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    FOREWORD 
 
    Although this book is fiction, it is crafted around an ancient and mysterious culture that thrives today. 
 
    I want to advise my readers that I have lived in New Orleans and I believe in voodoo. 
 
    Voodoo is real. 
 
    It's not real for the college kids who breeze in for the weekend to drink until they drop, the girls who pull up their T-shirts, giving strangers a good look at their naked breasts in exchange for a ten-cent pair of beads, or the boys who end the evening passed out in a nasty gutter on Bourbon Street. It's not real for the adults who come to attend jazz festivals, to enjoy the sinful pleasures of Mardi Gras and to sing along to the dueling pianos at Pat O'Brien's, and who drop hundred-dollar bills at restaurants serving wonderful martinis and excellent Cajun dishes. 
 
    Those people - the transient visitor population - laugh about voodoo. They fly in for a few days and then go back home again with stories about the crazy things that happened in the Big Easy. They visit Marie Laveau's tomb in St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 and mark Xs on it. They take haunted city tours or visit plantation homes along the river that are reputedly still occupied by the ghosts of Civil War heroes and villains. They buy voodoo dolls in the souvenir shops from a woman called Madam Zombie and laugh about it. 
 
    It's a different story for the people whose families have always been here. Many trace their heritages back to the time soon after Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville founded Nouvelle Orleans in 1718. These residents have a healthy respect for voodoo because they know it's real. 
 
    Two hundred years ago, the streets of the Garden District were laid out and stately antebellum homes were constructed for prosperous Americans who came to New Orleans to take advantage of the opportunities in this bustling port city. These gentlemen and ladies chose not to live in the French Quarter with the Creoles, whose background, heritage and culture were so dramatically different. Those people came mostly from the Caribbean and many were from Haiti. 
 
    The families who owned the mansions along St. Charles Avenue - cotton merchants, ship owners, bankers and attorneys - were afraid of the Creoles, even though they employed them as house workers. Over evening cocktails and cigars, the men of the house would have shared rumors about the strange families - the Laveaus, for instance - who lived at the edge of the Quarter on St. Ann or Rampart Streets, and who were rumored to practice the dark arts in Congo Square on Sundays. 
 
    The servants who worked for the rich folks were given that one day off each week, and Congo Square was where they congregated. For them it was a social event that allowed them a bit of freedom from the drudgery of their lives. They visited, they sang, they talked and they practiced a true, living religion. It had parts of Catholicism mixed in with the use of amulets and charms for various purposes. Some people prayed for healing while others invoked harm on someone who had wronged them. This was what voodoo was about. 
 
    Today many of the stately Garden District mansions have been restored and are occupied by descendants of the families who built them. It may be the twenty-first century, but these people know the stories too. Many of them think voodoo is no laughing matter. 
 
    I have lived in New Orleans. I have spoken to people who know voodoo exists because of what they have personally witnessed. In many cases their stories are stranger than fiction. Because of what they experienced, I believe it too. 
 
    Bill Thompson 
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    The wizened crone shuffled down Chartres Street, oblivious to the rain that had fallen off and on all afternoon. At her age it would have been good to stay at home today, but the Saturday ritual that had occurred for decades couldn't be changed. 
 
    She could hear blaring music from the bands on Canal Street. Mardi Gras was just three days away and until the last hour the weather gods had smiled on the Krewe of Iris. The Krewe's long procession of colorful floats, marching drill teams and high school bands had rumbled down St. Charles from Napoleon Avenue to Canal Street in a drizzle, but the real storm had held off and the parade was almost over when the skies finally opened. A huge New Orleans fire truck, the last vehicle in the two-mile-long procession, had just turned onto Canal for the final few blocks of the route when the torrential rains began. Once that happened, the party was over. Teenaged band members broke rank and scurried toward school busses lined up along Tchoupitoulas Street. Costumed dancers who had marched for miles disappeared in seconds. The masked riders on the floats heaved the last of their beads and doubloons over the side to the few drenched, mostly drunk tourists on the street who still yelled, "Throw me somethin', Mister!" The Iris Krewe members were all female. They sought shelter down inside the huge floats, sharing swigs from pint whisky bottles to ward off the dampness seeping through their wet costumes and laughing about the crazies who showed up for Carnival every year. 
 
    Over a half-million tourists and locals had lined the parade route and now many were walking back into the French Quarter along its crowded, narrow streets. The rain intensified, enticing many of them into the first watering hole they encountered. 
 
    The old lady passed Jackson Square. Its fences usually were filled with street art, but today they were empty. Across the street, Café du Monde looked warm and inviting and even from this distance she could smell the intoxicating aroma of the strong chicory coffee for which they were famous. People were ducking into the coffee shop in droves - no sane, sober person would stay out in this deluge. No one, that is, except for intoxicated revelers oblivious to the rain and old Justine hobbling along the sidewalk. 
 
    She leaned on her stick, almost falling as a speeding car filled with laughing boys flew past, aiming for a puddle of water that had accumulated in the street and sending a geyser her way. Drenched, she spat and sputtered then raised a bony hand. She pointed her index finger at the car and began to whisper. No one could hear her words - even if someone had, he wouldn't have understood the ancient Creole tongue. Seconds later she lowered her hand and kept walking. 
 
