luckily no one had seen his friend’s display. “Are you drunk? Don’t use your power where people can see.”

      Noah grinned. “I checked. No one saw.” Second-born werewolves lacked the ability to shift, but most of them had some sort of psychic power. Telekinesis was a rare talent for a were, and Noah’s cocky attitude about it grated on James’s nerves.

      “It’s not parlor magic; it’s a unique werewolf gift. Don’t flaunt it like it’s cheap.”

      “When did you become a grumpy old fart?” Noah crossed his arms.

      When indeed?

      “Cade’s holding down the fort in there. We met a group of three, and they’re up for leaving the club. We need you.”

      A quick glance inside revealed Cade standing near the doorway, a mug of beer in one hand, his other arm wrapped around the waist of a tall blonde. Cade’s own blond hair had that mussed, just-got-out-of-bed look, but James knew better. He’d seen the amount of hair products his friend used to make himself look thrown together.
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