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      The city of New Orleans has never been kind.

      

      She seduces with brass and blood and takes more than she gives.

      

      Her siren’s song echoes down cobbled streets and shadowed alleys, loud and laughing, drawing the curious, the desperate, and the damned. They come chasing riches. Solace. Escape.

      

      And the spirits moan that the dead will be many.

      

      She rewards those who linger with a heady intoxication—an elixir distilled from dark desires and whispered secrets. They drink of her freely. And in return, they give her everything. Their stories. Their sorrows. Their bones. The names of the people are lost to history, but their souls remain.

      

      And the city remembers.

      

      And in time, a girl named Del was born into her keeping.

      

      At eight years old, she nearly died in a fire no one could explain. The flames stole her family. The city gave her back, orphaned and marked.

      

      Ten years later, she stepped out of the orphanage gates with a worn satchel, a bruised heart, and the foolish hope for something ordinary.

      

      But fate is not a thing you choose. It chooses you.

      

      And hers was written long ago,

      

      In a time nearly forgotten.

      

      A time when some things refused to die.
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          SOMEWHERE IN A BAYOU, LOUISIANA 1866

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The conjurer raised his arms and the fire flared. An orb of light, the color of an escaping flame, appeared between his hands and took shape.

      A circle of worshippers, naked and kneeling, ringed the man and the fire. Their rhythmic chanting was low and steady. With undulating bodies and outstretched arms, the worshippers sent whatever power they had to the man, praying that he—or the thing that he summoned—would show them favor. This evening, each one prayed that they would be the recipient, that their bodies would be the vessel, for whatever spirit he raised.

      The worshippers totaled twelve in all, alternating around the ring, one man, one woman. In a way, they were more than mere worshippers, they were disciples, for the conjurer, a voodoo man, truly was their savior. And he was the all-important thirteenth.

      The swaying devotion cast snaking shadows backwards onto the canopy of Cypress trees—a nest of ghostly serpents dancing for attention. Outside the sphere of firelight was an impenetrable wall of darkness. They could have been the only humans in existence.

      The disciples were all the same color, the color of swamp mud. Each one had stripped off their clothing during the long walk to the isolated swell of land where they now worshipped. To begin the ceremony, each one had baptized themselves in the dark waters, then slithered, in reverence to Le Grande Zombi, the serpent god, through the mud, up out of the swamp, to the edge of firelight. The whites of their eyes showed like tiny twin moons, swaying from side to side as an invitation to the spirit in the fire.

      The man spread his arms wide, giving the orb freedom to roam. The spirit had not shown itself yet for it had not selected a vessel, but that time was near.

      As the orb moved within the circle of light inspecting the vessels, the disciples’ undulations grew bolder. Tongues waggled up and down, pink and wet. Outstretched hands mimicked technique. Breasts were squeezed into fullness. Hips were thrust forward to show prowess. Moans of expectation rose and fell as their bodies shook.

      With increasing speed, the orb circled the fire, stretching its ghostly filament ever closer to the vessels, testing and tasting. Hands groped at the filament, trying to catch it. Open mouths snapped at the air where a wisp had just been, snatching for power they couldn’t comprehend.

      Then it happened.

      The spirit orb chose its vessel— a woman with a long snaking tongue. It flew into her mouth, snapping her head back. It was already slithering down her glowing throat before the gasp escaped her mouth. Her stomach began to glow, then her groin, as she fell backward into the mud. Then the devotion was upon her.

      The two men to either side of her had the best chance, but the closest women would fight hard as well. The first person to mate with the spirit, now in its chosen earthly vessel, would be granted great favor from it. For that is what the spirits missed the most from the living world, the electric touch of flesh on flesh. And it would get its fill tonight before granting any requests.

      The original vessel was quickly lost under a mass of writhing bodies. Arms and legs intertwined. Pleading promises were whispered into ears. Groping hands reached to help. The devotion, although formed from individual and selfish wants, collectively knew that pleasing the spirit was their main goal. For if the spirit was satiated—and that could take many hours—it may show favor on them all. So, all pleasures were given.

      Over the course of the night, the spirit, sensing the exhaustion in its current host, would jump to a new vessel. The glowing part of the body signaling its new desire or prowess. It tended to shift from female to male, alternately, it had many vessels to use after all. But sometimes stayed with one body type for multiple sessions.

      After many hours, as the disciples lay in utter ruin, and the last carnal act was completed, the spirit orb floated free of its vessel. It had swollen to great size over the course of the evening, half the height of the conjurer now, who had stood watching the entire time. The spirit, now rippling with all the colors of the fire, took on the rough shape of a human head and torso. Sometimes it was an animal, sometimes the shape was so indescribable it could not be looked upon. But tonight, it was nearly a human shape. Its ethereal form twisted slowly in and out of existence, flames sparking to life from nothing, only to fade to nowhere. Its glowing head turned slowly as if inspecting the carnage.

      “I am pleased,” the spirit said, its voice coming through the flames. “What do you ask of me?”

      “Tell me what I have become,” the conjurer said.

      The spirit vibrated as a faint tinkling sound filled the air. The sound was that of giggling children and broken glass. It nearly cut the ears to hear it. The spirit was amused.

      The disciples, covering their ears from the harsh sound, slithered back from the heat of the demon. For they now recognized it for what it was. Each one tried to disappear into the mud as they turned their faces from the hellish light. They would not seek its favor tonight.

      The demon swelled, seeming to have grown legs from the very fire itself. It stood equal height with the man now. Its eyes had formed as two black holes in its burning head. Its mouth was lightning. Its voice crackled with electricity.

