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Books by Ellie James


SHATTERED DREAMS


BROKEN ILLUSIONS


Coming soon


FRAGILE DARKNESS




For Chuck, Ellie and Jack.


Who says dreams can’t come true?





Prologue


Everyone dreams. Some see color. Others experience only black and white. Some laugh, and some cry. Some run and hide, while others play and dance. Some return over and over again. Others never go back. Very few remember.


They are the lucky ones.


Sometimes my friends will talk about what they see and do there in the shadowy realm of their sleep. For them it’s no big deal, a movie in their mind instead of a theater, a comedy or drama to be shared and compared. Sometimes it’s funny, stupid stuff. Sometimes they go on amazing rampages. Sometimes they’re naked or falling or flying. My best friend gets ravaged by a mysterious vampire at least once a week—or so she says.


For me, it’s never like that. There are no smiles or laughter or yummy immortals, no silliness. No sex. No salvation.


I awaken in the predawn darkness, my heart racing, my body frozen, the echo of a silent scream burning my throat. Breathing hurts.


Remembering destroys.


I try anyway. I’m scared not to. They’re messages—I know that now. From some place unseen, some person unknown. Sometimes they come while I’m awake, like when I enter a place where something bad has happened. Psychic residue has a way of hanging around. But usually, the messages come only when my guard is lowered. When my eyes are closed and my body sleeps.


When I awaken, they fade.


I don’t need to look at a clock to know what time it is. The glowing numbers will show 5:21.


They always do.


Instead I lay tangled in the damp sheets, hot, sweaty, forcing myself to breathe. In, out. Slow, steady. I know the drill. I know the routine. A few minutes and I’ll be able to move. A few minutes and a new day will begin.


But the remnants of the dream will linger as the hours pile up, not falling away until I close my eyes and the drowning begins anew.





ONE


“Do you believe in forever?”


Working to untangle two silver chains, I glanced toward the front of my aunt’s French Quarter shop, where my friend Victoria stood with a baby-doll tee in her hands. Half an hour before she’d walked in from the rain without any warning, not even a text. She’d hardly said a word since, other than asking what she could do to help.


Stopping by was normal. Silence was not.


“Forever?” I asked, focusing on her and not who would be walking in any minute—or what we’d be doing after I turned off the lights and locked the door. “Where’d that come from?”


Robotically she placed the tee—bubblegum pink with the shop’s name, FLEURISH!, emblazed in rhinestones—on top of the stack and looked up.


“What does it even mean?” she said, so totally a million miles away. “How can anything last forever?”


Brightly colored Mardi Gras merchandise crowded the display tables, beads and doubloons, parasols, even some crazy tutus that were actually selling. Upbeat music flirted from discreetly placed speakers—normally we went with Louis Armstrong or Harry Connick, Jr., but for the next few weeks my aunt insisted we flood the store with the traditional songs of the season.


The jazzy rhythms made standing still impossible.


But in that moment, I did just that.


Forever.


It was hardly a Saturday night, five weeks before Carnival, ten minutes before closing kind of thing.


But I also knew the twisty, timeless place where my mind immediately went was not where Victoria was coming from. She spun from one moment to the next, seeing and hearing, feeling that which was in front of her. It was the whole tip of the iceberg thing.


If she couldn’t see it, it must not be there.


And I so knew what this was about. “You and Lucas had another fight, didn’t you?”


With a distracted sigh, she picked up a strand of purple-and-gold beads someone had left by the T-shirts. “He thinks saying I love you makes everything okay,” she said, twirling the necklace around her wrist. “And, once, maybe it did.”


I glanced down at the tangled chains.


“I mean, for a long time, that was all I wanted to hear. When we first got together, all he had to do was look at me and I melted.”


I knew that feeling well. It was exactly what would happen the second Chase walked in and the electric blue of his eyes locked onto me.


He’d said eight thirty, but with Victoria such a mess, it was best that he was late.


“I couldn’t imagine a day I wouldn’t feel the same way,” she was saying. “Being with him was all I wanted.”


I glanced at the clock. “And now?”


“IDK.” She let the beads drop to the table. “So much has changed.”


For all of us.


Most of the time life was like a river. It flowed from one day to the next, giving no real awareness of when the deep water ended, and the shallow began. There was no defining line, no before and after. It just flowed.


But sometimes there was a point. Sometimes there was an exact moment, and when you looked back, you saw it all, the moment, the place, and you knew, you knew how different things could have been if you’d made a different choice.


Four months had passed. Four months since the night a simple dare had turned into a nightmare we never saw coming.


Four months since one chapter ended, and another began. And Victoria was right—so much had changed. I think that’s what surprised me the most, how one event could cast so many ripples. Even my aunt’s life had turned. She would have opened Fleurish! anyway. That had been in the works. But Detective LaSalle had been a stranger then—and now the two were inseparable.


Yeah, that was awkward.


But for Victoria, it was the change itself that rocked her, the realization of how quickly life could turn.


“It’s like now, whenever he says forever, I freeze up inside, like it’s some kind of trap.”


It didn’t take a psychic to figure that out.


“Maybe that means he’s not the one,” I pointed out, as I’d done many times before.


“I think it’s the word. Forever. Even things you want to last, don’t.” She shifted toward me, zinging me with the glitter in her eyes. “Think about it,” she said. “Everything dies. Everything. Flowers, trees, animals. Love … people. I mean, really, from the second we’re born, that’s all we’re doing. Dying.”


I took a deep breath—a really, really deep breath. Victoria was many things, and she could definitely lose herself in drama, but that was a bit much, even for her.


Trying to lure her back from the edge, I let the hopelessly tangled necklaces slip from my fingers and snagged a purple-and-green rhinestone tiara.


“Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine tonight,” I teased, strolling over to plop it on her head. Stepping back, I gave her an overly bright smile. “Can’t say I’ve thought about it like that.”


