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1838 New Orleans

The Mississippi didn’t smell like water this morning; it smelled like wet iron and old secrets.

Geneviève “Vivi” St. James adjusted the weight of her skirts as she stepped onto the levee. At seventeen, she was expected to glide with the measured grace of the swans in the gardens, her spine a straight line of social expectation. Indeed, tucked under her left arm was, ordinarily, a heavy, leather-bound volume of French poetry—not for reading, but for practice. Her mother, Marguerite, insisted she carry it during her morning walks to perfect the “St. James carriage” before the next season of Quadroon Balls began. At the moment, she saw it, but it felt like nothing but air in her arms.

But beneath the hem of her fine lilac-colored skirt, Vivi wasn’t wearing the delicate silk slippers her mother had laid out. Instead, she had slipped into her “muddy boots”—a pair of scuffed, salt-stained leather lace-ups she had rescued from a box of odds and ends her mother had set out for the cobbler’s scrap heap years ago. They were her secret rebellion, hidden by four yards of expensive fabric.

Vivi tilted her head, watching a swirl of mist take the shape of a tall man in a top hat near the water’s edge. She smiled at him. She’d seen the “Mist People” since she was a child—shadows that lingered near the water, protectors who whispered warnings about the current.

Am I still asleep? she wondered, her thoughts drifting with the ease of a silk ribbon. Per-haps this is just a particularly vivid dream, the kind where the fever finally breaks and the mind plays tricks.

She reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Her hair, usually a disciplined crown of braids the color of the river’s dust like soil left behind by the current. It felt loose and damp against her neck. She felt strangely light. Buoyant. Like the fluff of a dandelion caught in a draft.

“Move it, girl! The Belle Key don’t wait for daybreak!”

A dockworker, his skin glistening like polished mahogany under the torchlight, swung a crate of salt-pork toward the space where Vivi stood. He didn’t look at her eyes; he looked at the silhouette of her lilac skirts through the mist and shouted out of habit. Vivi didn’t flinch. She was curious—would he pass through her like the Mist People did, or would he notice the girl with the emerald eyes and the secret boots? She stood her ground, a playful glint in her gaze.

The man stepped straight through her.

The shout died in his throat. He didn’t stumble against her shoulder; Vivi felt a sudden, sharp zing—like the static of a cat’s fur in winter—and then a bone-deep chill. She watched the book of poetry slip from her translucent arm. It simply... vanished into the gray light, no thud from hitting the wooden dock.

The man spun around, the heavy crate nearly slipping from his grip. He blinked into the silver fog, his eyes passing right through Vivi as if she were nothing more than a trick of the light.

“Gods,” he muttered, shivering and rubbing his large arms. “I could have sworn... this damp is getting into my bones.”

Vivi let out a soft, melodic laugh, the sound of a girl who still found magic in the strange. “It’s not the damp, Monsieur. It’s just me.”

She waited for him to turn back, but he kept walking, shaking his head. She looked down at her hands—light caramel, the hands of a seamstress—and saw the faint, ghostly outline of a flickering torch through her palm.

“A very vivid dream indeed,” she murmured, fascinated. She poked her own arm. Her finger didn’t meet resistance; it dipped into her skin like a needle into soft velvet. “Maman will have to give me more of that bitter willow-bark tea when I wake. This one is far too real.”

She turned toward the bakery, her feet feeling light as air. She instinctively began to skip, her muddy boots nearly leaving the ground, but she caught herself mid-stride. She smoothed her lilac skirts with a phantom hand and forced her spine into a rigid line.

If Madame Zouzou or any of the neighbors saw her bouncing through the Quarter like a petit enfant, word would reach her mother before the sun was fully up. Marguerite St.

James did not tolerate the manners of a toddler in a seventeen-year-old woman. If she were caught, Vivi knew there would be a volley of sharp, clipped French waiting for her at the breakfast table—words like impropre and scandaleux that stung worse than a needle prick. She forced herself to walk with the measured pace of a lady, even as her heart—or

where her heart used to be—wanted to race.

The boulangerie of Léon “Léo” Paquet was a beacon of golden light on the corner of Rue de la Levée. Léo was there, his white apron dusted with flour, sliding a long wooden paddle into the brick oven.

“Monsieur Léo”, Vivi called out, leaning over the counter. She tried to knock on the wood to get his attention, but her knuckles made no sound. “Is the French bread ready? I hope I’m not too early for the first loaf.”

Léo didn’t look up. He was humming a low, mournful tune. “The St. James girl,” he murmured to himself, his voice thick with a grief that hadn’t been there yesterday. “Seventeen years... and eyes closed before she saw the world.”

Vivi tilted her head, her brow furrowing. “Monsieur, I am right here. My eyes are quite open.” She reached for a loaf of bread sitting on the cooling rack—the croûton she bought every morning.

Her fingers passed through the bread as if it were made of smoke.

She watched, mesmerized rather than terrified, as her hand sank into the wood of the table. “Oh,” she breathed. “This is a very long dream. Usually, I wake up before the bread.”

