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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, New York Times bestselling author of The Madman’s Daughter and The Cage


“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









Thank you for downloading this eBook.


Find out about free book giveaways, exclusive content, and amazing sweepstakes! Plus get updates on your favorite books, authors, and more when you join the Simon & Schuster Teen mailing list.







CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE







or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen











[image: Image]





To Erin and Susan for their unerring eyes and generous hearts





[image: Image]




[image: Image]





[image: Images]


CHAPTER ONE


Bravery isn’t born. It’s forged in the nightmare places where fear tears the mind apart. For Barrie Watson, her cousin Cassie’s plantation across the river from Watson’s Landing had become such a place. There, it was all too easy to see how shards of past events could turn into weapons, until one bad choice led to another, and memories became prisons that trapped people as surely as any door.


Between the memories and the migraine that always formed when she was away from Watson’s Landing, Barrie fidgeted in the passenger seat of her aunt Pru’s old, black boat of a Mercedes. The sun-pinked skin exposed by her sleeveless top stuck to the leather in the sodden Southern heat and plastered her long, pale curls to the nape of her neck. Her traitorous fingers itched to grab the steering wheel and tell her aunt to turn around. Even the sun slanting low through the oaks that lined the winding drive seemed to whisper a warning, transforming the veils of Spanish moss into something ghostly and macabre.


But Barrie couldn’t change her mind. No matter how excruciatingly hard she had tried to make the right choices recently, she had kept hurting other people. She had to set that right, and the first step began here at Colesworth Place.


Pru eased the Mercedes to a stop at the edge of the visitor lot closest to where the lane continued on toward the ruins of the old plantation mansion and the smaller, modern house where Cassie and her family lived. Barrie adjusted the foil over the chicken casserole that Pru had hastily assembled and pushed the door open. Pru didn’t move. Sitting there with her hands gripped tightly at the top of the steering wheel, her fine, blond curls haloed around her in the fading light, Barrie’s aunt resembled a lovely and slightly demented angel.


Barrie hated what all this was doing to her. “Are you all right, Aunt Pru?”


Pru’s lips lifted wryly. “Look at us. We’re a fine pair, aren’t we? I’m trying to talk myself into getting out of this car, and for all your determination, you look like you’d rather turn around and run.” She reached out and touched Barrie’s wrist. “Let’s just go on home, sugar. At least for tonight. You don’t owe it to your cousin to break the Colesworth curse, and you certainly don’t owe a thing to this Obadiah, or whatever that magician of yours calls himself.”


“I’m not sure ‘magician’ is the right word, exactly. More like a shaman,” Barrie said, avoiding the question.


“You know I ought to have my head examined for even considering letting you come over to look for him, don’t you? Not that I seem to be able to prevent you from doing anything. I wish you’d just forget all this.”


“We can’t forget. This isn’t about owing Cassie or Obadiah. We can’t walk away when the curse is hurting Mary and her family, too. And Obadiah promised he would break the Beaufort binding if I found the Colesworth treasure. If we don’t break that, Eight will be stuck at Beaufort Hall when Seven dies, and I’ll be across at Watson’s Landing, and we’ll have no chance of ever being together. Too many things all center on Obadiah being able to help us. At the very least, I have to know whether he’s still alive.”


“Can you call it living when someone is more than a hundred and fifty years old? I’m still not sure I believe that, but it’s one more reason why I ought to be grounding you for a month instead of bringing you over here and letting you get involved with that man again.”


Switching off the ignition with an emphatic motion and a jingle of keys, Pru sat there a moment looking so small and defenseless that it made Barrie’s heart swell with guilt. But Pru was stronger than she looked. The more Barrie had come to know her aunt, the more she had seen the quiet core of steel that Pru didn’t even know she possessed.


Strength was a bit like courage, Barrie thought. She herself had found both only when she couldn’t live without them, and they had come to her when she had needed them the most. But fighting to protect the people you cared for was one thing. Trusting someone you loved to fight for themselves took a different kind of strength and bravery.


Leaning over from the passenger seat, she dropped a kiss on Pru’s smooth-skinned cheek. “Thank you, Aunt Pru.”


“For what?” Pru looked over, startled.


“For not grounding me. For coming over here to help distract Cassie’s mother. For believing in me and not telling me that letting Obadiah take away the Watson gift like he threatened would have been the obvious solution.”


Pru’s smile was misty-eyed and ephemeral, and she pushed the door open with fresh determination. Barrie, too, got out, and they stood on the brittle and cracking asphalt looking at each other across the top of the car. “I’m sorry I yelled at you when you told me everything. The fact that I did that makes it harder for you to be honest with me in the future, I know that, and I promise you, I’m through with ignoring problems and hoping they’ll go away on their own. I’m done with letting life happen to me instead of living it. Obadiah’s already had plenty of opportunities to hurt you, if that was what he wanted, and anyway, if he can change himself into a raven and make himself invisible, there’s not much you and I are going to do to stop him coming to Watson’s Landing. I’m already having enough nightmares about—”


Barrie looked over as Pru cut herself off. “About what?”


“Never you mind.” Pru pushed her old-fashioned white patent purse up to the crook of her elbow and slammed the door. “My point is that you were right. As much as I wish we could, we can’t leave things the way they are.”


They set off shoulder to shoulder through the trees that cut the visitor parking area off from the cemetery where Cassie’s father had so recently been interred. Pru’s expression was unreadable, but the kitten heels of her shoes clicked on the asphalt in a decisive rhythm. Barrie juggled the casserole, and as they rounded the corner, the shoebox house where the Colesworth family lived came into sight at the edge of the woods between the Colesworth property and Beaufort Hall. Farther on, toward the river, the ruined columns and crumbling chimneys of the old mansion cast long shadows over the kitchen, slave cabins, and other outbuildings that Wyatt Colesworth had been obsessed with restoring. Watched over by a dozen ravens perched at the top of the columns, the archaeological dig area that had recently been torn up by violence was surrounded by yellow police tape, and on the far side of it, two sheriff’s deputies sat in their cruiser beneath a thick-trunked oak.


