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Prologue—Ellie

Natchez, Mississippi
August 1864

Thomas cut himself shaving on the morning he left me. One wrong flick whilst we shared a tense moment was all it took. 

It was such a little wound that I might have laughed on any other day. One bright bead of blood clung beneath his jaw, trembling there while he leaned toward the looking glass with the razor still in his hand. But today was not an ordinary day.

The mirror glass had gone cloudy around the edges with age. It softened his reflection and made him appear already distant, like a man remembered rather than a man standing three feet away from me.

“Hold still,” I said.

“I am afraid to,” he joked, but then Thomas glanced at me in the mirror. “It is hardly a mortal injury, dear.”

“You have never been a good judge of those.”

“That is why I married you.” His smile came easily, though it did not reach his eyes. 

Neither of us had slept.

The bedroom windows stood open to the August morning, but no breeze stirred the curtains. Heat had settled over the house before sunrise, thick and damp, carrying the smells of river mud, magnolia leaves, and smoke from some distant burning field.

The war was everywhere now.

It lived in the empty places at our table. It rode through town in the wagons carrying wounded boys. It appeared in black-bordered letters and whispered conversations that stopped whenever a pregnant woman entered the room.

It waited for Thomas beyond the front gate.

I crossed the room and took the razor from him before he could do himself any further damage.

“You are treating me like a child,” he said.

“You are behaving like one.”

“I am shaving.”

“Poorly.”

“That is because someone has been watching me in the mirror with that mournful expression.”

“I do not have a mournful expression.”

He turned his face toward mine.

Thomas had always been handsome, although he claimed not to know it. His hair was dark and badly in need of cutting. The sun had browned his skin during the weeks he had spent helping his father bring in what remained of the crops. He smelled of shaving soap, starch, and the gun oil he had used on his rifle the night before.

I wanted to bury my face against his neck and breathe him in until I could preserve him inside me.

Instead, I reached for the handkerchief tucked into my sleeve.

It was one of mine, white linen with small blue flowers embroidered along the edge. My mother had taught me the stitch when I was twelve, insisting that a woman’s hands should always be occupied with something useful.

I pressed the cloth beneath Thomas’s jaw.

The blood warmed the linen at once.

Thomas watched me as I held it there. His gaze dropped briefly toward my waist.

I had not begun to show, not truly, but he knew.

I had told him three nights earlier while we lay awake listening to cannon fire grumble far to the south. For one long moment, he had stared at me as if I had placed the whole world in his hands.

Then he had kissed my stomach and wept.

We had not spoken much about the child since.

Speaking of the baby made the leaving too real.

“There,” I said when the bleeding slowed.

Thomas reached for the handkerchief. “Give it here.”

“I will wash it.”

“It is only a spot.”

“It is blood.”

“I am aware of that, Ellie. I was present when it escaped.”

I folded the handkerchief before he could take it and slipped it into the pocket of my dress.

A faint uneasiness moved through me.

I could not have explained it. I had always felt things before they happened. A tightness behind my eyes before a storm. A bitter taste before bad news. A warmth in my palms when someone I loved was approaching.

My mother had called it foolishness.

Sarafina called it knowing.

That morning, the air around Thomas shimmered with a reddish haze.

It was so faint I could only see it when I looked away from him. A stain at the edge of my vision. A bruised pink glow clinging to his shoulders.

I blinked, and it disappeared.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Thomas touched my cheek. “You have never been able to lie to me.”

“I am learning.”

“Do not begin today.”

I looked toward the open window.

The magnolia outside the bedroom had bloomed late that year. Three enormous white flowers rested among the dark leaves, their petals beginning to brown at the edges. Beyond the tree, the land rolled toward the woods in green folds broken by clay banks and narrow ravines.

The morning sky was pale and clear.

Still, I could smell rain.

“I dreamed of red water,” I said.

Thomas’s hand fell away from my face.

He knew better than to laugh at my dreams.

“What sort of water?”

“A river, perhaps. Or a flooded road.” I swallowed. “There were flowers floating in it. Black flowers.”

“There are no black flowers.”

“There were in my dream.”

He turned toward the washstand and began gathering his things. Comb. Shaving brush. The little silver-backed mirror his mother had given him, though I had never understood why a man needed a traveling mirror during a war.

“Dreams are built from worries,” he said.

“That is what people say when they are frightened by them.”

“I am not frightened.”

“You should be.”

The words came out more sharply than I intended.

Thomas stopped.

