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      Dear Reader,

      Love is the truest magic and the most fulfilling fantasy. Thank you for coming along on this journey as I share the tale of the Treasure of Paragon, nine exiled royal dragon shifters destined to find love and their way home.

      There are three things you can expect from a Genevieve Jack novel: magic will play a key role, unexpected twists are the norm, and love will conquer all.
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      Gabriel Blakemore was running out of time, which was laughable considering time had never meant anything to him in the past. As an immortal dragon, his life thus far had flowed like an endless river, each new day guaranteed by the last. Not anymore. He thumbed the emerald ring on his finger. Already the curse at its center gave the jewel the appearance of a cat’s eye in bright light, a thin black pupil visible at the center of the green. His affliction was spreading.

      Hunched over the seventeenth-century Spanish baroque desk in his office at Blakemore’s Antiques, he sifted through the stack of papers in front of him, praying for a savior, anyone who had the slightest potential for breaking the curse. None of the candidates seemed powerful enough. He needed more options.

      Anxiously, he tugged at the bond connecting him to his manservant. Richard appeared at the door to his office almost immediately, carrying a stack of papers that he squared on the desk in front of Gabriel. “More for you.”

      Gabriel nodded at the man. Impeccably dressed, as always, in a pinstripe three-piece suit, Richard had proved a crucial asset these days, researching magical options when Gabriel could not. Gabriel had bought the former slave’s freedom in 1799, a wise choice. Not only had Richard become a close friend over the centuries, he’d retained a sharp wit and an eye for detail.

      The man dusted off his hands before rubbing his sternum. “You don’t need to scream down the bond, you know. I’m in the next room. I want to find a cure as much as you do.”

      Gabriel grunted.

      “Are all dragons as friendly and chipper as you, or was I just lucky to be bonded to the best of them?” Richard folded into the chair across the desk, throwing a lanky arm across its back.

      “How are sales today?” Gabriel asked, ignoring the man’s gibe. He hadn’t meant to cause Richard discomfort, but he didn’t plan to apologize for it either. Not when the situation was so dire.

      “Strong enough that if we all live another year, we can throw one hell of a party,” Richard said. “How’s that plan coming along? You find a way for us to do that? Live another year? There must be something here. For God’s sake, we live in the voodoo capital of America, the home and burial place of Marie Laveau herself.”

      A whiff of cinnamon and molasses curled off Gabriel’s coffee, and he took a long, steadying drink. “Marie would roll over in her tomb if she knew who was running this city now.” New Orleans was brimming with humans claiming to have supernatural abilities. Liars, most of them. Unfortunately, the voodoo priestess who’d cast the curse on his ring was the real thing, and she did not take prisoners. Anyone left with true power in the city was either on her side or too afraid to oppose her.

      Gabriel snorted. Three hundred years in this realm, only to be turned to stone by the jealous rage of a woman who couldn’t take no for an answer.

      The thought made his fingers drum against the desk. Tap-tap-tap. Always in threes. The compulsion to tap was so strong when it hit him, not doing so resulted in pain. Muscle tremors ran the length of his arms and hands. He flipped his thumb against the corner of the paper nearest him, hoping it would curb the impulse.

      Richard frowned at his fidgeting. “You should rest, Gabriel. It’s getting worse. This is the third time this morning.”

      “Soon.”

      “That’s what you said an hour ago.”

      Gabriel pulled the pile of papers toward him. His hands cramped with the effort, and the stack spilled across the walnut desk. He cursed, but the word caught in his throat. A woman’s picture had been revealed in the collapse, instantly catching his eye. He lifted the folded newspaper to get a better look.

      Enchanting. That was the only way to describe her. He couldn’t look away. The woman had eyes the color of deep water and curly black hair as wild as the hint of trouble she carried in her smile. He had the sudden intense desire to kiss away that lopsided grin and further tangle that hair. Where had such an urge come from? A dragon like Gabriel didn’t often find himself drawn to human women. He closed his eyes and gave his head a well-deserved shake.

      “Who is this?” he demanded.

      Richard leaned over the desk in order to get a better look, and Gabriel turned the article in his direction. Richard groaned. “That, my friend, is a long shot.”
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        * * *

      

      Ravenna Tanglewood opened her eyes to darkness. She blinked and blinked again, but the eyelid flutter didn’t seem to help. This was new. While she’d slept, an irregular blotch had formed in her vision, partially obstructing her view. Now it painted itself like black ink against the sterile white walls of her hospital room.

      A Rorschach test, she thought. What did she see in it? An oil slick. A dark cumulus cloud. A rough joke told by her brain cancer.

      Cancer. That fucking bitch.

      The aroma of this morning’s half-eaten eggs and the tang of antiseptic brought her fully awake. She was in the exact same place she’d been every day for the past three months: the hospice at Ochsner Medical Center in New Orleans. Only the last time she’d drifted off, there wasn’t a stain obstructing half her field of vision.

      She rolled her head and the dark splotch followed, blotting out the left side of the room. She closed her eyes again, counted to ten. No change. Damn, that couldn’t be good.