“How can you not? I mean, you of all people, with your parents and your grandmother, Chase, and the thing with Jessica …”


My smile faded. Detective LaSalle said she was lucky, that the drifter who abducted her had taken others. Taken, and not given back. But after all these months, the thought of what she’d been through still twisted me up inside.


One decision. One cruel twist of fate. Sometimes that was all it took.


“How can you believe anything lasts?”


I glanced away, toward the antique mirror behind the jewelry case, looking long and hard at the new me. My hair was still long and dark and wavy, my skin still a hue of olive, and I still rarely touched dark eyeliner or goth lipstick. But like everything else, the changes were there, running deeper than the sparkly powders I’d grown to adore, staring back at me from eyes that looked as if they’d lived a lot more than sixteen years. In them a new awareness glowed.


How could I believe anything lasts? That was easy. How could I not? The things I saw, the coming attractions of events yet to happen, had to come from somewhere.


“Maybe not here,” I said, rearranging bracelets and earrings. “But later—after.”


“You mean like … after we’re dead?”


I was no longer sure there was a before—or an after. There just … was.


“So what do you think happens?” she asked as I returned a pair of dangly fleur-de-lis earrings to their card. “Do you really think we go to Heaven and live happily ever after? Or that we come back and get reborn, get a do-over?”


I turned from the jewelry as the music shifted, and Big Chief started singing about smoking a peace pipe. (After a week of nonstop play, I knew the words by heart.)


The gleam in Victoria’s eyes should have warned me.


“What if we could find out?” she asked, reaching for the camo messenger bag she’d dropped by the front display. She dipped her hand in, and for at least the fifth time over the past month, pulled out the Ouija board.


And over the music, the buzzing began.


“Victoria—” I started as the bell on the door jingled. I spun around—


The lazy grin stopped me. “Evenin’, beautiful,” the taller of the two guys drawled.


“Deuce,” I said, smiling. He strolled in as he did a few times per week, his walk in rhythm to the music. His bandmate, Trey, made a beeline for Victoria—just like he always did.


“I thought ya’ll were playing tonight,” I said.


Looking every bit a sax player with his skinny black jeans and slim-fitting button-down with tribal tattoos, the two gold hoops in his ear, Deuce took me by the hand and twirled me under his arm.


“Not until eleven.” Releasing me, he frowned. “What’s wrong, Mile High? You lookin’ way too serious.”


I shook my head. The second they’d found out I grew up in Colorado, I became Mile High.


Chase had been less than thrilled.


“Just girl talk,” I downplayed as Trey, basically a mirror image of his friend, repositioned the tiara I’d put on Victoria. His murmur was too quiet for me to hear.


“Son.” Next to the T-shirt display, Deuce started to dance—I was convinced that instead of blood, rhythm ran through his veins.


“It’s Saturday night,” he sang, even though that was Trey’s role. Together, they called themselves the Blood Brothas and they gigged all over the Quarter. “Pretty girls should never be alone, so flip that sign and throw us guys a bone …”


I rolled my eyes.


“And come on down to Fat Cats, and let us show you a night that’s—”


I cracked up. “You never give up, do you?”


“Not my style, buttercup.”


I glanced at Trey and Victoria, who, despite still being rain-splattered, looked ridiculously awesome in her jeans and brown baby-doll tee, the way they stood a little too close, spoke a little too quietly, and knew exactly why she cringed when Lucas said forever.


“Come on,” Deuce said. “What do you say?”


They were good—really good. Chase had even convinced his uncle to hire them for his Mardi Gras bash next weekend.


I glanced at the clock, then my phone on the counter. “Chase is on his way. We’re hooking up with friends—”


“Bring them, too.” Deuce glanced at Victoria. “Just quit breaking my bro’s heart, angel face. You can’t keep him waiting forever.”


Her smile froze.


Forever.


Deuce shot me a questioning look. I shook my head, telling him not to ask. “We’ll try,” I promised. Nodding, he turned to the door, signaling for Trey to follow. “Lock up,” he said, stepping into the cold February rain. “The crazies be out tonight.”


I watched them go, crossing to twist the bolt as finally, finally my phone beeped.


“Omigod.” Victoria laughed as I hurried to the counter. “Deuce so has a thing for you.”


I grabbed the BlackBerry, saw Chase’s name. “Are you kidding me?” I hated the way my heart started to pound. It was ridiculous. There was no reason to be upset.


Except he should have been walking through the door—not sending a text.


“It’s all about you … angel face,” I said, bringing up the message.


Hey, T. Lost track of time.


Telling myself everything was fine, I fingered a quick response.


No worries. We’re just closing up.


A few seconds passed. A few more. Then it was a minute, and even before the words glowed up from my phone, I knew what was coming.


Something’s come up. Can’t make it to the Quarter 2nite. U free tomorrow?


I stared at the words. I stared until they blurred, and then I stared some more.


Victoria crossed to stand behind me. “Trin?”


I didn’t even try to hide the phone.


“Gee, I wonder what that something could be,” she muttered.


But I didn’t. I knew.


“She doesn’t know when to give up, does she?”


Part of me wanted to hurl the phone against the huge, abstract fleur-de-lis my aunt had painted a few weeks before, even as the rest knew that wouldn’t change a thing.


In the months since we’d found Chase’s ex-girlfriend huddled in that abandoned hospital room, she’d yet to leave her parents’ house, except for doctor appointments. Other than her family and best friend Amber, no one had even seen her. Except Chase.


He was the only one she wanted.


“She’s been through hell,” I said, fumbling out a quick response.


No worries. I’m good tomorrow. CU then.


“I think it’s an omen,” Victoria gushed as his reply zipped in.


I’ll make it up 2 u. Promise.


“You know how sometimes everything just falls together?”