Léo reached out then, his hand passing directly through Vivi’s shoulder to pick up the very loaf she had tried to touch. He wrapped it in a scrap of brown paper and set it aside.

“For the mother,” he sighed. “Marguerite will need her strength for the wake.”

The word wake drifted through Vivi like a cold draft. She backed away, her movements graceful yet frantic. She didn’t feel the panic she expected. Instead, she felt a strange sense of belonging with the spirits she had always felt watching her.

As she stepped back into the street, she saw Madame Zouzou, the praline seller, setting up her tray. Zouzou was known to have “the sight.” Vivi waved a hand in front of the woman’s face.

Zouzou paused. She didn’t look at Vivi, but she looked near her. Her eyes clouded over, and she made the sign of the cross. “Go on to the light, little bird,” Zouzou whispered. “Don’t linger in the humidity. It’s no good for the soul.”

Vivi stopped. The playfulness in her chest began to tighten into something heavier—something like the lead weights her mother sewed into the hems of ballgowns to make them hang straight.

“Madame Zouzou?” Vivi whispered.

But the praline seller was already gone, lost in the morning fog. Vivi turned toward the shop on Rue Royale. If this was a dream, it was time to wake up. And if it wasn’t... then she had a great many questions for her mother.
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The walk from the levee to Rue Royale was a gauntlet Vivi usually ran with her chin held high and her heart tucked away. Normally, the air here was a thick, humid soup of competing lives. She would pass the open gate of a courtyard and catch the scent of overripe jasmine and damp stone. A horse-drawn carriage would rattle past, its iron-rimmed wheels sparking against the uneven cobblestones with a jar that Vivi usually felt in the very mar-row of her teeth.

To her left, the strawberry sellers were usually out by now, their melodic, soaring cries of “Belle des bois!” cutting through the heavy morning heat. She was used to seeing the

housemaids in their crisp tignons, scrubbing the marble stoops with lemon water until the white stone shone like bone.

And then, there were the eyes.

Vivi felt them behind the intricate lace of the second-story balconies - the “thousand eyes” of the Quarter. They were the eyes of the grand dames and the gossips, watching to see if Marguerite St. James’s daughter was as graceful as the silk she sewed. They were checking to see if her waist was truly as small as the corsets suggested, or if her emerald eyes held the right amount of “invitation” for the upcoming season.

The St. James women were a legend written in skin and bone, a bloodline that the city of New Orleans had tried to break and, failing that, had decided to admire from a distance.

They were famous for two things: One, the “St. James Silhouette.” It was actually two styles that fit the particular woman or young lady. There was the fit preferred by the older, elite creole ladies, so precise it made them look like statues carved from marble. The other was for the younger ladies, making their debut at the balls and wanting the latest fashions from Paris. Grammee was always ahead of any of the other modiste in the city, making ball season her busiest time of the year. The second thing the St, James women were famous for was the “Mark”. Every woman in the line, from the legendary matriarch Marie-Claire, Vivi’s great-grandmother whom she called “Grammee”, to young Vivi, carried the same startling emerald green eyes set against skin color that ranged from dark, polished mahogany, like

Grammee, to her own skin color that looked like spun caramel.

To the ladies of Rue Royale, those eyes were a curiosity, a biological fluke that added a touch of the “exotic” to the shop’s prestige. To the St. James women, however, the eyes were a heavy inheritance.

Grammee had taught Vivi that the eyes were not for looking at the world, but for looking through it. They were a window for the “Mist People”—the spirits of the displaced, the sailors who never reached home, and the mothers who still searched for children sold

a lifetime ago. Vivi had grown up in a world crowded with silver-gray shadows. She saw them in the pre-dawn fog of the levee and in the damp corners of the shop, their presence as real to her as the bolts of silk she was forced to hem.

But Marguerite, Vivi’s mother, viewed the eyes as a curse. To her, the “Sight” was a mad-ness—a soft, romantic rot that had claimed the mind of her own mother, Solange, and led her to the blue bottle.

Marguerite had spent seventeen years trying to train that softness out of Vivi. She had replaced the fairy tales of the Mist with the cold reality of the Iron. She had drilled into Vivi the importance of the Quadroon Balls, the necessity of a protector, and the tactical use of beauty as a shield. She wanted Vivi to be a queen of the city’s rigged game, a woman of business who would never be discarded.

Maman called the balls an opportunity—the only path to a life where they wouldn’t have to work until their fingers bled and their eyes dimmed. But to Vivi, the presentation felt like being a bolt of fabric on a merchant’s counter. Measured. Appraised. Sold. She hid her muddy boots beneath her lilac skirts not just to be a child, but to keep one piece of the river’s earth for herself before she was turned into a porcelain doll for a protector’s mantel.

Vivi had spent her life chasing the spark in her own reflection—a spark that wanted adventure and joy, not just a survival strategy. She had wanted to follow the Mist People into the unknown, to find a life that didn’t involve the rhythmic snip-snip of shears or the suffocating weight of an emerald debut dress.