      Through her working eye, she watched her mother sleep in the chair next to the bed; she at least was the same as Raven had left her. A Cosmo was sprawled across her mother’s lap as if she’d drifted off midsentence. Though now that Raven looked more closely, the lifestyle magazine was wrapped around a disturbingly worn copy of Surviving Divorce by Amy Dickerman, PhD. Raven winced. So her father’s pronounced absence had come to this. Or maybe it was a preemptive read, a talisman against the inevitable. As far as she knew, her parents had only separated—the burden of her illness giving rise to separate bank accounts, separate bedrooms, separate lives—in that order. Her care had become an act of full-time charity her father could not abide.

      As usual, her mom was bearing the parental weight alone this morning, although the chair beside her held her older sister Avery’s rosary. When had she dug that thing up? Raven hadn’t seen the likes of it since their aunt had gifted it to her for her first communion. Avery had never been the praying type. Leave it to death to bring out the inner Falwell in everyone.

      Did she think she could pray the cancer away? Raven snorted at the thought. Pull the plug. That’s what she’d say if she had a say, and if she were plugged in to anything more than Mr. Drippy, her full-time fluid and drug-delivery companion. So far, she could breathe on her own and swallow, unlike the man across the hall. Stopped the vent, she’d heard the nurses whisper.

      Lucky bastard.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Dr. Freemont said.

      Raven rolled her head back to center, then slightly to the left so she could see him clearly out of her good eye. Dr. Freemont was a balding, portly man whose gray temples gave away his advanced age. Still, he was more fun than his stodgy contemporaries. She liked him.

      “Hey, ugly,” she responded, although the words sounded choked off and raspy.

      His bushy silver brows sank over his bulbous nose. “What’s this about? You’re holding your head at an angle. Raven, can you look at me straight on?”

      “No,” she drawled. “Dark.” Every word was like lifting a two-ton boulder from the depths of her skull and carrying it through a labyrinth of synapses to finally hoist over her lips. It was exhausting.

      Dr. Freemont placed one hand gently on her head, then drew a penlight from his pocket. He swung it in front of her right eye, then her left, where the light disappeared inside the dark fog.

      “Squeeze my fingers,” he commanded, touching her right hand. She did as he asked, then wondered why he never placed his fingers in her left, although he’d walked to that side of the bed. Or maybe he had. She could no longer feel that hand.

      As Dr. Freemont continued his assessment, she noticed a trend. Her left side wasn’t working. Not just her eye, but also her shoulder, her hand, her thigh, all the way to her pinky toe. Numb. Dead. She was dying in halves.

      “Why?” she demanded, but she knew.

      “The tumor,” he said simply. “The pressure in your brain.” He kept speaking, but Raven’s mind couldn’t keep up with his medical explanation. She did catch the word stroke. It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t treat her for it anyway.

      “Donate?” she asked.

      Half cloaked in shadow, his face turned grim and he lowered his voice. “Yes. The cancer is only in your brain. You’ll be able to donate your organs. It’s all arranged.” His voice was funny, and she wondered if he was lying. Normally Dr. Freemont didn’t talk to his patients much about organ donation, but she’d pressed him about it early on. For her, it was a light at the end of the tunnel. Every time he reassured her of her donation status, her heart leaped a little. She’d do something with this life. Leave a part of herself behind that mattered.

      If he was lying, she didn’t want to know the truth.

      “Long?” she asked. He knew what she meant. How long until she died? They’d been at this for over five years on and off. Through railroad spikes of pain that left her begging for someone to bash her head in. Months of chemo that turned her inside out. There was nothing left to try. There would be no more chemo. No more surgeries. Raven wanted to live, but if living wasn’t possible, she would settle for being free.

      His pale eyes met hers, and he gripped her fingers on the right where she could feel his reassurance. “Not long now.”

      Not long now. She tried her best to smile. “Good.”

      Her mother roused, her magazine-wrapped book falling from her lap and clattering to the floor. “Oh! Doctor. Excuse me. I must have drifted off. How is she?”

      When he turned to look at her, his eyes glossier than usual, his face changed. A mask slipped into place, clinical and authoritative. Raven rolled her head on her pillow to see her mother, and the dark splotch swallowed most of Dr. Freemont’s head. She couldn’t see anything above his shoulders when he answered.

      “I would never put an expiration date on your daughter, Mrs. Tanglewood… Sarah. We both know how strong she is.”

      “Yes, I know. This one came out fighting.” Her mother still believed Raven could beat this thing.

      She was wrong.

      “Raven’s comfort measures are working. We’ll maintain the course.” He straightened as if he might leave.

      Raven squeezed his hand. “Do it,” she said. It was the best part of her day. She wouldn’t let him leave without giving it to her.

      He turned an impassive expression toward her, half light and half dark as she looked at him straight on. “I have no idea what you are talking about, Raven.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

      With whatever part of her face was still working, she sent him the sternest glare she could muster.

      Raising one eyebrow, he backed up a few steps and glanced into the hall. “You know, I don’t do this for all my patients. Only for you.”

      She smiled lopsidedly.

      He removed his white lab coat, cleared his throat, and glanced again at the door. There was no one out there. Ceremoniously, he wrapped his coat around Mr. Drippy, holding the neck in place with one hand and gripping the sleeve with the other. He squared his shoulders.

