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Dedication

TO MY OWN SOSYETE, HOLLY ROOT, NICK HARRIS, SARA SARGENT, AND VIANA SINISCALCHI: WE MAY NOT HAVE ACTUAL POWERS, BUT WE CREATED A WORLD ON THE PAGE, AND THAT’S PRETTY MAGICAL TOO.

AND TO NICK’S WIFE, MELISSA, AND HIS DEAR CHILDREN, NOA AND DASH: I WAS FORTUNATE TO HAVE EXPERIENCED NICK’S DEEP KINDNESS AND BIG IMAGINATION FOR A LITTLE WHILE, AND THIS BOOK IS JUST A VERY SMALL PIECE OF THE LEGACY HE LEAVES BEHIND. THE THREE OF YOU WERE HIS EVERYTHING. HE LOVED YOU DEEPLY, AND I KNOW HE’LL ALWAYS BE WITH YOU. WHEN HE TALKED ABOUT DREAMING BIG, I KNOW HE WAS DREAMING OF YOU MOST OF ALL.
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Twilight falls crisp and clean on the first day of spring in Carrefour.

As the light seeps from the sky, I stand in the garden behind our mansion, my eyes closed, trying to picture my mother standing here fourteen years ago today, just before she died.

It would have been an important day for her, the way it is for me. In this town, the arrival of the vernal equinox means a lot, because zandara, the type of voodoo-like magic we practice here in secret, is most powerful in spring. Then again, thanks to the magic cloaking the town, there’s no real winter, so the roses, lavender, fennel, and thousands of other plants and herbs we use to cast zandara charms flourish year-round.

I take a deep breath and try to reach out to the nether, the world between life and death where some souls get stranded for a while. Later tonight, just past midnight, I’ll meet Peregrine and Chloe, my two sister queens, in the middle of the cemetery for a ceremony to strengthen our bond with the spirits who help us. But for now, I’m trying to reach them alone. I’ve felt unsettled for the last couple of weeks, since the night in New Orleans when I played a role in the death of Drew Grady, someone I’d thought was a friend. Instead, it turned out that he’d been recruited to kill me. Now I can’t help but feel like the incident was merely the prelude to something darker and more sinister that’s about to unfold. I need to ask the spirits to protect me and those I love.

“Come to us now, Eloi Oke, and open the gate,” I chant. “Come to us now, Eloi Oke, and open the gate. Come to us now, Eloi Oke, and open the gate.” Eloi Oke is zandara’s gatekeeper, a spirit who opens the lines of communication each time my sister queens and I ask for help. The air around me suddenly feels eerily still, and I know that the words, which we use to begin all but the smallest of charms, have worked. 

I put my left ring finger on my Stone of Carrefour, the powerful rock that hangs from my neck. It was imbued with magic more than a hundred years ago, when the town was founded, and now it allows me to cast charms without actually holding the things I’m invoking. As long as I’m touching it, I can draw power from any plant in the world.

I do my best to clear my mind and summon some of the herbs I’ve been learning about. “Sage and yarrow, I draw your power. Spirits, please help me to see the threats against me and the people I love, and to bravely face any coming danger.” I concentrate hard on my requests, and then I murmur the standard words of gratitude for the spirits’ help.

“Mesi, zanset,” I say. “Mesi, zanset. Mesi, zanset.” Ceremonial words are meant to be repeated three times whenever possible, because three is the most powerful number in zandara. It demonstrates respect for the spirits by symbolizing heaven, hell, and the space between.

The air pressure returns to normal, the way it always does when communication with the spirits has ended, but something still doesn’t feel right. There’s a gnawing in the pit of my stomach, and I have the sense that something is lurking in the garden.

“Hello?” I say tentatively. “Is anybody out there?”

It’s not until the words are out of my mouth that I realize I’m hoping the answer is yes, that it’s Caleb Shaw in the shadows. I’ve barely seen him since Drew’s funeral a couple of weeks ago, when he kissed me passionately and then pulled away to tell me it was over between us. I’d known it was coming; the rules of zandara forbid us from being together, even if we’re drawn to each other like magnets. His family is sworn to protect mine, and any romantic feelings between us get in the way. He attempted to explain it to me a couple of months ago by comparing the link between us to a Wi-Fi connection that grows fuzzier as it gets overloaded. In other words, the more feelings he has for me, the less able he is to sense when I need his help. “Caleb?” I call now.