I returned the BlackBerry to the counter cluttered by collectible pins and buttons, jelly watches, and three different kinds of pralines.


“Like a sign,” she said, retrieving the board. “He was supposed to be here, but now it’s just you and me.”


The hum came back, louder, stronger than before. It moved through me, vibrating—screaming. “Victoria—”


“Come on,” she said, as she always did. “It’ll be fun!”


How had I not seen where all the forever talk was leading?


“I can ask about Lucas and Trey, maybe Zach, about forever, and you can ask about Chase—”


“Dating advice from a Ouija board?” I said, trying not to laugh. “Isn’t that what a Magic 8 Ball is for?”


Her smile reminded me of a kid on Christmas Eve—except she wasn’t a kid, and trying to contact spirits was as un-Christmaslike as you could get.


“Why not?” she said. “I mean, even if it’s really a subconscious thing, who’s to say I can’t find answers there? Isn’t your subcon supposed to be smarter?” She pulled a small wooden triangle from the bag and, reverently, skimmed it along the golden hue of the board.


She didn’t stop until she reached the word HELLO.


“I’ll do all the talking. Just sit with me, okay? Julian says if I don’t have at least one other person—”


“Julian?” Automatically I glanced toward the front door, where across the rain-slicked street, a silver sign glowed against the night: HORIZONS. People were in and out of the New Age shop from the time the doors opened until the minute they closed. Sometimes after.


Julian Delacroix was always there. Not only was he the owner, but he lived upstairs. The self-appointed metaphysical guru was many things—clever, smooth-talking, completely fascinating—but my aunt got edgy anytime she saw us talking.


“Since when are you hanging out with him?”


“Not hanging out,” Victoria corrected. “Just asking questions.”


“About the Ouija board?” His area of expertise seemed more sophisticated, but I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me that a man with a shop slogan of “anything your heart desires,” a man who reserved the entire second floor for special customers, would have an opinion about contacting spirits.


One of these days I was so going to find out why Aunt Sara didn’t want me talking to him.


“I was looking for some new crystals,” Victoria rushed on, “and was telling him about playing with the board. I mentioned being alone, and he got real serious, saying I should never, under any circumstance, try the board alone. That bad things would happen. He said if I’m serious, I should try it here at the shop since—”


“The lights flicker,” I supplied before she could.


She nodded, her eyes seriously dark. “And the floors,” she said. They creaked.


And the doors opened and closed, all by themselves.


“It’s like a spirit city,” she whispered.


Or maybe just a two-hundred-year-old building. It was one of those French Quarter things. The buildings had been around … forever.


But there was a big difference between my aunt’s shop and the Garden District mansion where the rooms were always cold, piles of ashes and corn dotted the floor—and Jessica’s life had come to a terrifying fork in the road.


“My point exactly,” Victoria was saying. “Can you imagine all the people who died here? All the spirits that could still be around?”


I glanced away, toward the raindrops sliding down the front windows. Before signing papers, Aunt Sara had compiled a history on the narrow, three-story structure. Built by a sugar baron in the 1800s, the then-lavish mansion had been a part-time home for his socialite wife. Over the years the building had been turned into a boardinghouse, a restaurant, even serving a tenure as a brothel.


People had been born here—and yeah, they’d died—exactly like everywhere else in a city as old as New Orleans. People were born. People died. Everywhere, all the time. No big deal.


“You’re doing it again,” Victoria said.


I turned back to her. “Doing what?”


“What you always do when you start wondering what’s possible—you’re rubbing your mom’s dragonfly.”


I had no memory of lifting my hand.


“Please.” Her voice was quieter than before. “I’d think you of all people would want to explore what else is out there.”


I did. That was the problem. I … did.


But ever since last fall, every time I asked my aunt about my abilities, she got all quiet, and every time I talked to Chase about my dreams, I could feel him pull back. Maybe only for a second or two. Maybe only a fraction. It was almost as if he was afraid of what I would see next.


But it was obvious what had gone down with Jessica still lingered between us.


But Victoria … I’d told her everything, even things my gran had warned me to never speak of. I’d shared my dreams, my mistakes. She even knew about the guy who’d dragged me from the river and given me his breath, only to vanish a few hours later.


Dylan.


“Come on, Trin,” Victoria said from behind me. “What can it hurt?”


Slowly I turned, my breath jamming in my throat just as it had that night we’d stepped into the darkness of the abandoned mansion. Open door number one, I remembered thinking; open door number two.


Life was about choices.


Months had gone by. Nothing else had happened. Nothing too freaky, anyway. Just dreams. Chase and I were—


I didn’t know what we were. But we were more than we’d been before and when he smiled at me, when he touched me, my heart sang.


It was time to let go of the past. It was time to realize dreams could be just dreams, and games could be just games.


Victoria was right.


What could it hurt?


Ten minutes later, she scattered white granules around my aunt’s worktable.


“What’s that? Sugar?”


“Sea salt.” One circle complete, she started a second. “Julian says it’ll keep bad spirits away.”


He would know. Secret powers and hidden ability were his thing—which in a city like New Orleans, made him a rock star.


“Go ahead and light the candle,” she instructed.


Outside the rain slashed in unrelenting sheets. Everyone said this was normal, but for me, winter meant snow.


“He recommended sage,” Victoria said as I extended my aunt’s Zippo. “It’s supposed to be cleansing.”


Candle lit, I stepped back. With the windows closed and the space heater off, the flame flashed high, shooting little white sparks as it burned through the wax.


Then lightning speared in, and the room went dark.





TWO


Victoria looked up from a handful of crystals, the candlelight making the green of her eyes glow. “Wicked cool.”


But the vibration humming through me was anything but. Not sure what was going on, I glanced around the small area that had once been a bedroom. Aunt Sara had a mini-fridge and microwave along the back, with stacks of boxes and crates lining the sides. We’d painted the main shop a pretty … sage.