      “You have become what your heart desired,” the demon said.

      The man shook his head but was silent. No. This had not been his wish.

      The demon titled its head as if not understanding the man’s denial. Its flame body appeared to jump back and forth as if it were a swaying snake.

      “Did you not, John Montanet,” and here the demon chittered its child-like broken-glass laugh again, “Doctor John...”

      The words, ‘Doctor John’ echoed mockingly from a thousand child voices.

      (…Doctor John…     hee hee    …Doctor John…)

      “…raise a spirit and make a bargain with it?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “And did you not gain great power from this bargain?”

      The man said nothing.

      “And have you not bound so many souls into your own playthings?” The flaming demon head turned slightly to gaze into the distance. “Mr. Sandgrove for instance.” At the sound of its name, a ragged beast, hanging upside down from a tree branch, opened its eyes and fixed its head toward the fire voice. Its split tail twitched in the air, sensing the situation. A tiny, man-shaped body no bigger than a doll, suspended from the beast’s shoulder by a long hat pin, twitched slightly, but made no sound. Too little energy had passed between the beast and itself to generate its voice. After a mournful gaze, it closed its eyes, and both went back to sleep.

      “That is not what I ask,” the man whispered.

      The demon turned its black gaze back to him. “But it is. You wished for me to tell you what you have become. Is it not evident?”

      Before the man could speak, the demon addressed the supplicating disciples. “Children, do not fear me.” Long tendrils of flame stretched out from the demon’s body, motioning for them to come closer. “Raise your faces and look upon your savior.”

      Reluctantly, casting glances back and forth, the congregation raised their faces from the mud and looked.

      With a flourish, the demon swung its arms and flames grew long and wild, swirling high in the air. The disciples gasped as a column of fire rose above them. For a moment, the swamp glowed red. Then an instant later, the column of fire descended, exploding outwards in a fiery blast. The voodoo man, having been wrapped in long flowing black robes caught fire. Just a single touch from the demon fire and a brilliant flash of light burnt his robes to ashes. The man only gasped in surprise. The clothes had burnt so fast he hadn’t felt the heat.

      He now stood before the congregation as naked as they were, and was the color of mud also, but for a different reason. A brown lumpy skin covered him from chest to foot.

      It had been rumored over the last year that the great feud between John Montanet and Marie Laveau had ended when she’d finally cursed him and his eldest daughter with horse pox. This, only after he had cursed her oldest boy with consumption; the boy having died in her arms. John’s daughter, having been teased to no end about being afflicted with horse herpes and what she must have done to contract them, had already gone mad and ran into the swamp to hide her shame. But John, who was consumed with gaining knowledge and power, had pressed on, ignoring the lesions that had begun to grow over his body. Besides, his face was so scarred with country marks and tattoos they were less visible on him. But the bumpy brown skin was not what made the disciples gasp.

      Highlighted by the flaming body of the demon, the outline of John’s body shocked the senses, for it was a true deformity. The brown, pus-filled bumps that covered his torso and back seemed to have flattened and hardened along the lower portions of his body. One leg was that of a man. The other was badly deformed and articulated backwards at the knee. Below the knee, the leg jutted forward ending with a clawed foot. At the base of his tailbone, previously hidden by the long cloak, a split tail protruded from his skin. One part of the tail, as thick and scaly as an alligator’s, nearly reached the ground. The other part, a deformed and impotent twin half its size, hung there feebly, wobbling for attention. The reptilian portions of John’s body were covered with hard patches of skin that more resembled scales than anything.

      The disciples murmured and moaned in confusion.

      “This is what you have become,” the demon said. “This is what your heart desired. You prayed on it, after all.”

      The demon, now preaching to the wide-eyed congregation, spread its fire-arms wide, beckoning them to hear.

      “You, John Montanet, in your ultimate wisdom,” the demon said.

      The child voices giggled.   (…ultimate wisdom…   hee hee   …ultimate wisdom…)

      “…called forth a very special spirit.”

      The demon’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “Oh, the power you must control,”

      (…the power…       hee  hee  hee       …oh, the power…)

      “to call forth Legba the Trickster God and strike a bargain with him!” Now the demon bellowed its own laugh, deep and thunderous.

      “And he saw into your heart and gave you what it desired.”

      John raised his scarred face to the demon.

      “To be an abomination,” it said. “Behold children, behold your savior, the Gris-gris man!”

      John, the Gris-gris man, growled through clenched teeth. “Aarghh, help me control it! Help me fix it. Help me and I’ll bring you all the pleasure you desire.” He spread his own arms now, motioning to the disciples.

      The flaming demon settled a bit, its black non-eyes staring into the shadows. “There aren’t enough souls in the world,” it said.

      Nothing moved within the sphere of the firelight. No one breathed. The demon seemed to be lost in an ancient thought.

      Then, as if struck by sudden insight, the demon tilted its head and turns its attention back to John, the Gris-gris man. John had the uneasy sense that a smirk had formed on the demon’s lightning mouth.

      “But I foresee one who perhaps⁠—”

      “Who?” John nearly grabbed the demon in haste. “Tell me who.”

      Now the black demon eyes squinted as if looking far into the future. Flames that may have been hands or fingers danced on the air, scrying for a glimpse of a future that may still come to pass. “There will be one,” the demon corrected, “who can… unmake what you have become.”

      Now the disciples began to giggle, uncontrollably, with the demon-child voices. Hundreds of voices, giggling and glass-like, echoed out of each horrified, gaping mouth. The insane chittering rose to a thunderous noise and the swamp creatures fell silent in fear.