    Two blocks down the street, she watched the car hit a pothole hidden by standing water and careen to the right, striking a light pole. No one was injured; the kids in the car jumped out, cursing about their ruined right front wheel as she tottered past them. The words she'd uttered a moment ago weren't meant to hurt them; she was merely exacting a little retribution for an unkind act against an old woman. 
 
    She came to St. Louis Street, the halfway point on her journey, and turned right. It wasn't that far from her house on Ursulines Avenue to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1, but she moved much more slowly these days. It usually took her almost an hour to get there, but the throngs of tourists coming back from the parade made today's trip longer. The sidewalks were crowded with rowdy revelers. Some politely moved aside to give her room, but most never gave her a glance, shoving past her as they ran toward the next bar. 
 
    The rain eased a little, but the sky turned darker as she arrived at the gate to the ancient cemetery. There was a guard; the graveyard had been closed to everyone except tour groups and immediate family for over a year. Too many crazy people had barged in looking for the tomb of Marie Laveau, the voodoo queen, and marking its surface with little triple crosses for good luck. Some had even chipped off pieces of her family mausoleum in an act of desecration. 
 
    On the first few Saturdays after the cemetery was locked down, the guard had stopped Justine as she attempted to enter. Once he realized she had family buried inside, he let her pass. And in the ensuing months she had become his most regular customer, arriving around this time every weekend, rain or shine, and staying only a few minutes. Today he held the gate open and she entered without a word or a glance in his direction. She shuffled between the ancient tombs, taking one turn, then another, until she arrived at her destination. 
 
    Her decades-long weekly visits to Felicite's tomb weren't done out of love or respect, remorse or regret. Quite the contrary - throughout the generations members of the family detested each other. She came out of a sense of obligation. Her relatives were partners in a secret that had been passed down for centuries, and Justine came to honor that partnership. Once she was gone, the visits would end because the next generation had no such sense of obligation. Her children could not have cared less. 
 
    As bad as the weather was, this was one day she couldn't miss. She especially had to visit her half-sister's gravesite today because it was Felicite's birthday. At the decaying structure, she glanced up at her father's and sister's inscriptions, noting as she always did the small hole at the bottom where one more body would eventually be interred. Long ago there had been a piece of marble there, but some tourist had taken it. Now it was a dark place - her place - a passageway to eternity that Justine knew would be her journey soon. 
 
    She began her usual prayer. In decades past she would drop to her knees in reverence. That had ended some years ago when her old, bent legs just wouldn't take the strain any more. She leaned on her stick, placed her hand on the tomb and began to whisper the words. As much as she had detested her father and sister, she was still faithful to protecting her family two centuries after their deaths. 
 
    "O Lord of darkness, defender of all who call you master, protect those who call you king. May my father and my sister, your loyal servants in life and death, rest in the assurance of your everlasting defense of the dark realm. May I - Justine - and your other subjects living in the earthly realm know the enveloping peace of your power and control over this world and our lives. Amen." 
 
    There were little triple X markings on this mausoleum too, but they'd been made by Justine herself. They weren't for good luck as the tourists believed. They were to ward off evil spirits that plagued the dead. She used a marker to scrawl three more, then turned and hobbled to the gate. She could have made a brief stop at her mother's tomb nearby, but she hadn't been there in years. She had no memory of the woman who had given her own life so that Justine could be born, and she had no desire to visit the grave of someone who played no part in her life. 
 
    Back in the Quarter, Justine took a different route home, one that took her past a house she had loved long ago. She stopped for a moment in front of a dilapidated vacant seventeenth-century house on St. Ann Street. She looked at it, remembering a time when it had been her home. She didn't tarry for long. At her advanced age, the rain was hard on her bones and she had several blocks left to walk. 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Twenty-four guests sat in the East Room as the ceremony unfolded. There had been only a handful of weddings in the White House and this was one of the most elegant yet understated ones. The bride and groom faced each other with a pastor in between them. Beaming, they gazed into each other's eyes. 
 
    The officiant turned to the best man. "May I please have the ring?" 
 
    Nothing happened. The pastor looked up and saw that he was caught up in the moment. His mind seemed a million miles away. 
 
    "Ahem." The pastor cleared his voice quietly as he touched the best man's sleeve. "Mr. President, may I have the ring?" 
 
    Harry Harrison jerked his head around, suddenly realizing the entire ceremony was on hold, waiting for him. There was a twitter of laughter from the guests as he fumbled in his pocket and retrieved the ring Brian had given him earlier. "Sorry," he said in a whisper as he handed it to the reverend so the wedding could continue. At last there was the pastor's suggestion that the groom kiss the bride. Brian Sadler and Nicole Farber were husband and wife at last. 
 
    A string quartet played soft music during the reception as guests drank champagne, ate light hors d'oeuvres and mingled. The attendees were a diverse group and many didn't know each other. Brian's parents had come from Longview, Texas. Nicole's mother and sister lived in Houston and her father in Fort Worth; all three had come up for the ceremony and Nicole observed them engaged in cordial conversation across the room. Other guests included both customers and competitors of Brian's who had become good friends over the years. 
 