Something rustles behind the wall that separates the garden from the cemetery, and then the night goes still again. I hold my breath and try my best to listen, but I’m forced to admit I’m imagining things. Caleb isn’t out there. I’m on my own.

“Eveny?”

I look up to see my father standing in the doorway of the house, backlit by the dim lamplight of the living room.

“Out here!” I call. He closes the back door and makes his way down the deck stairs and out through the twisting path of the garden toward me. I still can’t get used to him being here, and I haven’t quite decided whether I can trust him yet. Despite his claims that he has always kept an eye on me from afar, it feels strange that after seventeen years, he’s suddenly back in my life. Still, I know my mother loved him until the day she died. I owe him the benefit of the doubt.

“What are you doing out here?” he asks, sitting down on the stone bench in front of my mother’s roses and gesturing for me to join him. “You disappeared after dinner.”

“I was just thinking,” I say, settling beside him.

“About your mom?”

I nod.

“You miss her a lot, don’t you?” my father asks.

“She was my whole world when I was a kid. Losing her was like losing everything.”

“I felt the same way. When she was still alive, knowing that I had to leave her and go back to Caouanne Island . . . It was torture for me.”

I nod and look away. My parents had decided before I was born that my dad would return to the island where he’d been raised, just off the coast of Georgia. My father is a king of andaba, the magical sect based there, and he and my mother feared that if an anti-magic organization like the murderous Main de Lumière realized they were together, their child would become an instant target. Never before had a king from one voodoo-derived magical sect and a queen from another produced an heir. My father’s absence seemed to work for a while, although it broke my mother’s heart. But now she’s dead, and our enemies know about my heritage anyhow.

I only learned a couple of weeks ago that Main de Lumière considers me the most powerful queen in the world because I have a rare combination of magical blood—andaba from my dad’s side and zandara from my mom’s.

“Dad?” I say after a moment. It still feels strange to call him something so familiar.

“Yes, honey?”

“Do you think I’m still in danger?”

I watch a shadow pass over his face. “I think that we have to assume you are.” He speaks slowly without meeting my eye. “I can’t imagine that a group as strategic as Main de Lumière wouldn’t have a backup plan. But that’s why I’m here, Eveny: to protect you. To make sure you’re not harmed.”

“I thought that was Caleb’s job.” I sound more bitter than I mean to. I shake my head and look off into the distance. I’m frustrated that I know so little about the traditions that make me who I am, and I’m overwhelmed by everything I’ll need to learn in order to be any good at either form of magic. I have the sense that my father is waiting patiently until I ask about the details of andaba before he explains everything. The thing is, learning I’m a zandara queen was jarring enough, and I’m not sure I’m ready to know any more just yet.

“Want me to bring you out some of that chocolate chip lavender cake your aunt Bea made for dessert?” my father asks me after the silence has stretched on too long. “I think there’s some vanilla ice cream in the freezer too. . . .”

“I’m not hungry,” I tell him. “I’m just going to sit here for a while, I think.”

He nods. “Being with your mom’s roses has always brought me peace too,” he says. “It’s a little bit like she’s still here with us.” He stands, kisses me on the top of my head, and smiles at me sadly before striding back toward the house.

Exhausted from a long day of studying zandara charms and sapped of energy after asking the spirits for help, I doze off on the garden bench and dream of Caleb emerging from the shadows in New Orleans a couple of weeks ago to save me. I’d gone there to take part in my sosyete’s annual possession ceremony, but as we danced in the streets among Mardi Gras revelers, Drew had emerged from the crowd, brandishing a knife, and forced me into an alley. He would have killed me if Caleb hadn’t shown up just in time.

Suddenly, in the midst of the dream, I hear a woman’s voice in my head, clear and sharp: “Save yourself.” I awaken with a start, my heart pounding, but before I can figure out if I’m hearing things or if the warning was just part of the unsettling dream, a hulking shape comes at me from the left at lightning speed, slamming my head down onto the stone bench. I hear a loud grunt, then a mumbled phrase in what sounds like French.

I start to scream, but a man’s hand, rough and hairy, clamps down over my nose and mouth, cutting off my air supply. I struggle and choke, clawing at him, but he’s much bigger than I am, and he swats my hands away. I strain to see his face, but he’s wearing a ski mask, and he’s shrouded in darkness. The only thing I can make out are his pale blue, bloodshot eyes, rimmed with blond lashes.