      “I get no drip from champagne…,” he began to sing, deep and throaty, in the style of Frank Sinatra. He swayed with her IV pole as much as the length of the tubes leading to the port in her chest would allow. “Mere Toradol doesn’t move me at all, but morphine and fentanyl too… Yes, I get a drip out of you.” He cradled the screen of the IV pole and dipped it below his round belly, careful not to upset the hanging medications. His lips puckered in an air-kiss toward the screen.

      Raven couldn’t help it. She started to laugh. Her mother did too, which made her laugh even harder. As always, the sight of that normally stiff and paunchy man dancing with her IV pole tickled something deep inside her, something that bitch cancer hadn’t ruined yet. She laughed and laughed until her throat constricted like the valve of a pinched balloon.

      Her laugh turned into a cough and then a wheeze.

      Dr. Freemont stopped singing.

      The next moment he was leaning over her, his pale hands gently shaking her shoulders, and she realized she’d been unconscious. Not long, judging by the look on his surprised face.

      “Welcome back,” he murmured. He was half dark again.

      “That’s never happened before,” her mother said nervously.

      “That’s just Raven’s body telling us she needs rest,” he said. “I’ll leave you to it.” He removed his lab coat from Mr. Drippy and shrugged it on before nodding his goodbye.

      “Well, that sounded promising,” Mom said after he was gone. “You just need more rest.” She stood up and tucked Raven in, her face positively glowing with denial.

      Raven adjusted her head so her good eye was pointed at the door. Not long now, he’d said.

      That was the day cancer stole her laugh. It was the last time the doctor sang for her. The last time she was awake long enough to ask him to. There were flashes of color and light, the feel of anointing oil crossed on her forehead and wrists as prayers were whispered over her, Avery’s rosary dangling from her fingertips above her chest, Dr. Freemont’s humorless face as he answered her mother’s questions. But most of the following days consisted of darkness.

      Until, one night, he came for her.
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      Death stood at the end of Raven’s bed, looming and dark, and she welcomed him with open arms. Open arm. Only her right was under her control. Oh, how she longed to be free of her broken body.

      If any part of her had questioned the true identity of her visitor, the skepticism was short-lived. The aura of the supernatural surrounded him. Raven’s first clue was his suit, or rather that he wasn’t wearing scrubs. An eternity had passed since someone who wasn’t a medical professional or close family had entered her hospice room. Her own father didn’t come anymore. It was too sad. A lost cause.

      Death’s miraculous presence aside, there were stranger things about his visit. Her IV had stopped dripping. Mr. Drippy’s digital face was frozen, the impossibly full belly of her next drop of morphine hovering by a silver thread at the center of the machine’s plastic chamber. She shot a glance toward her mother, hoping for an explanation, but the woman was motionless and rigid, staring, catatonic, toward the darkened hospital windows. The clock had stopped. Midnight.

      Raven’s time had finally come.

      She took stock of the man who must be Death, the new growth of her hair rustling against the scratchy pillowcase as she turned her head. It was the only sound in an otherwise silent room. Under the fluorescent lights, she studied him. This was the one who would carry her home? He wasn’t what she’d expected.

      Death was a babe.

      Dark. Brooding. Heavy boned and unshaven. There was something handsome about him nonetheless, alluring enough for her failing body to send her a flicker of desire, something she hadn’t felt in over a year. It was the eyes, black eyes that seemed to burn into her, with flecks of red and mahogany that radiated from pitch-black pupils. His substantial eyebrows were too full to be considered conventionally attractive, but they balanced a generous nose and lower jaw that had no use for frivolity. He was olive-skinned, full-lipped, and big. Really big. Professional wrestler big. Although, based on his sunken cheeks and long, tapered fingers, she got the sense he could be bigger, like he was perpetually hungry.

      “Ravenna Tanglewood?” he asked, his voice lined with charcoal and grit. A Clint Eastwood voice. A burning voice. Was he taking her to hell? A whiff of campfire drifted past her nose as he neared. That was one thing cancer hadn’t taken from her, her sense of smell. And he smelled like the fall, like oak leaves and pumpkin pie, like smoke and old print.

      “Yes.” Her voice was nonexistent, mostly lips and breath doing the work.

      “You are this Ravenna Tanglewood.” He removed a folded newspaper from his breast pocket. The pages crinkled in his grip. He thrust it toward her.

      A large emerald ring on his right pointer finger glinted in the light, and she had trouble looking away from it to focus on what he was asking her. Eventually though, she zeroed in on the story he was showing her. It was an article by a reporter from the Tulane Hullabaloo. Psychic Student Saves Family. She blinked slowly, confused. Why would Death care about a piece of gossipy journalism?

      Before the doctors had discovered her brain tumor, she had experienced a premonition. She’d been doing laundry when a vision of her parents’ pub completely engulfed in flames brought her to her knees. Neither her father nor mother took her vision seriously, but for some reason, her sister Avery did. Avery’s resulting tantrum led to the purchase of a brand-new fire extinguisher. A few nights later, an inexperienced cook set his apron down too close to the grill and the strings caught fire. Her father reached for the old extinguisher first. It didn’t work. Thankfully the new one did, and consequently her father was able to save the pub and the people in it.

      It didn’t mean Raven was psychic. Dr. Freemont had explained that the tumor in her brain, with its octopus-like tentacles infiltrating her gray matter, was connecting different areas of her mind, making her exceptionally intuitive. She’d subconsciously noticed the expiration date on the extinguisher, and her brain had produced the vision accordingly. It was the cancer, not anything weird or unusual. The newspaper story was a bit of flamboyant reporting by a friend who hoped to use the piece to attract readers to a fund-raiser meant to help with her medical expenses, nothing more.