Um, yeah. I tried not to read anything into that.


Here in the back room, a dark cranberry covered the walls, almost like—blood. Aunt Sara had seen no reason to repaint. She’d said it had energy.


Slipping on my hoodie, I joined Victoria at the table. She’d cleared the laptop and paper cutter, the tackle boxes filled with pliers and wire cutters, tweezers and clasps and other tools for making jewelry. Now, the Ouija board sat dead center.


She glanced up. Her hair hung like a pale curtain on either side of her face, making her look very much like the ethereal creature Deuce claimed her to be. Angel.


I sat across from her. Our knees touched. Julian said that was important. Then she reached for my hands—and the blast of heat blew me away.


“Whatever you do, don’t let the pointer thingie off the board,” she said. “And never, ever let it go to all four corners—or let go without saying good-bye.


“Angel of Protection,” she then whispered, and with the words, everything else dropped away, “my guardian dear, to whom pure love commits me here.”


My breath turned shallow.


“Ever this night, be at my side, to light and guard, to rule and guide.”


A heaviness spread through me, much like the night I’d walked into that horrible room with the dirty mattresses arranged as an altar.


“Okay.” As when she flirted with Trey, Victoria’s smile was part nervous, part excited. “Here we go.” Releasing my hand, she drew my right index finger to the pointer positioned over the word HELLO. Its triangular shape reminded me of a misshapen heart.


“You okay?”


I looked from our pale fingers to the glow of her eyes. “I’m good.”


She moved first. Or at least I thought it was her. Beneath our fingers, the pointer started sliding in a methodic, clockwise circle.


Victoria closed her eyes and bowed her head.


I was supposed to do the same.


I didn’t.


The pointer kept moving, one deliberate circle after another, each faster than the one before.


“Hear me now,” she chanted. “I invite only those spirits who are for our highest good.”


The pointer slowed.


“Any spirits who come through who are not, are to be absorbed into the light of protection.”


Swallowing, I focused on the bright yellow flame of the lone sage candle.


“Harming none,” she concluded.


The pointer stopped.


Darkness throbbed. The flame fought it, but my heart quickened anyway. Something told me to pull away. A voice deep inside, maybe. A … knowing. It screamed for me to pull away.


But I could no more have moved, than I could have understood the low voltage buzz beneath my skin. It was the same draw I’d felt that night with Jim Fourcade’s son, in his small kitchen, when a dangerous curiosity had drowned out everything else. Even Chase.


I was so not proud of that.


“Is there anyone in the room with us?” Victoria asked.


The candle flickered, and the pointer shifted toward its first answer.


YES


My throat tightened. I’d been in the small back room almost daily since before Christmas. I’d been there when the sun had shone and long after it had set. I’d been there with my aunt and by myself. With friends, and with strangers. I’d never been scared. I’d never even been nervous.


But now …


“Thank you,” Victoria whispered. “Are you … good?” she asked.


The triangle glided without hesitation, shifting in a slow circle before returning to the upper left.


YES


I glanced up at Victoria. Our eyes met.


“Are you sure you don’t want to ask anything?” she said.


I shook my head as the pointer again started to slide.


YOU


Her eyes went really, really dark, but her smile was pure brightness. “I meant Trinity,” she started to explain, but abruptly shifted gears. “So, like … are you here for a reason?”


Nothing.


At first.


From the front of the shop, over the assault of the rain, the sound of each second reverberated—until once again the pointer slid to the right, hesitating before landing on two dark letters.


NO


“Then, like … are you here because … you lived here, or something?”


The pointer shot left.


YES


Everything inside me stilled.


“Can you tell me your name?” Victoria asked through the stringy blond hair hiding her face.


In my mind, I ran through the history Aunt Sara had compiled while the pointer slid right, then left. Right, then left.


“Marie,” Victoria whispered, shooting me a quick, questioning glance.


I shook my head. The name meant nothing to me.


“Do you know why we’re here?” she tried.


YES


“I like, need some help,” she said, and the ridiculousness of it all eased the tension from my shoulders. Here she sat in the cold shadows of my aunt’s back room with a storm raging outside, chatting away as if she were hanging with an old friend. “There’s this guy I really—”


The pointer shot to the top row of letters, stalling on the E.


“No, his name is …”


The triangle kept going, lower—to the V.


Then the I.


I yanked back, but Victoria’s finger clamped down over mine, and through the silence came a broken rasp. “Victoria—”


The distorted heart veered back to the top row.


I jerked hard, freeing my hand and curling my fingers into a fist—but beneath Victoria’s, the pointer kept moving, sliding to the L … en route to the E.


EVIE


She sagged. “I-I thought your name was Marie?”


The pointer didn’t move.


“Is someone else with you? Are there two of you?”


I’d heard that was possible—once a portal was open, anyone could come through.


Thunder shook the room. Victoria’s face went white.


There’d been no lightning.


“S-sorry,” she stammered. “We just got … got scared. Please d-don’t go! Marie! Evie! Whoever you are—”


Darkness pulsed, and the building groaned.


“Come back,” she begged.


But the pointer didn’t move.


The green of her eyes went black. Her knees started to shake. “Omigod.” Her voice barely sounded human. “It’s so cold in here …”


The room breathed, and the storm laughed.


I’d been warned. Aunt Sara had told me not to mess around. Julian had told Victoria not to release the pointer without saying good-bye. I just hadn’t believed.


Drawn, I returned my finger to Victoria’s and felt the cold stab clear to my bone.


“I’m sorry,” I said, taking over the conversation as Victoria’s eyes got glassy. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”


Along the stacks of crates and boxes, shadows dripped as the pointer started to vibrate.


I didn’t think. I didn’t plan. The words just formed, as if they’d been there all along. As if I’d known, as if I’d always known.


As if I’d done this before.