Keeping one hand over my mouth, he uses his other hand to lift me up by my hair until I’m dangling several inches above the ground. “Good girl,” he hisses. “Be nice, now.”

I try to scream again, but he shakes me so hard that I can almost feel my brain banging against the inside of my skull. I’m temporarily silenced as the world goes fuzzy. I blink a few times, forcing myself to focus, and I begin to kick wildly, aiming for my assailant’s midsection. But he’s larger than I thought, and he’s easily holding me far enough from his body that my kicks aren’t even close to connecting.

“Stop struggling!” the man says, giving me another violent shake.

A moment later, my vision clears, and I can see that we’re moving rapidly toward the back wall. The man still has me by the hair, one hand over my mouth, and he’s dragging me across the dirt almost effortlessly. My head throbs, and I feel dazed, but I’m coherent enough to realize that the farther we get from my house, the less likely it is that anyone will find me. Just as we reach the brick wall separating the garden from the cemetery, I gather all my strength, force my jaw open as if I’m about to scream, and clamp down as hard as I can, biting the man’s hand.

“Merde!” He jerks his hand away from my face and loosens his grip on my hair a little. It’s enough for me to twist away from him and begin screaming.

“Help! Caleb! Dad!” I yell, but it’s all I have time for before the man pounces on me again, shoving me to the ground and pinning me with the weight of his enormous body. In the distance, from the direction of the house, I can hear footsteps and shouting, and I know that someone’s coming for me. But I might not have that much time.

“You little bitch!” My attacker tries to pull me up by my hair again, but I jab backward with my right elbow, connecting with his face, and hear a sickening crunch. “Damn you!” he cries as blood spurts from his broken nose.

He doesn’t let go, though, and a moment later, his hands are around my neck. “I’m not supposed to kill you, but I think I can ignore orders just this once,” he growls. “And believe me, I’m going to make it hurt.” In one deft motion, he presses down on my right arm until I hear it snap. Pain sears through me like I’m on fire.

I scream as the agony takes over my body. Suddenly, I hear the voice from my dream again. Save yourself, it whispers, and I realize suddenly that I don’t have to fight like a normal person. I’m not a normal person. I’m a zandara queen.

I stop struggling, which seems to startle the man. He pulls away slightly, and in the instant before he reaches for me again, I touch my Stone of Carrefour with my left ring finger and murmur, “Asafoetida, I draw your power.” It’s a repellent herb I read about yesterday, and I think it could be just the thing to push him back. “Please, spirits,” I add quickly, “keep this man away long enough for me to escape from him.”

Right away, he stops fighting and rolls to the side, limp. I don’t know how long the charm will work, so I scramble out from beneath him, kick him once more in the face for good measure, and take off toward my house. I’m breathless and bruised, and my right arm sends pain ricocheting through my entire body with every step I take, but I run as fast as I can until I almost collide with my father and Caleb. Relief sweeps over me. 

“He’s that way!” I point with my left hand. “I think he’s Main de Lumière. Be careful.”

“You’re okay?” Caleb hesitates, his sky-blue eyes ablaze with concern.

“I’ll live,” I say. He hesitates for another millisecond before running in the direction I pointed.

My father reaches for me, but I cry out when he touches my right arm. “The man broke it,” I say, and his eyes widen.

“Let’s get you inside. I’ll call Peregrine and Chloe.”

I nod, but already I’m feeling woozy, and I’m not sure if it’s from the pain of my snapped arm or if the man shook me hard enough to give me a concussion. Either way, I sink gratefully into my father and let him lead me gently back toward the house. In the distance, I can hear Caleb shouting and then the screams of the man who tried to kill me.

After that, silence.
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“You know, you’re always getting yourself into things like this,” Peregrine says twenty minutes later, after she and Chloe screech up to my house in her vintage Aston Martin. Her snake, Audowido, is draped over her shoulders like a shawl, and the way he’s staring at me unsettles me, as usual. “I was right in the middle of getting a manicure, you know. Now I’ve chipped the polish on three nails, Eveny. Three nails!” But despite her words, I know she’s worried. She’s chewing her bottom lip almost hard enough to draw blood.

“So sorry to inconvenience you.” I turn slightly, wincing as I jostle my broken arm.

“Well,” she says, looking me up and down. “You’ll owe me for the manicure anyhow. Twenty dollars.” Audowido hisses his agreement.

I just glare at her until she sighs and crosses her arms.