      The demon’s head tilted back as if remembering something, or, as John now thought, watching his future unfold. It laughed as it began to fade. But before it vanished completely, it left John Montanet, an abomination that had become the Gris-gris man, with these final words:

      In ages forth through moonless mist,

      you seek the one that shadows kissed.

      A fleeting form in dreaming state,

      with ancient power to life abate.

      Footsteps echo, never near,

      a haunting hum that none can hear.

      She wears the night like ink on skin,

      a black streak hides the truth within.
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          NEW ORLEANS, SEPTEMBER 1964
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      As night fell over the Crescent City, the dead waited to speak. Their forgotten voices, having not been heard in years or sometimes decades, were as a whisper in a storm. And each night, as their feeble pleas slipped away unheard, this never-ending tapestry of dead jostled for position near the only light their dead eyes could see, a young woman lying alone in her bed.

      Delphine Larouche, feeling crushed beneath the weight of their silent cries, tried not to hear.

      Del’s journey, her unwanted promotion to circus freak for the dead, had happened rapidly. In less than a year, from the time she’d left the orphanage and learned of her ‘gift’, she’d seen more death than many people did in a lifetime. It seemed to be drawn to her.

      Death itself was not drawn to her—although sometimes she wondered—but the dead, certainly. Like moths to that final flame, the infinite tapestry of dead that marched ever-forward, had become aware of her. They felt her presence the way the tide feels the pull of the moon, ebbing to and fro, dancing and bobbing for her attention, but rarely reaching her protective shore.

      But they all sought her council.

      Since that fateful day when her mentor, Mama Dedé, had guided her in her first trancing session, the dead had felt a presence unlike anything they’d known before—except for Life. On their journey to the Desert of Dust where they would eventually decay into oblivion, there was no light, there was no hope, but then suddenly and inexplicably, there was Del. At least, there was the essence of her. And that was enough.

      For months, starting with the manifestation of the Gris-gris man and his unholy beast, to the strange encounter with Madame Broussard and Scarmish, finally ending with Arlo and Billy Bash, Del had encountered a world of unbelievable possibilities, a world of unfathomable layers, a world that prior to leaving the orphanage, she didn’t even believe in. But when one had seen the things she had, there was no denying them. And there was no longer any way not to hear them.

      So, Del lay in the dark, and holding the voices at bay, waited for sleep to take her.

      Her mind drifted over many things. Sensing the old creaks of Armand’s grand house was a lullaby. Listening to her extended family go through their nightly routines was a comfort. Hearing shadows whisper at the window was… not as disturbing as it had once been, although it was getting harder to distinguish those voices from the real ones.

      As far as the living voices went, Mama D’s was muffled but strong as she fussed in the downstairs kitchen, quietly lamenting about how things had been left at the end of the day. Armand’s was soft and thoughtful as he talked to the objects in his library, just down the hall from her room, trying to work out where a forgotten thought had gone. Jimmy’s, a voice she had known since the orphanage, would be saying goodnight to things in his room: toys, shadows, the mirror.

      The only extended family member she didn’t hear on a nightly basis was Frank, but only because he usually went home at night. Unless he’d fallen asleep in the big chair in the library, with an empty brandy glass on the table and cold cigar ashes in the ashtray.

      These were the voices—as strange as they were—of her adopted family. All of them, the living voices as well as the dead.

      And perhaps because of their strangeness, or the fact that she was exhausted from previous sleepless nights, she didn’t hear the new voice that floated on the wind, just outside her window.

      Not even when it screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Armand walked quietly back and forth across the library floor. His hands were folded behind his back and his pipe hung smoldering from a corner of his mouth. Now that his family was back together, meaning that Del was home and Mama D was on the mend, of course Jimmy would live wherever Del was, he felt whole again. And his wardrobe reflected this.

      Armand had always been one for more formal attire. He never thought of it as being pretentious, but wool or corduroy trousers, a white dress shirt and ornate vest—of which he had many—just naturally fit his slim physic. He rarely wore a jacket in the house, except for holidays and special occasions. But, during the Dark Time, as he had come to think of the period when Del was gone and Mama D had fallen ill, he’d grown so lethargic and… out of sorts, that he’d fallen to wearing the same crumpled shirts for days on end. Sometimes even walking around in his stocking feet, dragging his pant cuffs along the carpet. Heavy bags had formed under his eyes during that time and although they hadn’t disappeared completely now, he was feeling his old self again.

      Having been a lifelong bachelor and academic, he’d grown used to his solitude. But when Del, Jimmy and Mama Dedé came to live with him just over a year ago, something had awoken inside him. He was surprised to learn that he enjoyed—no, loved—having this adopted family under his roof. Then, when the Dark Time occurred, and he’d almost lost them, he’d nearly been lost himself. Now that everything was set right—at least for the time being—he fretted over the thought that it could all happen again. After all, many unanswered questions still lingered around this family.

      Del was still at the beginning of her ten-thousand-hour journey. That journey that everyone must take when they’re searching for, and mastering, their true talent. Armand suspected he knew where her journey would lead her—whether she wanted to go there or not. They’d all witnessed the strange things that happened around her, and he didn’t expect them to stop. But he could be ready to help her—and the family—when they did, so he’d vowed to do just that.