A sickening wave of lostness pulled at Barrie from the dig site, a physical reminder that, regardless of what she wanted, her gift wouldn’t let her walk away. Along with the lodestone that anchored the Colesworth curse and the angry spirits who had cast the evil magic—not to mention eight million dollars, give or take, of stolen Union gold—Charlotte Colesworth’s skeleton was still buried down there. Somebody had to get her out, and the archaeologists had already made it clear they were going to continue the excavation.


That was the problem with Watson Island. There were too many secrets and dangers lurking beneath the surface, waiting for someone to stumble over them.


All three of the pirates who had founded the plantations—Watson’s Landing, Beaufort Hall, and Colesworth Place—had built secret tunnels and rooms so well hidden that they’d long been forgotten, the way unpleasant things in a family’s past were easier to forget when you shut them away. Their descendants had locked the doors, sealed the rooms, moved to the other side of oversize mansions, or let the grass soften the ashes and crumbled bricks of the families’ mistakes. They’d put statues of angels with fists raised against the sky over empty graves.


Hiding things was easier than repairing the damage that they had all left behind them. Barrie had learned the hard way that when it came to emotions, you couldn’t heal until you acknowledged what was lost. And thanks to the bindings that came with the magic in all three families, none of the eldest heirs could leave the plantations without suffering migraines that in the past had driven people crazy or moved them to suicide. There was no way to escape.


Thinking of the bindings made Barrie stop abruptly. “Would you mind going ahead without me for a minute, Aunt Pru? I want to try Eight again before I talk to Cassie. I’m worried that he still hasn’t called me back.”


“Of course.” Pru adjusted her purse and took the casserole dish Barrie handed her. Then she patted Barrie on the cheek. “Don’t worry too much if he won’t talk yet, though. He’s got a good streak of the Beaufort stubbornness, but as mad as he may be that you didn’t tell him about the binding, you’d only known about it a couple of days. His father kept it from him his entire life. Those two have a lot of ground to cover, and I’ve no doubt that’s keeping Eight distracted.”


Barrie wished she were as certain of that as Pru. She dialed Eight’s number while her aunt walked on toward the small brick house with its too-bright shutters and overly ornate front door.


The phone rang and rang. Then abruptly Eight’s voice was there, that soft drawl with a sultry hint of gravel. “Stop calling me, Bear. I’ll call you when I can talk.”


Eleven little words, that was all, but his voice was raw. Barrie wondered if she’d ever stop seeing him the way he had looked that morning at the dig site when she’d finally told him about the Beaufort binding. A salt-edged breeze from the Atlantic had swept up the Santisto River to stir his hair, and his lips had still been reddened from kissing her. But he’d hunched in on himself as if she’d hit him when he’d realized she had known he was going to inherit the binding that would confine him to the place he’d been wanting to escape from all his life.


Barrie’s breath hitched, and she felt stupid and lost all over again. In the time that she had known him, Eight had shown her weaknesses inside herself she would never have explored without him, shown her possibilities she had never even considered. Holding the phone to her ear, she looked out across the excavation area, where the evening sunlight glinted on the plastic sheeting that covered the hole that Ryder’s and Junior’s pickaxes had made in the arched ceiling of the hidden room that morning. The sight was a reminder of what happened when you tried to keep secrets buried.


“Tell me we can fix this, Eight. Tell me what I can do,” she said. “At least tell me you’re all right.”


“How can I be all right? My entire life has been a lie, and the future I wanted isn’t going to be a possibility. You knew that, and you didn’t tell me. You made choices for me because you didn’t think I could handle the truth—”


“I never intended to make decisions for you. I was only going to help Obadiah break the curse before I told you—I wanted to be sure it was possible and safe before I got your hopes up about him breaking the Beaufort binding—” Barrie cut herself off and sighed. “It sounds like I’m making excuses for myself, and I don’t mean to do that. I was wrong. I know I was wrong. I should have told you. At first Obadiah’s magic was messing with my ability to tell you anything, and then I thought that if you and your father were ever going to have any kind of a relationship again, he needed to be the one to tell you, but that wasn’t fair to you.”


“You’re still making excuses. I don’t need you to protect me. You chose your gift over me, and you didn’t trust me to understand the choices you were making. You lied to me. Over and over again, and I always forgave you. This time, I’m not sure I can. All along, you’ve been worried about my gift making me want what you want and about whether I want you for yourself. I never cared about that, but I don’t want someone who can’t be honest with me. I don’t want to be with anyone who manipulates me. I get enough of that at home. And since my gift makes it harder for me to separate what I want from what you want, at least for now, I can’t be with you.”


Barrie stared at the ground. There wasn’t anything she could say to counter that. All she could do was tell him how she felt. “I should have explained. You’re right. I was afraid of losing my gift, and I should have trusted you to understand. I should have known you would. I don’t want to lose you, Eight. Don’t shut me out. I get that you need some space, but give me a chance to show you that I can do better. I swear I can. I want you to be involved in all the decisions from now on. I’m over here at Colesworth Place, and the archaeologists are coming back to start digging again tomorrow. We still have to get rid of the curse—”


“We don’t have to do anything. I’m done caring about Cassie, her curse, or her stupid treasure. I have my father to deal with, and I have to go to Columbia tomorrow to meet with the baseball coach again and finalize things at the university for next semester.” He paused, and his voice grew softer. “I’m not sure I’m going to come back.”


“What do you mean?” Barrie’s chest clenched, and for the first time since Eight had walked away from her that afternoon, she let herself consider the possibility that she couldn’t fix what she had broken between them. That he was really done. But she couldn’t—wouldn’t—consider that. “Don’t leave,” she said. “Running away doesn’t solve any problems. You’re the one who taught me that. We have to talk—”


“No,” Eight said. “We don’t. My whole life is up in the air, and I need to figure it out myself.”