“You know, we can’t be here to keep you from getting hurt all the time, okay?” she says. “And you can’t be so irresponsible. This town is counting on all three of us.”

I roll my eyes. “Gee, really? I hadn’t realized.”

Peregrine opens her mouth, but Chloe cuts her off with an elbow to her ribs. “What Peregrine’s trying to say,” Chloe says, “is that we’re both very glad you’re okay. You must have been really scared.”

I nod, which sends pain shooting through my arm again. “Caleb got the guy,” I say. In the corner, Caleb, who is scratched and bloody, looks up and meets my gaze. In his eyes, I see both fury and anguish; protecting me is his job, but taking a life still carves a piece out of your soul.

“The bigger problem,” my father says, striding into the room with a handful of herbs, “is how the hell this monster got into Carrefour. Isn’t the wall supposed to be protecting us from people like that?” He bends beside me and hands me the herbs. “Are you okay, honey?”

“She will be,” Peregrine says before I can answer. “If you go away and let us do our thing.” Peregrine’s bought into the viewpoint her mom has held for a long time: that my dad is indirectly responsible for causing the trouble that has plagued Carrefour, beginning with my mother’s death. The mothers’ sosyete seems to believe that things were fine in town until my father arrived for the first time two decades ago, and that he somehow opened us up to attack from the outside. In other words, if he hadn’t come here, danger wouldn’t have found us.

“I can speak for myself, Peregrine,” I say.

She shrugs and flicks her hundreds of snakelike curls over her shoulder while giving my father a dirty look.

“Peregrine—” my father begins, but then he seems to realize this isn’t the time to argue. He closes his eyes briefly and says, “I know that if the three of you work together, you’ll be much more effective at healing Eveny than I could be by myself. So please, just help her.”

Peregrine turns away without replying and grabs the herbs from my hand. She takes a quick inventory of what my father has brought—white oak bark, althea, bay leaf, and walnut leaf. “Good choices,” she says grudgingly. My father nods and walks away.

“You’re going to have to do this one without holding my hand,” I say, turning to Peregrine. Typically, when the three of us cast together, our power is strengthened when we join hands. But with my broken arm—the very thing we’re here to heal—I don’t think I’ll be able to hold on without excruciating pain.

“Don’t worry,” Peregrine says, and for an instant, her defenses are down, and I see concern in her eyes. “I think if Chloe and I both grab on to your waist, we can still complete the circle. Okay?”

I nod, and she reaches for me more gently than I would have expected, inching one side of my shirt up to my rib cage and gesturing for Chloe to do the same. Once they’re both touching me, Peregrine grasps the handful of herbs and takes Chloe’s hand, so that the plants are between them. “Come to us now, Eloi Oke, and open the gate,” she murmurs. Chloe and I join in on the second and third repetition, and as always, the air pressure in the room shifts as soon as we’ve said the phrase a third time.

Audowido hisses softly as Chloe begins to hum. Music isn’t always necessary in a ceremony, but the spirits like it, so when you’re asking for something big, it doesn’t hurt. She keeps humming a single note as Peregrine chants, “White oak bark, althea, bay leaf, and walnut leaf, we draw your power. Spirits, please heal Eveny’s broken arm and the other wounds she received at the hands of her attacker.”

We all hum for a moment, our three voices combining to send a sweet sound into the universe. I’d like to imagine our singing heading up toward heaven, but the truth is, we only deal with spirits trapped in the nether, and those spirits live beneath us. Not exactly hell, but close. So I look down and concentrate, and after a moment, I feel a warm buzzing in my shoulder that spreads slowly down my arm like honey. Then there’s the sensation of something pulling gently at me, and I can feel the pain being sucked out.

Finally, the room seems to vibrate with energy, and I don’t hurt anymore. Audowido looks me up and down and, apparently sensing that the charm has worked, hisses in Peregrine’s ear. She nods and stops humming. “Mesi, zanset,” she says. Chloe and I repeat the words, which mean Thank you, ancestors.

The air pressure regulates after we’ve said the phrase a third time, and the three of us look up at each other. As usual, I feel exhausted; the spirits draw on our energy to complete charms, so performing zandara always leaves us tired.

“You okay now?” Peregrine asks, looking me up and down.

I touch my arm gingerly, then shake it out. I sigh in relief. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Good,” she says. “Then let’s talk about what the hell just happened. How did Main de Lumière get in?”

