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Chapter One—Louis Beaumont

1810
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“He loves me. He loves me not. He loves me.” Jeremiah plucked a stubborn, yellow petal from a wilting flower and then tossed it onto the pages of my book. “He loves me not,” he proclaimed petulantly as he leaned on an elbow and frowned up at me. “Is that true, Louis? You do love me, don’t you?” 

This old argument again. I knew where Jeremiah’s prodding would lead us—into another bitter battle about the nature of love. After that, we would indulge in a wild coupling in the most vicious, savage manner. Hardly love. Hardly that magical enigmatic virtue that all men and women hungrily seek.

What did he want from me? 

Jeremiah lived in a twisted dream world far removed from mine. In his world, there were no responsibilities, no aspirations, or ambitions, only the pursuit of earthly pleasures. Jeremiah’s lust grew in terrible ways. My companion was spoiled and always quite pleased with himself. Old Man Cottonwood had done himself no favors raising such a self-centered son. At least the old man had Isaiah. I had no brother to help me carry my worries. No one at all. I purposefully forced Olivia’s twisted, agonized face from my mind. 

Sister...

At least Jeremiah had the good sense not to mention Olivia nor did he speak Eva’s name as frequently. He no longer demonstrated such a gleeful visage when recounting her death—and the death of all the others.

But the dead knew me; they knew I was partially responsible. They understood that I had a hand in their murders, whether indirectly or not, it did not matter to the angry dead. They lingered in the halls of Magnolia Trace reaching for me as I walked by them. The dead leaned over me in my bed and stared down at me with hateful expressions. They surprised me during my evening strolls, even standing in my path and refusing to allow me passage. Frequently, they boxed me in and prevented me from moving freely from room to room but I did not begrudge them their anger. I did not berate them or attempt to expel them. 

I deserved their hatred. I deserved their hostility. 

Jeremiah witnessed none of it. My foolish one. 

I warned him about speaking Eva’s name in these bloodied halls. Secretly, I feared she would return. My mind was full of nightmares already. Nightmares of the lady in the black velvet dress, a victim of Le Fete Rouge. The aristocrat sported a wide slash at her throat, her thick makeup chipping off her rotten face as she leaned in to kiss me in my dreams.

No! One terrible fiend in my dream was all I could bear. If Jeremiah wasn’t careful, he would unleash hell on me. A ghostly hell that would take me down forever. 

One steamy afternoon, when the rain refused to fall and cool the mortals below, Jeremiah droned on and on about Eva's jealousy and lust for revenge. I turned another page and sipped my lemonade but my ignoring him did nothing to dissuade him. I offered Jeremiah many opportunities for him to shake his foul mood. He took me up on none of them. Sickened by his droning, and secretly fearful that Eva may even appear, I slapped him into silence. Jeremiah obeyed me, but I knew him. I knew him all too well. His silence would not keep for Jeremiah would test me in everything until he achieved his goal, whatever that goal may be. 

If he’d turned his mind to building a fortune of his own, Jeremiah’s focus and indomitable will would doubtless reward him handsomely. But alas, Jeremiah was quite happy to let others think of those things. In my home country of France, he could be considered a spoiled brat and qualified to be called upper class. Here in this wild country—a country without royalty and aristocracy, snobbery still managed to find a home amongst the spoiled heirs of the nation's stolen plunder. Like my Jeremiah. I should hate him really but I could not bring myself to do so. 

Jeremiah constantly obsessed over what he called our situation. 

He believed he loved me but as I explained to him: how can one man love another? 

Those kinds of emotions were reserved for the weaker sex. Love was an illusion. It didn’t exist in a man’s world. It was merely an indulgence. A fantasy. Who had ever found happiness in the pursuit of love? What brought Jeremiah and I together was not love. 

It was nothing remotely similar. 

More to the truth, we punished one another. At times, we even struck one another. Our love—if he must call it that, was bloodied and bruised. That was Jeremiah’s idea of love. His was a “love” that harmed, not healed. 

It had never been like this with Fairmont. That had been a fine friendship. The two of us had done nothing wrong. Only the odd touching of hands. Genuine smiles. Sunlight and a stolen kiss. Well, nothing much more. But I never wanted to punish or harm him. He had been beauty incarnate with a kind and loving nature. 