He hung up before Barrie could say anything else, and she stood with tears burning her eyes and the phone digging into her hand, listening to the silence, as if by some miracle Eight would pick up again and assure her that he’d eventually forgive her. That they could find a way to work things out. But miracles didn’t happen, and no form of magic would let her rewind her mistakes. She couldn’t make him get over the way she’d hurt him or forget that she hadn’t trusted him with the truth.


She had to find a way to fix things. Hurting Eight was the very last thing she had ever meant to do. Losing him had shown her that she couldn’t bear to lose him.


She looked up as a bird fluttered out of the lower branches of an oak to perch on the upraised arm of the angel statue above Charlotte’s grave. Feathers ruffled and yellow eyes bright, it cocked its head to peer at her. Barrie’s heart filled with outrage and dread and hope in equal measure, because it was Obadiah who had pushed her into all of this with his magic and his threats. She reached out toward the bird with her own magic, but she was still too inexperienced, too uncertain of the way the Watson gift had been growing and changing since her mother’s death.


The raven wasn’t lost. It didn’t need returning. As to whether it was one of the ravens that often accompanied Obadiah or the man himself, on that subject, her gift was stubbornly unhelpful.


Taking a step toward the bird, Barrie held her hand out. “Obadiah? Is that you?”
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CHAPTER TWO


The crunch of a footstep on the asphalt behind her made Barrie turn, and she found Cassie coming up the path alongside the cemetery fence. Like Barrie, she was watching the raven that stood hunched on the branch above Charlotte Colesworth’s grave with its head cocked toward them.


“You think the bird is Obadiah?” Cassie asked. “On the phone, you said you thought he was down by the excavation area, where Ryder and Junior shot him.”


The raven opened its beak, but no sound came out. He hopped once on the branch, then flew away. Barrie turned to watch him fly over the excavation area and land back on top of one of the columns that overlooked the mansion ruins. “I’m not sure what I think anymore. All I know is that I noticed the police and the archaeologists walking around an empty spot on the grass where Obadiah was lying the last time we saw him, the way people walk around Obadiah when he’s hanging around not wanting to be seen. He may still be there soaking up energy from people and trying to heal, or he may have run off or flown off somewhere, or he may have crumbled into dust for all we know. I want to be sure.”


A breeze lifted, raising the scent of tannin and pluff mud from the river and flinging Cassie’s tumbled black curls into her eyes. She wore none of her usual sass and bravado. Her beautiful face was bare of makeup, telling its own story about what she’d been through, and it felt wrong to Barrie to have even dragged her back outside after everything that had happened.


She caught her cousin’s elbow as Cassie turned back toward the small house where she lived with her family. “If you’d rather not help with this, I can do it on my own. And if you need someone to talk to . . . I know we haven’t exactly been the best of friends, but I’m here if you need anything.”


“I don’t need your pity,” Cassie snapped. She stared at the angel statue above Charlotte Colesworth’s grave long enough that Barrie began to wonder if Cassie was having another of the flashbacks that had started after her father’s funeral, but then Cassie turned abruptly and hurried down the path. Her long, flared jeans swished angrily around the outline of the ankle monitor the police had replaced after Barrie had smashed the first one that morning to summon help.


Barrie walked after her with an inward sigh. “You and I need to find a way to get along if we’re going to figure out the curse situation. I was only trying to see how you’re holding up.”


“How do you think I’m holding up? Why do people even ask that question? Am I supposed to lie to make you all feel better? Pretend Ryder didn’t rape me? I hate that everyone knows. You. Berg. The police. My family. People in town. Half of them are wondering if I made it up. Even my mother. She keeps asking me why I hid it, as if I betrayed her by not confiding in her. But she and Daddy didn’t want to know. That’s why they never asked the question. Even with Ryder’s threats, I kept waiting for them to ask. I felt so different that—” Her breath snagged on the last sentence, the way people sometimes struggle with a foreign language, as if it were still impossible to admit what had happened to her four years before.


Barrie’s eyes stung at the pain in Cassie’s voice. She searched for something to say. There were so many words in the world, so many ways to communicate, and somehow, too often none of them were good enough.


Cassie walked faster, her stride longer than Barrie’s so that Barrie had to jog to keep up. Beneath the oak tree at the far edge of the excavation site, the passenger door of the sheriff’s patrol car opened, and one of the deputies got out. Adjusting the utility belt that hung low on his hips, he ambled bowleggedly toward the area ringed by police tape, looped around once, stopped, and peered at Barrie and Cassie, before sauntering back to the car again.


“Maybe your mother feels guilty,” Barrie said when he had gone. “Not only for what you went through, but for not having seen how you were suffering. She has to be thinking of all the ways she failed you.”


“I shot the man who raped me. I shot him, and she’s worrying about her own guilt,” Cassie said.


“Worrying about having failed you is probably normal—”


“And then she asked me why I shot Ryder, whether it was because of that or because he tried to steal the gold.”


Barrie herself wasn’t sure that was an “or” question where Cassie was concerned. “The police said it was self-defense,” she said softly. “They’re not pressing charges, after all, are they?”


“Not for now.” Cassie reached the front steps of the house, and then she turned with her foot on the bottom stair. Anger crackled out of her every pore, but it was the kind of anger that was a form of armor, a way to hide her brokenness the way that Pru hid hers with quiet acceptance. Maybe everyone in the world was a little broken, pretending to others that they weren’t.


“I just want this to be all over with!” Cassie cried suddenly. “Is that too much to ask? The curse, the archaeologists, all of it. If Obadiah’s still here waiting to steal the gold, then I want him gone. It’s mine. I can’t leave, and my family and I need the gold to keep this place. He doesn’t get to take it. But if he’s here, that means Ryder and Junior didn’t manage to kill him when they shot him. So how do we get rid of him? I couldn’t even tell the police that he was here. My throat felt stuck whenever I tried to say his name.”