The current intensified, streaking from the pointer to my finger, pulsing up my arm, through my flesh. Penetrating.


“Are you still with us?” I asked.


Slowly, the pointer slid to the far right of the top row before zinging to the far left of the middle.


“MN?” The bloodred walls pushed closer. “What does that mean?”


Seemingly possessed, the triangle zipped back and forth, back and forth.


M N M N M N M


My breath stopped. I wasn’t sure why. I tried harder—almost gagged on gardenia. “I d-don’t understand. What’s MN?”


“Not MN.”


Through tangled blond hair, the green of Victoria’s eyes glowed. “M-O,” she corrected. “M-O-M.”


Mom.


The word seeped through me, hot and cold and hard and soft, blending, merging. Destroying. “No.”


The lights flickered.


Something unseen scraped.


I wanted to jerk back. I needed to jerk back, to yank my hands back and shove the table away from me, to bolt toward the shop, the door beyond. It wasn’t even ten o’clock. Outside Royal Street was wet and crowded and alive. There were people, motion, activity. I would—


Nothing. I would do nothing, because my body would not let me. Just like in my dreams. My mind raced. My mind begged. But my body would not work.


“Whose mom?” Victoria asked.


A sheen fell over my eyes. Mist spilled in. Edges fell away.


The pointer sat dead still.


“Evie?” Victoria asked. “Marie? Are you still here?”


I stared. Somewhere inside, something fierce and urgent hacked against the cocoon of ice.


But like the pointer, there was only stillness.


“Marie … Evie …” Excitement shook Victoria’s voice. “Are you mother and daughter? Did you die together—is that why you’re both here?”


The screaming started, deep, deep inside.


But Victoria remained glass calm. “Or maybe you’re looking for your mother—or your daughter. Is that what you mean?”


No.


No!


The golden flame froze against the darkness. The crystals glowed orange. But the pointer shifted, sliding to the bottom of the board. To the row of numbers.


22


Victoria’s sharp breath shredded the silence. “What’s twenty-two?” Invisible chains wound tighter, binding me to the folding chair. Only my mind moved. Only my mind struggled.


The rest of me shut down, as the pointer kept spelling.


MOM


“Your mom was twenty-two?”


FIRE


Victoria’s knee pressed mine. “Your mom died in a fire?” she asked.


The pointer spun out an answer.


Everything in me tensed.


NO


“Who then? Who died in a fire?”


Victoria didn’t know. I’d never told her. It was one of the few things I kept to myself, the night fourteen years before, when flames ripped through a house and forever changed my life.


The pointer flew right, left. Right again. And there in the shifting shadows, I finally found my voice. “No.”


“Wait a minute,” Victoria whispered as her eyes widened. “Didn’t your mom die in some kind of accident?”


I’d been told. I’d been given a few details. At first my grandmother had called it just that, an accident. But my aunt had told me the truth. There’d been a fire. I’d been two, asleep in my crib.


My mother had been … twenty-two.


Everything flashed, lightning that wouldn’t stop, that blended together—and danced. Smoke poured in. The heat. Coughing, I pulled myself up and grabbed the rails. “Mama! Mama-mama …”


No one came.


Brightness, shimmering white and red and orange. And a hiss, a roar. Crackling, like the sparks from Mama’s candles. But louder. Brighter.


I coughed.


“Mama-mama!”


I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. Desperately, I grabbed my stuffed kitty and tried to do what I’d been told not to: climb out of my crib. I had to. I knew that. I had to get out. “Mama—”


The smoke thickened. The darkness deepened.


Flames licked—


“Trinity!”


I blinked, coughed, stared at the girl across the table from me. Pretty, blond—white as a ghost.


“W-what’s going on?” Her voice sounded small and faraway, terrified.


“Mama …” Swaying, I blinked, staring at the odd wooden board on the table, the roman lettering. I blinked again, and the warped, heart-shaped pointer started to fly from letter to letter.


LOVE


“Omigod,” Victoria breathed. “It is your mom.”


Moisture flooded my eyes. Something far more awful gripped my heart.


“Stop!” The word tore from me. I didn’t know why.


“What do you mean, stop? This is so cool! I mean—”


“No!” I tried to move. To understand. But all the pieces slipped and shifted, sliced. I was a little girl. I wasn’t a little girl. I was in my crib—I was in my aunt’s shop. I was two people at once, in two places. I was scared—I was euphoric. I wanted to run—


I could not move.


“It is, it is!” the girl said. No, not the girl. Victoria. Her name was Victoria. She was my friend. My best friend. I focused on her, on her tangled blond hair as if it were a lifeline, and tried to pull myself back into the moment.


The now.


Away from the fire.


“Her birthday!” Victoria gushed. “When is your daughter’s birthday?”


Frozen, I watched the pointer glide across the board, up and down … back and forth.


APRIL 14


Lightning flashed. I was sure it did. It had to be lightning. Nothing else could be that bright.


That violent.


But no rumble of thunder followed.


“Where did she grow up?” Victoria asked, smiling like she’d discovered the most phenomenal trick in the world.


MTNS


Mountains.


Numbly, I stared at the pointer, my finger pressed against Victoria’s, with its perfectly squared off, black-tipped nail. I was there. I was there! I could see myself, see everything. But from somewhere beyond my own body. Disjointed. Disconnected. Like I was floating … fading.


“This is so wild! Aren’t you going to say anything?” Victoria asked. “Ask her something?”


I looked up, opened my mouth. Or at least I tried to. But nothing moved, and no sound came out.


“Don’t be scared.” Victoria’s voice was soft now, gentle. “It’s just your mom.”


Just. My. Mom.


The flame glowed brighter, sending off brilliant white trails of smoke.


And the door to the front room slammed shut.


Victoria glanced over my shoulder. Her eyes went wide. And we both started to cough.