      Death tapped his finger against the newspaper impatiently, the massive green emerald glowing like a star. “Well, is this you?”

      She licked her lower lip and nodded. He slid the paper back inside his jacket. Exhausted from the effort of responding, she closed her eyes and prayed silently, Take me. Please take me.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel stood at the end of the hospital bed, using every ounce of willpower he had to restrain himself. When Richard had suggested the girl was a long shot, he wasn’t kidding. She was more dead than alive, a porcelain doll he was afraid to startle for fear of breaking her. Still, there was something… alluring about her, the same as when he’d seen her picture. Deep within his chest, a primal urge to heal and protect demanded his attention.

      He hadn’t felt anything like it in his five hundred years. Not for a human anyway. Perhaps the feeling bore a close resemblance to when he found a rare and priceless item for his collection. Yes, that was it.

      She appeared nothing like the picture he’d seen. The only way to describe her now was haunting. The bones of her cheeks protruded as if her skeleton was battling her skin for rights to the surface. Ravenna Tanglewood was death, propped in a bed like a body on display. Above thin lips and a gently curved nose, her blue eyes bulged from her skull, dull and rheumy. Those damned eyes were nothing short of pleading. His chest ached. If she refused his offer, it would haunt him the rest of his days.

      He stepped closer to her. Was that night-blooming jasmine? The scent was faint, but he could smell it on her skin. “Is it true you were an anthropology major with a minor in history? Honors student?”

      A grunt came from deep within her throat, a warm wet trail of saliva coursing down her lower cheek. Her throat contracted and relaxed, but she seemed unable to form words. He hissed. Damn human hospitals. This was torture. What type of creatures left their females to die like this?

      He could wait no more. Already the curse on his ring was weakening his magic. His skin felt thick, like he might turn to stone from the inside out at any moment. He tapped his fingers, exactly three times each against his thumb. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. It was the only thing that helped, the only thing that reminded him he could still move. His magic wasn’t completely gone. Not yet.

      Still, if he was to save her, he must do so soon.

      “I see,” he said. “I would like to offer you a job, Ms. Tanglewood. It is hard work. You’ll have to learn quickly and take the initiative.”

      She stared at him blankly. He wondered what she must be thinking, if she could think at all. It was possible her brain was as wasted as her body. From what he’d read, she had brain cancer. Even with magical intervention, there might not be enough left in her head for her to consent. And she must consent. He would not bind her if she didn’t. To do so would be to divest himself of any remaining honor he still bore in his wasting body.

      He approached her bedside and gently laid his hand on her chest. Those too-big eyes locked onto him. Her heart pounded against his palm. Her expression pleaded for death, but her heart begged for life.

      “Ravenna, do you consent? Do you agree to work for me?”

      Her eyebrows dipped and her chin twitched as if she didn’t quite understand what he was proposing. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. He wiped it away.

      “Say yes, little one,” he said. “I cannot bear to see you like this a moment more.”

      Her eyes widened. “Yes,” she mouthed.

      He smiled weakly. “Praise the Mountain.”

      As he held her stare, he removed his hand from her chest, the storm of magic brewing within him. His ring glowed brighter as he drew his power to the surface, the dragon within barely contained inside his human form. Opening his jaw wide, he reached deep into his mouth, his large hand wedging itself between his teeth. He heard her gasp as the sound of tearing flesh filled the room. Gabriel grunted. He was likely scaring her, but it could not be avoided. This was part of the transition. The faster she came to terms with what was happening here, the better.

      A spurt of crimson blood beaded on his bottom lip as the tooth materialized, clutched between his fingers. He tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the blood, then held the tooth up to the light. It was thin. Pointed. With a long root still bloody from the extraction. Clearly not a human tooth.

      “Never gets easier,” he murmured.

      Beside him, Ravenna trembled. Her arms were covered in gooseflesh. He had to soothe her, to do something to comfort her before she had a heart attack. He closed his hand and drew on the magic of the ring. When he opened it again in front of her mouth, there was no tooth, only a slim white pill.

      “Swallow,” he commanded.

      She must do this now. They were running out of time, her life fading in front of him, his magic sputtering under the weight of the curse. He scooped an arm behind her shoulders and lifted. Her lips parted like a baby bird’s, and he dropped the pill to the back of her throat. She gurgled, coughed. He raised her head higher. Her throat bobbed and the choking stopped.

      Oh, how beautiful it was shining through her stomach. The red light spread through her torso and to the ends of her limbs, warming her flesh from within. And all the time, she lay helpless against his arm, staring at him with unrestrained wonder, that jasmine scent of hers growing stronger. It made him feel like a god to hold her like this, to know that he’d given her what she needed to heal, to survive.

      He watched her chest rise and fall with the first deep breath she’d taken since he’d arrived.

      “What did you give me?” she asked, and this time the words were strong and true, more than the breathy whispers he’d gotten before. Good.

      His shoulders slumped. The magic had taken its toll. He must get home to rest.

      He brought his face close to hers. “Rest. Recover. You’re no use to me like this. We are bound now. I will know when you are ready.” He pressed his lips to her forehead and lowered her to the bed.