Barrie looked out toward the dig site where the police tape fluttered in the breeze that came up from the river. A single raven gathered its wings and took off from a broken column and flew a wide, lazy circle toward the woods.


“I think we just have to take it one step at a time,” she said. “Let’s see if Obadiah’s even here. Most of all, we can’t jump to conclusions anymore. We don’t know what Obadiah was doing when Ryder and Junior interrupted him,” she said. “We don’t even know for sure that he was the one who tied us up and put us in the cabin.”


“God, how can you still be so naïve?” Cassie’s breath was too loud as she climbed the remaining two steps toward the door. “But then you can afford to trust him. It’s not your curse or your gold he’s after. You’ve never been poor. You’ve spent your whole life locked away in your neat little corner of the world where everything’s been taken care of for you, and you’ve never been unsafe or uncertain of anything for a single minute.”


Given what Barrie had been through over the past few weeks, what Cassie and her family had put her through, a half-hysterical laugh bubbled up in Barrie’s throat. Not that there was any point in arguing. Cassie was never going to see past the preconception of the charmed life she believed the Watsons and the Beauforts led. Maybe that was another symptom of the Colesworth curse, or maybe it was Wyatt filling his daughter’s head with poison for too many years.


The door opened behind Cassie, and she stood back out of the way. Pru and Marie Colesworth came out with a pitcher of tea and a tray of sandwiches covered with a blue-checkered dishcloth, and a few minutes later, Barrie accompanied Cassie to the police car with the food. She stopped there only long enough to hold up the earring she had brought and to mumble an explanation about needing to search for its mate.


At the excavation site, the neatly measured squares cleared by the archaeologists had been obliterated by the illegal digging. The soil was a torn mess of dirt and brick chips, and the datum, the piece of iron rebar used to set the measurement standards for the dig’s grid layout, lay where it had fallen when the spirits of Ayita and Elijah had thrown it, thirty feet from where they had ripped it from the ground.


Circling around the police tape that cordoned off the circumference of the hidden room, Barrie concentrated on remembering exactly where she had seen the police and archaeologists deviate around a seemingly bare spot of lawn. She searched for a hint—some sign she didn’t even know how to look for. There was only the broken soil and the usual headache.


Then something grasped her ankle. Brittle finger bones ground against her skin with a touch so cold that it sank straight to Barrie’s marrow. She felt her strength ebb away.
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CHAPTER THREE


Icy panic clogged Barrie’s veins, demanding that she run. But her body didn’t want to cooperate, and she wasn’t sure if that was fear or magic. Her heart beat too fast, too uselessly, and her chest clenched, her breath coming in and in and in, until she finally remembered she needed to exhale, too, or she wouldn’t actually be breathing.


Bitter cold spread through her limbs. She recognized the draining sensation of Obadiah taking energy, but this was nothing like what he had ever done before. Where he had always taken barely noticeable amounts, like sips through a juice box straw, now he was gulping from an open glass, greedy and insatiable.


She swayed and struggled to break his hold on her ankle. Stumbling, she fought to stay on her feet. Her head spun. Her vision tunneled.


And then nothing.


She woke to find Cassie shaking her and someone still holding her ankle. The sensation of energy draining away was gone, though, and the touch was warmer. She tried to kick free, but her limbs were heavy, as if each arm and every finger weighed five hundred pounds.


“What happened?” Cassie asked, her face pale and her eyes dark with fear. “What are you doing? Did you pass out? Or did Obadiah do something?”


Barrie tried to scream, but opening her mouth was too impossibly hard.


“Hold still, petite. You’ll have some strength back in a moment.” The words came from the seeming emptiness beside her, and then the air shimmered and Obadiah flickered into sight.


He was himself and not. Himself but forty years older: the same dreadlocks that grew past his shoulders; the same dark, shiny silk suit and black silk shirt; but his skin and flesh had shriveled like a sponge wrung out of liquid. For once, his clothes were less than immaculate, and dried blood surrounded a hole in the fabric suspiciously near his heart.


Lying rigidly on the ground, he continued to hold her ankle and made no effort to get up himself. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I had no right to take so much energy from you—I got carried away before I could control myself. I’m giving some back. Just wait a moment.”


Warmth slipped back into Barrie’s limbs, and with it came the realization of how cold and weak she had really been. Panting and still light-headed, she lay unmoving until he finally released his hold.


Cassie shook her again. “Talk to me, Barrie. Are you all right?”


Barrie wiggled her fingers, and when that worked, she held her hand out for Cassie to help her up.


“I’m fine.” She sat up cautiously and stole a glance in the direction of the sheriff’s deputies, who were both climbing out of their car. “Go over there and tell the police that I’m clumsy and stupid, would you? Keep them from coming over here.” Raising her voice, she called out herself, relieved when her voice sounded relatively normal: “It’s all good! I tripped on a piece of brick.”


Cassie straightened and peered down at her. “You should have seen yourself. You looked like a ghost. It was Obadiah, wasn’t it? He’s still here after all.”


“Don’t you see him now?” Barrie shook her head. “Never mind. I’ll explain later. Just go. Get the deputies back into their car.” She waited until Cassie had gone before switching her attention back to Obadiah.


No matter what he’d done to her, seeing him lying there, Barrie couldn’t suppress a twinge of sympathy. Which made her six kinds of a fool. Cassie had been right—she kept trusting people she had no business trusting.


With obvious effort, Obadiah rolled to his stomach and climbed to his feet like an old, old man. Despite the energy that he had taken from her—and presumably from Cassie—his blue-black skin appeared gray and sunken. Barrie’s own limbs still felt heavy and lethargic as she wobbled several steps away from him. Not that he needed to touch her physically to take energy, but right now she felt like she imagined a battery would feel with its meter running low.


“You owe me an explanation for what you did,” she said, her voice sounding weak and thready.


He squinted over to where Cassie was exerting all her charm getting the two deputies back into their vehicle. “I am sorry. It’s nearly impossible not to reach for energy when you’re desperate. I stopped as soon as I realized what I was doing.”