The silence between us filled with everything I had promised not to say.

Do not go.

Hide in the woods.

Break your own leg.

Take me with you.

Choose your wife over your honor.

Choose your child over a dying country.

He looked down at the gray coat laid across the foot of our bed.

“I have no choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

“Not one I could live with.”

“Could you live with leaving me a widow?”

Pain crossed his face.

I hated myself for putting it there, but not enough to take the words back.

Thomas picked up his coat and pushed one arm into the sleeve.

“I am not planning to die.”

“Do men plan it?”

“Some seem determined.”

“And you?”

“I am determined to come home.”

I helped him with the other sleeve because I could not bear to stand idle while he dressed himself for death.

The wool was too heavy for August. The coat had belonged to his cousin before him and had been altered twice. One cuff was slightly darker than the other, and the collar scratched Thomas’s neck.

I had offered to line it with softer cloth.

There had not been time.

There was never time anymore.

I smoothed the front of the coat and fastened the upper buttons. My fingers shook when I reached the last one.

The brass disk hung by a single thread.

“This is loose.”

“It has been loose for weeks.”

“You should have told me.”

“I thought you had enough to worry over.”

I gave him a look and reached for the sewing basket on the bedside table.

A needle was already threaded with brown silk. I pushed the brass button against the coat, but before I could take the first stitch, the thread gave way.

The button dropped into my palm.

Thomas laughed softly. “It appears determined to remain behind.”

“It is poorly made.”

“Or wise.”

I rubbed my thumb across the raised design. The metal was warm from his body.

“I can sew it now.”

“There is no need.”

“You cannot leave with a button missing.”

“I am going to war, Ellie. I doubt anyone will send me home for untidiness.”

“You do not know that. Perhaps I should remove the rest.”

“Then I would be forced to stay.”

“I have scissors.”

He caught my wrist before I could reach for them.

For one breathless second, we stared at one another.

Then he drew me against him.

The brass button remained trapped between our bodies, digging into my palm.

Thomas held me carefully, as if I were already fragile because of the life inside me. I hated that carefulness. I wanted him to crush me against his chest. I wanted bruises from his arms. I wanted proof that he had been there after he was gone.

“Keep it,” he whispered.

“The button?”

“So you will have something of mine until I return.”

“I have an entire house full of your things.”

“Then keep it for luck.”

“I do not believe in luck.”

Thomas leaned back enough to look into my face. “You believe in dreams, signs, moon stars, and everything Sarafina tells you she saw in a bowl of water.”

“That is different.”

“Of course.”

He closed my fingers around the button.

The edges bit into my skin.

“Keep it,” he said again.

So I put the button into my pocket beside the bloodstained handkerchief.

Two small pieces of my husband.

A drop of his blood.

A bit of brass from his coat.

Love made ordinary objects sacred.

I did not yet understand that it could also make them dangerous.

We went downstairs together.

The house felt wrong without conversation. The servants moved quietly through the back rooms. Someone had left biscuits beneath a cloth on the dining room table, but neither of us could eat.

Thomas carried his rifle.

I carried nothing.

Outside, his horse waited beside the gallery steps, saddled and restless. The animal stamped at the ground, sending small puffs of red dust into the still air.

Sarafina stood near the gate with her husband, Dan.

She was Thomas’s younger sister and my dearest friend. Marriage had made us sisters-in-law, but we had called one another sister long before either man placed a ring upon our hands.

Sarafina’s face was dry.

Her eyes were not.

Dan kissed her forehead and said something I could not hear. She seized the front of his coat and pulled him down for a harder kiss, as if she meant to draw the breath from his lungs and keep it for herself.

The reddish haze flickered around both men.

This time I did not imagine it.

It hung behind Thomas and Dan like smoke stained by sunset.

Sarafina looked at me over Dan’s shoulder.

She saw it too.

Her hand tightened around his coat.

Thomas followed my gaze. “What are the two of you staring at?”

“Nothing,” Sarafina said.

She was a better liar than I was.

Hoofbeats sounded on the road.

A black carriage approached slowly beneath the oaks.

There was no crest upon the door, but I knew who rode inside before it stopped.

Corrine Duval stepped down without waiting for assistance.

She wore black despite the heat.

Not widow’s black. Corrine had never married. Her dress was silk, fitted neatly at the waist, with a narrow collar fastened at her throat by a silver pin. Her dark hair was arranged beneath a small hat veiled with lace.

She looked untouched by the weather.