“We don’t know for sure it was Main de Lumière,” I remind her. But in my heart, I know there’s no other option. High-ranking Main de Lumière soldiers—such as Aloysius Vauclain, the man who tried to kill me last month—are descended from the same line of magic haters, and they tend to be startlingly pale, with white-blond hair and almost translucent blue eyes. That’s exactly what my attacker looked like behind the ski mask.

“There’s no doubt,” Caleb says from the corner. I turn, startled. I’d almost forgotten he was there. He crosses over to us and stands beside me, so close that I can feel the heat radiating from his skin. “When I took off his mask afterward . . .” His voice trails off and he looks at the ground. “He was definitely Main de Lumière.”

“Okay. But how did they get in?” Chloe says.

“I don’t know,” I say. “But this isn’t good.” Since Carrefour’s founding in 1904, the town has been protected by a magically charmed gate. It’s what keeps us safe; only residents can enter, using a special key, and when they bring visitors in, which is rare, those people are powerless to harm anyone. The fact that a Main de Lumière intruder has gotten in—and succeeded in hurting me—means that something’s wrong with the charm.

“We’ll have to cast again as soon as possible,” Peregrine says. “We’re in danger all the time until we can fix this.”

“Should we leave town until we figure it out?” Chloe asks. “This has never happened before.”

Peregrine and I look at her in surprise, and I can see Caleb’s head jerk up too. “Leave Carrefour?” I ask. The town has been a safe haven for our families for over a hundred years, and on top of that, leaving would put all of the innocent townspeople at risk, because we wouldn’t be here to protect them. Abandoning it is unthinkable.

“Just for a little while,” Chloe says. “Until we know we’re safe?”

“Let’s talk to our mothers about it,” Peregrine says. “Ready to go?” she asks Chloe. 

Chloe shoots me a concerned look. “You going to be okay?”

I nod. “Yeah. And thank you. For healing me.”

“Of course,” Chloe says.

“That’s what sisters are for,” Peregrine says, and I’m not sure whether or not she’s being sarcastic until she gives me a quick hug good-bye and whispers, “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

They disappear out the front door in a cloud of perfume, leaving Caleb and me alone in the parlor.

“You’re really all right?” he asks. For a second, all I can think about is the last time he kissed me and how amazing it would feel if he did it again. But then he takes a big step backward and says, “Look, I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I say.

“I failed you—again.”

“No, you didn’t. Why would you ever think I’d be in danger in my own backyard? And you were here in an instant, Caleb.” It suddenly occurs to me just how quickly he arrived. “Wait, how did you get here so fast?”

“I was meeting with your dad,” he says, avoiding my gaze.

“Meeting with my dad? Why?”

He looks away. “There were some things he wanted to talk to me about.”

“What things?”

Caleb shakes his head. “That’s between me and your dad, Eveny. We’re just concerned about keeping you safe.”

I stare at him. “Yeah, heaven forbid you guys let me in on that plan.”

Caleb sighs heavily. “Look. It’s better this way, okay? I know I have to . . . separate myself from you. It’s what your dad wants, and I agree. So just let it go. Okay?”

My stomach lurches. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

He sets his jaw. “And you know where I stand. I’m glad you’re okay this time, but I should have sensed it before I heard you scream. It’s exactly why I can’t be with you, Eveny. My feelings are still getting in the way of our protectorate link.”

“Which I should never have agreed to restore,” I mutter. I’d let Caleb and my father persuade me, a few days after Drew’s funeral, to reverse the charm I’d cast to sever the bond between Caleb and me. If you die, my father had warned, this town will be in serious danger, because you won’t be here to protect it. 

Caleb shakes his head. “Knowing I let you down . . .” He pauses and draws a ragged breath. “It’s horrible. And I won’t let it happen again.”

“Caleb—” I begin, but he’s already walking away. My heart sinks as I watch him go. I understand where he’s coming from—he’s trying to do the right thing—but I’m getting tired of century-old rules dictating who I’m allowed to love.

“Look, you can’t just come back into my life and start trying to change it,” I say a few minutes later as I walk into the kitchen and find my father sitting at the table.

He looks up. “Eveny, I’m not trying to change your life.”

“Then what do you call talking to Caleb about me behind my back?”

“That isn’t about changing your life, Eveny. That’s about protecting you.”

“Don’t you think I should have a say in what happens to me?”

“Of course. But it’s my responsibility to make sure you’re okay.”

