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O N E

“I heard this place is like . . .  haunted.”

Stepping around a huge old oak, I lifted my fl ashlight . . .  and 

saw the  house. Everyone  else kept tromping through knee- high 

weeds, but something held me there, totally still, while Spanish moss 

slipped against my face.

The abandoned Greek Revival  rose up against the moonlit sky 

like something ripped straight from the picture book my grand-

mother used to keep on her coff ee table. Surrounded by seriously 

old trees and nearly covered by vines, it was big and boxy, with mas-

sive columns and wide porches. Once the place had probably been 

white. Even at night I could tell that. But now it was dirty and worn 

out. Tired.

Alone.

It was an odd word, but there you go. Alone. The old place 

with its dark windows and peeling siding looked like it was . . .  

Waiting.

A warm breeze blew off  the river, but I hugged my arms 
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around myself as I watched them— Jessica, the stupidly beautiful 

cheerleader; her way- too- skinny best friend Amber; Jessica’s little 

sister Bethany; and the guys: Chase, the quarterback (and my chem-

istry lab partner); Drew, who rarely said more than two words at a 

time; and the massively tattooed Pitre— making their way toward 

a broken window. They  weren’t that far away, but they might as 

well have been in another state.

At the steps leading to the porch, Jessica swung back to me. She 

was the one who’d invited me to tag along. “What’s the matter, 

Trinity? You’re not scared, are you?”

My throat tightened. I  wasn’t scared. That  wasn’t the right word. 

Just . . .  uneasy.

Waiting.

“Just taking it all in,” I said, forcing my legs to move. Beneath 

my fl ip- fl ops I felt stuff  crunch. I didn’t want to know what.

Amber made it to the window before she turned back. “Last 

year,” she said, her eyes glowing, “these two se niors came  here—”

“Amber!” Jessica shot her friend a shut-up look. “What are you 

trying to do? Make her leave?”

That would be a yes. I was the new kid, after all. On the fi rst day 

of school when the teacher had said Trinity Monsour, everyone had 

turned to stare at me, obviously sizing up the new girl. Being from 

Colorado made me an outsider, but at least I looked like I belonged. 

With long dark hair and dark eyes, skin my grandmother called 

olive, a T-shirt and low- rise jeans, I could have been Jessica’s twin.

But still. Starting a new school ju nior year pretty much sucked.

“Leave?” Amber said. “No way.” And with that she slipped into 

the darkness beyond the broken window.

Two of the guys— Drew and Pitre— followed. Jessica waited 

until I reached the big bushes obscuring the porch before taking 

Chase’s hand and tugging him toward the darkness. Bethany shot 

me a ner vous look, but followed anyway.
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“You coming?”

I recognized the voice as belonging to Amber. Sidestepping 

broken glass, I reached the tall window and lifted my fl ashlight, 

looked inside. They all stood there, waiting.

There was that word again. Waiting.

And with it my throat tightened.

Or maybe that was because of what I saw behind them, neat 

little piles against the far wall. Ashes.

“Of course,” I said against a slap of warm air. Until New Or-

leans, I’d never known air could be so thick. Breathing was hard 

enough, but my hair! It had been straight in Colorado.  Here it was 

a frizzy mess. My aunt kept saying I would get used to it, but I 

think she was just saying that.

She does that a lot, tells me I’ll get used to things. But I’ve seen 

that look she gets in her eyes, the worry.

“Then what are you waiting for?” Through a mass of perfect, 

coff ee- colored ringlets, Amber’s smile looked more like a smirk. 

“Want Chasey to hold your hand?”

Jessica’s eyes narrowed, invisible claws coming out for the thou-

sandth time since she’d discovered her boyfriend and I  were chem-

istry partners. Just because we had an out- of- class assignment—

But that was another story.

She eased closer to him, inserting herself between him and me. 

Through the play of shadows his eyes met mine anyway, forcing 

me to look down at an empty fast- food bag trapped by a rock.

I so knew he was taken.

I also knew I did not want to go into that  house. Everything 

inside of me screamed for me to stay right where I was. But I rubbed 

my palms against the amazing Rock Revival jeans I still  couldn’t 

believe Aunt Sara had bought for me, and stepped to the broken 

window.

(If anyone had told me back on my birthday in April, that six 
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months later I’d be breaking into a deserted mansion in the Gar-

den District of New Orleans in the middle of the night with a bunch 

of teens I barely knew, I would have thought they  were on serious 

drugs.)

The cold hit like a punch to the gut. I must have staggered 

from it because Chase lunged for me, his arms reaching out. The 

warmth of his hand practically seared through the invisible blanket 

of ice suddenly covering every inch of my body.

No, I told myself. No! Not now.

Not  here!

Not in front of these people . . .  