      Her mouth worked soundlessly, as if she couldn’t find the words for all the questions she longed to ask.

      The rhythmic beep of her heart monitor started again, and a drop of morphine fell within the chamber of her IV. As he left her side and the room, he prayed to the Mountain that he’d chosen wisely. Ravenna Tanglewood was his last chance.
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      “Raven? Raven?”

      Raven opened her eyes to find her mother and Avery looming over her. Her sister’s fingers trembled on the bedrail, and her expression was somewhere on the road between concerned and amazed.

      “She’s awake,” Avery said. “Mom? What’s going on?”

      Light washed through the windows behind Avery, framing her long, curly black hair. Raven thought it gave her a halo. Flattering. She was glowing. Filled with light. Brimming with it. An angel at her bedside. Raven’s mom didn’t look quite as heavenly. Nauseous maybe, but not heavenly.

      “Can you hear me?” Mom asked, stressing each syllable in a loud, clear tone.

      Raven smacked her lips, her mouth as dry as a stone. “Of course I can hear you. You’re screaming at me.”

      The women gasped, staring at each other and then at her in marked confusion.

      “I’ll get the doctor.” Avery bustled from the room.

      “I need water,” Raven said. Her lips were thick and chapped, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Her eyes roved to where her bedside table used to be, but it was pushed against the wall, wiped down and out of the way. Mr. Drippy was still there, but when she glanced at the port in her chest, her tubes were no longer attached.

      “We think you disconnected it,” Mom said with a wince. “In your sleep. I was about to call a nurse when you rolled over and opened your eyes.”

      Raven tried to lick her lips again.

      “I’ll get you some water.” Mom looked frantically for the hospice-issued cup, then reached behind her and pulled a water bottle from her purse. “Here, have mine.” Hands shaking, she twisted off the cap and chucked it behind her where it bounced and rolled across the linoleum floor. She slipped her arm under Raven’s shoulders to tip her head up and brought the water to her lips.

      The first swallow caught in her throat, sending her into a fit of coughing. Her mother frowned but gave her another sip. This one she managed to get down. If sunlight had a flavor, this would be it. She almost moaned. Her mom pulled the bottle away to give her air.

      Raven’s breath stank. Her limbs felt like dead weight. But in shaky increments she raised both hands to her mother’s wrist and pulled the bottle back toward her mouth. She drained it dry in a matter of seconds.

      “More,” Raven rasped.

      “Yes. I’ll get you more. Something more. Juice.” Her mother pounded the call button with her finger and screamed. “We need juice in here now!” By the urgency in her voice, Raven thought the perpetuation of modern society balanced on her mother’s ability to provide her with juice.

      “Mom, it’s okay. I’m sure they’re co-ming.” Her voice cracked.

      Mom’s face fell. She swallowed. “How are you feeling?”

      Raven stared and stared at her mother, memorizing every contour of her beautiful, sleep-deprived face, a face that looked far older than it should have at her age. The dark cloud that had plagued her vision was completely gone. Nothing obstructed her view. “I can see you.”

      “Oh, Raven.” In a rush of hands, elbows, and shoulders, her mom hugged her, and with what little strength Raven had, she hugged back.

      Dr. Freemont charged into the room, Avery at his side, and came up short. His eyes were wide as saucers, his face paling. “When did this happen?”

      “She disconnected her IV and rolled onto her side,” her mother said, rubbing Raven’s shoulder supportively.

      “Raven?” He approached the bed, his eyes raking the length of her body, assessing her as only a doctor could. Did he notice her left pupil constricting in time with her right? The way she clutched the blanket with both hands?

      “It must have been your singing,” Raven said, a slow, lazy smile stretching across her face.

      He laughed, pulling his penlight from his pocket. The further he got with his assessment, the harder he shook his head. “I’m going to order a PET scan.”

      Raven understood what that was for. He wanted to check how much of the tumor was left in her head. Her recovery might be temporary, the eye of a hurricane. Her concern must have shown on her face, because Dr. Freemont squeezed her hand.

      “The rules of the game have changed, Raven. Don’t plan your next move until we know where all the pieces are, okay?” He winked.

      Raven didn’t have to wait long for radiology to come and get her. According to the nurses, she was a star, a hospital celebrity with an all-access pass to have any tests her doctor ordered. Before long, she found herself propped in a wheelchair in the PET scan room, staring at cottony blue images of her internal organs.

      “Totally normal,” Dr. Freemont said. “Not a single tumor.” His mouth gaped like a fish.

      “What about my stomach?” she asked slowly. “Is there anything in my stomach?”

      He dug his hands in his pockets. “No…” He narrowed his eyes. “You had brain cancer. Why would you ask about something in your stomach?”

      “I saw a man,” Raven said. “In my room last night. I think he healed me.”

      “A man… In your room?” Dr. Freemont turned from the PET scan to look at her directly.

      “He was dark. With… fire in his eyes. I thought he was Death. He fed me his tooth.”

      Dr. Freemont blinked rapidly. “Spontaneous recovery is a reality, Raven. It’s rare, extremely rare, but it happens. The body finds a way. It cures itself.” He sighed. “Our brains have a funny way of making sense of the things that happen to us. I had one patient who was sure there were fairies in her room. She smelled lilies constantly.” His pale eyes studied her face. “You saw a man. You saw him. He existed to you. But he also may have been created by you. Consider the possibility that your mind used a vision to process this monumental healing that occurred.”