“I-I …” she stammered. “I … bet you’re proud of your daughter, aren’t you?”


The pointer moved. More slowly this time. Left, right.


D I


My blood ran cold before the pointer ever reached the third letter.


E


Victoria gasped. “D-die? I … I know you did, and that’s so sad. But you’re here now,” she said, and I knew she was trying to keep her voice from shaking. “And your daughter could use your advice. There’s this guy, Chase … but you know that, don’t you? You know what’s going on and if you could just help her—”


The pointer zipped without warning, racing to the top, left, right, left—


The door to the shop swung back open, and Victoria screamed.





THREE


The candle went out.


Darkness bled.


But the pointer kept gliding, glowing now, slow, steady, so deceptively innocent.


G R A


Light flashed through the room. Thunder shook the windows. I tried to move, knew I had to move, but something invisible held me motionless.


C E


“Grace,” Victoria muttered. “What—”


From the shop, something crashed. And finally, finally, the invisible chains fell away. I jerked to my feet and twisted toward the door—


“Trinity, no!” Victoria shouted.


I wasn’t about to stop.


Muted light filtered in from the street, illuminating the overturned necklace display and the T-shirts on the floor, the votives flickering against the darkness.


Everything spun, tilted. I ran for the door, freezing as I saw the silhouettes crouched low and blocking my path.


“Don’t move,” I hissed, inching toward my cell phone on the counter—and the Mace Detective LaSalle had provided as a precaution. “One step and—”


The shadow lunged. “Trinity—no! It’s me—”


I caught the counter, braced myself. “Drew.”


His eyes wide and dark, his clothes soaked, Chase’s cousin stepped toward me, revealing his girlfriend crammed behind him.


Some things changed, but lots never did. Where Drew Bonaventure went, Amber Lane was sure to follow. Her black shirt and jeans were plastered to her skinny body, her long curls slicked back to reveal the heavy dark liner ringing her eyes, making her look very much like a starving raccoon.


“There she is,” she said all saccharine sweet. “Everyone’s favorite little voodoo queen.”


“Yeah, well, at least I’m not afraid of a hamburger,” I muttered as she slipped next to Drew, as if being next to him gave her relevance.


“Luc!” Victoria gasped, rushing toward a mannequin where her apparently on-again boyfriend slipped into view, as if she hadn’t batted her eyes at Trey half an hour before. Sheet white, her hair a disaster, she dove into his arms. “Thank God you’re here.”


The storm flashed, and for a frayed second I was again staggering from that horrible house in the Garden District to find Jessica and Amber and the others incredibly pleased with their little prank.


That was probably the last time Jessica had laughed.


“Lookin’ kinda pale,” Amber said, then smiled in that razor-blade way of hers. “Oh wait, let me guess. It’s a dark and stormy night and Trin-Trin had another bad dream?”


Drew shot her a look. “Amber—”


I kept my hand to the counter, made myself breathe.


But the shaking wouldn’t stop.


“Trinity?” Drew asked, stepping toward me. “You okay?”


Something had happened. Something had seriously happened in that back room.


“You know I have Mace, right?” I detoured, not wanting them to know what was really going on. Not them. “Next time you decide to break in—”


“Dude, the door was open,” Lucas said. “We walked right in.”


Beyond him, hanging against the open door, the CLOSED sign still hung. I’d turned the lock. I knew I had.


“Are you crazy?” Victoria breathed, disentangling herself. “You scared us half to death—”


“Scared you?” Amber widened her eyes. “We’re the ones who came in and found the place trashed, heard you scream …”


Victoria stepped back. Her mouth dropped open. “If it wasn’t you—”


“Of course it was them,” I said, not wanting her to finish. “Just like the truth-or-dare game last fall.”


She spun toward me. Stringy hair slapped her face. “Omigod, it was the board! What if there was an evil spirit—”


I silenced her with my eyes, silenced her emphatically, but it was too late. Amber, grinning like she’d just been chosen as the next reality star, had heard all she needed to.


“Holy crap,” she muttered. “You were having a séance.”


“Don’t be ridiculous—” But already she was racing for the back room.


I took off after her, cursing silently the second I found her squatting beside the worktable with the Ouija board in one hand, the triangular pointer in the other. “Now who’s being ridiculous?”


I flipped on the light, and all the shadows fell away. “It’s just a game,” I said. “No big deal.”


Victoria pushed up beside me, taking me by the arm. “How can you say that?” she whisper-talked. “You were there. It was crazy. You saw—”


I said it because I had to. I said it because I understood, even as I didn’t.


Something had happened. But I had no idea what. And I wasn’t about to start dissecting that fact in front of Amber.


“You said it yourself,” I reminded her. “It’s just a subconscious thing—”


Everything flashed. The image formed without warning, spearing in from nowhere and stabbing straight through me. I staggered, fell back—


Drew caught me. “Trin?”


Light cut in, like headlights through the darkness—and I saw him, saw him lying so horribly still. Blood covered his face. His hair was matted. His eyes were … closed.


“Chase.” Somewhere deep inside started to shake. “Chase!”


Through the haze I could feel hands against my arms, fingers pressing against my hoodie. “Trinity.”


Drew, I realized. I could hear him, knew that he was there, but through the rain-shrouded theater of my mind, I saw only Chase’s unmoving body.


“Trinity!” It was Victoria now, the twist of her panic penetrating the haze. “Here, let me,” she said, and then Drew’s hands were gone and Victoria’s were there, holding mine. They were warm, like sunshine.


“Come back,” she whispered. “I don’t know where you are, but you need to come back here, to Fleurish!”


Chase wasn’t moving. He was wearing jeans. His T-shirt was the one I’d given him for Christmas, the gray Affliction with the tilted cross. It was plastered to his body.


“Tell me. Tell me where you are.”


“Chase is hurt.”