      Strolling through the library, taking a mental inventory of the occult knowledge sitting on his shelves, he believed he had the means to keep his vow. However, considering how the spirit board situation had gone with Jimmy, he knew he had to be careful in his approach. Mama D was still mending after all and Del was… well, Del was a teenager. A very powerful one, he admitted, but still a teenager, for just a while longer. And although Jimmy showed to have some unexplainable abilities himself, the poor boy was afflicted with more scientific problems. Things that could not be fixed by a charm or spell. So, he could not be relied upon for any type of practical defense.

      This left Armand with his library and his thoughts, and he felt the weight of it throughout his body. And somewhere deep in his shoulders, a pinprick of tension had just emerged, as if predicting a coming storm.
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy sat in front of his chest of drawers saying good night to his treasures. The bottom drawer was filled with them: marbles, interesting rocks, old bottle caps, miscellaneous playing cards, broken crayons, and a host of other items which just showed up.

      He’d had other items in here a few months ago, but they had been taken away after Del found the note from that other strange boy.

      Jimmy couldn’t remember how the whole thing had happened, but at some point, when Mama D was sick, and after Armand asked him to play the Talking Board game with him, strange things began happening around the house. There were the black crickets that hopped everywhere. He didn’t mind those because it gave him something to stomp on. Then there was the voice in his mirror. That was scary at first, but when it spoke, and the words glowed with light in the mirror, it was like having a funny nightlight, so he didn’t mind it. It wasn’t like the time when his train lamp went crazy and tried to burn him up in the engine. And besides, he was pretty sure the voice in the mirror had taught him how to fly on the giant bird, and that made him happy.

      But then the pointy scissors had gotten into his room and hid beneath the bottom drawer. Sometimes he heard a snip, snip, snip at night when they sharpened themselves. He was pretty sure they were bad, but Armand had taken care of them. Just like he took the book of matches, the little paring knife and the box of rat poison that someone had left in a closet. He didn’t remember where these things had come from, but they talked a lot when he lay in bed, always telling him to do things. So, in a way, he was glad they were gone. But sometimes he missed them.

      That just left him with the stuff he was looking at now. But he knew that he’d find some new treasures soon. Slinky the shadow brought all kinds of stuff back to his closet.

      And just as the thought of Slinky crossed his mind, Jimmy heard a tiny scratching sound come from his closet.

      He looked over just as the door began to swing open.
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        * * *

      

      Mama Dedé finished puttering in the kitchen, made a cup of tea, and carried it to the parlor. She sat in a comfy chair and held her teacup and saucer on her lap. She looked around for something to do. She was stalling.

      She thought about going back into the kitchen and check on the dishes. But the kitchen didn’t really need straightening the first time, so, it certainly didn’t need it now. After all, Armand hadn’t regressed completely to bachelorhood during her… sickness.

      She always hesitated to categorize That Time—which ended a few months ago—with anything more concrete than a sickness. Her strange condition, her unexplained gaps in memory, her general feeling of having been utterly violated in a mental sort of way, none of these things had a good explanation. And having no good way to categorize them, she simply thought of it as That Time.

      But, during that time, when Armand tried to manage the house, he’d done a decent job. So, there wasn’t much for her to do, now that she was on the mend. Not to mention, it wasn’t her house anyway, so she didn’t change much, but she did tinker.

      In fact, she was beginning to wonder if she hadn’t adopted some strange compulsion during her time away. Since recovering—although she was certain it wasn’t complete—she’d become obsessed with removing and replacing the silverware in the drawers. It was harmless reorganization she told herself. And it was a large house filled with all sorts of things that needed organizing. Still, she’d never been like this in her old home. Granted, the Transitional Home for Girls, where she initially met Del, had not been a New Orleans mansion like this house, but it had a lot of forks. And they worked just fine even if they got stored in the spoon or knife slot in the drawer.

      Looking around the parlor, she sipped the pungent black tea then sat the cup on a side table. It had been a long time since she’d had to resort to the tea trick. In fact, she suddenly realized, the last time was when she had led Del on her first session. That was back in the old house after Del left the orphanage. She’d loved that house—as ramshackle as it was. There she had her own parlor, and in fact, it was in that parlor where she and Del had sat, drinking this very same brew.

      That seemed like a lifetime ago, now. And in a way—a way in which she tried not to think about—it was another lifetime ago. Hadn’t she met the end of her original life just a few months back? The night she and Armand had fallen ill from the possessed brandy. Del said that she’d been cold, and that she’d taken her to Del’s well of life. This still hurt Mama D to think about, but it was too late now. And at Del’s well of life, something had happened. Some restorative power had been gifted to her, which allowed her to survive long enough for Del to discover what was wrong with her and ultimately save her. So, in a very real way, this was now her second life. And she intended not to waste one moment of it. Forks be damned! She had stalled long enough. There was something going on in this house and she meant to find out what it was.

      She crossed her hands in her lap, closed her eyes, and began to trance.

      She thought back to when she’d had to use the tea for her own trancing sessions and felt a tinge of pain strike her heart. As a young practitioner, she had reached a point where she could slip in and out of trances as easily as changing her blouse. True, Del had reached that point much sooner than she had, but Mama Dedé had come to terms with her abilities compared to Del’s—at least, the way they used to be.

      Now, as she sat still with her eyes clenched tight, the trance was slow to come. And this frustrated her beyond anything. She could feel it building inside her head, she could … hear it in a way. Like static on a radio, but as she felt her mind moving towards it, dialing it in, she would suddenly pass it somehow. As if the trancing vision were a radio station with a single beam that had to be pointed directly at her ear. If you moved your head, or took a step, you were no longer in line with the signal and the message disappeared. It had never been like this before, and she couldn’t understand why it was like this now.