      “That makes sense.” She nodded slowly. “It just seemed so real.”

      Raven stared at the equipment behind Dr. Freemont and convinced herself that the stranger, the tooth, and the bargain she’d struck were hallucinations cooked up by her healing brain. It was a reasonable explanation, although a small part of her wished it wasn’t true. The man had been without a doubt the most intriguing person she’d ever met. Intense and powerful. When he’d been in the room with her, she’d felt safe, even in the face of her impending death. It had been years since she’d experienced that sense of security, even longer since someone had found her interesting. He’d looked at her like she was something precious, something worth saving. It made sense that he wasn’t real. He was too perfect to be real.

      Dr. Freemont squatted beside her chair. “You are healthy, Raven. It’s going to take time and rehabilitation to strengthen your body. You’ve been in bed for a long time. I can’t guarantee this will last or explain exactly how we got here. But here we are.”

      A smile spread across her exhausted lips. “Will you do me a favor? Before you take me back to my room and tell my family all this?”

      “What?”

      “Take me outside. Just for a few minutes.”

      He grabbed the handles of her wheelchair and rolled her to the elevators. A floor up, they surged past the front desk and out the front entrance. Raven’s body ached, not from illness but from her lengthy immobility, but every painful bump was worth it when they finally broke from the shadow of the hospital.

      Warmth spread across her exposed skin. It was early September in New Orleans, sunny and bright. The heat wrapped around her, a heavy blanket of moist air. Raven turned her face toward the sun and stared into a clear blue sky.

      Beautiful. So damn beautiful. With one puffy baby cloud floating by to say hello. She pulled a deep breath of fresh air into her lungs. Tears burst through the dam of her eyelids and she sobbed. She didn’t even try to hold back. Dr. Freemont, to his credit, said nothing. He just handed her a tissue. Raven wasn’t sure, but she thought maybe he was crying too.

      She was free, and she swore by all that was holy that she would never allow herself to be a prisoner, to illness or anything else, ever again.
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      “Raven, hurry, we’re going to miss Joan of Arc!” Avery tugged at her hand, weaving through the crowd on the sidewalk of Chartres Street.

      Twelfth Night, the kickoff of Mardi Gras season, was upon them, and Raven was more than happy to celebrate with her sister at the parade, one of the few that took place in the French Quarter. Only, speed was not her strong point. It had been a little over four months since she’d miraculously recovered from brain cancer. Four months of physical therapy, slowly building up her strength from barely making it to the bathroom when she had to go, to walking up the steps to her second-floor apartment, to five minutes on the treadmill, then ten. She’d graduated this week. That meant she was free to do any sort of activity she liked. It didn’t mean it was easy.

      She told her legs to walk faster. Still she fell behind.

      Avery circled back. “It’s okay. You’re doing great.”

      “I’m trying,” she said.

      The street smelled of beer and bodies and the crisp scent of New Orleans winter underneath it all. Approaching drums and trumpets brought a cheer from the crowd. Avery squeezed close enough to the curb so they could peek through shoulders to see. Two tall men noticed they were height challenged and allowed them to move to the front. Not that it was any inconvenience to the pair. Both men had at least six inches on her and Avery and could easily see over their heads.

      Raven clapped as the band passed, their red tunics standing out against the gold and white of Joan of Arc as she followed on her horse. The sound of trumpets rose in the distance. “This is amazing, Avery. I can’t believe how many of these I’ve missed.”

      “We’ll make up for lost time. I promise. There’s a Randazzo king cake at home with your name on it.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “Actually, if you’re up for it, I thought we could stop for a drink after this.” Avery glanced her way, and Raven got the distinct impression her sister had an ulterior motive. At only a year apart, the sisters had been close their entire lives. Raven could always tell when Avery had a bee in her bonnet about something.

      “Sure,” Raven said. If Avery was buying drinks, the least she could do was listen.

      As soon as the parade had passed, they walked to the Mahogany Jazz Hall. Small place. Killer lemon-drop martinis. Raven loved the smooth croon of the saxophone and the laughter of her sister as she told stories about her regulars at their family’s pub, the Three Sisters. It seemed there was a local paleontologist from the university who had his eye on her.

      “He asked me if I wanted to come back to his office to look at his bones.”

      Raven snorted. Her sister had never hurt for male attention. She made the Kardashians seem plain with her curvy figure and dark mystique. People used to say Raven resembled her when they were younger, before she developed cancer. Now Raven thought it would be difficult to tell they were related. Unlike Avery’s long, sleek curls, Raven’s hair remained in that awkward growing-out stage. Her chin-length bob frizzed anytime there was an ounce of humidity, a constant in New Orleans. That wasn’t the only difference. Her prolonged illness had left Raven painfully thin. Bony and flat, she’d struggled to put on weight no matter how much she ate. Dr. Freemont had explained that her body had run at a deficit for so long while she was dying that it might take a full year for her to reach and sustain a normal weight.

      “Avery, will you do me a favor? It’s a big one.” Raven played with the stem of her martini glass.