DIE


I couldn’t breathe. “He … needs me.”


The flood of light stole him, a bright, blinding flash, and he was gone.


I lunged forward, but arms held me back.


“Then why isn’t he here?” Amber smirked.


“He’s … in trouble.”


The girl who’d framed me for vicious Internet posts gave me a you are so pathetic look. “Maybe in your dreams,” she said. “But I can assure you Chase is safe and sound with Jessica—where he belongs.” Her smile was unbelievably hateful. “Now, it’s true they could be getting into trouble—”


“Omigod,” Victoria cut in. “We didn’t say good-bye.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “We didn’t close the portal! We let the spirits out—”


“No.” I cut her off as fast as I could, but Drew backed away from me anyway, much like Chase once had when confronted with the choice to believe—or doubt.


Trying to stay calm, I grabbed my phone and stabbed out a text.


R U OK?


Victoria hovered. “Trinnie—what’s going on?”


I stared at the blank screen, willing a response to appear. Just a word, that’s all I needed. YES. Just one word.


Please …


“I saw him.” Just like in the dream I’d had off and on the past few weeks. After nothing had happened, we’d written it off as harmless.


I had that kind, too.


“He was hurt,” I said, “lying in the mud.”


“Oh, God!” Victoria whisper-screamed. “The board. It said …”


DIE


Our eyes met. The unspoken word hovered between us. “No.” But I could see it all over again, the pointer sliding at will, answering a question that had not been asked.


“We have to find him.” I spun toward Drew, but he was already reaching for my hand.


“Are you kidding me?” Amber screeched. “She’s a freak—”


But Drew and I were already running out the door. Julian was there. I had no idea why. But he was there on the sidewalk in the rain, and when I saw him, when my eyes met his, I knew that he understood.


I never thought to ask why.


“I need more, Trinity. Something specific.”


Behind the wheel of his father’s TrailBlazer, Drew swerved onto another narrow, rain-slicked road. The headlights cut in front of us. The windshield wipers slapped pointlessly. “You know how many roads like this there are out here?”


I did. A lot. We’d been at it for almost an hour, starting at Jessica’s house. Her father said Chase had left around ten—but no one had heard from him since. He wasn’t answering his phone, wasn’t returning texts.


For the fifteenth time, I hit send. “Answer me.”


The screen remained blank.


“Omigod, where are you?”


Sheets of rain destroyed visibility. Trees crowded in from both sides, partially concealing the swelling canal to the right.


“Trinity, maybe you should call your aunt,” Drew said. “Maybe her boyfriend can—”


“Not yet.” That would take too long. “A little farther, okay?”


“Look, try my uncle then and make sure Chase isn’t home asleep or—”


We saw the fuzz of lights at the same time, a dim beam slanting toward a canal. Then the restored Camaro.


Wrapped around a tree.


“Shit.” Drew slammed on the brakes, sending the big SUV into a slide. We fishtailed left, right—


Somehow Drew regained control.


I had the door open before we even stopped, and started to run.


Rain pelted me. “Chase!”


Drew sprinted past me, reaching the mangled car first and yanking at the driver’s side door.


“Is he—” The cracked, blood-smeared windshield stopped me. “Oh, my God.” Grabbing Drew’s arm, I squeezed between him and the car and saw the collapsed airbag—and the empty front seat. “Where is he … I don’t …”


We both twisted around. “Chase!”


I ran, staggering through the garish beam of the headlights. Drew took off in the opposite direction.


“We’re here!” My feet slipped against the muddy incline. “Where are you?”


“Cuz!” Drew yelled behind me.


Nearly blinded by the rain, I shoved the hair from my face and pushed forward, never saw the fallen tree. I went down hard, landing on my hands and knees. The impact sang through me, but I quickly scrambled to my feet. Then lightning glittered, and everything else stopped.





FOUR


He lay by the edge of the canal, one leg in the water, the other twisted at an unnatural angle. He was on his back, his head turned to the side—just like I’d seen in my mind.


I lunged, but my foot slid away from me, and I went down again. “Chase!” I didn’t try to get up. I crawled. He was right there. Right … there!


And then I was pulling myself through the mud, reaching for him, sliding my hands from his chest to his neck.


“Oh, God,” I whispered into the laughter of the rain. “Come on, come on, come on!”


His flesh was wet, cold, but beneath my fingertips came the most amazing flutter.


“Fuck!” Drew shot beside me and dropped to his knees. “Is he—”


“Call nine-one-one!” I shouted, and started to cry. My hands found Chase’s face, his jaw, his cheekbones, finally easing back matted bangs to reveal the source of the blood.


He must have been conscious after the crash. He’d gotten out of the car, was trying to go for help.


“We’re here,” I whispered, and through my tears, my mouth found his.


“Trin.” His voice was low, strained, but strong and beautiful and the most phenomenal gift ever.


“Sh-h-h.” Against the side of his face, my hand shook. “Don’t talk.”


“I’m … sorry …”


The rain still fell. The wind still blew. But I felt none of that, felt nothing but the band squeezing my heart. Easing back, I found his eyes open and filled with something I didn’t come close to understanding.


“No reason to be,” I murmured in between soft, gentle kisses.


The coppery tinge drove home how close I’d come to losing him.


“Paramedics are on their way,” Drew said, easing Chase away from the canal. “Your mom and dad, too.”


“Thank you, God.” I shot Chase’s cousin a quick smile of gratitude. “And you, too.”


Soaked, covered in mud, Drew looked from his cousin to me, the oddest glow in his green eyes.


Closing mine, I dropped my head to Chase’s chest and tried not to drown in the steady thrum of his heart. Vaguely I was aware of his arm closing around me, his hand tangling in my hair.


“That’s some seriously cool shit,” I heard Drew mutter as sirens carried on the wind. “You knew,” he said. “You eff’in—”


The sky flashed again, and the puddle beyond Chase glowed. I hung there, sprawled against him, as everything inside me tightened.