      She even caught herself tilting her head from one side to the other as if she were a set of rabbit ears sitting atop a television set.

      She opened her eyes and sat in quiet frustration. Her lips were puckered into a determined line. The night she’d come out of her sickness, the night Del fought Billy Bash, Mama D had jumped into her trance. Perhaps even awoken into it. She couldn’t be sure. One minute she was in the worm nightmare, a hundred feet below the ground, the next minute—as far as she could remember—she was in a trance. But how?

      Had Del pulled her into the trance without knowing it? Was that even possible? Mama D looked around the room at nothing particular. Like Armand, she imagined that the answer was somewhere on one of the many artifacts in the room, and that she simply needed to touch or look at enough things to eventually find it.

      But it wasn’t working.

      Could Del pull me into her own trance? Or pull Jimmy, or Armand?

      Frank would be too spooked, so Del would be better not to do that. He’d die of a⁠—

      Damn! She clenched a fist at the poor choice of words.

      She grabbed up the teacup and drank the remainder in a quick gulp. She was determined to break through this…psychic dry spell if it took her all night.

      And it wasn’t just selfish pride driving her. A deep uneasiness had settled over her of late. She felt that Del would need help soon but feared she may not be ready when the time came.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          SOMEWHERE ON THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER, SEPTEMBER 1964
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      At 11:59 pm, a paddle wheeler slipped silently into existence on the dark Mississippi. It made no sound at all; it was formless as a shadow. At this transitional moment the river was utterly quiet, and the ship did not disturb the silence. In fact, it was the silence. The still water with its black inkiness and fetid smell could have been a tarn festering before a crumbling manor house, had it not been for the slowly snaking current running beneath its surface.

      The shanties that sat along this part of the river—stilted, leaning hovels that bent crookedly towards the water—housed weathered and superstitious people who loved and feared the great river. The abundance of fish aside, it was their lifeline in many ways.

      Before the age of the steam-driven paddlewheel, a great raft of logs may have come floating by, led by nimble men who danced across their rolling surfaces, guiding them to a sawmill downstream. These crews were filled with hard and hungry men who would bargain with the shanty people; food, clothing, and pleasure could be purchased for a few coins. And the crews always needed extra hands, assuming one could stay on top of the logs. For the men who could not, amputations or burial services could be had for just a few coins more.

      In the golden age of the paddle steamer, a man could chop a cord of wood and sit by the shore waiting for a steamer to dock, the captain ready to bargain for the fuel. If one lived back a tributary that fed the great river, other occupations were available. Small excursion boats were sometimes launched from the steamships in the dead of night. Quiet men would row up the tributaries to rendezvous points where secret trades were made. Then the goods were hidden in the bowels of the ship until some point further along the river.

      All manner of people traveled the great river, fortunes were made or lost during a journey, lives as well. And of course, there was gambling: dice, poker, and roulette for the gentile class, boxing and brawling for the rustic, and for all classes, there was the oldest trade in history. Man or woman could make a living somehow on the river.

      But over time, as the old steamers fell out of fashion, first from the expansion of railroads, then by diesel-powered barges that could carry a hundred times more cargo, life on the river changed. The shanty people, most of them, moved closer to towns where work could be found. Many of the questionable methods of making a living along the river—bootlegging and smuggling—were reduced to a minimum. And as the old ways died out, so did the superstitions.

      Most of them.

      For the river folk who remained, they held onto their superstitions. In a way, they kept the tales alive, just as the river kept them alive. It was a dark and symbiotic relationship, not unlike a bird which feeds from inside the mouth of a crocodile, cleaning its teeth of harmful parasites. The old tales of river sirens and spirits were still whispered from old to young at night in front of fireplaces. Children were warned to not follow shimmering lights—will-o’-the-wisps along the upper riverbanks, fifolets along the lower—into the forests, or they would never return. And the myths of dead men—or their spirits—being reborn from the mud of the Mississippi river banks, always set old heads to nodding. “I seen it,” an old voice would croak. “Sure as I’m sittin’ here.” Other voices would murmur quiet confirmation, remembering the tales of voodoo and the Gris-gris man that had been told them in their youth. “Right outta ‘da mud it crawled. I seen ‘da tracks.”

      And then… the details would come.

      “…sometimes handprints, sometimes bare feet…”

      But the worst details were always murmured so low children nearly had to guess at the words. But they always sounded the same, “…sometimes tails.” And with these details the old people would wonder in silent fear who would be cursed next. Who, through some terrible old magic would be turned into something unholy.

      Which is why the remaining shanty people, in the year 1964, would not have been surprised to see the black paddle wheel materialize from the unnatural fog.

      It was nearly midnight, afterall.

      The sign on the lead paddlewheel read: Morrow and Nightshade’s Circus of the Arcane. It was an archaic statement for the year 1964, with talk of moon landings and British pop music invasions. It was a statement that harkened back to an older time and place; a time when superstition ruled over science, a place where dark things ruled the night. But the river had seen so many things in its long life it cared not if signs seemed misplaced. Neither did it care for what people called it, having had many names over the eons.

      Most Native American names referred to its general size—whether from the Algonquin words Misi-ziibi, meaning “Great River,” or the Illiniwek people’s words Mecha Sepé, meaning “Big River.” Other tribes such as the Choctaw honored its time calling it Misi sipokni meaning “Beyond Age.” For having formed thousands of years ago it was truly beyond the time of anyone who had walked the lands, and the waters held no memory. So, it had no opinion if something that floated on its surface was from this time or another.

      The river was simply there.

