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Chapter 1 – The Attic & The Attitude
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The attic of 1423 Dauphine Street hadn't been properly entered since 1982, and Lily was fairly certain the dust bunnies had formed a functioning government by now. They had ambassadors. They had treaties. They definitely had more authority over this space than she did, which was saying something, because she'd been exiled up here for what felt like forty-seven consecutive Septembers. "Mija, the boxes!" Her mother's voice sailed up the staircase, sharp as a paring knife. "The ones with the Christmas ornaments. They need to come down before the humidity ruins them."

It's September, Lily thought. Christmas is three months away. The humidity has been ruining them for eleven months already. But she was a good daughter. That was the part that made her want to scream. She was a good daughter who did her homework on time, who never snuck out, who had never once seen the inside of a Bourbon Street bar, and whose mother still looked at her like she was a houseplant that hadn't quite flourished.

Maybe water me less, Lily muttered internally, heaving a cardboard box that smelled like mothballs and betrayal. Maybe ask me what I want for once instead of telling me what I should want. The attic was a crucible. Late September in New Orleans meant the heat had decided to stay for an extended, unwanted visit, and the roof sloped down like a closing jaw, trapping every degree of it against her skin. A single window — grimy, crusted with the remains of a hundred storms — let in a blade of honey-coloured light. Dust motes swam in it like tiny, indifferent angels.

She shoved the ornament box toward the stairs with her foot and sat down hard on a trunk that groaned beneath her. The wood was warm. Everything was warm. She was sweat-slicked and exhausted and she'd only been up here twenty minutes. Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. Beau.

"You alive?" She typed back: Barely. "My mom is trying to kill me with nostalgia." "Want me to come rescue you? I'll bring beignets." "You'd have to fight through the dust bunnies. They have sharp teeth and a constitution." "I'm not scared of dust." "You should be. They've unionised." She pocketed the phone, smiling despite herself. Beau was the only good thing about St. Augustine's — well, Beau and the fact that the cafeteria served red beans and rice on Fridays, which was more reliable than love and twice as comforting. He was lanky, perpetually rumpled, and had the kind of unearned optimism that made Lily both adore and despise him. He thought she was brilliant. He told her this often, usually while she was failing Chemistry.

"Brilliant people fail," he'd said once, chin in his hand, watching her cry over a test. "It's because their brains are too busy with the important stuff." "What important stuff?" "You. Being you. That's a full-time job." She'd kissed him for that. It was their first and only kiss, and she'd spent the next three weeks pretending it never happened, because admitting she liked someone was admitting vulnerability, and vulnerability was the first step toward getting hurt. Her mother had taught her that. Not in words. In the way she looked at the locked photo album on the top shelf of the hall closet. In the way she said some people leave like it was a fact of physics, not a wound.

Lily dragged herself to her feet and pulled at the trunk's rusted latch. It gave with a shriek of protest, and she winced, waiting for her mother's voice to crackle up the stairs again. Silence. She peered inside. Old clothes. Yellowed linens. A tangle of costume jewellery that had probably been fashionable in 1942 and now looked like the contents of a pirate's rejected treasure chest. She was about to close it when something glinted. A locket.

It was tucked beneath a crocheted doily that had gone the colour of old teeth, and it caught the slanted light like a wink. Silver, tarnished at the edges but still elegant, etched with a pattern of twisting vines that looked almost like thread — like someone had carved the idea of weaving into its surface.

She picked it up. Cold. The metal was cold, which made no sense because the attic was a furnace and everything else was hot enough to fry an egg on. But this locket was ice against her palm, and it hummed. She pulled her hand back like she'd been burned. "What the hell?" The hum resolved into a melody. Jazz. A slow, smoky saxophone line that seemed to curl out of the metal itself, wrapping around her ears like a whisper in a dark room. She knew that tune. She'd heard it in her grandmother's house, playing from a scratched record player, back before her grandmother stopped talking and started staring at the wall.

"They say New Orleans is built on graves."

The voice came from inside her skull, warm and amused, like a stranger leaning in close to tell you a secret at a crowded bar. "Who said that?" Lily whispered. Turns out, it's built on really, really bad family decisions. She dropped the locket. It clattered against the trunk's rim, spun once, and lay still. The melody faded. The voice went quiet.