I laugh. “Seriously? You’re gone for almost my entire life, and then you turn up when I’m seventeen, and suddenly I’m your responsibility?” 

He stands up and takes a step toward me. “Sweetheart, I know how you must be feeling, and I’m so sorry for any pain I’ve caused. But like I’ve told you, I was never really gone.”

I cross my arms and try not to feel so torn. The problem is, I can’t just jump into a warm father-daughter relationship with a man I hardly know. Since my mom died, the only parent I’ve had is my aunt Bea, who has avoided my father as much as possible since he’s been back. I know that she, like Peregrine’s and Chloe’s mothers, believes he’s at least partially to blame for bringing trouble to Carrefour.

“Look,” I finally say. “I know you’re trying to do the right thing here and that you want to protect me.”

“Of course I do, Eveny,” he says.

I hold up a hand. “Let me finish. What I’m trying to say is that this is hard for me, okay? I’ve spent the last fourteen years taking care of myself, with Aunt Bea’s help. And whether you were looking out for me or not, that’s not the same as being here.”

He looks at me for a minute. “Of course. I understand.”

“And you have to trust that I can look out for myself too. I’m not a kid anymore.”

“I didn’t mean to imply that you’re not capable of taking care of yourself, Eveny. But you are a kid—my kid. And I’m going to do all I can to protect you.”

I stand there in silence for a moment, and I’m surprised to feel tears in my eyes. I blink a few times and change the subject. “So what did you say to Caleb anyway?”

“I wanted to remind him of his responsibilities.” He doesn’t meet my eye. I wait for him to go on, and finally, he adds, “It’s his job to protect you. Nothing more.”

“Don’t you think he knows that?”

My father shakes his head. “He’s let himself get distracted by his feelings for you. Not only is that a bad idea, but it’s forbidden by the rules of zandara. Caleb needed to hear that again. And frankly, so do you.”

I bristle at this. “That’s not your business.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s just not something I can ignore,” he says. “Not when it comes to your safety. In fact, I’m thinking about bringing someone else in to help keep you safe.”

“I don’t need anyone else!”

“Yes, well, there’s going to come a day when being in the right place at the right time isn’t going to work anymore for Caleb Shaw.”

I settle into bed just past eleven to study my mother’s herb journal, which I’ve been reading and rereading every night, trying to absorb the things she had learned about practicing zandara. She never had a chance to finish filling the journal out, because she was killed when she was only twenty-eight. Seeing all the empty pages at the back always makes me sad; they’re like a symbol of her incomplete life.

The words are just starting to blur in front of my tired eyes when Aunt Bea appears at my open door and knocks lightly.

“Hey.” I feel a little hurt that she didn’t come to check on me earlier. She must have heard hours ago about my encounter with the Main de Lumière soldier.

When she just stands there, I say, “Did you hear about what happened?” 

She nods, her expression oddly flat. “Yes. I heard.”

“Caleb went after the guy.”

“But I also understand that you got away from him yourself.”

I nod and gesture to the journal, open in front of me. “I’ve been studying Mom’s herbs. It’s important that I learn everything I can about zandara.”

“I suppose.” She stares at the ceiling, her gaze somewhere far away. “But is that what you believe? Or is it what you’re being told?”

“What?”

She shakes her head. “I mean, why are you suddenly so intent on buying into what the sosyete is telling you? Maybe you should slow down, give yourself some time to think about this before you jump in headfirst.”

I stare at her in disbelief. “Are you trying to get me killed? I’m already in the middle of this, whether I like it or not. And Caleb’s not going to be there every time I’m in trouble. I need to start relying on myself.”

“Or you could walk away.”

“How can you say that?” I demand, frustrated. “You’re the one who brought me back here!”

“Because I thought it was the right thing at the time. I thought I was giving you back a piece of your birthright, something your mom would have wanted for you. But look what I’ve done! I’ve put you in danger. There’s no way to know who to trust anymore or whose motives are pure. Everyone has their own agenda.”

“And you don’t?” I ask before I can stop myself.

She blinks a few times. “My only agenda is to protect you.”

“And to discourage me from trusting anyone else.”

“I’m just warning you,” she says, looking away. “You believe in people too easily, and I think it’s going to get you hurt.”

She gives me a long look and walks away without another word. I watch her go, feeling more confused than ever. 