“Not just now!” Barrie made an impatient gesture. “Everything. Tying us up and throwing us inside the cabin. Trying to steal the gold. Did you ever think you could break the curse? Or was that just another lie to get me to help you?”


Obadiah hobbled away toward the row of restored brick slave cabins that sat in the shade of the woods. Cabins where he himself must have worked as a slave before he ran away as the Union troops approached in search of the gold that Alcee Colesworth had stolen. Barrie shivered at the thought of going back there, remembering the horror of being tied up in the cabin even briefly, the sense of complete helplessness. She couldn’t even imagine the kind of memories the place held for Obadiah.


“Stay here and talk to me,” she said. “All of this has gone too far.”


“I’ll talk, but I don’t have the strength to keep us hidden from the police. We’ll have to get out of sight. Where’s the Beaufort boy? You didn’t come over here by yourself, did you?”


“Don’t try to change the subject.”


“Energy is the subject, chère. I had no intention of hurting you, and I very nearly killed you. I took as much from the Colesworth girl just now as I dared. But Elijah and Ayita are even more desperate than I was. They have no reason to hold themselves back. There are also two of them, and desperation and powerful spirits are a dangerous combination. The first person who gets close enough to that room is going to die.”


Hunched and stumbling, he continued his progress toward the cabin even as he spoke, and Barrie had no choice but to follow him. “So then their spirits are definitely still there?” she asked. “What about the curse?”


“Very much also there, but we have an opportunity now—a small one. Ayita and Elijah spent nearly all their strength bringing me back this morning when those two idiots shot me, so it will be some time before they can reach beyond the room where they’re confined again.”


Out of sight of the sheriff’s deputies and the windows of the Colesworth house, Obadiah stopped by the overseer’s cabin at the end of the slave street to catch his breath. Barrie stopped beside him.


“Brought you back from where?” Barrie couldn’t help asking.


“Death. The other side.” Bracing his hands on his knees, Obadiah looked even more gray than he had before. “For the moment, Ayita and Elijah are spent and too weak to break past the magic that confines them in that underground room. They won’t have much strength to fight me if I bind them and then try to break the curse.”


“Isn’t that a good thing? There’s a ‘but’ coming, though, isn’t there?”


Obadiah’s dreadlocks swung forward to screen his face. “I’ll need more energy than I can get here; I learned that much this morning.”


Feeling dizzy and speechless at his audacity, Barrie stared at him. “You don’t honestly think I’m stupid enough to fall for that a second time, do you?” she asked at last. “You’ve been saying all along that you’re not strong enough to break the curse. But you certainly tried the second the archaeologists left the property. Why don’t you just admit you’re after the gold?”


The words fell between them like a gauntlet. Obadiah straightened and looked down at her with his eyes glittering and his expression cold. “I’ve never lied to you, petite, and I never made a secret of what I wanted. That first night, I hoped to bind the spirits, remove the curse, and then take the gold from the Colesworths to give Ayita the revenge she’s waited for all these years and leave her in peace. She’s going to require a sacrifice, one way or the other.”


“No sacrifices.” Barrie’s eyes flew to the bracelet around his wrist. Human teeth.


He gave a sudden rusty laugh and shook the bracelet at her. “Do these scare you? The teeth represent pain. My pain. Magic always requires a payment.”


He reached into his mouth. With a wrench of his fingers, he extracted a set of false teeth, several of them gold, and shook them at her. “That’s the true difference between good and evil, between light magic and darkness. Good pays the price for others. Evil forces others to pay,” he said, with the words slurring wetly. Then he placed the teeth back into his mouth before continuing. “I didn’t plan what happened this morning. If I’d had more time, I would have treated you and the Colesworth girl more gently. But Elijah and Ayita had made themselves weak destroying the dig site overnight, and I had energy available from the two of you and the Beaufort boy, and when the archaeologists left to replace their broken equipment, it was the perfect opportunity. I hoped I’d finally be able to bind the spirits and break the curse. Even now, I don’t have the luxury of shame. The situation’s only grown more dangerous.”


Slowly, Barrie unclenched her fingers. “Why?” she asked. “You said Ayita and Elijah are confined and weak.”


“And what if one of the archaeologists or the sheriff’s deputies step over the police tape to look around? Even if everyone stays where Ayita and Elijah cannot reach them, there are small amounts of energy everywhere: in the air, the trees, the rocks. Since she first cast the curse, Ayita has been content to let that work out her revenge, but now yet another Colesworth has tried to kill a member of her family—for all intents and purposes, Ryder Colesworth did kill me. I felt Ayita’s fury. She and Elijah have had three centuries to learn to project their influence beyond their prison, and it won’t be long before they are able to take energy from whoever is unfortunate enough to pass within ten yards, or twenty or thirty yards instead of a few inches or feet. It’s mainly Colesworth blood she and Elijah will be after, but that doesn’t mean anyone else is safe.”


There was no reason to trust him. None at all. Barrie wanted nothing more than to turn on her heel and walk away, but instinct and her gift still stubbornly pulled her toward him for some reason that eluded her.


“What is it that you want from me?” she asked. “You said yourself that even at your strongest it wasn’t enough to break the curse.”


Obadiah straightened to his full height and looked down at her. “I do have a possible solution. You won’t like it.”


“I don’t like any of this,” Barrie said.


Obadiah’s gaze shifted away, somewhere across Barrie’s shoulder, and his eyes darkened. “There’s a spirit path, a dragon line, that runs through here and splits on Watson Island, leaving a vortex of positive energy in the woods there, and a vortex of negative energy at Beaufort Hall, before coming back together again. Depending on where the Watson and Beaufort lodestones are buried, they may have absorbed enough power to let me break the curse. I need you to bring them both to me here.”


Barrie went still. “Why both?”


“If either or both of the stones are too near a vortex, they might have absorbed energy of only one polarity. Magic requires balance.” Obadiah looked down at his own lined hands, the nails carefully trimmed and pinkly pale. His expression was impossible to read, as if he’d deliberately emptied it.