But he was gone, along with my horse, Archimedes, in the cruelest fashion. Mother! You cruel bitch! 

No, Jeremiah’s love was nothing like Fairmont’s. Jeremiah’s affections did not feed my soul. His affections were nothing good or holy. Did I deserve good and holy? Neither of us deserved anything heaven-born. 

I closed my eyes and tilted my face to the sun to ignore Jeremiah’s flirtatious prattling. When he perceived I would not be baited—not today—he changed his demeanor. He sat beside me; his legs crossed comfortably beneath him. 

“What are you reading, amour? Read me a few lines. Your voice soothes me.” 

I opened my eyes and sighed. I felt much older than my true age. Again, I felt the weight of my bloody world resting on my shoulders. How had it come to this? Maybe Olivia had been correct? Stealing her birthright had brought a curse upon me. Eva’s murders doubled that hex. I could depend on Jeremiah to be unconcerned as he always was when called upon. 

“Poetry by Sikes. Not your cup of tea, I’m afraid but I shall read it to you.” I flipped open the leatherbound book, removed the tassel, and began to recite Fairest Flower. My eyes fell upon a particular sad pair of lines. I was sure Jeremiah wouldn’t appreciate the rhyme and meter. He rarely relished literature unless it was of the coarse rhyming kind. 

As I read the passage, I quietly wondered why I’d kept him close to me for so long. What else would I do with him? 

Jeremiah Cottonwood was a force of nature that could destroy my family if allowed. 

“Beloved, why can you not read a hopeful sonnet? Why must you always be so full of gloom and doom? Even here when we are alone. The world is at our feet, yet you refuse to live.” 

Jeremiah was on his knees now. “Come to New Orleans with me, Louis. We shall be kings! Your family has no worries. What’s done is done. It is time to leave this place, Louis Beaumont. Come away with me, dearest. Come enjoy the fruits of all your hard labor.” 

His hopeful expectation moved my heart. That surprised me. I would never tell him so. Never. Showing weakness to Jeremiah would only bring me further heartache. It was at that moment, as I studied his shiny brown eyes that I made my decision. Now was the time to tell him what I’d been dreading. Now was the time to end this mad liaison before someone died. 

“Very well, Jeremiah. I shall do as you ask. Let us go to New Orleans and celebrate life. Let us have our fun but when we return, it will be the end of us. One last hurrah and then as summer passes to fall, so we end. No more, Jeremiah.”

His cheeks reddened as if I’d slapped them both, quite furiously. His joyful expression vanished completely. “What? Speak plainly.” 

“I am speaking plainly. This, what we’re doing. It must end. My family, my long-neglected family must come first and you, dear Jeremiah, are a distraction. I cannot give you what you want, even though it pains me to admit that to you, and myself.” 

It did not take long to elicit a heated response from him—Jeremiah rose to his feet and stood over me like a towering giant. I stood on my feet too, but I did not strike him. I pitied him because I knew that I was the only perceived joy in his cold, dark world. 

Any desire I had had for him waned along with the long, lonely days of summer. I tucked the book under my arm. Would we come to blows again? No. Not this time. I was not going to engage him. If he wanted to strike me, so be it. Nothing would change my mind. I would indulge him with this trip. Perhaps I owed him this but I was tired in ways I could not express. I grew tired of him and his insecurities. 

“You’re a heartless bastard, Louis Beaumont. I’ve done everything you asked. I’ve been your friend, your love—even though you cannot bring yourself to call me such. I am the one that wakes you from your nightmares each night. I stood by you when your fiancée murdered your friends mercilessly.”

“Don’t speak about her!” 

Jeremiah’s frown deepened. “You did love her, didn’t you? That’s it. That’s why you’re doing this. You want to punish me for loving you. Then punish me, Louis! Do it but don’t leave me!” 

Jeremiah’s eyes were wet with tears. I was not a man made of stone. How could I not have some iota of feeling toward him? It would be impossible but admitting such would never be enough for him and even sadder, I did not believe that I loved him. Had I ever loved him? 

