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Praise for Compulsion


“Boone’s Southern Gothic certainly delivers a compelling mystery about feuding families and buried secrets, not to mention a steamy romance.”

—Booklist

“Mixes dark spirits, romance, feuding families, and ancient curses into the perfect potion.”

—Justine Magazine

“A paranormal Southern Gothic with decadent settings, mysterious magic, and family histories rife with debauchery.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Skillfully blends rich magic and folklore with adventure, sweeping romance, and hidden treasure . . . An impressive start to the Heirs of Watson Island series.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Eight Beaufort is so swoon-worthy that it’s ridiculous. Move over, Four, Eight is here to stay!”

—RT Book Reviews, RT Editors Best Books of 2014

“A little bit Gone with the Wind, a little bit Romeo and Juliet. . . .”

—School Library Journal

“Even the villains and not-likable characters were just so engrossing. I have to say I’ve already put the sequel on my TBR shelf.”

—USA Today Online

“Darkly romantic and steeped in Southern Gothic charm, you’ll be compelled to get lost in the Heirs of Watson Island series.”

—Jennifer L. Armentrout, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“The perfect Southern family saga, charming and steamy on the surface, with cold-blooded secrets buried down deep. What more do you want? More time to read it, that’s what.”

—Kendare Blake, author of Anna Dressed in Blood and Antigoddess

“A shivery, delicious Southern Gothic with feuding families, dark spirits, ancient curses . . . and caught up in the middle, a young girl learning to live and love for the first time. Atmospheric and suspenseful, Compulsion will draw you in and hold you until the very last page.”

—Leah Cypess, author of Death Sworn

“A star-crossed romance, lush Gothic plantations, and an island full of intrigue—Compulsion was a heart-pounding race to the finish! A thrilling debut!”

—Kimberly Derting, author of the Body Finder series

“A fresh twist on the Southern Gothic—haunting, atmospheric, and absorbing.”

—Claudia Gray, New York Times bestselling author of A Thousand Pieces of You and the Evernight and Spellcaster series

“A stunningly magical debut with a delicious slow burn to be savored. I want to live in this story world!”

—Wendy Higgins, USA Today and New York Times bestselling author of the Sweet Evil trilogy

“Beautifully written, with vivid characters, a generations-old feud, and romance that leaps off the page, this Southern ghost story left me lingering over every word, and yet wanting to race to the compelling finish. Compulsion is not to be missed.”

—Megan Shepherd, author of The Madman’s Daughter

“Ancient spirits, mystery, and Southern charm—Compulsion mixes dark magic with darker family secrets in a way that’ll make you relieved there are two more books. I can’t wait to continue reading about Barrie and the rest of Watson Island!”

—Kat Zhang, author of What’s Left of Me
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To the survivors.

For all those who suffer from PTSD, and for the victims of violence, persecution, and marginalization all around the world. For anyone who has been “persuaded” against their will.

May the world become a kinder, safer place.
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CHAPTER ONE

The last miles of the journey stretched eternally, and Watson’s Landing pulled more and more on Barrie’s finding gift. The ache at her temples had never been absent since she and Eight and Seven Beaufort had flown out to San Francisco to retrieve her godfather’s ashes. Now the pain swelled to a pounding pressure.

Seven turned the Jaguar off the bridge from the mainland onto Watson Island. Slitting her eyes, Barrie tried to avoid the afternoon sun slanting through the oaks that shadowed the road along the water’s edge. The blackwater Santisto River surrounded three sides of the island, but the Atlantic Ocean on the Eastern side added a familiar tang of salt to the tannin-scented air and made her more eager still. A few miles later, the car clattered across the smaller wooden bridge spanning the creek that separated the Watson property from the other half of the island, and a historical marker stood at the edge of the high wall that skirted the rice plantation Barrie’s family had owned since 1692. Beyond the bricks lay the Watson woods, with the Fire Carrier’s Scalping Tree at their heart. The thought both drew Barrie and repelled her.

“There, you see? Almost home.” From the backseat behind her, Eight reached over and lightly touched Barrie’s shoulder. “You’ll feel better in a second, Bear.”

Barrie smiled absently in the passenger seat, tightening her grip on the boxed urn she held in her lap. She braced herself as Seven swung into the driveway. The car stopped in front of the wrought-iron gate decorated with its ornate gold W and swirling hearts.

Perceptions were fickle things, as formless as smoke and just as dangerous. Weeks ago, when Barrie had first seen the plantation her mother had run away from in her teens, the light clawing through the haunts of Spanish moss along the avenue of ancient oaks had seemed ominous, and the down-at-the-heels mansion beyond the trees had appeared forbidding.

So much had changed since then. The things Barrie had considered “safe” at first had tried to kill her, and the spirits and the landscape that had frightened her initially were part of what she’d missed the most these past four days.

Leaning forward, she waited for the gate to open. It occurred to her only as the sticky heat blasted into the car from Seven’s lowered window that the entrance shouldn’t have been shut at all—not on a Sunday afternoon in tourist season. Trying and failing to tamp down a twinge of panic, she turned to Seven, who had reached out to press the intercom button set into the thick brick pillar.

“Why is the gate closed?” Barrie asked.

Seven didn’t answer, and in the backseat, fabric rustled across the leather as Eight shifted and slid his eyes away. Not that their evasions delayed the truth for long.

The Watson gift for finding lost things had continued to grow stronger since Barrie’s mother’s death. A tug of pressure pulled her toward the answer, which was hidden from view by Seven’s shoulder. Craning her head around him, she discovered that someone had taped a sheet of yellow paper over the plaque on the gatepost:

Tearoom and gardens

closed to the public

until further notice.

“All right, what’s going on?” Fighting to keep her voice level, Barrie skewered Eight with a glare. “What happened? Did Pru hurt herself? Where is she?”

“Your aunt’s okay,” Eight answered at the same moment Seven said, “Pru’s just fine.”

Barrie looked from one to the other, but it was Seven who had spent the most time on the phone with Pru. “Out with it,” Barrie commanded. “What are you hiding?”

In the rearview mirror, Eight and Seven flicked each other looks that acknowledged guilt.

“There’s been a bit of trouble with reporters and ghost hunters since the story broke about the explosion,” Seven hastened to say. “Nothing to worry about. Pru and I decided it was better to close up in an abundance of caution.”