      And sometimes things came out of the river which had no earthly explanation.

      Two other paddlewheel boats followed, as silent and foreboding as the first. The third boat emanated a fearful sense of dread, as a whipped dog might do as it followed a cruel master because anything was better than starvation. The third boat seemed to hunker, its bow hanging dejectedly towards the water.

      On the lead boat, a silhouette was barely visible in the wheelhouse.

      The silhouette was of a tall gaunt man, eerily lit by a flickering lantern. The sickly yellow light seemed to struggle forth as if it had traveled a great distance to frame him. In a strange way, unknown to the lantern that had produced the light—or anyone who may have seen it—it had. The yellow light had come from a time and place that was long gone, but oddly, from an instance of burning oil, that had just occurred. Just now. The next instance, the light from the lantern left its earthly body—the wick and shot off into the night. It had just escaped a strange happenstance. The light didn’t know this, as it had no memory, just as the river had none, but it was finally free, nonetheless. And anyone who lived in the leaning hovels, who may have seen this extraordinary scene, would have inadvertently witnessed a great mystery.

      One that had just begun to unfold.
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        * * *

      

      At precisely midnight, when the third and most dreadful paddlewheel exited the black fog, Ernest Crowley looked up. His gnarled black fingers were working a fishing hook through the eyes of a minnow. He always ran his limb lines at night knowing better than to leave a good catch on the line for more than twelve hours. There were plenty of bigger things in the river that would gladly take the easy meal of a fish caught on a line that couldn’t escape. He’d learned this as a little boy, and now, sixty odd years later, it was part of who he was.

      He only flinched slightly when the hook went into his thumb instead.

      His eyes scanned the black night but were of little use. Between his cataracts and the river fog, he was never sure what was really in front of him. He couldn’t be sure that he’d seen anything. But he had felt movement in the air.

      Bobbing silently in his aluminum boat, he was mostly hidden in the shadows of the brush that grew close to the river. This wasn’t a strategic plan other than the fact that he didn’t like to run jug lines or trout lines which typically floated in the middle of the river. He liked running limb lines which kept him close to the banks. And running, or servicing, these types of fishing lines meant you spent a lot of time jamming the nose of your boat into thickets that grew along the edges.

      And even though he was deep in the shadows of the brush, something told him he wanted to stay hidden, so he quietly turned down the flame of the kerosene lantern that sat between his feet, then off. The minnow was left to flop in the shallow pool of water at the bottom of the boat.

      He’d felt the heavy clouds settling over the water for the last hour but had largely ignored them. Having spent many years here, that hadn’t surprised him until the gooseflesh crept down his back; it was only then that he sensed the unnatural fog that had already surrounded him, and he remembered the tales he’d been told as a child. Those tales of spirits being born out of the mud, “sometimes bare feet, sometimes tails…” Or of fishermen getting sucked into fog, never to be seen again. Until they came back, mad and screaming.

      A faint voice spoke in his mind,

      Heed yo’ mama! Go back. Go back now!

      but he was already halfway up his run of lines and so, found himself in this backwater channel. This place of still waters and shadows. A place that had suddenly become Misi sipokni: Beyond Age.

      Ernest listened for the wind. He could always gauge a storm by the sound of the wind through the trees, but there was none tonight. He turned his head as if he were listening to the floor of the boat and the night sky at the same time. His eyes were closed. His fingers intertwined. He heard nothing but the smallest ripples lapping against the boat.

      As if understanding his struggle to see, the lead paddlewheel suddenly came into view through an opening in the trees. Ernest hunkered, instinctively. Looking for the source of light that illuminated the monstrosity he found none. The moon was hidden. There was no lantern swinging from the sides of the big boat. But it was illuminated somehow, as if the first breath of air—outside the dark fog—had sparked it to life. The planks glowed faintly, just enough to reflect in the water.

      The paddle wheeler was a floating nightmare. Old and decrepit, it sat on the water. Black as night, it moved in and out of the shadows, as if debating to materialize. Ernest didn’t know why but imagined a thick carpet of black moss covering its surface. All three boats were infected thus, and he imagined their poison leaching into the water as snaking sheens of oil.

      His eyes were too bad to have read the sign: Morrow and Nightshade’s Circus of the Arcane, but as if hearing its name called from an old nightmare, and needing a ring master to present its case, the boat presented its emissary: the silhouette of the gaunt man came into view.

      The slightest intake of breath gave Ernest away. Surely, he hadn’t made a sound above that of a whisper. He hadn’t knocked his boot against the metal side or dropped a pair of plyers onto the metal bottom. It was only a small gasp…

      But the gaunt man had heard him. From a hundred yards away, across the water, through gnarled and wooly branches, the gaunt man heard Ernest and turned his head.

      A decrepit face, an ancient face, fixed his position.

      His boat began to move.

      Yellow eyes, first like tiny fireflies, caught his attention. They danced hypnotic. He felt the gaze of those yellow eyes burrow into his own, slide around his eyeballs, past his lids and hook his mind. He was now the minnow.

      Steadily, of its own accord, his little boat pulled itself through the brambles of the backwater where he was hidden, and out into the main channel. It turned its bow and steered itself towards the lead paddle wheeler and the gaunt man.

      Larger now, the firefly eyes became sickly yellow moons protruding like insane tentacles from a deformed head. They were antennae, he thought. Strange, reaching antennae from a monstrosity birthed from a river myth—or more likely, from a river curse.

