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      Who wants to be immortal in a land where death feels like the only true escape?

      

      Étienne Arceneaux. Ancestor of Lézare. Released from the bonds of slavery by death. Only this was not the death any man would have wanted. The only remedy to avoiding that death was the last one he would have wanted.

      

      Except Étienne wasn’t given a choice. The high witch of Black Glade Coven, Latrice Mathieu knew that he would play an important role in the future of the New Orleans supernatural society.

      

      She never knew how much.

      

      See a side of Leandra Mathieu’s grandmother Latrice you couldn’t have imagined. She travels north after the Civil War to take her white tiger shifter daughter Lucia to the man who fathered her. Only to lose her.

      

      Follow Étienne on his path to freedom, and then take Étienne’s sojourn back to Arceneaux plantation, the place he’d never thought he’d return to, where he meets Celine Arceneaux, a redheaded fiery beauty that claims his heart as fiercely as he claims her body.

      

      Life is not quite so simple for the returned Étienne Arceneaux in the Arceneaux Plantation, a place that put the scars on his soul which are almost as visible as the scars on his body.

      

      Inescapable scars.

      

      Inescapable lives.

      

      Inescapable futures.
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      Étienne tiptoed through the darkness, stopping to calm one of the dogs that hung around the slave cabins of Arceneaux Plantation. He petted the dog’s head and prayed the others would stay quiet for him this time, like they had all the other times.

      He was quiet because there’d be hell to pay if he were caught again where he shouldn’t be.

      Étienne was no child with a curfew. No, not at all. Étienne was trapped in slavery. Trapped, though he was the son of the plantation owner’s son. And yet his birth, and even his very life, had been kept a secret.

      His toe hooked on a rebellious tree root, but he regained his step before catapulting and thrown into a headlong fall. A fall wouldn’t be a good thing. Not only because he’d get caught and feel the lash of the whip on his shoulders—his flesh hadn’t healed from the last time three days ago—no, not just the excruciating touch of the whip, but also the possibility he’d lose the precious cargo he was carrying tonight.

      Cargo in the form of honey he was taking to his grandmother, who lived in one of the cabins. Étienne stayed in the quarters with the other single men closer to the main house, though many nights he wished he were still in his grandmother’s cabin.

      That would never happen. The overseer had a special brand of hatred for Étienne. Maybe it was because his skin was so light. Maybe it was because his heritage was whispered about, if not confirmed. Or maybe it was plain old meanness, as others often said.

      The night was dark, the moon barely a sliver, with sounds of the nightlife that surrounded the swampy lands outside the city of New Orleans. Just a few more yards. He stuck close to the trees and cabins, staying in the shadows, his senses on high alert for watchful eyes that could bring hell to him tomorrow morning.

      If I’m caught.

      Yes, if he were caught. Which he’d do his damnedest not to be.

      Finally, he was in front of Nana’s door. He raised his hand to scratch on the wood lightly, to make no more noise than a rodent.

      The door opened before he could touch it. Nana’s beautiful dark face, eyes wide, peered into the darkness. She always opened the door as if she knew he would be there. As if expecting him.

      Every time.

      Recognition shone in her eyes. They narrowed as she smiled, teeth emerging in a broad grin. “Étienne.” Her voice was a mere whisper, not rising above the din of crickets and toads.

      Étienne nodded and held up a tiny container. The viscous amber liquid glowed in the candlelight shining behind Nana.

      She reached through the crack, a tiny hand on an arm that was thinner than Étienne would have wanted, and she pulled him inside with a strength that belied her age and size.

      “Come.” She closed the door behind him softly, then whirled on him, arms wrapping around Étienne’s waist. “What did you do to get that?” She raised her eyes to his.

      It was then he noticed the white hairs coursing through her dark ones at her temples.

      It pained Étienne to see his grandmother with signs of age, and the signs grew more and more prevalent with every visit he paid her.

      Truth was, Nana, known to everyone else as Marguerite, was more than his grandmother. Nana had raised him from birth.

      Étienne squeezed her shoulders, not too tightly, bearing in mind her frailty, then placed the prized cargo into her palm.

      “You’ll stay. Let me get you something warm to drink.” She winked at him conspiratorially. “I have tea grounds.”

      “And how did you get those?” Étienne smiled at the sheer joy on her face.

      “I have my ways. And the hot water is ready.”

      The hot water always was ready. Nana kept water heating all hours of the day. She never knew when she’d be called on to make a poultice or boil herbs. Everyone came to Nana for healing.