I turned my back to him and made my way to the house. Would he strike me in the back of my head? Unleash a flurry of blows on me? I did not care. 

The ghosts gathered around me. They lined the path that led back to Magnolia Trace. No longer freshly dead, the corpses of our servants Matthew, Agatha, and Pierre watched me, their hands crossed before them; they patiently waited to serve me. Even in death. But there were others too. Their presence made me weep. Young Miss Blevins. Skinnier than she was in life. Emaciated now, her skin shrinking away from her bones. Lucretia Ann and Ida whispered to one another behind their rotting fans. There were others, too many others. 

But in my path was a spirit I could not avoid. Christopher—Christopher Wright! 

His wedding attire appeared tattered and filthy. He mouthed something but I could not make it out. Indeed, I did not want to hear what he said. Was he seeking Olivia? 

She is gone, Christopher, and she will never return! Leave now! 

I dare not speak to him, but my thoughts were purposeful. His sad expression revealed the truth. He could hear my thoughts! Could they all hear my thoughts? How terrible! My dead brother-in-law turned away and vanished into nothing. Would he return? 

Christopher’s appearance had indeed placed me in an even darker mood. 

Jeremiah called my name not once or twice but many times. His plaintive cries did not move my chilled, dead heart. Yes, it was dead, as dead as the wretched ones that haunted me. 

Jeremiah followed me, his footsteps dogged mine. For a moment, I worried it might be the pitiful ghosts, but I paused, braced myself, and caught sight of my rejected lover. I observed the tears stream down his tanned cheeks. 

Poor thing. He did love me, despite my indifference. 

I waited for him and tucked my free arm over his shoulders. We spoke not a word. Jeremiah wept all the way to Magnolia Trace, but I offered no words of comfort or hope. I meant to break things with him forever. What was there to say? This was truly the end of us. I would grant his wish. We would visit New Orleans and lose ourselves for a little while, but I could not tarry. I knew what Jeremiah did not. He knew I’d built a home for my parents and Christine, but he knew nothing about the marriage of my sister—and his brother. Neither had he heard his brother was now my brother-in-law. 

I can’t say why but I believed this would send his jealous soul over the edge. Whether hatred for his brother or twisted love for me, I could never accurately predict Jeremiah’s moods. 

Olivia and Isaiah would return soon. Not to Magnolia Trace but to Greenfield or as Olivia and I would know it, Champs Verts. Greenfield. I built it for my beloved sister, to bring her comfort, to express my sorrow and repentance. No, he didn’t know but this secret would not keep.

I would tell Jeremiah this weekend. My sisters would be settled well. My parents, both shells of their formal selves did not fare well at all. Father took to screaming at the top of his lungs for no apparent reason. I had inherited my gift from him. We both saw the horrible spirit world although I no longer saw angels or anything beautiful. Scales covered my eyes to anything good and holy. I could only see what I reflected. Darkness. Abject, endless darkness. At least Father no longer lived at Magnolia Trace. I delivered him from that, though he didn’t deserve such freedom. 

Father was a murderer. I was a murderer. We were a bloody family. But the bloodshed would end with me. I would bear it all if I must. My sisters were innocent yet they too seemed to fall under the family curse. 

I would never have a son and that was my choice. No one would inherit this grisly gift. The madness would end with me. 

And when I died, the Beaumonts would be no more. It would be my hand that delivered the death blow to my cursed line. However, my sisters deserved to live and be happy. As happy as they could be with their heritage. I would make sure they forgot it. I would do all for them. With my wealth and determination, nothing was out of reach for them. 

Nothing. 

Even if I had to pick up a knife again. I would do that as well. 

I loved only Olivia and Christine. They alone deserved my care and concern. I empathized with the weeping man on my arm, but I did not love him. Love was a holy thing. Again, not something deserved in the world of men. 

As we stepped out of the forest, the steel gray skies released the rain. To my mind, this was a sign from above. Perhaps God above approved of my plan. It was the closest I would come to hearing heaven’s voice. 

Under the cover of the downpour, I too allowed the tears to fall. I dropped the book and clutched Jeremiah tighter. We were bound for hell, the two of us but for a little while longer we would pretend that we were kings. 