      The cold goose flesh running down his arms told the tale. Something that had been cursed long ago or made to be hidden in the river, ancient and decrepit, had just awoken. It had lain waiting, hidden in the timeless mists, listening for the words that would call it forth into the time of the words.

      The gaunt man’s face, twisting into shape, appeared in the fog that hung around the boat. The yellow antennae eyes had just come through the fog face when a giant mouth opened. The mouth on the face, still fifty yards away, yawned open like a great cavern and a black tongue snaked forth into the water.

      The little boat flew across the water as if heading for a final plunge over the edge of a great waterfall. Ernest gripped the sides tightly, a scream locked in his throat.

      The face of the gaunt man, the face of the boat, for Ernest had just come to understand that they were one in the same, breathed in the air. It drank in the water. It bulged at him, pulling him forward. Pulling him down. And in a final act, pulled his boat beneath the water. For a brief second Ernest was in the water, tumbling and disoriented, then the underside of the boat absorbed him and let him slip through the porous moss-riddled planks.

      And he was in the belly of the beast.
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        * * *

      

      Ernest woke up in hell.

      Although, it wasn’t the hell he’d been warned about as a child, for there were no flames. But surely, he was dead, he thought. And this was some type of watery hell.

      Something had happened to him the last time he’d gone fishing. He’d fallen into the river somehow, maybe having had a stroke, slipped beneath the water and drowned.

      He distinctly remembered going under the water. The other images… well, old folks say that your life flashes before your eyes right before you die, and you see everything that has ever happened to you. But he’d never heard of people seeing glimpses of hell before you landed there.

      And wasn’t that what he’d seen?

      Hadn’t a demon or specter raised itself from the river and cast images of hell into his mind as he died?

      —yellow bulging eyes⁠—

      Those eyes.

      Yella’ demon eyes, for sho’.

      (Not just eyes. Antennae-eyes)

      Yes, bulging yellow antennae-eyes that reached out from the fog.

      Yellow and glistening…

      Wavery and reaching…

      Glistening and… sticky… his mind told him, like the tongue of a lizard that shoots from its mouth at lightning speed. A sticky substance on the end that snares its prey, then… it gets sucked into a giant, yawning mouth. Into the belly of the beast.

      Only these antennae-eyes had reached into his mind, slipped around his eyeballs and glued themselves to his soul, snaring him like a minnow, and reeling him in.

      He tried to scream but only managed to cough out a large splash of water. Air rushed into his lungs triggering a longer coughing fit. He rolled to his side as the river water gushed from his lungs.

      Voices murmured in the dark.

      Struggling to his hands and knees, he felt the voices—then imagined they were hands—reach for him. Voices and hands, tangled together, hovering around him, coaxing him back to life. They were one thing, he thought, the voices and hands. It was as if the desire to speak and the desire to feel were the last two vestiges of a wretched crew of souls, and all they could do was plead for attention in the dark. Although, he felt no warmth from either.

      Ernest suddenly felt dizzy, as if he were rolling down a hill, although he didn’t think he was actually moving. His mind told him the room—or whatever this place was—was moving around him. A sense of spinning darkness pervaded his body, threatening to flip his stomach over. A deep shiver wracked his old body, and a flush of heat ran up his spine. Beads of sweat formed on his balding head. It was the type of sweat the body used to excrete a deep poison from itself. He wanted to lay down and sleep. Lay down and let the spinning room take him off to whatever hell awaited him.

      The sighing, moving shadows continued to taunt him. Around, they snaked, twisting the darkness at the periphery of his vision.

      He suddenly thought of his family and wondered if he’d ever see them again. They’d be ringing the telephones of neighbors, asking if they’d seen his boat on the river. He should have been home by now, was the message they would share. His wife, Mattie, would be sending a smoky blessing of sage and other herbs up the chimney of their little home, hoping the protective aroma would find him, showing him the way home. He doubted any blessings or prayers would find him in this place.

      Footsteps creaked old wooden boards above him and the voice-things drew back. Like gossamer threads from some shy, fragile underwater creature, he felt them retreat into the shadows, their voices mute.

      The footsteps stopped as if listening to the wayward shadows, naughty children caught out after bedtime, then continued. They walked slowly, almost casually for several more feet, then began to descend. A wooden staircase creaked to his right.

      Ernest felt something like fear radiate through the darkness from his right. The staircase shivered a nervous warning, and the darkness transmitted the message. Oh! something was near. Each groaning board, each squeaky nail, whispered of the horror to come and pleaded with him to flee, to throw himself back into the river and die a proper death, for there were already too many abominations here. Too many souls tied to this Misi sipokni, this Thing Beyond Age.

      But their lamentations were muted by the suffocating dread of the specters, so were masked simply as the grumblings of old boards.

      With head hung low, Ernest opened his eyes and saw a sheen of river water forming beneath him, most of which was still dripping from his hair and clothes. He saw the outline of a face in that dark, reflective surface. It was not complete but was more of a place where a face ought to be. The insinuation of face that somehow rippled in the darkness.

      Although there were no lanterns here, he now understood that he was in the bowels of a large boat—feeling the sodden planks beneath his hands. The floating face—which now shimmered on the floor beneath him—carried its own illumination.

      The gaunt man, he thought.

      The face from the riverboat.

      Leaving the final step, a deformed and scaled foot touched the floor upon which Ernest knelt. Four clawed toes, the middle two larger than the outside stabilizers, dug into the sodden wood.

      Yellow bulging antennae-eyes.

      (Yes. And hooked like a minnow.)