      Moments later, Étienne was sitting at her table made of rummaged lumber, on a chair made of more rummaged lumber, his feet digging into the dirt floor.

      Nana put a biscuit before him, a layer of the honey he’d just brought slathered liberally on each half.

      “No, Nana. You eat.”

      “Don’t be silly.” She showed him two more biscuits in a basket under a rag.

      Étienne took a bite, knowing it gave her pleasure to watch him eat. He followed the bite with a swallow of the hot tea. She’d put honey in there, too.

      Nana sat across from him. “There’s blood on your back.”

      He winced. Not from the physical pain, but from Nana knowing what he’d been through.

      “Too bad Old Mister Arceneaux doesn’t know the ways of his new overseer.”

      It’s not like he really knew the ways of the old one either. Étienne only shrugged, causing himself pain. But he resisted the urge to flinch when he moved forward. The lashes he’d taken the other day did more than smart.

      Étienne’s mother had died in childbirth, and when asked, Nana had claimed to all that did not need to know that her newborn had died, too. Nana raised Étienne as her own. She wouldn’t have managed this if she hadn’t been so trusted, and not kept under close watch. Old Mister Arceneaux—as she called him—had a special fondness for her.

      The man who Étienne resembled, his father Phillip—Young Mister Arceneaux—though no one would say so out loud, had left to go to college, his long forgotten tryst with Étienne’s mother had remained as such—forgotten.

      As well as the child they’d had. When Phillip had come home for break, he’d asked about Étienne’s mother, thinking maybe one day they could have something, move far away where the scourge of slavery did not taint their lives, but he was told she’d died. And he was never told about the son he’d fathered.

      Phillip never came back to the plantation again. Étienne had no knowledge of what his father looked like, no idea of hair color, eye color, the sound of his voice, nothing.

      And if he were honest, at this stage in his life, he didn’t care. It didn’t matter to him that Phillip Arceneaux didn’t know he existed. What did matter was his mother died giving birth to him, and Phillip Arceneaux wasn’t even aware of it.

      “I have to go before I’m caught here.”

      “Go. But…” Nana hesitated. Her fingers worked the rag in her hands, over and over, twisting the threadbare fabric.

      Étienne waited patiently for her to start again.

      After a deep breath, she did. “I’ve been visited,” Nana said.

      He knew what that meant. She’d had a visit from the dark visitor, the one that heralded death. It was said amongst the others that Nana had the gift. The dark visitor would tell her of a death.

      “Who now?” Étienne had humored Nana over the years, though to be truthful, he’d found her predictions had been mostly accurate. It was eerie, but he always pushed her gifts aside. Étienne wanted nothing to do with the preternatural or supernatural world. The idea of dark visitors made his skin crawl.

      “My turn,” Nana said.

      He shook his head. “No. You’re too young.”

      And she was, in spirit, though at eighty-something years, her body denied her the privilege of youth.

      He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll stop by soon.”

      If he could.

      If he could sneak away.

      If he wasn’t shackled again.

      Why he irked the overseer more than any other on the plantation, Étienne had no idea, but he dealt with it. As best as a man who had no choice and no rights could.
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      Latrice Mathieu, the dark-skinned high witch of the Black Glade Coven skulked around the wooded area behind the slave cabins of the Arceneaux Plantation. Latrice was free. She had no master, and she belonged to no man.

      Too bad her mind wasn’t as free.

      The man she’d found herself unable to free from her mind?

      Étienne.

      Étienne, the one who carried himself like a king, no matter what task he was about.

      Étienne, whose heritage was a hushed subject, though Latrice had her own suspicions.

      She watched Étienne sneak into Marguerite’s cabin. She smelled the blood, knew it was his. Then when he’d slip out of the shadows and allowed the sliver of a moon to illuminate him, she saw the dark stripes of dried blood along the back of his shirt.

      Latrice would see to that overseer. She’d see to him the way she saw to the last one. Étienne’s days of suffering, the others’ days of suffering, she’d put an end to that.

      Again.

      One spell, that’s all it will take.

      The idea gave her comfort, knowing that, though she couldn’t do much, she could rid Arceneaux Plantation of the abusive overseers.
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      Latrice waited for a long time while Étienne and his grandmother visited within her cabin. Their hushed tones were a soft murmur as Latrice parked herself beneath a live oak tree with a trunk thicker than two men put together.

      She waited, as she always did, for
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