“You and Pru decided . . . ,” Barrie repeated. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

Seven’s face smoothed into the typical Beaufort for your own good expression that drove Barrie nuts. He jabbed the intercom button again, and Barrie aimed an expectant and disapproving eyebrow in Eight’s direction.

“Well?” she asked.

A hint of red spilled across Eight’s cheeks. “Come on, Bear. You were already dealing with packing up the rest of your mother’s things.” Losing his usual confident calm, he waved a hand toward the box on Barrie’s lap. “Not to mention Mark.”

Grief didn’t make Barrie fragile. She would have told Eight that, but the intercom crackled, and her aunt’s voice came across the wireless system.

“Hello? Who’s there?” Pru asked.

Seven’s expression softened as it did whenever he spoke to Pru. “Just us,” he said.

“Well, thank God for that. Hold on, and I’ll buzz you through.”

It was so good to hear the honey-slow pace of her aunt’s South Carolina drawl that Barrie’s train of thought evaporated briefly. But then the exchange only heightened her sense that the situation was worse than the Beauforts let on. Turning in her seat, she studied them. They were a matched set in their pastel oxford shirts, with their stubborn-jawed faces and their hair lightened by the sun.

She wasn’t sure which of them frustrated her more. They both had the infuriating bossiness that came with the Beaufort gift of knowing what people wanted and being compelled to give it to them. Seven even more so, as Barrie had discovered the past few days. But Eight? He was supposed to be on her side. He shouldn’t have kept things from her. Not about Watson’s Landing.

Technically, the plantation still belonged to Pru, but it was Barrie who was bound to the land by blood, magic, and inheritance. The house, the gardens, the woods where the Fire Carrier disappeared each night, and the spirits of the yunwi that the ancient witch kept corralled on the island with his nightly ceremony of fire on the river were all Barrie’s responsibility.

Responsibility.

The word felt right as Barrie thought it. She was responsible. Because who else could be? Pru barely had the Watson gift at all; she had never been the true heir. As the younger twin, younger than Barrie’s mother, Lula, the gift had touched Pru only incidentally, and she couldn’t see the spirits or feel the land as strongly as Barrie did. And how was Barrie supposed to protect the yunwi or keep Watson’s Landing safe if no one let her know what was going on?

She had every intention of telling Eight exactly why he was wrong and what kind of betrayal it was to keep secrets from her, but before she could open her mouth to speak, he leaned closer with his uncanny green eyes intent on hers.

“You’re right, we should have told you,” he said, echoing her thoughts the way the Beaufort gift so often let him. “But what was the point of worrying you? You couldn’t do anything while we were away.”

“Can’t do much even now. The Santisto’s a public river,” Seven said.

Barrie swung her attention back to him. “What does this have to do with the river?”

“There are a few boats using it to watch what’s going on here. Reporters and people hoping to see the Fire Carrier.” Seven pushed the car back into gear. “Don’t worry. The excitement will die down after your cousin’s hearing and Wyatt’s funeral. Everything will go back to normal.”

In front of them, the black iron gate trembled and began to slide. A dozen or more knee-high figures with mischievous, childlike faces rushed through the opening toward Barrie’s side of the car. Their shadow-shapes were hard to see because of the daylight and the speed with which they moved, but their eyes etched dim trails of fire and gold into the air behind them. Barrie smiled and rolled down the window to stretch out her hand.

A movement on the six-foot wall beside the gatepost made her pause.

There was a man sitting up on top. He was dark from head to toe, dressed in a black suit with a sheen that blended into his skin and an aubergine silk shirt, and he was reading a newspaper so casually, he could as easily have been sitting at home on his sofa. He turned and looked dead at Barrie. Thick rows of dreadlocks swung past his shoulders, and when he lowered the newspaper, something white flashed in sharp contrast against his wrist.

Barrie shaded her eyes, and he smiled . . . and vanished. Between one blink and the next, the top of the wall was empty except for a large raven sitting in the spot where the man had been. The bird peered at her with its head tilted considerably.

“Bear? Are you all right?” Eight grasped Barrie’s shoulder. “What happened? You’ve gone as white as a sheet.” He managed to avoid the five-day-old stitches where a piece of her uncle’s exploding speedboat had sliced into Barrie’s muscle as she’d tried to swim across the river, but she flinched anyway, and shivered.

“There was a . . . ,” she began, but before she could mention the man she had seen, she couldn’t remember what she had meant to say.

Eight’s forehead creased into worried lines. “There was a what? A person? Another reporter? Someone snooping around?”

Barrie tried to focus. She was supposed to remember something. . . . Her thoughts were sluggish, as if she were trying to think through quicksand. What had she been looking for? Why was she staring at an ordinary raven on the wall?

“Sorry. Nothing.” She shook her head to clear it. “It was nothing.”

The look Eight threw her was as sharp as it was reproachful. “One of your ‘nothings’ usually means there’s something. You’re not going to start keeping secrets again because we’re back, are you?”

“Pot, kettle, black, baseball guy. You’re the one keeping secrets.”

She watched the raven fly away until it was only a smudge of receding darkness. She was going crazy; that was all there was to it. Not that it was any wonder, with everything that had happened and the migraine that hadn’t let up in days.

Seven had stopped to look around instead of driving through the gate, which wasn’t helping any. Rubbing the ache at her temple, Barrie nodded toward the entrance. “Can we please just go?” she asked.

The relief was instantaneous. The moment the car tires crunched on the white oyster shell and gravel of the avenue between the oaks, the Watson gift released its grip, as if Barrie had merely been another lost object that she was compelled to return to its proper place.

She sagged into her seat and filled her lungs with air scented by jasmine and magnolia. Fingers of moss hanging from the oak canopy overhead swayed in the breeze from the river, and the graceful old mansion at the end of the drive glowed white and gold in the waning sun. For once, all the dark green shutters hung straight and properly in place.

Ghost hunters or not, it was a relief—a joy—to be back. Barrie took in the wide lawns and the maze of hedges between the house and the Watson woods where the ground sloped gently toward the river that formed the boundary between Watson’s Landing and the Beaufort and Colesworth plantations on the opposite bank.

But a blue-canopied speedboat and two smaller craft marred the view.