I’m still sitting on my bed, staring after her, when my father appears in my doorway. “I’ve talked to Peregrine’s and Chloe’s mothers. After the attack today, they finally agree. It’s time we all make a trip to Caouanne Island. We leave first thing in the morning.”








3

“Couldn’t we have just done a conference call?” I ask with a yawn as we drive past the town gate into the murky, swampy forest that surrounds Carrefour. We’re on our way to the Baton Rouge airport, where Peregrine, Chloe, and their mothers are planning to meet us.

“Carrefour’s defenses have obviously been breached, so you’re not safe here at the moment,” my father says, glancing over. “You’ll be protected on Caouanne Island. Besides, my sosyete brothers are eager to meet you and show you how andaba works.”

In the backseat, Caleb makes a huffing sound, but he doesn’t say anything.

“It’s part of who you are, Eveny,” my father continues, “and the way we practice magic is very different from what you do in zandara. Besides, if the spirits we deal with see us allied with your sosyete sisters from Carrefour, they might be willing to give us all a little more assistance.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because our two sects have never worked together before,” my father replies. “And I have to believe that the spirits will consider us more powerful—and therefore more useful to them—as a result.”

His logic makes sense, and I can feel my heart thudding with anticipation as we park and hurry toward the airport entrance. The three of us just have carry-on bags, so we make a beeline for security. We’re about to get in line when we hear a big commotion behind us. I turn, and my jaw drops when I realize it’s my fellow queens arriving. Peregrine, Chloe, and their mothers, all wearing high heels, huge sunglasses, and full makeup, are striding into the airport, trailed by their protectors—Patrick, Oscar, Patrick’s father, Benjamin, and Oscar’s father, Anton—each of whom is pushing a cart overflowing with Louis Vuitton luggage.

Like Caleb’s great-great-great-grandfather, Patrick’s and Oscar’s ancestors made a pact with the queens’ ancestors over a hundred years ago, promising that their descendants would always guard the Queens of Carrefour, in exchange for fortune and good social standing. Apart from that, though, Patrick and Oscar couldn’t be more different from Caleb: they chew tobacco, spit, and sometimes talk in Cajun accents so thick it doesn’t sound like they’re speaking English. But they’re reliable guardians and take their jobs seriously.

Peregrine and Chloe are wearing minidresses and leather jackets, while their mothers are in silk pants and low-cut tops. They look like they’re jetting off to the French Riviera. Caleb and I exchange looks as the group of queens gets closer, and although I know they’re the ones being ridiculous, I feel frumpier than usual in my faded jeans, vintage Ramones T-shirt, and Converse.

“Is that another one of your ironic outfits, Eveny?” Peregrine asks, looking me up and down before air-kissing me on both cheeks.

“It’s just comfortable for flying,” I say, looking down self-consciously.

My father puts a hand on my back and says, “Come on, let’s get to the gate. The others will be right behind us.”

By the time the other queens and their protectors check in and make it through security, the flight is about to close. They just barely make it onto the plane, and I try not to laugh as they step aboard one by one and realize that not only are they not sitting together, but they’re all in middle seats.

“We requested first class,” Peregrine’s mother says stiffly to a flight attendant.

“First class is full, ma’am,” the woman replies. “You’re in 28B.”

Peregrine’s mother looks horrified, but she manages to squash her Louis Vuitton tote into an overhead and climb over a hefty woman who’s sitting on the aisle. “This is not what I’m accustomed to,” she says, but everyone ignores her.

The flight takes off, and somehow Peregrine manages to talk the man next to me into letting her switch seats. I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that she’s batting her eyes like crazy, talking in a high, breathy voice, and leaning forward to give him a view of her cleavage. As soon as the fasten seat belt light goes off, she unbuckles and slides in next to me as the man, still staring at her appreciatively, wedges himself into her just-vacated seat across the aisle.

“I’m sure your father’s sosyete brothers are eager to sink their claws into you,” Peregrine says once she’s strapped in. “So are you planning to cross over to the dark side and abandon us?” She reaches casually into her tote and pulls Audowido out, placing him on her lap. He fixes his beady eyes on me and hisses in greeting.

“Of course I’m not going to abandon you. And how on earth did you get your snake through security?”

Peregrine shrugs. “Flirtation gets me a long way. You should try it sometime.”

Chloe turns around and peers at us between the seats. “Actually, she cast a charm on the TSA agents,” she whispers, just as the woman sitting on my right sees Audowido and recoils in horror.

“Peregrine . . . ,” I say in warning.