Empty was how Barrie felt at that moment, too. Empty of anger or even disappointment. She knew what was coming before she asked the question. “What happens to the magic in the lodestones if you use the energy stored in them? To the gifts and bindings?”


Obadiah shrugged, but regret, or something like it, flashed through his eyes. “I’m sorry, petite. I know how much it means to you to keep the Watson magic.”


The emptiness inside Barrie expanded until it filled her lungs and made every organ and limb feel numb. She needed to get a grip on herself. Still, what had she expected? She had known from the beginning that Obadiah wouldn’t play fair.


Risking her gift, the yunwi, and the future of Watson’s Landing was exactly what she’d wanted to avoid. That, and she’d been trying to make sure that removing the magic was safe for Eight and Seven.


Every instinct in her rebelled at the thought of giving the lodestones to Obadiah. Maybe even that was the magic protecting itself. “Can you promise me that no one would get hurt if you broke the bindings?” she asked. “What if there’s some sort of self-preservation mechanism built in to protect the gifts, the way the migraines try to keep us from being away from the plantations too long?”


“I’d have to examine the lodestones before I could begin to guess if that’s true.”


A nightjar called its own name somewhere in the woods, and the lonely, haunted sound echoed the way Barrie felt. The sun was setting, painting the sky in smoke, soot, and crimson.


“You’re asking me to trust you with the whole future of Watson’s Landing—not to mention Beaufort Hall—based on guesses. How do I know you’ll ever be strong enough—or skilled enough—to succeed? You let Ryder and Junior shoot you—”


“No one else was around when I started to bind the spirits! No one to see or interfere, and I needed all my energy and concentration for the magic.”


“That’s my point! You couldn’t keep yourself from getting shot when you were at your strongest. How am I supposed to have any confidence in you now?” Shaking her head, Barrie rubbed her arms against a sudden chill. “I’m sorry, but there has to be another way. Perform an exorcism. Never mind binding the spirits or appeasing them!”


Obadiah leaned away from her, and his breath hissed dangerously. “Destroy them, you mean? They deserve rest after everything they’ve been through. Not more pain. John Colesworth didn’t just murder Elijah. He set his bones into the wall of the treasure room as a warning to the other slaves, and he drilled the bricks with iron stakes and mixed the mortar with salt and holy water. Later, when he discovered that Ayita had cursed him, he had her bones seared in lye and ground into dust. He mixed that with salt and scattered it into the floor, then bricked it over again. It takes more strength than you can imagine for a spirit to survive a thing like that. The kind of strength that comes with hate and pain.”


Sickened at the image conjured by Obadiah’s words, Barrie found it impossible to comprehend the kind of evil that would do something like that—the kind of evil that took the horror of slavery from life and extended it into death. Then again, it was impossible to comprehend how someone could think they had any right to hurt or control another person.


In the deep blue sky above the sunset colors, the moon had appeared, a pale curved shadow in the dusk. Obadiah gently pulled Barrie back to face him. “Petite, I need your help. I can keep the police and the archaeologists away from the room for a while, but only as long as the spirits can’t reach very far beyond their prison. That’s why you need to find the lodestones.”


Barrie searched his expression. Although she found nothing that said he was lying, she couldn’t accept what he said. Somewhere, somehow, there had to be another way. She needed more information. Not just about the lodestones and the Fire Carrier’s magic, but about Obadiah himself.


“I have to think about it,” she said. Turning her back on him before he could argue—or use whatever brand of power he had left to talk her into something—she walked away.


“Don’t think too long,” he called after her. “We don’t have time for that.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Cassie’s longer legs easily kept up with Barrie’s stride as she rushed toward the car ahead of Pru. “What do you mean you don’t know if you can give the lodestones to Obadiah?” Cassie demanded. “You have to find them for him if Ayita and Elijah are after Colesworth blood.”


“I’m not even sure I could find them. And what happened to not trusting Obadiah? Why are you suddenly so willing to accept what he says without questioning it?” Barrie wished she hadn’t promised herself she would be honest with everyone. She’d had no choice but to warn the Colesworths about the spirits, but as for the rest? What was the point of giving Cassie hope when Barrie couldn’t do what Obadiah wanted?


“What if Ayita and Elijah kill someone?” Cassie demanded, sounding half-hysterical. “My family or the dig crew or the sheriff’s deputies. How would we explain what had happened? The police will accuse me of having caused it. You know how everyone likes to blame me for everything. I haven’t even had the final pretrial intervention hearing, and the judge will send me back to the detention center. I can’t go back there. The migraines will kill me—and then Sydney would inherit them.”


“First, we have a lot of things to worry about before that one,” Barrie said, hurrying past the cemetery gate. “And second, if worse comes to worst, you’re stronger than you think. Strong enough to survive a few years of migraines. People have done it. My mother did it.”


“And how’d that work out for her?” Cassie snapped. “You think she would have bothered if she hadn’t wanted to protect you?”


The question was tossed out defiantly, the way that Cassie navigated through so much of her life, but it sank in gradually, a brush across Barrie’s consciousness that opened more and more barbs of meaning.


Self-sacrifice was the last thing she would ever have associated with her mother, but Pru had said something similar once, that Lula must have loved Barrie very much to keep getting out of bed every morning when it would have been easier to give up. Was it possible Lula had kept going despite the pain she’d lived with every day to keep her daughter from inheriting the binding?


Filing that away for later examination, Barrie grasped the handle on the car’s passenger side, but Cassie braced her hip against the door. Barrie gave an exhausted sigh. The day had been too long, and all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and pull the covers up over her eyes.