Barrie wasn’t prepared for the way the sight felt wrong. The boats staked out beyond the rippling expanse of marsh grass made her muscles tighten as if her whole body had turned into a charley horse and needed to be unclenched.

She wasn’t afraid; the claustrophobic feeling wasn’t one of her usual panic attacks, which, thank goodness, were becoming rare. This was something different, an anger that came from an urge to protect Pru and Watson’s Landing. Barrie wasn’t even sure how much of that emotion came from a natural sense of violation on hearing about the intruders, and how much stemmed from the magical binding that connected her to Watson’s Landing more strongly day by day.

With a glance at the yunwi running alongside the car, she drew the box with Mark’s urn closer to her chest. “Those are the boats you were talking about, the ghost hunters? How does anyone know the Fire Carrier was involved? Eight and I never told the police—or anyone.”

“You didn’t need to mention it.” Seven’s voice and eyes had both grown cold. “Enough people have claimed to see the flames on the river over the years, or at least they’ve heard the legend of the fire at midnight. Someone was bound to put two and two together when Wyatt’s boat exploded at that time of night—”

He broke off abruptly, but it was too late. Tears pricked Barrie’s eyes, and the memories swept in before she blinked: the face tattooed on the back of Ernesto’s skull, the strength of his grip, the ache of his booted feet connecting with her ribs. None of it had faded from her nightmares yet, but it was her uncle’s voice that haunted her. Wyatt’s voice ordering her into the boat so they could take her out to kill her.

She couldn’t be sorry that he and Ernesto were dead.

She refused to be sorry.

A muscle ticked along Eight’s jaw as he read her, and he leaned toward her in concern.

She shook her head and turned back to Seven. “There isn’t anything you can do about the boats? There has to be some way to get rid of them.”

The instinct to protect Watson’s Landing was so new, she didn’t understand it herself. She didn’t expect Seven to mirror her outrage, but his eyes flashed, something real and raw sparking behind them before he seemed to get hold of himself. Then he rubbed his head with an exhausted wince, as if Barrie’s migraine had been contagious.

“Better to let the interest die down on its own,” he said. “Anything we do is only going to create more publicity. Your aunt’s put up NO TRESPASSING signs around the dock and shoreline, and so far that seems to be working. She hasn’t seen anyone coming ashore here the way the treasure hunters have done at Colesworth Place—”

“Treasure hunters?” Barrie’s voice was sharp. “I thought we were finally done with Cassie’s imaginary treasure.”

Seven swerved to avoid the white peacock and pair of peahens that had strayed too close to the road. “The treasure might not be so imaginary after all. One of the reporters found an old newspaper article while he was snooping around. Alcee Colesworth took up the family tradition of privateering during the Civil War—”

“Piracy,” Barrie said. “Call it what it is.”

“Privateering sanctioned by the Jefferson Davis government,” Seven corrected, “at least in this instance. Although, in typical Colesworth fashion, Alcee never shared his last prize with anyone. His ship sank outside Charleston Harbor, and by the time they managed to raise it, the gold had disappeared. It’s not a stretch to assume he kept it for himself.”

Not long ago, Barrie would have argued Seven’s assumption. She would have said it was unfair to jump to conclusions merely because of the feud that had existed between the Colesworths and the Watsons and Beauforts for three hundred years. Barrie was, after all, a Colesworth, too, on her father’s side. But she had learned the hard way that the feud existed because the Colesworths weren’t capable of being honest with anyone, or of accepting a hand offered to them in friendship. Why her mother had ever run off with one of them, Barrie would never understand. But Lula had spent the remainder of her life paying bitterly for that mistake.

The idea that Cassie had actually told the truth about the treasure . . . about anything? Barrie didn’t believe that, and what her finding gift had sensed at Colesworth Place hadn’t felt like gold or money.

She stared through the trees to the dark water of the Santisto, gleaming with the dull sheen of tarnished silver. On the opposite bank, the jagged columns and shattered chimneys that were all that remained of the ruined Colesworth mansion stood atop a shallow rise. As always, the sight made Barrie thankful that Watson’s Landing was still intact. A little frayed at the edges, like one of her aunt Pru’s well-worn sundresses, but perfect and beautiful and familiar.

Only the boats were wrong. Barrie shivered as she remembered the last boat the Fire Carrier had encountered, and her breath came easier once the river was out of sight.

The Jaguar crawled to a stop in the circular drive below the columned portico. At the top of the wide front steps, one of the double doors flew open, and Barrie’s aunt hurried down to meet them. Barrie was barely out of the car before Pru was there, flinging her arms wide and then squeezing hard enough to make Barrie’s stitches groan.

“Lord, I’ve missed you! It seems like a month since you left.” Pru stood back to look at Barrie critically before giving Seven a baleful frown. “Didn’t you feed this child while you were gone, Seven Beaufort? She’s likely to disappear on us.” Leaning forward, she kissed Barrie on the forehead. “Now, don’t you worry, sugar. We’ll get you straightened out in no time. I’m making a beef roast with sweet potatoes for supper, and I’ve got bourbon chocolate cake for dessert. That’s the only upside to having the tearoom closed: there’s plenty of time for cooking.”

Barrie shifted the box to her other arm and gave a reluctant nod.

Pru eyed the box a little wildly. “Is that . . . Oh, honey, have you been holding him all this time?”

“I couldn’t put him in the luggage.” Barrie was pleased her voice didn’t tremble.

“Do you want any help finding a place to put . . . him?” Pru turned helplessly to Seven, but he was watching her as if she were a slice of his favorite whoopie pie cake and he wanted to eat her up.

Barrie couldn’t help an inward smile. “You and Seven go do whatever you need to do in the kitchen.” She held her hand out to Eight as he popped the trunk to get the suitcases. “Eight can come and help me.”

Apart from needing to find a safe place for Mark, she and Eight hadn’t had a moment all day to be alone.
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CHAPTER TWO

The box slipped in the crook of Barrie’s elbow. It grew heavier the longer that she held it. How was it possible that with all the rooms at Watson’s Landing, all the Sheraton cabinets, Hepple-white sideboards, and Chippendale tables, there didn’t seem to be a nook or cranny where Mark would fit? None of the antiques were as too-perfectly preserved and off-limits as those that Barrie’s mother had collected, but none of them felt like Mark.