    Oscar Carrington and Oliver Toussaint were huddled at a nearby table in animated conversation. Brian stopped by and said, "Sorry to interrupt, gentlemen, but I hope you're not discussing business. Nicole made a rule that there'll be no deals made on our wedding day!" 
 
    Oscar retorted in his Oxford-bred English accent, "My deepest apologies. I must get some time with Oliver while you're otherwise engaged with your new bride. We're plotting against you, trying to learn how you always snag the very best antiquities that make the world gasp in wonder and leave your poor friends with nothing but your castoffs." 
 
    They all laughed heartily. These three were fast friends and occasional fierce competitors for priceless pieces of art and sculpture. Oscar was a boisterous, outgoing man who owned a well-respected gallery in London's West End. He had been a huge help when Brian was starting out in the business and they often met for drinks and dinner when Brian was working at his own shop in London. 
 
    Oliver Toussaint was the other man at the table, and he was Carrington's opposite. He was a Southern gentleman, born and raised in the society world of New Orleans and owner of a prominent Royal Street gallery his grandfather had started soon after the Civil War. He was a reserved, quiet bachelor with a broad Southern accent that always charmed the women. "Yes, Brian," he interjected, "we must huddle here while you're away swooning over your newly acquired treasure - the best deal you've ever made, I might add!" 
 
    Through their connection to Brian, both men had known Nicole for several years. Like others in the room, they considered the pair perfect for each other. As Brian began to walk away, Oliver said, "I do have one small bit of business to discuss before I go home tomorrow. A couple of minutes - that's all it'll take." 
 
    "Dammit, man!" Oscar Carrington joked. "Can't you let the boy get married in peace? Maybe that's why you find yourself a bachelor after all these years! Less business, more fun - that's sage advice from an old man and it costs you nothing! Speaking of which, I think I'll go chat up those girls at the buffet. They look like my type." 
 
    "If you're auditioning for the role of grandfather, I think you're perfect," Oliver retorted, interjecting a sliver of humor that was rare for him. 
 
    If Oliver had something to say, Brian wanted to hear it, wedding reception or not. He knew his friend well - there wasn't a frivolous bone in the man's body. He could sense his friend had some news and he knew from experience it would be something worth hearing. 
 
    He suggested they talk when the reception was over, adding that he and Nicole were staying overnight here in the White House and flying home to Dallas tomorrow. "We're excited about seeing you next week and our Mardi Gras honeymoon," he added. "We appreciate the arrangements you've made and we're looking forward to it." 
 
    "It's my pleasure. I believe you'll enjoy yourselves, and I'm glad I could arrange a few things for you during Carnival. Consider it my wedding present; I'm not much good at buying gifts, you know." 
 
    Brian and Nicole led off the dancing and then switched partners when President Harrison tapped Brian's shoulder to cut in. First Lady Jennifer Harrison was waiting nearby and swept into Brian's arms for a spin around the dance floor. The bride and groom thanked their old friends for inviting them to be married in this historic venue and reminisced about the many wonderful times they'd spent together. 
 
    Two hours later most guests had departed and the party was winding down. Brian told Nicole that Oliver wanted a brief word about business. She was neither surprised nor upset in the least that this happened on her wedding day. This was the Brian Sadler she knew and loved, a man always looking for the next adventure. Maybe Oliver had something to pique his interest. Frequently his revelations piqued hers too. 
 
    Hand in hand, the newlyweds walked to the table where Oliver sat alone, sipping from the same glass of champagne he'd taken when he sat with Oscar Carrington earlier. He wasn't a big drinker at social events, preferring a glass or two of wine when he was with close friends at home or out for the evening. 
 
    He explained that he'd been doing research on a very old relic he had acquired. "It's a replica of something called the Black Cross, a centuries-old copy of a much older original. It has some far-reaching implications involving a name you'll recognize. I'm mentioning it because I'd like you to consider helping me learn more about it. Maybe you could even find the original. I apologize for taking even one minute of time today, but if you will allow me a brief intrusion into your honeymoon, perhaps we can discuss it next week in New Orleans. I can show you some things I think you'll find intriguing." 
 
    Ordinarily Oliver wasn't an excitable sort of individual, but Brian could see that his new project intrigued him. He was arranging several things for them to do during Mardi Gras and it would only be polite to hear what he had to say, he said to Nicole. As it turned out, both wanted to know more. 
 
    "Give us a clue to whet our appetites," he urged his friend. "Whose name will we recognize?" 
 
    "Just remember the Nina, the Pinta and the Santa Maria. That's enough for now!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Nicole and Brian exited one of New Orleans' famous St. Charles Avenue streetcars at the Washington Avenue stop. Although for now the rain had ended, it was still a foggy, damp and chilly February evening. They hurried past the walls of Lafayette Cemetery. Across the street the bright lights of Commander's Palace Restaurant pierced the fog, illuminating the building's Mardi Gras decorations in purple, green and gold. A line of cabs and Uber cars dropped patrons off and sped away, their taillights disappearing within seconds into the murky haze. 
 