She sighs and reaches for her Stone of Carrefour. “Ceylon moss to make him unseen, black mustard seed to confuse onlookers. Spirits, please make Audowido disappear to anyone who’s not in on the Secret of Carrefour.”

I feel a subtle shift of air pressure—which is unsettling at ten thousand feet—and instantly, the woman beside me relaxes. “How strange!” she says. “I could have sworn you were holding a snake. But it’s only your sweater.”

“A mistake anyone could make,” Peregrine says with a cold smile. “Now,” she says, turning back to me, “where were we? Oh yes, I was talking about how your father’s sosyete brothers were going to try to poach you. What, are we not good enough for you?”

“Peregrine, you’re being ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere.”

She gives me a look. “And yet we’re all on a flight to Georgia, aren’t we?”

“Look, it’s complicated. But Carrefour is always going to come first, okay? It’s where my mom’s from, and that means everything to me.”

Peregrine is quiet as Audowido slithers around her shoulders. “Time will tell, I guess.”

Four hours and one connection in Atlanta later, most of our entourage is striding through the main doors of the Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport while Oscar, Patrick, and their fathers wait at baggage claim for the queens’ luggage.

A white stretch Hummer pulls up to the curb less than a minute after we step outside into the humid afternoon. A tall man in his forties with light brown hair and deeply tanned skin gets out of the back, wearing chinos, boat shoes, and a button-down madras shirt. “Matthias!” he exclaims, pulling my dad into a hug.

My father looks happy to see him, and after they back away from each other, he introduces the man to us. “This is Simon, my sosyete brother,” he tells us. “He’s one of Caouanne Island’s kings, like me.”

“Guilty as charged,” Simon says with a grin. There’s something vaguely familiar about him, but I can’t put my finger on what it is. “We’re all so grateful that y’all made the trip here so quickly. Didn’t you bring your protectors?”

“Eveny’s protector, Caleb, is here,” my father says as Caleb nods in greeting and shakes Simon’s hand. I see Simon looking Caleb up and down as my father adds, “The others are retrieving the luggage.”

“You checked luggage?” Simon asks. “But it’s just a two-day visit, right?”

“We didn’t check luggage,” my father says, glancing at Peregrine, Chloe, and their mothers, who are standing in a cluster on the sidewalk. Chloe’s mom is absentmindedly filing her nails; Peregrine is putting on lipstick in a compact mirror, and her mom is reapplying powder. It’s like they’re deliberately being disrespectful. Suddenly, I can feel the beginnings of a headache coming on.

Simon exchanges looks with my father, then he opens the door for us and gestures to the inside of the SUV limo. “No time to waste. Get in. I’ll go check on your things.”

It takes fifteen minutes for the Louis Vuitton bags to come off the conveyor belt and another hour to get to the docks on the coast of Georgia. Simon and my dad talk in hushed tones through much of the ride while Chloe, Peregrine, and their mothers drink champagne and act like they’re on vacation. Caleb stares out the window, and I try hard not to keep stealing glances at him.

During the drive, Simon, who sits in back with us as a lower-level sosyete member drives, plays tour guide as he tells us about the island my dad calls home. 

“Caouanne is the French word for a loggerhead turtle,” he tells us. “Turtles, which are abundant off the coast of Georgia, are as important and magical to andaba as snakes are to zandara.”

Audowido hisses at this, and Peregrine makes a face as Simon continues. “Much like Carrefour, Caouanne Island is protected from outsiders by both geography and magic. We’re out in the ocean, some three miles from the coast, so physically, we’re isolated. But the island is also surrounded by charms so that boaters can’t see it unless they’re within one hundred yards of our shores. Otherwise, it’s cloaked in mist and looks like a stormy area that should be avoided.”

“Don’t people sometimes run aground by accident anyhow?” Chloe says. “Like how people sometimes arrive at Carrefour’s gate because they’ve taken a wrong turn?”

“Occasionally, although it’s rare,” Simon says. “But from the outskirts of the island, it looks uninhabited and overgrown. There are only a few narrow paths into town, and those are hard to find. Plus the protective charms around the outside of the island alert us anytime the perimeter is breached.”

We drive through a deserted-looking marshy area and emerge at a wooden dock on an inlet. There’s a state-of-the-art yacht glistening in the late afternoon sunshine ahead of us. The driver stops the car, and Simon motions for us all to get out. “The boat’ll be a bit of a
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