The library wasn’t any better. Pausing on the threshold, Barrie took in the new bowl of flowers Pru had put on the table between the wingback chairs and the new chintz curtains hanging in the windows. It was a beautiful room, but no amount of cleaning or redecorating could erase the fact that it had been the inner sanctum of a man who had murdered his own brother. The fog of his sins seemed to fill the room.

Murder. The word was still impossible to process. Barrie was related to murderers both on her Colesworth side and on her Watson side.

“Maybe we should try in the front parlor again,” she said, turning to go.

“Bear, we’ve been in there twice already.” Gently, Eight folded her free hand into his. The rough baseball calluses were familiar and comforting against her skin, and his grip was steadying. “You have to let him go,” he said.

I can’t. Barrie wanted to scream the words.

She had thought she was doing all right, surviving the blows one at a time. Discovering the skeletons of Luke Watson and Twila Beaufort in the tunnel and being locked in the tunnel herself by her cousin Cassie, that had shaken her. But she had held herself together. She had managed to escape when Ernesto and her uncle Wyatt had tried to kill her after she discovered their drug smuggling operation. The same smuggling operation that years before had made Wyatt set the fire that had killed her father and left her mother scarred.

With Eight’s help, Barrie had survived the whole long, awful night and finding out that Mark had died. She had made it through the trip to San Francisco and sorting through the last of Mark and Lula’s things. But how was she going to survive saying good-bye to Mark? How was she supposed to let him go? She didn’t have the strength for that.

“Let me do it.” Dropping a kiss on her nose, Eight removed the box from her hand. After he set it on the corner of the desk and took the urn out, a piece of paper fluttered to the Oriental carpet.

Barrie stooped to pick it up, but she knew what it said by heart.

Isn’t this a hell of a thing, baby girl? The damn cancer is growing faster than I thought, so I better write down everything I don’t have the courage to tell you on the phone.

Don’t you ever, ever forget that I love you, all right? Raising you is the best thing I’ve done. You’re my legacy, so remember your promise to put mileage on those fabulous shoes for both our sakes. And if that number Eight of yours is what’s going to make you happy, go after him with a pitchfork.

Now, baby girl, here’s the hard part. I’m leaving it to you to decide what to do with my ashes. You’ll probably hate me for that awhile, but you’re the one who is going to need the ceremony. I’ll be okay with anything you decide, and anyway, I’m planning on sticking around to watch what you make of yourself. Make it interesting for me, would you?

Make me proud.

There was no salutation or signature. No closing. No closure.

“I need to find the right place. It’s the one last thing I can do for him.” Barrie smoothed the crumpled paper and put it back into the box. “You don’t have to wait with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Eight studied her with his eyes drawn and worried. Then he caught both her hands. “Bear, I’ll be here for however long it takes you to find the perfect spot for Mark. You know that, but this indecision isn’t about a place. You couldn’t find anywhere that felt right in San Francisco, either.”

“Mark deserves respect. He deserves everything.”

“Of course he does.” Eight’s jaw grew even more square and stubborn, and he held his palms out, the rolled-up sleeves of his oxford slipping down to catch at the crooks of his elbows. “What about putting him in the glass case here for now, where he’ll be safe? At least, until you find someplace permanent that speaks to you. Do you know where Pru put the key?”

“It’s probably on the key ring in the center drawer.” Barrie pointed to the desk.

Eight gave her the kind of grin that always made her heart catch against her ribs. “There. That wasn’t so hard, right? It’s a good spot, and you have to admit, from everything you’ve told me about Mark, he would have gotten a kick out of invading your grandfather’s space and giving Emmett a big up-yours.”

Smiling when she wouldn’t have thought it was possible, Barrie picked the urn up from the desk while Eight retrieved the key. She traced the seams of gold in the dark blue lapis. They had reminded her of the kintsugi pottery she and Mark had seen at a museum once, simple vessels repaired with gold so that they were all the more beautiful for having broken. That was Mark. He had been the gold that ran through her life and made it whole.

She moved to the cabinet as Eight fitted the key into the lock, but raised voices from down the corridor behind her made her pause. The kitchen door creaked open, and determined male footsteps echoed on the mahogany floorboards. Barrie listened for her aunt’s kitten-heeled tread escorting Eight’s father out, but Pru didn’t leave the kitchen.

Barrie clutched the urn to her chest and blinked at Eight. “You want to go see what they’re fighting about?”

“Not even a little bit. Stop trying to distract me.” He unlocked the cabinet door and held it open.

Barrie instructed herself to move, to place the urn on the shelf, but her muscles seemed to belong to someone else.

The problem was, Mark couldn’t be gone.

“Bear?” Eight’s voice was gentler. “Do you want me to do the honors?”

“I can manage.” She succeeded in pushing her feet forward, raising her arms. Each of the mechanical motions that should have been automatic required thought and force. She set the urn in position, stepped back to study it, and moved it one shelf up before putting it back again where she had originally set it.

Eight waited to see if she would change her mind again. Then he shut and locked the cabinet and stood jiggling the keys in his palm as if he couldn’t decide what to do with them. As if he were contemplating appropriating them to save Barrie from herself.

That would be exactly like him.

“You can put the keys back in the drawer,” she said. “I’ll stop being neurotic.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” With another teasing smile, Eight leaned in and kissed her. A light kiss, that was how it started, but she cupped his face in both hands to hold him close. He pulled back and gave her a searching look, and then his lips met hers with the kind of hunger that sent goose bumps up her spine and made her cling to him while she still could before he left her.

She wished he weren’t going to school in California. She wished he would stay, because then she might have a chance to make things work with him. At USC, he would meet lots of girls. With his looks, and charm, and baseball scholarship, they would be all over him. How could she compete?

He pulled away, and she felt lost again. His expression was dark and serious. “This is a pause, not a halt. I don’t want to start something more when Pru might come in, so I’m putting a bookmark right here.” He tapped her lip with his index finger. “I refuse to wait until after dinner to tell you what I need to say.”

“I want to talk to you, too. About the boats and what’s going on.”