The last time I’d felt the icy veil—

I stopped the thought, knowing I  couldn’t just stand there like 

an idiot in a trance. No one  else heard the buzz. No one  else felt 

like they stood in a freezer. My fl ashlight showed the sheen of 

sweat on Chase’s forehead. Everyone had on tank tops— Jessica’s 

was plastered against her chest. No one was shivering.

Only me.

And only on the inside.

Kind of like the old  house.

With a pretend laugh, I stepped from the warmth of Chase’s 

hand and again rubbed my hands against my jeans. I didn’t bother 

looking at Jessica. I knew she’d be glaring in that she- animal way 

of hers.

“Holy crap.” I gagged on my fi rst full breath inside. Mud and 

smoke and stale whiskey mixed with something  else, something 

really foul. “How old is this place?”

“Real old,” Chase said. “Civil War, I think.”

“Wow.” The beams of our fl ashlights jumped through the 

pitch- black room, creating a strobe- light eff ect. I could only catch 

pulsing glimpses. Floor. Darkness. Empty water bottles. Darkness. 

Peeling walls.
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Darkness.

By the time I caught detail, it was gone.

Refusing to let my hands shake, I played it cool and lifted my 

light to the far wall, and saw the tattoo. Well, not really a tattoo, 

graffi  ti was more like it, intricately painted over the faded image of 

a paddleboat on the river.

The heart was done in black. A red cross ran through the top, 

with some kind of weird swirl design and grid through the mid-

dle, like something you’d see on someone’s arm.

Actually, I was pretty sure I had seen it.

“Before Katrina,” Amber said, strolling over to dominate the 

circle of light, “you could still see the blood.”

Blood? Inside, mine ran cold.

“You still can, dimwit,” Jessica said. “This place didn’t get any 

water.”

“Omigod—” That was from Bethany. I twisted around, found her 

staring at the back corner. She was really pale— and really glued to 

Chase. His eyes  were narrow, his dimples gone. “W-what’s that?”

With my light I followed her line of vision to a small collection 

of sticks piled on top of each other.

Except they  weren’t sticks.

“Bones,” Amber whispered.

I swallowed hard as Bethany let out some kind of strangled 

sound. “I don’t think—”

“No one’s making you stay,” Jessica pointed out before her sis-

ter could fi nish. “If you want to leave . . .”

“Probably an animal.” Chase’s voice held absolute calm. “They 

like to die alone.”

Bethany, a smaller, less sexy version of Jessica, looked up at him 

as if she wanted nothing more than for him to be right. It was so 

painfully obvious how badly she hung on his every word. His smile 

was warm as he gave her a brotherly pat on the back.
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I was quite sure it broke her heart.

Around us darkness throbbed, and with every warm breath of 

wind, the old  house groaned. The place was huge. I had no idea 

how many rooms there  were, or who (or what)  else could be inside.

Waiting.

The urge to move was strong. To leave. The stillness felt . . .  

wrong.

Everything felt wrong.

. . .  still see the blood . . .  

“I thought everything fl ooded,” I said, stepping toward the 

wide hallway that cut through the middle of the  house. I’d only 

been a kid, but my memories of the hurricane  were vivid. My 

grandmother had been glued to the coverage, her eyes worried, 

her hands fi sted together. I’d never seen her like that, and it had 

freaked me out.

It  wasn’t until Gran died that I understood why.

She’d never been one to talk about the past, had always said, 

Triny, ain’t no point lookin’ backwards. But I’d never really thought 

much about it. Maybe because I didn’t have much to look back at. 

My parents died when I was little— I didn’t even have any pictures 

of them, didn’t have any brothers or sisters. I had never been any-

where besides the Colorado mountain where Gran raised me, had 

never even seen an ocean.

Gran always made everything sound simple.

Never, not even in the aftermath of Katrina, had she men-

tioned that she’d been born in New Orleans and had lived there 

for fi fty- one years, until my parents died.

I still didn’t know why she’d left. Aunt Sara, Gran’s youn gest, 

said her mama had needed to make a clean break.

I guess that made sense. That was, after all, sort of why I was in 

New Orleans. Of course, being an orphan and having no living fam-

ily besides an aunt I’d rarely seen was the much bigger part.
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Nothing prepared me for how totally my life was going to 

change. And even though Gran had watched nonstop news cov-

erage of Katrina, nothing prepared me for how wounded the city 

was.

At sixteen, I was coming to realize there  were some wounds 

you never got over.

The old  house knew, too.

“. . . Garden District and French Quarter are on higher 

ground,” Chase was saying. His voice was warm, like some kind of 

drugging anchor I wanted to grab, but I knew how disastrous that 

would be.

“The roads  were like rivers,” he explained, “but most of the 

 houses  were okay.”

Through the beam of Drew’s fl ashlight, Jessica’s smile glittered 

as she dragged her fi nger along the grid superimposed on the 

heart. “Which is why the blood is still  here.”