Now, standing as a ghost on the threshold of her mother’s kingdom, Vivi looked at her own transparent hands. She had finally become like the Mist People Grammee had loved and Marguerite had feared. She had finally gotten her wish to leave the shop—at the highest possible price.

As she turned the corner onto her block, the world began to fray at the edges and a deep reality began to set in.

Vivi reached out to steady herself against a wrought-iron lamppost, expecting the bite of cold metal against her palm. Instead, her hand passed through the iron as if it were a trick

of light. There was no resistance, no texture—just a sudden, hollow zing that vibrated up her arm.

She looked around, and the “St. James carriage” she’d practiced for years faltered.

The strawberry seller was still there, her mouth open in a wide, whispered O, barely reaching Vivi’s ears. The housemaid was scrubbing, but the rhythmic scritch-scratch of her brush sounded miles away. The heavy, aromatic scent of roasting coffee from the Exchange was dull, replaced by an almost sterile, scentless void that made Vivi’s lungs ache with a phantom breath.

The Quarter is still moving, she realized, but it is moving without me. She was a ghost in a gallery of living paintings.

“Don’t lose your anchor, little bird,” she whispered to herself. Her voice didn’t even stir the humidity.

The nickname pulled her backward, dragging her out of the soundless Rue Royale and into a memory so warm it felt like a physical touch.

She was six years old again, her legs dangling off the edge of Grammee’s oversized cypress rocking chair. The room was dim, smelling of dried rose petals and the sharp, clean scent of the charcoal iron. Grammee’s lap was a fortress of starched white cotton, and her voice was a low, melodic hum that seemed to come from the very floorboards.

“Do you see him, Vivi?” Grammee had asked, nodding toward the corner where the late afternoon sun threw long, golden shadows across the floorboards. “The man in the charcoal coat? The one who stands so still by the armoire?”

Vivi had squinted, her small hand clutching Grammee’s thumb. “He looks like smoke, Grammee. Like the steam from the kettle.”

Grammee had chuckled, a deep, dry sound. “That is a Mist Person, child. He is a protector. Our family has many, stitched into the very walls of this city. You have the gift to see them, just as I do. But you must remember the rules.”

Grammee had tilted Vivi’s chin up, her eyes—the same emerald green as Vivi’s—serious and bright.

“Never be afraid of them. Fear is a wall that keeps the truth out. Some are playful and like to hide your thimbles. Others are polite and kind, always greeting you with a nod as you pass. And then there are the ones who carry secrets—secrets that can shield you from harm, if you have the eyes to see.”.

Vivi remembered leaning her head against Grammee’s chest, listening to the steady beat of

a heart that had seen nearly eighty years of New Orleans’ secrets.

“But the most important rule, Vivi, is this: Never ignore them. A spirit ignored is a spirit forgotten. And once they feel forgotten, they move on. They fade into the fog until they are nothing but wind. You won’t see them again until you become one yourself.”

Vivi blinked, and the silent, silver-gray muffled version of Rue Royale rushed back to meet

her.

“I never ignored them, Grammee,” she murmured.

She looked up at the shop. The gold-leaf letters above the door—M. St. James – Modiste—looked like they were floating in the air, disconnected from the wood. She realized now that the “Mist People” weren’t just shadows she saw on the levee; they were her future. She was no longer the girl being appraised for the balls. She was...well she didn’t know what she was. She didn’t even know what happened. All she knew was that she wasn’t afraid.

“Alright, Grammee,” Vivi said, a small, defiant smile touching her lips. “I won’t be afraid. I’m

coming home.”

She didn’t reach for the brass handle. She simply took a breath—a long, unnecessary breath of the scentless air—and walked straight into the dark green wood of the door.
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Caribbean Islands 1770 - New Orleans 1787

The first thing she lost was the sound of her mother’s voice.

On the island, in 1770, the world had been a symphony of Kweyol and crashing waves. Then came the man. He was tall, his skin burned a peeling red by the sun, smelling of salt and old tobacco. He didn’t look at her as a child; he looked at her as an investment. When he reached for her, her mother had screamed—a raw, jagged sound that was cut short by the flat of a blade.

Marie-Claire—though she did not yet have that name—was hauled away, her delicate hands reaching back toward the sand where her mother lay. She was chosen for the unsetting beauty of her emerald eyes against skin the color of a midnight storm. As the schooner pulled away, she watched the shoreline vanish, her only companions the silver-gray Mist People, her mother among them now, who began to skip across the waves, keeping pace with the vessel that was stealing her. They were the only ones who didn’t look at her with curiosity.

Her new world was a sugar plantation in Louisiana, a place of brutal heat and the cloying, sweet smell of ripening cane. Because of her eyes, she was taken into the Big House. She was a “playmate” for Little Miss, a seven year old living doll to be kept in the corners like a fine piece of furniture.

She lived behind glass. From the nursery window, she
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