Eight’s eyes gleamed in anticipation. “Me first,” he said.
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CHAPTER THREE

A whisper of wind down the oak-lined avenue cooled Barrie’s cheeks as Eight led her out the front door and around to the right side of the house. The shadow shapes of the yunwi crowded around her, surging ahead and darting impatiently back. She struggled to keep her footing in the strappy high-heeled sandals she had chosen that morning because they were a perfect match to her dark denim jeans.

“Where are you dragging me, caveman baseball guy?” Barrie asked, forcing a smile because Eight was taking her somewhere, and because she was home, and because she hadn’t truly felt like smiling since the night Mark had died.

“Haven’t you been to this side of the house?” Eight paused, his head tipping as he considered that. “I guess I keep forgetting that you haven’t had time to just wander around this place.”

“I’ve been a little busy.”

“Well, come on then. It’s out of sight of the river, and we won’t be interrupted by Pru or anyone else.”

“There is no one else. The tearoom’s closed.”

Eight shook his head at her, took her hand, and started walking. They cleared the side of the house and crossed the lawn toward a row of ruined outbuildings covered in vegetation. Although Barrie had seen the slave cabins and restored kitchen, icehouse, and chapel at Colesworth Place, she hadn’t so much as asked herself whether any of those structures still existed at Watson’s Landing. They weren’t visible from her room, standing as they did level with the main house, away from the path to the river.

There weren’t any slave cabins, thank goodness. The closest building was a stable. A laced web of wisteria, resurrection fern, and Spanish moss decorated the bricks, making it eerily beautiful, an impression that was only intensified as a shadow flew over Barrie’s head and a raven landed in a nearby oak.

At first glance, the stable complex looked neglected. Closer up, though, the masonry stood solid, and there was a structured harmony to the moss and vegetation that wasn’t truly wild. Even the wooden floors inside appeared intact when Barrie peered through a window. A heavy, heart-shaped iron padlock barred her entry, and the wooden door barely budged on its hinges when she shook it.

“Is there any way inside?” she asked Eight across her shoulder.

“Leave it for now. There’s something else I want you to see.”

He bypassed the stand-alone kitchen and some other structures. The chapel was the only ruin. Charred by fire and roofless, it stood at the center of a fenced cemetery, with a congregation of angels, crosses, and tombstones of every possible size and shape, rank after rank of them, mourning above the silent graves outside its walls. Inside the chapel, an oak tree had taken root and spread its branches wide overhead to create a living ceiling.

Eight paused beside the fence. “Beautiful, isn’t it? In the winter, when the leaves are off the trees, it’s visible from my room. I’ve always wanted a chance to come over and poke around.”

“So basically, wanting to kiss me was only an excuse?”

“Other way around.” Eight stepped closer and his eyes focused on her lips. “I’ll use any excuse to kiss you.”

Instead of kissing her, though, he grinned and took her hand again to help her clamber over the waist-high fence. His touch lingered on her skin as he led the way through the empty arched entry into the chapel, where light filtered through the oak canopy to create streaks across the grassy floor. He grabbed the top of the doorway and leaned forward, rocking slightly on his toes as if he were testing the strength of the building. Nothing moved, not so much as a trickle of mortar crumbling from between the centuries-old bricks.

How much of that preservation was due to the yunwi, and how much was due to the same sort of protection magic that had kept the tunnel beneath the river in perfect repair? There was still so little about Watson’s Landing that Barrie understood. The word “magic,” though—the idea of magic—still ran through her with a rush. Her gift had always been part of her, so much so that she’d never really thought of it as something special. Now, knowing that magic existed, and she was part of it, filled the world with possibility.

“We have to find a way to get rid of the people on the river,” she said. “All the reporters and ghost hunters.” She turned back to look at Eight after slipping past him through the doorway. “It seems wrong for people beyond Watson Island to know about the Fire Carrier. Like too many people knowing will spoil it, the way you’re not supposed to tell a wish when you blow out a candle.”

“I’d buy a billboard in Times Square if that was all it took.” Letting his hands drop from the doorway, Eight crossed the threshold.

Barrie’s eyes widened. “You’d really get rid of your gift?”

“You wouldn’t? Think about it. You wouldn’t have to deal with migraines, and you’d be free of Watson’s Landing.” He gave an easy one-shouldered shrug, as if it didn’t matter.

“I don’t want to be free of Watson’s Landing.”

“Things would be a whole lot simpler.”

“ ‘Simpler’ doesn’t mean ‘better.’ ”

“Don’t let’s argue.” Eight caught Barrie’s hand and led her deeper into the chapel to where a waist-thick branch of the oak hung low and then snaked up and out through a glassless window. Leaning back against the branch, he pulled her toward him.

“Don’t you hate people knowing about our gifts? About him?” Barrie whispered.

“There’s no harm in a myth. That’s all people will assume the Fire Carrier is. Practically every plantation in the South has a white lady walking around in a nightgown, and every lonely road has a hitchhiking specter. So what if we have ghostly fire? Let people believe it or assume it’s a hoax, whatever they want. It doesn’t change anything for us.”

“Tell that to Mary.” Barrie sniffed indignantly. “You realize she’s worked here most of her life, and now with the tearoom closed, she doesn’t have a job? And what if someone tries to sneak into the woods and the Fire Carrier hurts them? What happens then?”

“He never has so far.”

“He killed Wyatt and Ernesto!” The words came out so fast, it was as if they’d been bottled up in Barrie’s throat since the night of the explosion. Maybe they had been.

Eight’s brows sloped inward as he studied her, but after a moment, he adjusted his hands at her waist and drew her even closer. The heat of his fingers burned through her synapses, making it harder to be afraid.

“You listen to me, Bear. Wyatt and Ernesto, that was not your fault. Running drugs and trying to kill you were choices they made all on their own. The same applies to anyone who trespasses in the Watson woods. You can’t be responsible for people’s stupidity. You worry too much as it is.”

“Worrying is what you do when you have strangers camped on your doorstep. And what happens to the restaurant we were going to open? You’ll be going to school in a month, so if we have to wait much longer, you won’t be able to help. Tourist season will be over soon after that. If we don’t open in July, there’s not much point starting until next summer. Wait, why are you turning away?” Barrie broke off as Eight’s eyes slid away from hers.