“… like totally awesome,” I heard Drew saying, but then he stopped. “Trinity? What the shit?”


Chase’s hands found my arms and squeezed, but I couldn’t feel it—couldn’t feel anything. “What’s wrong?”


I blinked against the rain, but the Mardi Gras mask remained partially submerged in the puddle.


“No, no, no, no …” Then I was crawling, blindly pulling away from Chase and dragging myself through the mud toward the puddle, reaching out and stabbing my hand—


“Trinity!” Drew caught my arm. “What—”


“The mask! Oh, God—the mask.” It was only a few feet away—exactly like all those months before. “He was here!”


Arms closed around me. Chase. Strong. Pulling me against his body. “Baby—”


Sirens screamed from all around us. Headlights cut in.


“No!” I squirmed against Chase, had to touch. To feel. To find the mask before—


Drew plunged his hands into the slop—


And the glow went dark.


“Leaves,” he said, rocking back and opening his palms so that I could see. “Just leaves.”


I sagged against Chase, staring at the evidence in his cousin’s hands. I could tell him to try again, keep looking. I could beg him.


But I knew what he would find, what they always found when the unseen masqueraded as the seen.


Absolutely nothing.


He was okay.


That’s what I kept telling myself. Chase was okay. Paramedics brought all car-accident victims who’d lost consciousness to the ER. He’d been awake, talking. The CAT scan was precautionary.


But as seconds dragged into minutes, minutes into over an hour since Drew and I had rushed into the chaos of the emergency room, rational thought faded, and like a freshly kicked anthill, my imagination took over. Something was wrong. They’d found a brain bleed. He’d lapsed into a coma, was being raced to surgery. The Ouija board.


Hugging myself, I started to rock.


“His dad said half an hour,” I reminded Victoria, who’d arrived with Lucas and Amber right after we did. Chase’s parents had gotten there a few minutes before.


Almost the entire football team had gathered, some inside, some hanging outside.


Word spread really fast.


“But it’s been twice that.” I kept staring at the door on the other side of the registration desk. His dad had come out once, all grim-faced and stony-eyed, telling us Chase was being taken for a scan and would receive immediate treatment, and promising to let us know as soon as he knew anything.


People had come and gone since then. A lot of them. Patients had been called back. Family members had followed.


But for every one called back, Saturday night craziness brought three more to the waiting room.


Victoria glanced at her iPhone, then at me. “An hour fifteen. I’m sure he’ll be out soon.”


I hugged myself tighter, didn’t understand why they kept the place so cold. It was the middle of winter and half the people around me were coughing or sneezing.


“Maybe you should ask them for a blanket,” Victoria suggested.


I stared at the TV mounted across the room, at an episode of Friends I’d seen at least twenty times, but heard only babies crying. I’d counted three.


“Should I add anything else?”


Robotically, I turned to see Victoria holding her phone out to me. “What?”


“A prayer request,” she said. “I put that Chase was in an accident and is in the ER, and that everyone should pray.”


From the small screen, the words blurred. I blinked, tried to bring them into focus. “No … no, that’s good.”


Immediately she thumbed the blue share button.


I stood. I had to move. Across the room Drew stood with his parents, his father a slightly younger replica of Chase’s father. Amber, completely dry with her wavy hair perfect, sat in a chair next to him, glued to her phone. I could see her fingers flying. Lucas, thank God, had gone outside—


“Trinity!”


I’d been trying not to panic. I’d been trying to be calm, rational. But the second I heard my aunt’s voice, I turned and launched myself into her arms.


“Ah, cher,” she murmured, hugging me against her, hugging me so, so tight. “We were at a movie, I had my phone on mute—I just saw your message.” She pulled back, her worried eyes finding mine. “How’s Chase?”


“IDK,” I said on a rush, blinking back the sudden flood of tears. “They took him back forever ago and we haven’t heard anything—”


My words stopped the second I saw the man striding in from the parking lot, all casually dressed in faded jeans and some kind of fitted button-down. But the look on his face, the sharp lines and assessing eyes, was all cop.


I didn’t even notice the fleece blanket in Detective Aaron LaSalle’s hands until my aunt took it from him and wrapped it around me.


“You’re so cold,” she said, stroking the stringy tangles from my face. “You can’t stay in these clothes—”


“I’m not going anywhere.”


“Of course not. I can give Aaron the keys, let him run get you something to change into.”


Not caring whether I was wet or dry or cold or hot, I was about to shake off the offer, until I saw the way Detective LaSalle was studying me. And then everything just kind of flashed, and I knew that he knew. Somehow, someway, despite the fact I hadn’t said a word about it in my texts to my aunt, Detective LaSalle knew that I was the one who’d found Chase.


“That’d be great,” I said, but he was already stepping closer—and backing me straight toward the corner.


I knew exactly what was coming. If I had a bad dream, he wanted details. If I had a weird thought, he wanted to talk about it for hours. He was so set on staying one step ahead of any and everything bad, I could barely breathe without him playing twenty questions.


Despite the fact my aunt had invited him to go with her to a friend’s wedding in Mexico in a few days, I couldn’t forget who he was, or how he’d come into my life.


I was all about exploring my abilities, but I had no desire to be Detective LaSalle’s own personal oracle. Or guinea pig.


“Trinity.” His voice was concerned. “The accident report says you found him.”


“Aaron—” my aunt said as I glanced toward the door from the waiting room. “Do you have to do this now?”


“Only a few questions,” he murmured, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him lift a hand to her arm. “While everything’s still fresh.”


Her unhappy sigh made me clench my jaw.


“Trinity,” he said, so, so gentle, but I knew—I knew inside he was stoked. “Can you tell me how that came to be? How did you know about the accident? Where to look—”
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