    "That's my favorite restaurant," Brian commented as they hastened along. 
 
    "Really? I would never have guessed." 
 
    "Very funny. Have I told you that before?" 
 
    "Maybe a million times this trip alone. No, that’s an unfair exaggeration. It's more like a thousand." 
 
    He hit her playfully on the arm and said, "If you play your cards right, maybe I'll take you there." He'd made a reservation for Monday and he was looking forward to a memorable dinner with his new wife. 
 
    They turned onto Camp Street and saw Oliver's beautiful antebellum mansion just ahead. Candles in the window beckoned them in from a dreary evening. Soon they were comfortably situated in front of an enormous fireplace in a room with fourteen-foot ceilings that was filled with beautiful antiques. Their host poured an elegant thirty-year-old Burgundy into vintage wineglasses that he said had been in the family for over a hundred years. 
 
    "Despite the nasty weather, did you enjoy the parade?" Oliver asked. He'd arranged seats for them in the reviewing stand at Gallier Hall, where the mayor of New Orleans personally greeted each float as the parade slowly crawled by just before the turn onto Canal Street. Only well-connected locals like Oliver, whose family had been in the Crescent City for generations, were invited to mix with the city's elite in the mayor's box during Mardi Gras each year. 
 
    "I loved it," Nicole said exuberantly. It was her first trip to this eclectic town, and spending her honeymoon celebrating Mardi Gras was a bonus she was enjoying immensely. 
 
    "So did I. It was a special treat and we thank you for that." Brian had been a frequent visitor over the years, making his first trip to Mardi Gras during his university days. Several fraternity brothers - including the current president of the United States - piled into a car and drove from Norman, Oklahoma, to New Orleans, moving in with friends from his hometown who were attending Tulane University. Those days were more about drinking, partying and revelry, but in the two decades since college he'd returned many times, usually to meet with the man in whose home they were sitting now. 
 
    Oliver was in his mid-sixties - twenty-five years older than Brian - and he owned the most prestigious and eminent antiques gallery in the South. The shop, as he chose to call his ten-thousand-square-foot store on Royal Street in the French Quarter, had been the short-term home to some of the world's most beautiful and important paintings, sculptures, books and pieces of furniture. A handsome man with genes that allowed him to look years younger than his age, the perpetual bachelor enjoyed the finer things in life, traveling worldwide to buy and sell antiques and frequenting the finest hotels and restaurants along the way. 
 
    When Brian became owner of Bijan Rarities on New York's Fifth Avenue due to a tragic but fortuitous circumstance, he was thrust into the rare world of collectors and traders with whom only a handful of the world's premier galleries interacted. He'd met Oliver in the London townhouse of a well-known member of Parliament. The man wanted to sell a family heirloom - a gorgeous Louis XV commode - and he invited the two gallery owners to a bidding showdown. A fierce back-and-forth was soon under way between Oliver, the scion of a family of respected antiques dealers and Brian, the young upstart from New York. The match lasted only a few minutes and experience won out over youthful enthusiasm. When Oliver raised the bid to $450,000, Brian acknowledged defeat and shook his hand. 
 
    "You were a formidable opponent today," Oliver had told him that evening over dinner. He had invited his young competitor out so they could get to know each other better. Although Oliver had few friends, he and Brian had hit it off from the beginning and their evening together was the first of many over the years. The two had bought, sold and collaborated on several pieces as Oliver watched Brian grow in knowledge and gain respect from colleagues in this rarefied business. 
 
    "Your wedding last week was wonderful," Oliver remarked to Nicole as he refilled their glasses. "I'd never been to the White House and I'm glad you were able to have your ceremony in such a beautiful and historic setting." 
 
    She thanked him and said, "That decision came about because we asked Harry and Jennifer to be our best man and matron of honor. Security's always the issue with them, and they suggested the White House because it made life simple. We had a relatively small guest list, so the East Room was perfect, I thought." 
 
    Oliver nodded in agreement, thinking that they could have invited a hundred more guests and still had plenty of room in the spacious venue. 
 
    Brian had known Harry Harrison for years - he and the president had been roommates at Oklahoma University in the nineties - and Brian had been the best man at Harry and Jennifer's wedding. The two couples were as close as friends could be, even though getting together happened less often now that Harry was the leader of the free world. 
 
    After a few minutes' reflection about the ceremony and reception, Oliver asked Nicole if he could turn the topic to business. She nodded; it always turned out this way when Brian was among colleagues, and she thoroughly enjoyed hearing their banter. He was always on the quest for something unusual, out of the ordinary, lost, missing or mysterious. Her career as a solo-practice attorney paled in comparison to the excitement of his profession, and she loved it. 
 
    "I mentioned a relic called the Black Cross at your reception," he began. "If I know you, you've already researched it." 
 
    "Not this time," Brian confessed with a grin. "I had a couple of distractions between the last time we met and today - something called a new wife and a honeymoon!" 
 