Untouched by war.

Untouched by anything that could diminish an ordinary woman.

Amelia Stockton and Abigail Sterling remained inside the carriage. I saw their pale faces behind the glass.

Corrine approached us with her gloved hands folded before her.

“Mr. Landry,” she said. “Mr. Richardson.”

The men removed their hats.

Corrine’s gaze lingered on Thomas.

Not with admiration.

With calculation.

The uneasiness in my stomach sharpened.

“What brings you here so early?” I asked.

Corrine smiled at me.

“I came to offer my prayers for the departing men.”

“We have prayed,” Sarafina said.

“One can never have too much protection.”

Thomas glanced toward me, perhaps expecting some response. I had none.

Corrine stepped closer.

The red haze around Thomas seemed to deepen.

For an instant, the morning dimmed. The magnolia leaves turned their pale undersides toward the sky, though there was still no wind. Somewhere in the woods, a bird cried out once and fell silent.

Corrine looked directly at the pocket of my dress.

At the place where the handkerchief and button rested together.

Then she met my eyes.

A chill passed over my skin.

Thomas kissed me beside the horse.

His lips were warm. His hand rested briefly against my stomach, hidden from the others by the folds of my dress.

“I will come home,” he whispered.

“You must.”

“Take care of our little secret.”

“I will.”

He mounted before I could beg him again.

Dan climbed onto his own horse. Sarafina stood beside me, her fingers locked around mine so tightly that my bones ached.

The men rode through the gate.

Thomas looked back only once.

I lifted my hand.

He touched two fingers to the empty place on his coat where the brass button had been.

Then he smiled.

The road curved beneath the oaks and carried him out of sight.

Sarafina made a small broken sound.

I pressed my hand against my pocket and felt the sharp outline of the button through my skirt.

Corrine stood behind us.

I had almost forgotten her.

Almost.

“Love is a pitiful defense against war,” she said.

Sarafina turned on her. “You have offered your prayers. You may go.”

Corrine did not look at her.

She looked at me.

Beyond the trees, the sky had begun to change.

A blush of red spread slowly across the morning blue, far too early for sunset and too bright to be smoke. It stained the horizon the color of watered blood.

The same color I had seen around Thomas.

Corrine followed my gaze and smiled.

“Do not grieve yet, Ellie,” she said softly. “There are older powers in these woods than war.”

I should have walked away.

I should have taken Sarafina into the house and barred every door.

Instead, I asked the question that opened the grave beneath all our feet.

“What kind of powers?”

Corrine’s smile widened.

“The kind that require proof of love.”

In that desperate moment, her words were like an anchor. I chose to believe her. I chose to listen.

I chose poorly.
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Natchez, Mississippi
May 2026

The first thing I noticed about the Landry estate was how thoroughly it had been forgotten.

Not abandoned.

Forgotten.

Abandoned places still carried evidence of departure. A chair left crooked beside a table. A curtain pulled back for one final look. A coffee cup gone cold beside the sink.

The Landry house had none of that.

It stood at the end of a long gravel drive as if time had simply stepped around it.

The main house rose above the overgrown lawn in faded white, three stories of peeling paint, shuttered windows, and deep galleries wrapped in rusted ironwork. Four enormous columns guarded the front steps. Spanish moss hung from the live oaks on either side of the drive, gray and still in the afternoon heat.

Nothing moved.

Even the birds seemed to avoid the place.

I stopped the SUV beneath the largest oak and turned off the engine.

The sudden silence pressed against the windows.

From the back seat, Lila whispered, “Oh.”

I looked at her in the rearview mirror.

My daughter had spent most of the drive asleep with her cheek flattened against the side of her car seat. Her dark curls were tangled from the nap, and there was a pink mark beneath one eye where the seam of her stuffed rabbit had pressed into her skin.

She stared past me at the house.

“That’s it,” I said.

Lila did not answer.

I glanced toward the main house again and tried to see what I had seen in the photographs.

Potential.

The word had appeared repeatedly in the real estate assessment, the structural report, and the stack of preservation documents sent to me after probate finally cleared.

Original heart-pine floors.

Hand-carved millwork.

Ten fireplaces.

A sweeping staircase.

Six bedrooms large enough to become guest suites.

Potential was the polite word people used when something required more money than anyone sensible would spend.

Still, I had plans.

Plans were what remained when the life you expected vanished.

I opened my door and stepped into the heat.