They  were practically begging me to ask. “What blood?”

Jessica looked away, down toward a pile of . . .  corn? I tensed, 

trying to focus on the faint sounds of the city drifting on the night, 

sirens and the horn of a tugboat, music. Laughter.

Crying.

In New Orleans, if you listened closely enough, you could al-

ways hear something.

At least I could.

The low buzz threatened to drown it all out. Still cold, I swung 

my fl ashlight toward the broken glass, but saw only the shifting 

shadows of the huge trees beyond.

I would have sworn someone had been watching.

“No one knows for sure,” Jessica said, and I could hear the de-

liberate drama in her voice.

“But they say when the moon is full . . .” Like it was to night. I 

doubted that was a coincidence.
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“The walls start to bleed.” That was Amber.

“And that you can hear a girl crying from one of the rooms 

upstairs.”

“And smell whiskey . . .”

My heart bumped hard, even though it was obvious what they 

 were doing. They  were like lame, wannabe actors reading the script 

for some low- budget horror fl ick. And while I hadn’t spent tons of 

time with kids my age, I  wasn’t stupid.

Jessica and Amber had been friends forever. Chase and Drew 

 were cousins. They’d all grown up together. I was the new girl.

That, apparently, made me fair game.

But the cold was real. And the tomblike darkness. The disgust-

ing smell.

Still, I swallowed hard and tilted the fl ashlight to shine on my 

own face. “I want to see.”

Sometimes I really regretted my smart mouth. Now was defi nitely 

one of those times. Jessica led us through the shadows of the 

kitchen to a closed door. She pulled it open to a blast of stale air, 

revealing a hidden staircase.

“This is what the servants used,” she said, taking the fi rst step.

“You mean slaves,” Amber corrected, lingering at the bottom 

as the rest of us started up.

Her friend huff ed. “What ever.”

“The blood is theirs,” Amber just had to say. “Some weird 

 voodoo—”

Her terrifi ed scream stopped me cold.

“Amber!” Jessica cried as we all swung our fl ashlights behind 

us. We saw them immediately, Pitre pressing Amber against the 

graffi  ti- polluted wall, his hand over her mouth. Her eyes  were 

wide—furious.
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“Jerk,” Jessica muttered.

But Pitre only laughed. “Sike!”

“Let her go.” That was not Chase, as I expected, but Drew. 

Three words strung together.

There’s a fi rst for everything.

Pitre’s lip curled as he stepped back from Amber. She recoiled 

from him, slinking up several stairs while barely seeming to move. 

All the while she looked at him like he was one of those disgusting 

cockroaches Louisiana specialized in.

Apparently she was a lot more over the night they hooked up 

than he was.

“I think it’s time for you to go,” Jessica hissed, shining her fl ash-

light into his face. “No one wanted you  here to begin with.”

His mouth curled. “Now who’s scared?”

Her eyes got narrow. “Chase. Make. Him. Go.”

Chase moved between them like a referee, and in that moment 

I felt so bad for him. I mean, putting him in that position, making 

him choose between his girlfriend and his All- State receiver.

“I wanted him  here.” Chase’s words surprised me as much as 

they surprised everyone  else. I stepped back, but  couldn’t stop star-

ing at the way his blue eyes glittered. “If he goes, I go.”

The walls pushed closer. Jessica didn’t move, though. No one 

did. I’m not sure anyone even breathed.

It was Jessica who moved fi rst, after a long hot second, glanc-

ing beyond Drew to her best friend. Their eyes met. Understand-

ing fl ared.

“It’s cool,” Amber said, even though it was obvious she was 

 lying.

The awful drone grew louder, and the walls  wouldn’t stop 

watching. If someone got locked in  here—

I needed to move. “Then come on,” I said. Standing in place 

made me feel like a sitting duck.
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“Need me to lead?” Pitre asked, obviously needling Jessica. 

“Because I’d be happy to show you where to go—”

“Oh, shut up.” With the words she took off .

Flashlights in front of us, we all followed, Chase and Bethany 

behind Jessica, Amber and Drew behind them, me with Pitre. He 

said nothing, but I would have sworn I saw a fl icker of respect in 

his quick glance. Or maybe that was gratitude.

Upstairs, doorways lined each side of an ultra- long hallway, all 

closed, like in a hotel. Except this had been a  house. Actually, was 

still a  house. Just empty.

Except for the presence that hummed like invisible blood 

through invisible veins . . .  

Oblivious, Jessica swung open the second door to the left, and 

vanished inside.

Again we all followed. My heart pounded hard as I crossed into 

the room— the mattresses stopped me. Surrounded by the remains 

of little white candles and an unbroken chain of dead fl owers, they 

dominated the center of the room, like . . .  an altar.

Crouching beside them, Jessica glanced up through a tangle of 

dark hair, and smiled. “You wanna see?”
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