      “Of course,” Avery answered. “What kind of favor? How many drinks will I need to feel good about saying yes?”

      “I want to go kayaking in Manchac Swamp, and I need you to go with me. I can’t drive yet.”

      “Manchac… the haunted swamp with the alligators?” Avery shook her head. “Hell no. Why in the world do you want to do that?”

      “They give tours,” Raven protested. “It’s perfectly safe, especially now when the weather is cool and the gators aren’t moving much.”

      “No,” Avery said, taking another sip. “Why?”

      “I’m finally strong enough. I want to do something… free. I want to feel alive.”

      “Can’t you feel alive on a steamboat cruise?”

      Raven frowned. “No, I can’t. You don’t know what it’s like. I was a prisoner to that bed for months, Avery. Years, if you take out my short remissions. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and I climb up on the roof just because I can, because I can’t stand spending one more minute under those covers. Sometimes I can’t breathe.”

      “You go up on the roof?” Avery seemed genuinely perplexed.

      Raven nodded. “I do. I have to do things I’ve never done before. I have to challenge myself. Life is short, really short. What if the cancer comes back?”

      Avery’s smile faded. “Speaking of challenging yourself, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Sounds serious.” This was it. Raven had suspected something was coming.

      “Mom and Dad think it’s time you went back to school.”

      “Dad? When did you talk to Dad?” Raven’s miraculous recovery had not been enough to save her parents’ marriage. Her father had divorced her mother and taken a job running a restaurant in the central business district, abandoning the Three Sisters. Her mother had kept the business going with Avery’s help, but Raven could tell it was difficult for her. Raven hadn’t spoken to her father in months. She didn’t care to.

      “Come on, Rave, it’s time. You can’t stay mad at him forever. People get divorced. It’s time to move on.”

      Raven’s stomach tensed and her ears grew hot. “If you think this is about the divorce, you don’t understand anything.”

      “I know he wasn’t at the hospital a lot. Honestly, I wasn’t either. I’m sorry for that…” She trailed off as if she was tempted to say more, make an excuse. She didn’t.

      “You were there,” Raven said. “Maybe not as much as Mom, but a lot. I never blamed you when you weren’t. You’re not my parent. A parent shouldn’t give up on their kid, and they shouldn’t abandon their spouse.”

      Avery sipped her drink, her eyes drifting from Raven’s. “No. He was wrong. Really wrong.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you should let him apologize.”

      “I’ve noted your opinion on the matter. Here’s what I think of it.” Raven flipped her the middle finger.

      “Nice.” Avery sighed. “So, what about the school idea?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? Aren’t you going to finish your degree?”

      “And have to sit in a classroom or library all day? No. I’ve spent enough days doing things I don’t want to do. I’m alive and I plan to live every day like it’s my last. I want to be outside. I want to see the world. I want to…” She looked up at the ceiling. “I want to fly. I’ve never even been in an airplane.”

      Avery groaned. “You need money to do those things. You had a scholarship to Tulane. Dad thinks you can get it back.”

      There was the rub. Her parents had gone into debt from her medical bills. Her mother had supported her through her recovery, allowing her to share her small apartment with Avery. But Avery worked at the pub and paid rent. Raven had done nothing to contribute for months. This was less about it being time for her to move on and more about it being time for her to chip in.

      “I’ll come to work at the Three Sisters,” Raven said. “No school.”

      Avery leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “I can’t say we don’t need the help, but at least listen to what Dad has to say about school.”

      Raven responded by finishing off her second drink. She was feeling a little buzzed. It had been a long time since she’d had this much alcohol, and the Mahogany mixed them strong. Not to mention, she was the definition of a lightweight. She placed the empty at the center of the table. Her sister was acting weird, sitting stiffly across from her with her arms crossed. Avery glanced over her shoulder.

      “Don’t be mad,” she said.

      Raven followed her gaze, then did a double take. “Traitor!”

      “It’s time, Raven. Try to find it in your heart to forgive him.” Avery stood.

      “No. No! Sit back down, Avery.”

      Avery shook her head. Raven’s mouth gaped as her father, David, paused to kiss her sister on the cheek and exchange a few words before crossing the bar to sit down in Avery’s abandoned spot across the table.

      “Hello, Raven,” he said. His voice made her cringe.

      “You’re wasting your time. You and Avery shouldn’t have done this,” she said.

      “We haven’t spent any time together since you left the hospital. You won’t take my calls or return my emails. I want us to get beyond this. Avery was my last hope.”

      “If I wasn’t important enough to spend time with while I was in the hospital, why would you want to spend time with me now?” She swayed in her chair, the alcohol doing its dirty work. She didn’t care. It gave her the courage to speak her mind.

      “Come on now!” he said, his weathered face crinkling at the corners. Her father was thin with a thick head of gray hair, but other than that, he hadn’t aged well. His leathery tan and heavily lined face made him look at least ten years older than her mother despite being the same age. “You know it wasn’t like that. There was nothing I could do to help you. What good would it have done for me to sit in that chair all day and all night?”

      “Good? I’ll tell you what good it did me when Mom and Avery remained by my side. It took the edge off the pain. It helped me remember I was more than my cancer. It was the only thing that reminded me I was still a human being.” She played with the tiny napkin under her empty glass, wishing she had another martini for no other reason than the potential to throw it in his face. Emotions swarmed like angry wasps within her.