The air smelled of wet earth, pine needles, and something sweet that had begun to rot. Cicadas screamed from the trees in waves. The sound was so loud after the quiet inside the car that I nearly laughed.

“Come on, Bug.”

Lila remained buckled.

I walked around the SUV and opened her door.

She looked small beneath the high roof of the vehicle. Four years old, long-legged like her father, with his brown eyes and serious mouth.

Sometimes the resemblance hurt so badly that I had to look away.

“You ready to see our new house?”

“That’s not our house.”

“It is now.”

She pointed through the open door. “That one is too big.”

“We’re not living in the big one yet. Remember? We’re staying in the guest house.”

She considered this.

“Is it little?”

“Smaller.”

“Little like Nana’s?”

“Not that little.”

“Little like my dollhouse?”

“No one is that lucky.”

That earned the faintest smile.

I unbuckled her and set her on the ground. She immediately wrapped both arms around my leg.

The grief counselor had warned me that children could become clingy after a parent died. She had used gentler language, of course. Separation anxiety. Regression. Fear of additional loss.

What she meant was that Lila no longer trusted anyone to remain alive when they left a room.

I understood the feeling.

I put my hand on the back of her head.

“We’re okay,” I said.

It had become my most frequent lie.

The guest house stood a short distance behind the main residence, half-hidden by azaleas and a row of old crepe myrtles. It was larger than the word guest suggested, a two-story cottage painted the same exhausted white as the main house.

A covered walkway had once connected the buildings, but part of the roof had collapsed. Vines wound around the remaining posts.

The grounds had been beautiful once. I could see it beneath the neglect.

A brick path curved through the weeds. Camellias crowded against one another beneath the windows. An empty fountain leaned to one side in the center of a circular drive, its stone basin filled with pine straw and black rainwater.

My husband had never described any of this.

That was the thought I kept returning to.

James had known the estate existed. His name had been on the deed alongside those of three distant relatives who were dead before I ever met him. He had paid the taxes through an attorney in Natchez. He had inherited the property from his grandfather and, according to the probate papers, never once set foot on it as an adult.

At least, that was what I had been told.

Whenever I asked about his family, James gave me the same answer.

There’s nobody left worth knowing.

I had assumed it was bitterness.

Now, standing beneath the trees with our daughter clutching my leg, I wondered if it had been fear.

A truck rattled somewhere beyond the property.

I turned toward the sound, expecting the contractor, but it passed without slowing.

“Mommy.”

“Yes?”

“There’s somebody upstairs.”

I followed Lila’s gaze.

She was looking at the main house.

Most of the windows were dark behind warped shutters. One set on the second floor stood uncovered. Sunlight reflected off the old glass, turning it pale and opaque.

“I don’t see anyone.”

“He moved.”

My hand tightened against her hair.

“It was probably a bird.”

“It was a man.”

“Then it was probably a very large bird wearing pants.”

Lila frowned at me.

James used to say I joked whenever I was frightened.

I had denied it.

He had been right.

I took Lila’s hand and led her toward the guest house.

The key stuck in the lock.

I jiggled it, swore under my breath, and pushed harder. The old brass mechanism finally turned with a heavy click.

The door opened inward.

Cool, stale air breathed across my face.

The electricity had been restored two days earlier, but I hesitated before reaching inside for the switch.

I told myself I was listening for animals.

Raccoons.

Mice.

Snakes, although I had no idea if snakes made noise indoors.

What I heard was the slow creak of something shifting upstairs.

Lila pressed against me.

“Old houses make noises,” I said.

She looked up. “Daddy said that.”

The words caught me unprepared.

For one terrible second, I was back in our apartment in Norfolk, listening to James explain the knocking pipes to Lila while rain struck the windows. He had been wearing a Navy sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed to his elbows. There had been coffee in his hand.

Alive.

Ordinary.

Impatient because he was running late.

I closed my eyes.

“Daddy was right.”

I found the switch and flipped it.

A small chandelier flickered overhead. Two of its bulbs came on.

The entrance opened directly into a narrow sitting room crowded with sheet-covered furniture. Dust dulled the wooden floors. The fireplace had been sealed with a slab of painted plywood, and a faint brown stain spread across the ceiling near the front windows.

But the room was not ruined.

The plaster walls were intact. The mantel was beautifully carved. Built-in shelves filled one side of the room, and the tall windows still had their original wavy glass.

I could work with this.

The guest house needed cleaning, paint, plumbing repairs, and possibly an exorcism by a licensed electrician, but
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