      A similarly deformed second foot soon came into his periphery view. The shimmering face reflected large and grotesque across the wet planks. Perhaps because of the dripping water and uneven boards, or more likely because the face wasn’t fully formed, the reflection seemed to move in and out of existence. The features of the face were broken and misplaced, as if it couldn’t remember how it was to be structured. Or, as if it was deciding what it would become.

      Ernest slumped back onto his haunches, pulling his hands into his lap. His eyes were fixed on the floor. The distorted, shimmering face said nothing, only waited.

      Ernest said a silent prayer and sighed. The face distorted again as if somehow being able to read his mind, was amused by this action.

      He felt sorry for Mattie in that instant. At least if he’d drowned, there would be a chance that his body would have been recovered. A body can be buried. It can be mourned over, wept over, even cursed at for its stupidity, but it can be seen, then buried. But whatever this was, wherever he was at, whatever he would become, he feared could not be described to anyone. Mattie would never know what had happened to him.

      He nodded his head as if accepting his fate, then raised his eyes.

      And with that, he looked into the face of the Gris-gris man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          NEW ORLEANS, SEPTEMBER 1964
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      Del popped out of bed, despite having only a few hours of good sleep, like a child on Christmas morning. She finally had a real job.

      Taking a quick shower and wriggling into her best jeans—there were very few choices—she wiped the mirror of the bathroom and looked at her wild hair in the reflection. She twisted her mouth from side to side as she tried to imagine a better hair style.

      Maybe I’ll get it straightened, she thought. But the cost of that was probably—no, certainly—beyond her budget. And even though she was back sleeping in her own room—at least, the one she used while staying at Armand’s house—she was still conscious of her finances. How could she afford a house for herself and Jimmy if she blew her money on things like that? So, with a sigh, she slipped on a t-shirt and tied her hair back with a bandeau. Wiping the mirror again and noticing that this t-shirt seemed far too thin in the damp air, she crossed her arms over her chest and walked down the hall to her room.

      Her meager belongings were either folded in a single chest of drawers, or scattered across the floor, waiting for the wash. They were all pretty much the same consistency of the shirt she had on, which wouldn’t do for work. She spied the closet and knowing it to be stuffed with clothes from whomever owned the house before Armand had purchased it, threw open the door and began to rummage. The previous owner had either been the owner of a costume shop, an actor, or simply a hoarder of vintage clothes, because every closet was bursting at the seams like this one. Her trademark leather motorcycle boots and jean jacket had come out of this very closet when she first moved in, but she didn’t think those were appropriate for work either. So, after scattering items to the floor, she came across a white button up shirt, that could have been for a man or a woman. It was of good quality, but had an old design that could have fit either gender. She put it on and rolled up the sleeves. Next to it hung an old vest, which surprisingly was her size, in a baggy, Charlie Chaplin sort of way. Donning them both she stuck her hands in her jean pockets and looked in the mirror.

      Tilting her head and hips one way, then the other, she decided this would do fine. She thought the androgenous mix of clothing fit her and looked cute.

      Then her gaze fell to the ratty sneakers.

      She didn’t mind the Charlie Chaplin look, because her curves filled out the shirt and vest just fine, but the sneakers had The Tramp written all over them, and that wouldn’t do. She kicked them off, pulled on her leather boots and reinspected herself. The masculine cut of the boots hugging her shapely legs also worked well. A quick adjustment of the headband and she couldn’t help but smile at herself.

      It had been a long time since she’d felt this good.
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        * * *

      

      Del arrived at the main office of the Times-Picayune newspaper fifteen minutes before her starting time. She locked her bike to a lamppost, looked at her watch, then peeked her head around the big plate glass window in the front of the building. She didn’t want to go in just yet—seeming too anxious—but she didn’t want to seem like a creeper either, so after a quick glance inside, she slowly walked in front of the window, minding her own business. She’d go to the end of the block then turn back.

      Passing the plate glass windows of the office, an oversized print of a front-page news article screamed out.

      
        
        Beatlemania Sweeps New Orleans — Beatles Day Declared!

        City officials declare September 16, 1964, to be Beatles Day.

      

      

      Del knew the article by heart. It went on to describe how the “Fab Four” would come to New Orleans and play the City Park Stadium for 12,000 screaming teenagers. Staring at the headline she imagined what it would be like to be there in person, right next to the stage, watching Paul play his guitar and sing.

      She sighed. What was she thinking? She didn’t know anyone who was going. And five dollars per ticket was out of her price range. Besides, she wasn’t sure how many people who looked like her would be there anyway. So, she shoved her hands into her jean pockets, kicked at a spot of gum on the sidewalk, and continued walking. Better to spend her time thinking about her job instead of stupid concerts.

      Her pace had quickened. She knew that she didn’t have an official starting time with this job. In fact, in the South, most meeting times were more of a suggestion anyway. But she’d been waiting for this opportunity for a long time and didn’t want to take a chance of being late, so she turned around.

      She had made her third or fourth pass in front of the plate glass window when a man stuck his head out the front door. He had a long, thin face, prematurely aged by too much sun or too many late nights. A lightweight tan fedora, complete with a black band and feather on the side, was pushed back on his head. A lit cigarette curled smoke into one squinted eye.

      “Are you…?” He looked at a piece of paper in his hand.

      “Del!” Del said too loudly. The man, startled, looked up.

      Her hands shot back into the front pockets of her jeans as if the volume control to her mouth was there.

      “Ugh,” her voice dropped, “I mean, Delphine.”

      Her hands came out. “Delphine Larouche.”

      She wiped them on her jeans, imagining them covered with sweat.

      The man squinted at her, with smoke curling
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