“Cassie, what do you want from me?” she asked, feeling like she was being pummeled from all sides. “Right now, there’s nothing I can do. Even if I could manage to find the Watson lodestone, how am I supposed to get the Beaufort one? Eight won’t talk to me, so I can’t go wandering over there searching the property for it. In any case, I have to think about what happens to Watson’s Landing and to us—the Watsons and the Beauforts—if we break the bindings. Unless I know that, I can’t trust Obadiah with the lodestones, so you’ll have to help him keep everyone away from that room in the meantime. That’s the best solution I can offer.” Pushing Cassie aside, she pulled the car door open, and slid down into the passenger seat.


Cassie grabbed the edge of the door so that Barrie couldn’t close it. “You’re the only one who can fix this. You have to fix it.”


“Actually, I don’t.” Barrie gave up trying to wrench the door away from Cassie and sat miserably with her hands folded in her lap. “Maybe that doesn’t seem fair to you, but if it comes down to a choice between my family and yours, I’m going to choose mine. I won’t apologize for that. And you don’t get to preach to me about my decisions. You can’t even decide what you want. Quick—pick one. The gold? Or having the curse removed?”


“If you’d help me, I wouldn’t have to choose,” Cassie said, holding the car door with white-knuckled fingers.


“Seriously, do you even hear yourself?” Barrie lowered her voice as Pru and Marie Colesworth reached the driver’s side of the old Mercedes. “Obadiah may seem helpless now, but he won’t be once he has the kind of power he says he needs to remove the curse. What’s to stop him from taking the gold at that point? No matter what happens, you don’t get what you want without losing something else. Apparently, that’s how life works, and nothing I do is going to change that.”


Taking advantage of Cassie’s momentary shock, Barrie yanked the door free and slammed it closed as Pru dropped into the driver’s seat. Cassie stood with her arms hugging her waist and her long hair blowing while Pru pulled the car out of the lot and into the driveway.


Neither Pru nor Barrie spoke again until the Mercedes had turned to the right at the gate and was moving along the shaded road that led past Beaufort Hall. The last orange light strobed through breaks in the canopy of old oaks that lined both sides of the road, leaving the road bathed in gloom.


That was fine. The gloom just made it harder for Barrie to see Pru’s worried expression.


“From the little I heard, it seemed like you were pretty hard on Cassie,” Pru said. “Not that she doesn’t deserve it, and not that you aren’t right, but it’s not like you. I understand that you’re upset and scared. We all are, but if giving Obadiah the lodestones is the only way to stop Ayita and Elijah, we may have no choice. Don’t you think in some ways, it might even be a relief to get rid of all the magic, as long as Obadiah can do it safely?”


Barrie stared out the window. This was exactly why she hadn’t told anyone about Obadiah’s threats before. Because no one understood.


A small creature darted across the road, and Pru braked and swerved. Belatedly she switched the headlights on, as if she’d been too distracted before to notice that night had descended while they hadn’t paid attention.


Barrie dropped her head back against the seat. “How do we know what’s safe, Aunt Pru? We’re still guessing and working on rumor and old stories about what happened between Thomas and the Fire Carrier. We need to know exactly what was in the bargains and how they were sealed into the lodestones, or we’re going to be relying on Obadiah to tell us the truth. I told Cassie I wouldn’t hesitate to choose my family over hers. Don’t you think Obadiah would do the same? He says he’s never lied to me before, but he hasn’t always told the truth.”


“That’s a good point,” Pru said with a reluctant nod.


“We don’t even know why the Fire Carrier is here. Why did he bring the yunwi to Watson Island of all places?”


Pru gave her an odd look. “The spirits were causing mischief for his tribe, and this was the last piece of land surrounded by water as he went east. That’s what the story says.”


“The yunwi do more good than harm as long as you treat them well. You figured that out on your own—that’s why you started leaving food out for them at night. And they stopped taking the house apart once I started paying attention to them on the night that I was bound to Watson’s Landing. They’re kind, and they take care of the garden. They do their best to help us. We’ve seen that ourselves, and all the folklore and information that Eight and I found about the Cherokee Little People says so, too.” Pulling the seat belt aside, Barrie turned in her seat to face her aunt. “We need to reexamine everything we think we know, everything you thought you knew growing up. Every story and legend people around here consider truth. Obadiah says he wants to remove the curse to save his family, and I believe him. I just don’t know what else he wants—or what he’ll do to get it. I think we have to tell Mary about him. Ask her—”


“Ask Mary what, sugar?” Pru asked, though not ungently. “If she has a Raven Mocker in the family who steals years from his victims to keep himself alive? Mary can barely stomach knowing the yunwi are around.”


“You know he isn’t a Raven Mocker.”


“How do we know what he is or isn’t?”


“We don’t—that’s why we have to talk to Mary.”


Pru stared back at Barrie so long that the car drifted off the road onto the grassy verge. Face pale, Pru steadied the car and drove with her hands clenched on the cracking leather until she turned onto the bridge that crossed the black-water Santisto River west of Watson Island.


“All right,” she said. “We’ll ask her. It’s a shame, but there’s no information left at Watson’s Landing that would help us. Lord only knows, Lula looked everywhere trying to find something, so if there was ever anything set down in writing about the binding or the gifts, Daddy—or someone before him—had to have destroyed it.” Pru leaned forward and adjusted the vent on the air conditioner, since the heat of the day had finally begun to dwindle. Then she glanced back across the car at Barrie. “I suppose I should be glad that you’re finally questioning Obadiah. Your tendency to see the best in people is wonderful, but for all we know, the man came up with the whole idea of a race between him and the spirits to see who can get stronger faster as a way to push you into involving yourself again.”


Barrie had to acknowledge the truth of that. “Could you ask Seven, too? He has to know something that was passed down in his family, or maybe they have family documents. Whatever is going on between him and Eight, he would tell you, wouldn’t he? He loves you. That’s one of the things that makes him such an ass—he gave up on you instead of fighting or even trying to figure out a solution.”


Pru’s indrawn breath was almost inaudible, but her profile was strained and sharp enough to make Barrie realize what she had blurted out unthinkingly. She would have taken back the words, if she could have, but she doubted that apologizing would make things better.