    "Ah, yes, I can only imagine how that might get in the way of scholarly research. I've no personal knowledge myself, of course, but it seems marriage suits many people. I'll give you a pass on the research this time and tell you what I know about it." He rose, walked across the room, retrieved something from a drawer and brought it to Brian. It was a twenty-inch black wooden cross encrusted with stones that might once have been colorful but now were dim and faded. 
 
    "Should I be wearing gloves?" Brian asked. 
 
    "Not necessary this time, I'm sorry to say. I wish this were the original, but as I mentioned earlier, it's one of several replicas that exist. The copies are antiques in their own right - they're hundreds of years old - but I think the original is far older. When it surfaced in the 1400s, I think it was centuries old then. It's a voodoo cross." 
 
    Nicole raised her eyebrows skeptically. 
 
    "Ah, like many others you doubt the dark arts, I see," he continued, his tone of voice turning serious. "I'll modestly admit that over the past few decades I've become somewhat of an authority on the subject. I've accumulated one of the most comprehensive collections of voodoo paraphernalia in existence. My ancestors came to New Orleans around the time it was founded and have been here ever since. I grew up with a profound realization of the fact that there's nothing silly or laughable about those who practice voodoo. It's a religion embraced by many diverse peoples, and if there's one emotion the word should conjure in your mind, it's fear. Voodoo is real, my friends. It's as real today as it was in Africa in the 1300s and in the Caribbean two hundred years after that. Once Christopher Columbus learned about it, he feared it too." 
 
    "The Nina, Pinta and Santa Maria connection comes out at last. Are you saying Columbus is somehow involved with voodoo?" 
 
    Oliver shifted positions to make himself more comfortable in his overstuffed barrel chair. "Not at all. The Black Cross was a voodoo relic centuries before Columbus. You're holding a copy of the cross that Queen Isabel I presented to Cristobal Colon as he embarked on his maiden voyage to the New World in 1492." 
 
    Brian was stunned. Noticing, Nicole smiled and said, "Touché, Oliver. It's not often someone blindsides my husband these days. He's pretty good at what he does, but I think he's just learned something new." 
 
    "That's an understatement," Brian added. "I'm not following. How did the queen of Spain have a voodoo cross in the first place?" 
 
    "I doubt we'll ever know for sure. Around the time of Columbus, Spain was becoming very interested in colonization in Africa. My theory is that before Columbus, a Spanish explorer acquired the cross during a trip to the dark continent and brought it back to his queen. Voodoo originated in Africa and I feel certain the cross was made there. There are at least two copies - and likely more - that might have been created around the same time as the first one. Maybe the copies were like the crosses that hang in churches today. They're not original, but they symbolize the original. We simply don't know much about it. 
 
    "Back to the Black Cross, Isabel believed it brought good luck to its possessor. She gave it to her young sea captain in hopes it would bring him fair weather and good sailing. And it did. For as long as Columbus had it, the voyage went well, as far as the history books and his own logs recount." 
 
    Brian thought a moment. "But he lost one of his ships - the Santa Maria, I think - on that first voyage. Isn’t that right?" 
 
    "Ah, I see you're one of those people who knows just enough to be dangerous," Oliver said with a grin. "And you're absolutely right. Losing his flagship certainly qualified as bad luck. But Columbus apparently didn't see it that way; in his journal he described the shipwreck as a stroke of good fortune. There's a reason why he said that, but for now let's fast-forward to the New Orleans part of this story or else I fear I'll keep you up past your bedtime. Not a nice thing to do to honeymooners, I'm told." They laughed as he stoked the fire and returned to the subject. 
 
    He told them that voodoo came to New Orleans when Jean-Baptiste le Moyne and his brother Pierre came by boat from Haiti in 1699 to a place they named Pointe du Mardi Gras. They established a settlement and in 1718 Jean-Baptiste christened the town Nouvelle Orleans, in honor of the Duke of Orleans, the regent in France at that time. Many Creole families emigrated here over the ensuing years and practiced the religion of their ancestors. 
 
    "Marie Laveau's family, for instance," Brian interjected. 
 
    "She's the most famous, of course. 'The Voodoo Queen,' they call her today. But there were others too. These Creoles - people of mixed European and black descent - were sophisticated, financially stable and free. These weren't slaves in any way. They were 'people of color' and they were proud and strong. They were also feared by many of their fellow New Orleanians. The Creoles who were involved in voodoo - and that was most of them - had strange powers and could hurt those whom they disliked. At least that was the story. 
 
    "By the 1760s there was an established Creole community in New Orleans, many of whom lived in fine homes on St. Ann Street. Most of the voodoo rituals in those days occurred in Congo Square on Rampart Street. That was where slaves were permitted to congregate on their one day off each week. The Creoles joined them there and they taught their Caribbean and African brethren their religion - voodoo." 
 
    Brian nodded, recalling some of this. "So the Laveau family ..." 
 
    "This really isn't about Marie Laveau," Oliver interrupted. "She has become the symbol of voodoo in New Orleans and her father almost certainly practiced it, but Marie wasn't born until around 1794. By then voodoo was firmly entrenched here. My story's almost a hundred years before Marie and it's about another Creole family who also lived on St. Ann Street across the street from Charles Laveau. His name was Pierre Duplanchier and I believe he brought the true Black Cross here from Haiti in 1699." 
 