It took a while to process what his silence meant; there were still too many thoughts flying at her all at once. “You knew,” she said, feeling stupid and kicking herself. “All the time we were in California talking about recipes we wanted to try for the restaurant and I was babbling on about tables by the fountain and candles in the water, you knew the tearoom was closed and our plans weren’t going to happen.”

“You wanted to be distracted. Dad and Pru thought—”

“What? That I couldn’t handle it?” Heat spilled across Barrie’s cheeks. She tapped him on the chest with her finger, wishing he could read her feelings or her reasons instead of just what she wanted most, because she wasn’t positive she could explain. She had never been good at explanations.

“The restaurant was going to be here for you whenever you came back,” she said, tiptoeing through the words. “It was the career you said you wanted after baseball, and you’ve been so focused on wanting to get off this island for so long, I wanted to give you a reason not to run away. Maybe that was silly. Or hopeless, I don’t know. It was also something Pru and I could do together. Something that would connect us all to Mark.”

“I know all that.” Eight looked at her as if he saw her, as if he did understand.

Barrie hated that she couldn’t sort out how much of that came of caring for her, and how much was due to the Beaufort gift. Either way, it did horrible things to her concentration and her confidence. Suddenly she didn’t want to talk at all.

“You mentioned something about a bookmark,” she said, her voice sounding small over the too-loud drum of her pulse. She wished she could bat her eyes flirtatiously without making a fool of herself. Wished she was good at the kind of charming seduction that Cassie had probably nailed before she was five years old.

Eight pulled his hands from her waist. His fingers grazed her cheeks, making her breath expand and catch in her lungs. Her eyes fell closed, as if he were stealing her control until it was impossible to think about anything but that moment.

The chapel smelled spiced and warm, and his lips came down slowly enough that energy had time to arc back and forth between them and build and build.

Barrie’s lips felt swollen and her fingers tingled when she finally came up for air, but the worst damage was to her throat. The words came out a rasp when she tried to speak. “I wish we had more time,” she said.

“We do have time,” Eight said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I’ve changed my mind about going to USC, and I emailed the baseball coach this morning and gave up the scholarship.”

“What?” Barrie blinked at him, certain she had heard him wrong.

“Going to California was a way to prove something to my dad, but there are more important things than pride. You, for one.” He paused and raised his head. “Hey, I figured you’d be happy. Why aren’t you?”

She wanted to be happy. After all, she was getting what she wanted.

But wasn’t that the problem?

“Are you staying because you want to stay, or because I want you to?” she asked.

“It’s not going to matter. I sent out emails this morning to the local schools. I’ve already heard back from the coaches at the College of Charleston and Charleston Southern, but I’m still hoping to hear from the University of South Carolina. Columbia is only an hour away, and it’s got a great athletic program. I may have to wait a semester, but I don’t need a scholarship anymore. Dad was only refusing to pay for school to get me to stay here, and now I’m staying.”

He watched her, puzzled, and so obviously still waiting for her to be happy that it made her feel even worse. The longer she waited, the more his eyes darkened.

The late afternoon light had spotlit a spider’s web in the corner of the chapel. It looked gossamer thin, but webs were always stronger than they seemed.

“You’ve spent your entire life wanting to get off the island,” she said.

He stared off past her shoulder in the direction of the river. “You weren’t here then.”

“Pretend I’m not here now. What would you do if you weren’t compelled to give me what I want?”

“The gift doesn’t quite work like that.” His smile was odd and almost wistful.

“So you admit it’s the gift making you want to stay?” Barrie asked.

“Don’t put words into my mouth. And who cares why I want what I want? I would be away from you all year, for four whole years.”

“What kind of a person would I be if I wanted someone who didn’t want me back?”

“I do want you.”

“Do you want me for myself?” Barrie forced herself to meet his eyes, to let him see how much it mattered. “Choosing is the whole point of a relationship—the fact that someone picked you, the whole you, the good and bad, the awful secret things as well as the good parts you want the world to see. That’s the only way you can know a relationship is real.”

“You’re saying it’s too fast?”

“No.” Barrie wrapped her arms around her waist, holding herself together. “You can know some people in days more than you can know other people in years or decades. A night spent fighting for your life with someone teaches you more about them than a year of talking ever would. But if I let you give up your scholarship because of what I want from you, then how will I ever know whether you would have picked me on your own? I can’t let you make decisions that will change the course of your life when you can’t be certain that you . . .” She stopped herself and shook her head.

“You can’t even think the word, can you?” There was a current of tension in Eight’s voice, a live wire that threatened to give off sparks.

She was hurting him, pushing him away when she really wanted to hold him close. It made her shiver until her teeth chattered. She was coming apart, shedding pieces of herself. First her mother, then Mark, now Eight.

“People throw the word ‘love’ around like it doesn’t mean anything,” she said. “But they don’t know what it’s like not to have it. Before I came here, I’d only ever heard it from one person in all my life.”

Eight raised his hand and brushed her cheek. “You’re asking for guarantees, and there’s no such thing when it comes to feelings.”

“How can you sound so sure?”

“Faith is what gives any relationship a chance. That’s the difference between us, Bear. I happen to know you’re worth it.”

She wanted to believe him, of course she did. But wasn’t believing in him a bigger part of the equation? If she believed in him, then she was being selfish for wanting him to stay. Wanting what she wanted was his compulsion. She couldn’t let him—make him—do it.

Stepping back again, she put distance between them until she had almost reached the arched doorway and the path to escape. It would be impossible to say no when his skin burned on hers.

“Give me logical reasons why the University of South Carolina is better for you than the University of Southern California,” she said, “and make me believe you aren’t giving up your scholarship just for me.”

The last traces of Eight’s smile fell away. He lapsed into the expectant stillness that she had come to know. It was as if when he needed to concentrate, he channeled all of his kinetic energy into thinking. Seeing the hurt written across his features, an apology dropped onto Barrie’s tongue, ready to let him off the hook. She bit it off and made herself stand there waiting.

Dammit, she wasn’t going to cry.

But not crying got harder the longer he was silent. The longer he looked like he didn’t have a clue what to say.

“You know what?” She managed to keep her voice steady. “Never mind. That’s my answer. I hope you can undo whatever you’ve done with the scholarship, because I can’t let you give it up. Not on my account.”