      “Do you want me to say I’m sorry? Do you want me to apologize?” His eyes connected with hers. “Well, I am sorry. I am sorry, Raven. I should have been stronger. I should have… I should have been there.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was legitimately sorry or just saying the words. Her father didn’t apologize flippantly as a rule, but the sheer aggressiveness with which the words left his mouth made them hard to swallow.

      “Okay,” she said in a tone clearly meant to placate him and nothing more. “Is there anything else?”

      He shifted his jaw. “It’s time for you to move on with your life. I’ve talked with Admissions. Tulane is willing to readmit you. You won’t have to reapply. They’ll make an exception for you, given the circumstances.”

      “You talked to my admissions counselor without me?” Her shoulders tensed, and a muscle in her neck started hurting enough for her to rub it.

      “Someone had to do something, Raven,” he said softly. “You were a straight A student. An honors award recipient. You could finish your degree in a year if you went full-time. Don’t you think it’s time to get back on the horse?”

      Everything he said was true. She knew it in her heart. Finishing her anthropology degree would be the prudent thing to do. It would be what she would tell someone else to do. But the mere thought of sitting in a classroom made her rub the cramp in the back of her neck harder. She’d spent years of her life in and out of a hospital room. Those four white walls might as well have been bars for how much freedom she’d had over herself. And the cage extended beyond the room. Her defunct immune system and constantly fatigued body restricted everything. She hadn’t actually lived most of her adult life. School was just a different type of cage. A classroom all day and studying all night? She couldn’t do it. Not now, maybe not ever again.

      “No,” Raven said firmly.

      He spread his hands. “Everything will be paid for. It’s all covered.”

      “No,” she said again, this time louder and stronger. “I will not go back to school.”

      His hands hung in the air between them like he was expecting to catch something she was throwing. “Be reasonable. You have to do something constructive with your time. How will you keep yourself busy now that all the PT is over?”

      “I want to travel. I was thinking Paris.”

      His eyes narrowed. “A vacation isn’t a career choice. Don’t you think this… break… has gone on long enough?”

      A hot wind of anger whirled like a cyclone between her ears. She squared her shoulders and stood, crossing her arms. “I am twenty-three years old. I’ve spent almost a quarter of my life dying. I can decide for myself when I’ve had enough living. If you’d spent any time at all in that hospital with me, you would know why I am not ready to waste a single moment sitting in a classroom.” Her voice was quiet and steady. Everyone in the bar was staring now. She didn’t care. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. No one gets to tell me what to do ever again.”

      Deliberately, he closed his mouth and then leveled his gaze on her. “You think this is me telling you what to do?” He snorted. “I have a job. Your mother has a job. Avery has a job. You were sick; I get that. But you are not sick anymore. Life goes on. You’re better than this, Raven. The world needs you. It needs your mind. It needs your skills. It needs your heart. You’ve been given a gift. A second chance. A damned miracle! Why are you wasting it?”

      “I—” Raven revved up to hand him his ass on a platter. Didn’t he understand she had a right to some freedom after what she’d been through? All she was asking for was a little understanding. But he cut her off.

      He held up his hands. “You know what? Never mind. I promised your mother I’d talk to you. I talked to you. You’re an adult. Do what you want.”

      “Wait. Mom asked you to talk to me?” A heavy weight settled over her heart.

      “Yeah, she did. I’m not the bad guy you think I am.” He blew out a long breath of air through his nose. “I’m just trying to help you remember what it is to live as if tomorrow isn’t your last day on Earth. What will happen if the cancer doesn’t come back? You could have a long life ahead of you. It’s time to get busy making a future for yourself.”

      Her head was swimming. She couldn’t listen to this right now. Whirling, she headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” her father called, rising from his seat to come after her. “Let me drive you home.”

      “I’ll take an Uber,” Raven said.

      “Raven… I’m sorry. Don’t leave like this.”

      This time she could tell without a doubt he was sincere. But she wasn’t ready to forgive him. Part of her was gripping her resentment of him like a well-worn baby blanket he’d have to pry from her tantrum-tightened grip. She closed her eyes against a wave of drunkenness and shifted on her feet. “I need time.”

      This he seemed to understand because he sat back down. Raven left alone.
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        * * *

      

      The cool night air filled Raven’s lungs as she strode aimlessly along Chartres. Between the argument and the martinis, she felt nauseous. And she’d lied. She didn’t have money for an Uber. Maybe the streetcar though. She’d head in that direction once she sobered up. For now, she chose to walk along Bourbon Street, keen to take in the energy of the people and the lights.

      She milled among the bars and drunken revelers, becoming invisible in the crowd. The night chilled her, even through her light fleece, and she hugged herself against it, but she kept on walking, needing the freedom, the night air. She drifted from Bourbon, from the crowds, from the bars, lost in her own thoughts. How far she’d wandered she wasn’t sure, but she found herself on a dark street in a residential area. Where was she? Likely on the edge of the Quarter by the looks of it. Her head throbbed.

      “Hey. Hey, little lady.”

      She ignored the man yelling from behind her and walked faster, trying to remember where the closest streetcar stop was.

      “You there, little dark-haired chick, where you going?” His tone was crass and didn’t hold the accent of a local.

      She glanced over her shoulder
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