    Brian had become so enthused at the story that Oliver had revealed more than he had intended, so he subtly changed the subject. "If you have the time and interest to tackle it, I have a project for you, something that may captivate you as much as it has me. It's an enigma that requires a second set of eyes - and a second brain - to learn what I'm missing. How much longer are you in town?" 
 
    "Three days," Nicole answered. "We're leaving the day after Mardi Gras." 
 
    "Would you mind if I engage you and Brian in a little history lesson for a couple of hours before you leave? I promise it won't take long and you'll have plenty of time for parades and dinners and everything else you want to accomplish." 
 
    "That's up to Brian." She glanced at him, saw the expectant look in his eyes and grinned. "But I can already see that we're in. Aren't we, honey?" 
 
    He sighed.  "She knows me too well.  You've got me on the hook. Just reel me in and tell me what I have to do." 
 
    "I want you to help me figure out the Duplanchier family tree," he explained cryptically. "It won't be something you can do while you're here. I'll give you hard copies of some of the research I've done, not that it may be that helpful. I've worked on it for years and it's still a puzzle. If you happen to visit the old cemetery, here's what the Duplanchier mausoleum looks like." He showed them a nine-by-twelve color photo of the structure, pointing out the names and dates on the top two vaults. The bottommost one was missing its front cover - there was simply a black hole. "That one's apparently been unoccupied forever," he commented. 
 
    Nicole squeezed her new husband's arm. "You certainly know how to pique your guests' interests. I'm not sure Brian's going to get much sleep tonight." 
 
    Despite Oliver's fascinating stories, Brian and Nicole had been going nonstop since early morning and were getting weary. After a second snifter of their host's fine cognac, their long day finally began to take its toll and it was time to go. Oliver glanced through the window and said, "It's pouring again. Shall I call a cab?" Brian used Uber instead and soon their driver was heading toward downtown, his headlights piercing through fog and rain. 
 
    Before midnight they were in their cozy hotel room, tucked under a comfortable duvet and already well along the way towards consummating their marriage once again, as they had enthusiastically done on every other night of their honeymoon. They were tired, but not that tired. 
 
    Oliver lay in bed in the second-floor bedroom of his Garden District mansion. He had kept to himself the real reason he wanted Brian's help. As he expected, the family-tree discussion had captured his attention, although Oliver really needed no help at all. He knew the answer to the Duplanchier lineage. He just wanted to start Brian off in the right direction. Everything else would fall into place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Sunday morning in New Orleans is a relaxed time when locals and tourists alike enjoy coffee, beignets and a Bloody Mary or two. There would be four Mardi Gras parades downtown today, the first arriving around 1:30 p.m. Oblivious to the rain, inebriates had whooped and yelled on Bourbon Street all night, but around dawn huge sweepers arrived, transforming streets full of trash into presentable walkways glistening in the morning mist. The ancient sidewalks of the French Quarter were ready for another round to begin, but for a few hours it would be relatively quiet. 
 
    Their small hotel was only a half block off Bourbon Street, but once guests came through the front door the screams, laughs, blaring music and raucous conversations were all left behind. The interior courtyard of this boutique hotel, surrounded by its fifteen rooms, was a place to sit, chat, drink coffee and savor the solitude before hitting the streets once again. 
 
    The rain had stopped sometime during the night, and when Brian and Nicole stepped out on the sidewalk, the sky was cloudless and bright. There was a slight breeze and the temperature, already in the low sixties, was heading for a gorgeous seventy-two degrees this afternoon. It would be a perfect Sunday for the parades. 
 
    As they walked to a little breakfast spot they’d found, they could hear lively calliope music coming from the steamboat Natchez moored a few blocks away on the Mississippi River. They drank thick chicory coffee and Brian ran through today's schedule. They had declined Oliver's invitation to sit in the reviewing stand again, preferring today to experience the parade from street level and mingle with the masses on Canal Street as the floats went past. News reports indicated the gorgeous Sunday would bring nearly a million people out to the parades today. 
 
    They had a few hours this morning to relax; Brian scouted out a spot on the street and told Nicole they needed to be in place no later than one p.m., thirty minutes or so before the first float would turn the corner onto Canal Street. By the time that happened, there would be thousands of people surging against the barriers, arms outstretched to catch whatever the Krewe members were tossing off the colorful two-story floats. By 3:30 the first parade would be over and they would go to Oliver's gallery to hear more about the Duplanchier family. 
 
    "I wonder what's so important about the Duplanchiers anyway?" Brian wondered out loud, to which Nicole responded he should wait and see. 
 
    "Patience is a virtue, I've heard, but it certainly isn't one of yours!" she chided this man she knew so well. "You don't need reminding that Oliver knows New Orleans history better than almost anyone. If he's come across a problem, it must be something interesting. Personally, I'm glad he wants your help. I'm intrigued." 
 
    They ate gumbo at a marvelous hole-in-the-wall on Burgundy Street, seized their parade-watching space behind a barricade on Canal Street, caught trinkets the Krewe members tossed their way, and dropped their bulging sack of beads, plastic coins and other Mardi Gras trinkets at the hotel before heading to Galerie Toussaint. Brian gave a quick knock and waved as his friend emerged from the back of the store. 
 