Beneath the bridge, the river flowing around Watson Island appeared colorless in the flat light of the emerging moon. Around the curve of the river, the tip of the Watson’s Landing dock was just visible across from the Beaufort one, the two stretching toward each other with no hope of coming together, much like Seven had believed Pru was out of reach. The way that Eight was out of reach. Farther downriver, beyond Beaufort Hall, the Colesworth dock looked almost intact in the distance, the charred and damaged end visible only as listing boards and a broken piling. Tonight was the first time since she’d arrived back from San Francisco that Barrie felt that the gulf between her family and the others—between her and what Eight and Cassie wanted—was as wide as the water.


She had to find a way to get Eight to forgive her. The last thing she wanted was to have to make decisions without him and risk making things even worse between them.


Pru braked to a stop in the circular driveway at Watson’s Landing. The knee-high shadowy figures of the yunwi darted around the car, nearly invisible but for the fiery glow of their eyes flickering in the darkness. Their antics unsettled the white peacock who had chosen to roost in the far corner of the portico, and he fluttered down like a ghost himself and strutted away with an affronted air. After getting out of the car, Pru linked her arm with Barrie’s, and they climbed the front steps together and then went to the kitchen.


Pru downed a couple of Tylenol and drank a glass of lemonade. A few moments later, she excused herself to go to bed. “It’s late, sugar, and I’m not sure I’ve ever been more tired in my whole life. We ought to both get some sleep. It’s going to be a long, hard day tomorrow with Mary and Daphne coming to do the additional menus for the restaurant and the appraiser coming for the furniture in the afternoon.” She headed toward the door, but paused beside Barrie and caught Barrie’s chin between her thumb and index finger. “Don’t go thinking this is all on you, you hear me? We’re going to find a solution to this mess together, I promise. That’s what families are for, so no one person ever has to carry the weight of a burden by themselves.”


Pru kissed Barrie on the forehead and went upstairs, but Barrie stayed awhile in the kitchen before going up herself. Lying in the four-poster bed a half hour later, she kicked aside the quilt and stared up at the underside of the embroidered canopy sleeplessly. Then she plucked up her courage and picked up her phone.


It didn’t surprise her when Eight’s number rang several times and went to voice mail, as if he’d hit ignore. She dialed again, and this time his voice mail picked up straightaway.


Restlessly, she moved to stand out on the balcony. Across the river, Eight’s window still shone gold against the dark lawn of Beaufort Hall. The light-sticks and AquaLeds that Barrie had sunk in the water around the Watson dock rippled like liquid fire—beautiful, but a poor imitation of the wild flames of the Fire Carrier’s magic. And below, in the Watson garden, the knee-high dark shadows of the yunwi darted back and forth across the lawn and wove around the hedges, their eyes winking in and out like fireflies.


Barrie left a message for Eight because she had no choice. She believed what she’d told Pru about fighting—and Eight was worth fighting for.


“I promised you I wouldn’t hold anything back anymore, but I can’t keep that promise if you won’t talk to me,” she said, her voice sounding husky and needy enough to make her pause to clear her throat. “Obadiah may have a way to break the curse, but it would probably break the Beaufort and Watson gifts as well. I can’t make a decision like that without you. I feel lost, Eight. You’re the one who always knows how to figure things out. If that doesn’t prove that I don’t think you’re stupid, I don’t know what would. Also, I miss you. I miss talking to you. I miss being with you. Please call me back.”


Opening her heart was risky and painful, but risk was part of fighting harder.


She hung up and leaned out across the railing, watching the river and hoping the phone would ring. When it didn’t, she retrieved her sketchbook and found herself sketching his face, and Obadiah’s, Cassie’s, Pru’s. When she’d first come to Watson’s Landing, it had been the place that fascinated her, but now that it was the people who gripped her, all of them. The people and the spirits and the magic. She tried to imagine the island without the yunwi or the Fire Carrier, and she couldn’t. Her gift was more than merely an ability to find lost things, or whatever her abilities would eventually settle into when she had figured out how to use them. The guardianship of Watson’s Landing, of the magic that lived here and nowhere else that Barrie had ever heard of, that was the true gift the Fire Carrier had given the Watsons all those years ago. How could she let that go?


She wished she had told Eight everything from the beginning, that she had trusted him with the truth. But she didn’t regret that she had fought to keep the Watson gift when Obadiah had threatened it. Her choices weren’t any easier now, and Eight wouldn’t necessarily agree with her priorities, but she had to let Eight know what was going on and give him an opportunity to weigh in.


A half hour later, she had to admit that he wasn’t going to call.


She needed to do something to get his attention, and of all the problems she was facing now, getting him to forgive her seemed the least impossible. It was time to fight even harder. She had to send him a message he couldn’t ignore.
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CHAPTER FIVE


The secret tunnel that led beneath the river to the Beaufort woods had been daunting every time Barrie had set foot inside it, and crossing to the other side had never ended well. At least the first time, Eight had been with her for most of the trip. The second time, it had still been daylight when she emerged.


Yet what choice did she have except to take the tunnel? She couldn’t wake Pru, not for this. She didn’t have a boat, and she couldn’t swim, and without a driver’s license, there was no other way across to Beaufort Hall.


Unable to find a backpack anywhere in the house, she filled two pillowcases with more of the LED light-sticks, then tied the sacks together and draped them across her shoulders. The floorboards groaned in the second-floor corridor of the abandoned wing that contained what had once been her grandfather’s bedroom. Heavy furniture mottled with a fresh coat of dust added to the oppressive atmosphere, and Barrie hurried through, looking neither left nor right. She climbed onto the bed. Flipping aside the bearded face in the carving that hid the keyhole, she unlocked the sliding panel, then she climbed over the headboard into the hidden room. Another hidden panel opened onto the musty, narrow steps that descended three floors down to the tunnel entrance. The yunwi scampered down with her but hovered on the steps to avoid the iron in the heavy door at the bottom.
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