Unbendable. Undefeated. 

I set my heart on that fantasy as we entered the haunted halls of Magnolia Trace...
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Chapter Two—Rayland 
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I was drooling. I’d drooled so much that there was a puddle under my cheek. Where was I? How long had I been here? I couldn’t move for a moment; I didn’t want to move. What if something was broken? Had I taken a tumble? I prayed that wasn’t the case. I had a history of breaking bones. It was kind of a secret I kept, my brittle bones. My condition, which my physician called rare hadn’t slowed me down much but there were days when my whole body ached. This was one of those days. 

Oh, that’s right. I’m at Magnolia Trace. I found a lost mansion and there’s something strange going on here. I need to collect myself quickly. With the dawning awareness of my predicament, I sensed that I wasn’t alone. This went beyond the mere feeling that people were watching me. It was as if someone were beside me, beneath me, all around me. Inside of me! 

It left me feeling smothered and startled. So much so that I struggled to breathe. I wanted to vomit. I had to get off the floor and get on my feet. I needed air. Fresh air and tons of it. 

Suddenly Benny was by my side. He was touching my back, speaking to me but I couldn’t hear a word he said. I could only hear the voice inside me. I stared at Benny helpless to respond. 

Find him. He’s mine. Find him. He’s mine. Forever...

“Mine,” I repeated to Benny as my mouth finally worked. My friend tried to lift me off the floor. It was impossible and I wasn’t ready.  My bones ached as if I were an old crone and an ice storm approached. “He’s mine. He’s mine!” 

“What? Hey, calm down! Ray, it’s me. It’s Benny. Carrie Jo and Ashland are here too. You took a whack to the head. A good one. You fell, Ray. Can you move? Did you break anything? Don’t be in a rush. Take your time.” His words were clear, but I couldn’t believe my ears. How did I get whacked on the head? Why couldn’t I recall what happened? 

“Help me up, Benny. No, nothing is broken. I hope.” 

Carrie Jo knelt beside me; her very pregnant belly made her seem so small. That seemed a strange effect. Carrie Jo was one of the few people I’d seen that appeared to shrink as her child grew. Silly to make that assumption. I barely knew her. 

Barely knew her and I didn’t like her. Didn’t like her at all. I refused the hand she offered me and leaned on Benny instead. 

Leda stood against the far wall observing everything in a quiet, predacious manner, but Louis was there too. “Louis?” I whispered as my heart jumped in my chest. It was the kind of sensation that accompanied me all through middle school while I crushed on River Lolley. River never once acknowledged me, except to mock me on the school bus a few times. His mockery killed that crush quickly.   

Louis! Is it truly you?

“Wow, you bumped your head pretty good. That’s Ashland. I see an egg, Rayland. You better take a seat. Leda, may I have a bag of ice? A bag of peas? She needs a cold compress.” Carrie Jo fussed over me, oblivious to my aversion of her. I kept silent as I tried to control my unexpected emotions. So strange. I felt like a different person. Was I forgetting something? Some crime Carrie Jo committed against me? Why would I suddenly dislike Carrie Jo? This wasn’t like me. Not at all. 

Get a grip, Rayland March! This is Ashland Stuart not Louis Beaumont! 

But I couldn’t help but stare at Ashland as if I hadn’t seen him for a hundred years. “I’m sorry,” I blubbered as I began to cry. Maybe I’d done something to my brain after all. Why on earth am I crying over a dead man? 

“Hey, Rayland. It’s okay,” Carrie Jo said as she sat in the chair beside me. She gently pressed a bag of peas against the left side of my head. Suddenly I felt the lump burn. Yep, a goose egg. Good job, Grace. 

I let them fuss over me while I did my best to gather my bearings. I still had no memory of how I ended up on the floor. “Why did I fall? Did I trip over something?” 

“No. You didn’t trip,” Benny answered as he eyed Leda who continued to keep her distance from him. My eyes practically crossed as I attempted to focus on what was going on here. 