    They maneuvered through a showroom so packed with beautiful furniture, vases, sculptures and artwork that in a different situation Oliver might have been termed a hoarder. Visitors had to snake their ways through narrow lanes between grandfather clocks, overstuffed Louis XVI sofas, Chippendale dining room suites and anything else one might want in an upscale antique shop. He opened a door in the back and they entered a cozy office. Brian had been here several times, but he had kept quiet about Oliver's desk so he could see Nicole's reaction. She gasped when she looked at the incredible French piece. It was in pristine condition and its top was emblazoned with beautiful tiny dancing animals and birds. 
 
    "My God," she whispered. "You keep the best pieces for yourself, I see." 
 
    "Don't we all, Brian? Haven't you ever come across something so stunning you couldn't part with it?" 
 
    He nodded and asked Oliver to tell Nicole how the desk came to be here. He'd heard the story before and found it interesting. 
 
    "It's seventeenth-century French, around 1690, I'd say, and my grandfather considered it his greatest acquisition. It came from the Frere house, one of the oldest homes in the Quarter, which is still standing just a few blocks from here. Grandfather bought it from the owner, an old man who'd been a cotton merchant in the 1920s. As happens every so often, the owners had seen better times and they sold off pieces now and then to raise cash. I can attest that those old houses cost a fortune in upkeep. 
 
    "Grandfather never put it out for sale on the floor; it became his desk and I remember it well as a child. After his death, my father used it, and here it is today, third-generation Toussaint, sitting right in the same place as when Grandfather bought it in the sixties." 
 
    The top of the desk was completely bare, allowing them to see the intricate inlaid figures in all their glory. Brian would have kept it empty too, he thought; it would be a shame to cover something so beautiful. Behind Oliver there was another desk - a functional rolltop from the 1940s that he used for work. It was loaded with stacks of books, papers, folders and magazines. When Brian first visited the gallery years ago, his friend had cheerfully labeled his filing system organized disarray, poking fun at his penchant for clutter over orderliness. 
 
    Oliver brought out a large piece of butcher paper on which he had created a flowchart - a family tree. There were boxes connected by lines to others. The odd thing that immediately struck Brian and Nicole was not what was on the sheet, but what wasn't. 
 
    [image: ]Although there were only five boxes that contained names and dates, there were question marks galore.  The first name - the top box - was Pierre Duplanchier. Next came the typical two dates - birth and death - written in pencil. Brian looked closely - this made absolutely no sense. The line for date of birth showed 1679? Haiti? The date of death read 1796? New Orleans. 
 
    "See anything that immediately catches your attention?" Oliver asked with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    "I guess I don't get it yet," Brian commented, a reaction his friend had expected. 
 
    "You've noticed something unusual?" 
 
    Brian laughed. "It's hard to miss, I'd say. You've got one or both of his dates wrong and by the question marks I’m sure you know it. You know as well as I do that it's not likely a man could be born around 1679 and live ... what - a hundred and seventeen years?" 
 
    Oliver nodded. "It doesn't take you long to get to the crux of the problem. Unfortunately, it's not as simple as that." 
 
    He explained why the Duplanchier lineage was important and why he was becoming more obsessed with it every day. "Pierre was the first of a long line of Duplanchiers who were New Orleanians. There's no record of how old he was when he arrived in 1699, but the boat's logbook fortunately still exists. It describes him as an adult traveling unsupervised. For the sake of discussion let's say he was twenty. He might have been older, but he couldn't have been much younger than that, given the fact that he was listed as an adult." 
 
    Brian added, "So if he was twenty in 1699, then I see where you assumed 1679 as a possible date of birth. If that's even close to accurate, then the date of death you've written - 1796 - must be wrong. Where did you arrive at that date?" 
 
    "It's incredible - and fortunate for those of us who care about our city's history - that the records of all the local cemeteries have survived for hundreds of years, thanks to the farsightedness of our city fathers. Burials, removals, reburials and multiple uses of the same tomb are commonplace in New Orleans even today because of space limitations and the cost of building mausoleums. The water table won't allow below-ground burials, so every cemetery is a little city of tombs. The movements of bodies - burying, reburying, and so forth - were recorded in journals that are stored in humidity-controlled vaults at a privately-owned museum a few blocks from here. Thanks to old family connections, I've been allowed to access those records as I try to figure out the Duplanchier enigma. The records show Pierre died in 1796." 
 
    "But what's the enigma? Why the fuss about a date discrepancy?" Brian asked. Nicole was wondering the same thing. 
 
    "Because I want to trace the ownership of the Black Cross. The more dead ends I reach, the more obsessed I become with learning what happened to the original. I'm certain it was in New Orleans at some point a long time ago and I want to know where it is today. 
 
    "The tomb inscription for the Pierre Duplanchier who is buried in St. Louis Cemetery shows only one date - his death in 1796. Let's presume it's wrong for a moment. He couldn't have died before 1784 because the cemetery didn't exist until then. There are no Duplanchiers buried in the entire city before him. Either he wasn't an adult when he came on the boat in 1699, or he didn't die at age one hundred seventeen in 1796. Does either of you have any ideas what’s wrong?" 
 