She stared at it for a long, trembling moment. Then — because she was sixteen and stupidly curious and had never once learned when to leave well enough alone — she picked it up again. The visions came like a fist. Her grandmother's face, younger, terrified, standing in a rain-soaked square. A woman in a white dress, hands raised, chanting words that sounded like Old French and something older still. The woman's eyes went black. Her shadow peeled away from her body like wet silk, and it stood up — a human-shaped wound in the air, rage given form and permission.

The shadow turned. It had no face, but it looked at Lily. It knew her. It said her name without sound, and the knowing came with a hunger so vast she felt her own stomach drop into her shoes.

"Lilyana. Finally. I've waited so long."

She didn't remember fainting. She remembered the locket's cold against her skin, the jazz still humming faintly in her ears, and then black. She woke to the smell of chalk dust and the sound of Mr. Guidry's voice droning about the Treaty of Versailles.

"Miss Dubois? Miss Dubois, I don't appreciate it." She was on the floor. The floor of the history classroom, to be specific, which was linoleum and had a suspicious stain near her left ear that she was refusing to identify. Her neck ached. Her palm was still clutching the locket, which was now warm. Boringly, disappointingly warm. Just metal. Just old jewellery.

"Lily?" Beau was crouched beside her, face pale. "You went down like a sack of potatoes. Are you okay? You're not okay. You're clearly not okay." "I'm fine," she said, because that was what she said when she wasn't fine. It was her brand. Her mother's voice, again: Fine. Lily is fine. Lily is always fine. Don't worry about Lily. She let Beau help her up. The class was staring. Mr. Guidry was staring. She could feel the weight of their eyes like hands on her shoulders, pushing her down, and she hated it — she hated being seen, she hated being the girl who fainted in history class for no reason.

"There is a reason."

The voice. The jazz. The shadow woman. The Shadow Weaver, something inside her whispered. That's what she called herself. That's what you saw. "Lily." Beau's hand on her elbow. "You're shaking." "The locket," she said, too loud. "I found a locket in the attic and it—" She stopped. Because he was looking at her like she'd just grown a second head, and she realised how crazy it sounded. Locket. Voice. Visions. Shadow monsters. Halloween. The locket had said something about Halloween. She'd been so focused on the shadow that she'd missed the rest.

"You have until Halloween to live."

Her blood went cold. It was the first cool thing she'd felt all day, and it was terror. "Never mind," she said, shoving the locket into her backpack. "I'm fine. I just didn't eat breakfast. Low blood sugar." Beau didn't believe her. She could see it in the pinch of his eyebrows, the way his mouth opened like he was going to argue, but she turned away and walked to her seat. The class had lost interest. She was just a weird girl with a fainting spell. There were weirder things in New Orleans. A locket that hummed jazz and gave you nightmares about shadow monsters? That was barely worth a raised eyebrow in this city. She sat down. Her Chemistry notes were spread across her desk, covered in red ink. C minus. Please see me after class.

Her mother would kill her. Ground her. Take away her phone, her freedom, her tenuous grip on the illusion that she was a normal teenager with normal problems. But that was the terrifying part. She wasn't normal. She'd never been normal. The locket had just proved it.

"You have until Halloween to live."

She looked down at her hands. They were trembling. She clenched them into fists and pressed them against her thighs until the shaking stopped. Okay, she thought, addressing the empty air, the silent locket, the ghost of jazz still ringing in her ears. Okay. Show me what you want. Show me what I'm supposed to do. The locket remained silent. The history lecture droned on. The afternoon light slanted through the windows, honey-thick and indifferent. And Lily Dubois — the good daughter, the houseplant, the girl who'd never made a real choice in her life — realised she was going to have to start making some. Starting with whether to open the locket again. Starting with whether to believe what she saw. Starting with whether to tell anyone at all.

She opened it. The inside was empty. No photo, no inscription. Just a tiny, polished mirror, and in it, her own face stared back — a little pale, a little scared, but still there. Still her. But behind her reflection, in the background of the mirror, something moved. A shape. Darker than shadow. And it was smiling. Lily snapped the locket shut and didn't open it again for the rest of class.

She had until Halloween. That was six weeks. Six weeks to figure out what the hell
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