Wrapping the last scraps of her dignity around herself, she walked out of the chapel before she could burst into tears. Before she could change her mind.
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CHAPTER FOUR

It was only when Barrie had passed the stables that she let herself look back. Eight had emerged from the chapel doorway. Cloaked in shadows with his shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets, he seemed hesitant, as if he wasn’t sure whether to follow her or let her go. He looked miserable.

Barrie couldn’t allow herself to care. The stables blurred as she strode past, and the caw of a bird swooping overhead was the sound of her own silent screech of rage. Not at Eight. Rage at the circumstances. At his gift. At herself. At the way the blows kept coming.

Rushing around the corner of the house, she stepped off the lawn and her heels bit into the gravel. A low breeze hit her knees, drawing her attention to the shadows milling in front of her. There was something agitated about the way the yunwi pushed at her, as if they wanted her to go back the way she’d come. Their silent whispers, sound without sound, hummed in her ears:

Caution. Caution. Beware, they seemed to say.

Heart already revving, Barrie brought her head up to scan the circular drive, but there was nothing unusual.

“What are you up to now?” she asked the yunwi. But they didn’t answer.

A faint finding tug pulled her attention to a green object on the ground directly in front of her. It was about the size and shape of a poker chip, and it stood out starkly against the white gravel surface.

The disk couldn’t have been there earlier. Barrie would have had to step right over it on the way to the chapel with Eight. It was possible she’d been too engrossed in Eight to see it, but she would have felt it, because clearly it was lost.

She bent to retrieve the token. “Who’d you steal this from?” she asked. “And I thought you weren’t going to do that anymore?”

Only the word “beware” came back to her.

The wooden disk was silken against her fingers, in that way old wood grew soft, but the underside was sharply etched with a design. When she turned the token over, a raven peered back at her, its expression so vivid that it seemed intelligent and alive. The bird reminded her of something she needed to remember. But what?

The returning portion of her gift kicked in. Pressure, faint but insistent, pulled her to the flowerbed beside her. Barrie bit her lip, because that couldn’t be correct.

For the first time in her life, the returning sense had failed her. There wasn’t anyone in the flowerbed.

No one. Not at first. And then . . .

The same man she had seen on the wall was there, the same dark suit and aubergine shirt shimmering like an oil slick in the afternoon light, the same dreadlocks snaking over his shoulders. Like the disk, he hadn’t been there before. He hadn’t been there, and now he was, leaning back so casually against the house, one foot propped against the white-painted bricks, that he might have been standing there for hours.

“I’m glad I saw that for myself,” he said in a voice that sounded foreign and deep, as if it had started with a growl inside his barrel chest. He flashed her a smile full of gold and white enamel. “I wouldn’t have believed the gift could have survived so long.”

Barrie’s heart gave a nasty jump. “Who are you? How did you get in here?”

He peeled himself away from the house and moved toward her with an eerie, gliding gait that seemed too smooth for human motion. “No need to be afraid of Obadiah, petite. Not you.”

The r in “afraid” was rolled in the back of his throat, but along with the French, there was a musical hint of the sea island Gullah that Barrie was learning to recognize. It should have been a pleasant combination, but there was a harshness to his voice, something too clipped and careful.

Fear as sharp as vinegar welled up in Barrie’s throat. “You’re trespassing. You need to leave.”

“I will soon enough.”

“My friend is around the corner. He’ll be here in a second if I scream.”

The man smiled still more broadly. “Will he, now?”

Opening her lips to yell, Barrie felt her tongue and cheeks go dry, as if her mouth had filled with sand. Sand that poured down her throat.

She couldn’t scream and she couldn’t breathe. Panic punched her like a fist.

Obadiah reached out and touched a fingertip to her forehead.

The sand was gone. The panic stilled.

Why had she been thinking of screaming? Everything was fine.

“There. You see, little one? No need to bother with any foolishness. It’s only us here, you and me, and we’re friends now, aren’t we?” Obadiah spread his palms out to show her they were empty. “I’m not here to hurt you, and the Beaufort boy isn’t needed. Let’s leave it between us two.”

“Who are you?” Barrie fought to push words through a cotton-wool padding of indifference she knew she shouldn’t feel.

He winked at her. Winked, for Pete’s sake. “I couldn’t help overhearing your argument,” he said.

The wink and the amusement in his voice helped clear some of Barrie’s fuzziness away. “How? You couldn’t have overheard.”

“ ‘How’ is never the most important question. You see? Already I’ve given you a lesson to show we can help each other.”

“Help each other do what?” Barrie forced her feet back a reluctant step; they felt weighted down as she waded through the false calm that enveloped her. But fear was the shoreline. Fear was safety. She should have been afraid. “Why are you here, and what do you want?” she asked.

His laugh was harsh, but genuine amusement lit his eyes and lightened his expression. “ ‘Want’ is an interesting concept, isn’t it? The one your Beaufort boy doesn’t know how to answer. Human want is an onion, layer upon useless layer of it. The more you have, the more you want, until before long you’ve lost touch with what little you really need. The boy wants his gift gone, and I can take it away for him. Easy as pie. All I need is a small favor in return.”

Hearing him mention Eight again, Barrie finally got her throat to work. She filled her lungs and screamed for him. Where was he, anyway? How was he not there?

Her voice came out a strangled screech, instead of the words that she intended.

A muffled rustle and a rush of air pulled her attention back to Obadiah, but he was gone. Just gone. There was an empty flowerbed where he had been, and emptiness all the way to the corner of the house. Emptiness to the front steps in the other direction.

That was impossible.

Wasn’t it?

“Bear?” Eight rounded the corner at a sprint and stopped beside her. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

A piece of Barrie clicked back into place when Eight touched her, the finding gift homing in on him in the Watson version of magnetic north. For the moment, their argument ceased to matter.

“You’re as white as that old peacock over there.” Eight grasped her hands and held them. “Tell me what’s going on.”

The albino peacock was, as usual, perched on the hood of Pru’s ancient black Mercedes, more proof that no one had run away in that direction. Obadiah wasn’t anywhere. Had he been there at all?

“Th-there was a man.” She fought to get the words out. “Obadiah. He was here a second ago.”

“Where? There’s no one.” Eight scanned the same empty flowerbed and vacant drive that Barrie had searched already.