“I think I’d like to lie down,” I said as I wiped my still watery eyes with the back of my hand. I wiggled my fingers and toes. No, there was nothing broken, except maybe my head and my heart. But why? 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Rayland. You may have a concussion. You shouldn’t take a nap or lie down for a few hours. Do you feel tired? Maybe a trip to the hospital is in order, just to get checked. It can’t hurt.”  

“I’ll keep that in mind, Carrie Jo,” I snapped as I rose to my wobbly feet. Louis, I mean Ashland offered me his hand and I didn’t refuse it. I wanted to touch him. To feel his skin on mine. I desired that touch above all things. As his skin made contact with mine, I felt an odd chill rush through me. He wasn’t cold in the least and neither was I but our chemistry had a strangeness to it. A chill oddity to it. Did he notice it too? I glanced up at him but he was focused on leading me across the room. His warm voice instructed me to take it step by step. 

I love you, Louis. You are mine forever. Oh, God! I must have really whacked my head! 

With cheeks burning with shame, I withdrew my hand. I can’t think this or do this. It was not in my nature to feel such things toward a married man. “Carrie Jo? Will you come with me? Make sure I don’t sleep?” 

She smiled at me and took my hand in Ashland’s place. This was the right decision. 

Mine! The voice inside me screamed against my decision but I blinked back my fear. I don’t know who you are, but you won’t overtake me. Go away! 

At that, the voice went silent, but she was still there, the strange woman inside me. Just the thought of that filled me with fear. Did this mean I was possessed? I had no way of knowing. 

I was glad that I’d chosen one of the first-floor bedrooms. The idea of climbing up steps made me nauseous. Yeah, no doubt I might have a concussion, but I didn’t want to leave Magnolia Trace. Weird, huh? I opened the door to my bedroom and stumbled into the simple room. There was only a full-sized bed, an antique dresser, and a chair and table in the corner. Decorations were sparse, save a vase of artificial flowers on the round wooden table. 

“Here, let’s prop you up. Please stay awake, Rayland. I’ll watch over you for a bit. If you feel sleepy or weird or any kind of way, you need to let me know. And don’t feel embarrassed because you may have fallen. I’m the queen of tripping over rugs, cobblestones—you name it. I’ve tripped over them all. You know, that’s kind of how Ashland and I met.” 

She helped me settle on the lumpy bed, tucking pillows around me and covering my lower body with a ratty blue chenille blanket. If she was trying to keep me awake, this wasn’t the way to do it. 

“Really? Did he rescue you? He seems like the type,” I answered curiously. “I’ve never had a rescuer.” 

“I hit the floor in the presence of Hollis Matthews. Not a nice man at all but afterward Ashland was there and he was wonderful. Truth be told, we kind of rescued one another. Still do. That’s how we make it through life, by leaning on one another. That fall, the one I was talking about was in our home, Seven Sisters. Before it was my home. That’s when...” Carrie Jo sat on the opposite side of the bed, her legs crossed Indian style. She leaned back on her arms, her belly too large for her tiny body. How far along was she? 

“Go on. That’s when what?” 

“That’s when I first began seeing the ghosts. Calpurnia and then Muncie. So many of them. Usually, I see the dead in my dreams, and believe me, a blow to the head will have you seeing lots of things. So, you see, a bump to the head can be life-changing.” She smiled sadly as she studied my face. I couldn’t prevent the tears from falling. Inside me was a storm. A war actually.

To my surprise, I made my confession to her. “I don’t see ghosts but I...I think I can hear them. I mean I hear one. A woman’s voice. I’ve never been able to do that before. I wish I could remember how the fall happened. Benny seems to know but he’s not being very forthcoming. Something is wrong with me, Carrie Jo. I hear a voice inside me. Does that mean I’m crazy? It’s a woman’s voice—”

And just like that, I began to choke! I could feel the cold grip of invisible hands wrapping around my throat. The palms were flush against my skin but the fingers, it was as if the fingers were growing. They wrapped and twisted around my neck like living things. I could not see them, only feel them but that was enough. Enough to terrify me and possibly even kill me. 

“Carrie Jo,” I struggled to speak but no further words came out.

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, couldn’t say a word. I scratched at my neck trying
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