She tried to summon up a picture to describe who she’d seen, but her memories were smoke. The more she tried to catch them, the harder it was to recall what she was trying to remember.

She had found something, hadn’t she? A green disk of some kind?

Thinking of the disk brought everything flooding back. Uncurling her fingers, she held her palm out, ready to show Eight the reason she had turned and seen the man in the first place. Because he had used it to test her finding gift.

Except the disk, too, was gone.

She stared at her empty palm. The imprint of a raven’s head was pressed into the heel of her hand where her fist had clenched around the token, and then that, too, disappeared. She opened her mouth to tell Eight to look, but the words slipped away. What had she meant to say?

“Why are you gaping like a fish, Bear? What happened? Who was the guy? What did he say?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember.” Barrie dug her fingernails into her palms, hoping the twinge of pain would clear the strange fog from her head. “Maybe there wasn’t anyone.” She shook her head. “No, I’m sure. There wasn’t anyone.”

Eight’s lips paled as they tightened. “You’re scaring me. Focus. You said the guy’s name was Obadiah. You didn’t make that up. Where did you see him?”

The name brought a brief tug of memory. Barrie pointed at the flowerbed, but a moment later, she couldn’t remember why. She followed close behind Eight as he stepped onto the loamy soil. She barely avoided a collision when he stooped to examine a footprint that had sunk deep into the ground a few inches from the house.

At the sight of the footprint, the image of Obadiah snapped back into focus. He had stood exactly there, in that spot, all of his weight resting on one leg while he’d propped the other foot against the wall.

Why hadn’t Barrie been able to remember that? He had walked toward her, walked right past where she was standing now, and the yunwi hadn’t liked it. . . .

“Bear? Are you okay?” Eight straightened, and she looked up.

Everything went fuzzy again, then blank. She nodded. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. Someone was here, obviously, but I don’t understand how there’s only the one footprint. I really need you to think. What did he say? Did he hurt you? Did he threaten you? Is that why you don’t want to tell me?”

“I’m trying to tell you.” Frustration fluttered in Barrie’s stomach. “But you never listen.”

With a pained sigh, Eight wrapped his arm around her waist, radiating heat back into her body where she’d gone cold. “All right. Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “Let’s get you inside.”

She stared up at him while the yunwi wove slowly around the bushes and the driveway as though they, too, were hunting for something or someone. “I’m not crazy,” she said. “I don’t make people up.”

“I know.” Eight cast another glance around the yard before he ushered her up the stairs and back into the house. “I really wish I thought you did.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

In the dim light of the foyer, with the front door safely closed behind them and the grim portraits of Watson ancestors watching Barrie from the walls, it seemed ridiculous to have been so shaken.

“Don’t say anything to Pru, all right?” She tugged the rolled-up sleeve of Eight’s shirt and coaxed him to a stop. “I don’t want to worry her about nothing.”

“This wasn’t nothing. I need to go back out there to look around.”

“If you’re going, then I’m going with you.”

“Whoever was out there disappeared when I showed up, which means you’re the one he was after. You’d be safer in the house with Pru.”

Barrie hated when he was logical.

Catching her hand, Eight hurried toward the kitchen with its 1970s avocado-colored appliances and lack of anything remotely modern. The warm scent of roasting beef and herbs hung to dry in the window mingled with the perfume of fresh-cut roses in the bowl laid on the crisp cloth draping the kitchen table. If love had a scent, this was it: food and flowers and herbs and warmth. Coupled with the sight of her aunt slicing tomatoes at the counter beside the sink, it instantly made Barrie feel more grounded.

“Now, where did you two get to?” Pru turned with a smile. “I went to see if you wanted some tea after Seven left, but you had disappeared.” Her smiled faded as she took a closer look at Eight. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

“Not at all,” Barrie said.

Eight sent her a sideways glance, but continued undeterred: “There was someone trespassing out front. A man. He tried to speak to Barrie.”

“One of those ghost-chasers from the river?” Pru’s voice went tight, and the tendons in her neck stood out, as taut as strings beneath her skin. “I swear, I’ve had it up to here with them. One of them came sneaking up past the fountain this morning. I had to tell him to clear out.”

“I’m not even sure I saw anyone,” Barrie said, sending Eight a fearsome glare. “It could have been a shadow, for all I know. If someone was there, he’s long gone by now.”

Pru turned to Eight for confirmation. “I don’t understand. Was there someone or wasn’t there?”

“He left a footprint in the flowerbed,” Eight said without looking at Barrie.

“Which could have been there last week, for all we know,” she pointed out.

Eight tilted his chin at her. “It looked pretty fresh to me.”

“Because you’re suddenly an expert on footprints?”

“Oh, I am so tired of these people!” Pru wiped her hands and tore off her apron. “Why can’t they let us have some peace and quiet? Seven should have forced the sheriff to arrest a few of them days ago, and then we wouldn’t have trespassers roaming around thinking they can do whatever . . .” She stared at the floor, and then her head came back up.

Eight watched her with concern. “Want me to call Dad and get him to come back here?”

OEBPS/images/excerpt_images/common.jpg

















OEBPS/images/title.jpg
persuasion

HEIRS OF WATSON ISLAND

MARTINA BOONE

Simon Pulse
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.jpg
(b -I'7lb

ls&l-lsb\'v lsaz-lsbe
Chaxlobbe Cdasm\r%h Caxolmg Cdc&wo\r‘bh Soames Homphon
(847-186% (844-1A1 A (843-1889

Wade Colesworth
1475-1996

Coleswortn
a7x-2013

[Maﬁm{ww ] ,[w

)

Cassie Colesworth
1996~

S«ﬂdlw?; quti\&Sh)oH:h

homas Wakson
16701738

Ib’l)s-('Mq

[

[ \
Emmebb Wakson Lute Wokson Awilo, Beasfork
(a%3-20l0 (991974 9931974
Chaxles 'Six” Beauforb V£
(9%0-139%
P Wakson.
18-

Lula, Wastson.
1a78-2013

PBaxrie Watson
149~

[cmm Eigght' Beaufor Vfﬁ:j
(495~

Kate Beaufort

1aa9-





OEBPS/images/9781481411271.jpg
AUTHOR OF COMPULSION

~ MARTINA BOONE