    Oliver knew it himself but he was leading them down a path. 
 
    Nicole tossed out an idea. "He had a son named Pierre." 
 
    "Maybe, but there actually was a daughter. The Duplanchier mausoleum is three-tiered. Pierre's body is in the top vault and the next one is Felicite Duplanchier - no date of birth - who died in 1804. She was undoubtedly a relative, and if she was his child, then he couldn't have been born in 1679. The vault on the bottom's empty, as I mentioned earlier. 
 
    "Let's explore the idea of a son. The city records reflect that Pierre Duplanchier married a Creole named Marie Quantin in 1756. The Pierre from the boat would have been around seventy-seven years old and his wife not even twenty. That’s unlikely, although not impossible." 
 
    "Why not believe it, if it fits into your puzzle?" Brian asked. "That marriage could have happened." 
 
    "Because of yet another enigma." Oliver sighed. "Do you see now why I need help? Just when I think I've solved one small piece of this puzzle, I uncover a new twist. That Marie Quantin is also buried in St. Louis Cemetery, around the corner and down a bit from the Duplanchiers. She was born in 1738 and died in 1766 in childbirth. Do you see why this is so difficult?" 
 
    It wasn't, of course, if you knew exactly how it all fit. He was stringing them along to get something accomplished. One important piece of the puzzle was missing and he believed if anyone could figure it out, it would be Brian. 
 
    Nicole picked up a pen and began calculating on a notepad. In a moment she said, "I may have figured out part of it. Assume Pierre was born in 1679 as Oliver suggested. His wife Marie Quantin died in childbirth when Pierre was around seventy-seven. The child she bore was Pierre Junior. He died in 1796 at age thirty and he's the one buried in the top vault of the Duplanchier tomb. I have only two holes to fill to make that work. First, where is Pierre Senior buried, and second, could he have fathered a child when he was almost eighty?" 
 
    "I'm glad to see you're thinking outside the box," Oliver responded. "That's how you must do it if any of this is ever going to make sense. The problem with your hypothesis is that there must be a grave somewhere for Pierre Senior. The family was prosperous and that's the only mausoleum for the early family. He's buried somewhere, that's for certain. And as to your second theory, we know the name of Marie's child. Records exist confirming it wasn't Pierre Junior. It was a girl named Justine Duplanchier." 
 
    "Are you serious?" Brian cried in exasperation. "I'm about to give up on all this. It's like a maze." 
 
    "Welcome to my world." 
 
    They chatted for another hour, tossing out one theory after another as to how alternative dates might fit. Since there was no other explanation than missing relatives, Oliver said he had inserted blank boxes in the family tree. Some of the ideas they mulled over were preposterous, but then so was the possibility that Pierre Duplanchier had died a very old man indeed. 
 
    "Obviously you don't have all the records," Brian said at last. "As good as birth, death and marriage dates are, there have to be records of Duplanchiers somewhere that you haven't found." 
 
    "I'm willing to concede that," Oliver said. "I've thought of every possibility. Thank God the Duplanchier name is rare; if there were very many, the situation would be even more cluttered. I'm lost, to tell the truth. All I have is a family tree full of holes." 
 
    Nicole said, "Let's talk about Justine Duplanchier. You say Pierre and Marie were her parents and Marie died in childbirth in 1766. Where is Justine buried?" 
 
    Oliver smiled and shook his head. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Nicole exclaimed. "Pardon my vulgarity, but this isn't another dead end, is it?" 
 
    "I'm afraid so. I found Justine's birth certificate. She was born to Pierre and Marie in 1766 in their home on St. Ann Street. From there her life is a mystery." 
 
    "What year did she die?" 
 
    He smiled. "I have no idea. There are no records of her marriage, her death, or anything about her life at all." 
 
    "Then what are you saying? She moved away or something, right? She didn't simply disappear." 
 
    Oliver shrugged. "I have no idea, but just as we think their might be another Pierre back there somewhere, let me tell you something else to make the story more interesting. I searched for the rather rare first and last names 'Justine' and 'Quantin' and I got a match. There was a Justine Quantin who was married here in 1927 to a local man named Henri Frere." He picked up the family tree and showed them where he had placed their names in a box toward the bottom along with a question mark. "That name isn't a coincidence. I want to know who she was because she's part of this somehow. Who were her parents? Why did she have the same last name as Marie Quantin, and the same first name as Marie's daughter who was born in 1766? Do you see how complex all this is? One step forward results in two steps back." 
 
    Or not, if one knows the truth. He hated wasting time on a mystery that wasn't a mystery at all, but it was something that he had to continue until they were finished. All this fit into what he needed Brian to do for him. 
 
    "Next I guess we need to also trace the Quantin and Frere family trees, right?" Brian was beginning to get caught up in the conundrum. There must be a logical explanation. Hopefully the records that would give them an answer still existed somewhere. 
 
    "To determine where - or if - this person fits in, we must include her in the search. I haven't done that, nor have I investigated Henri Frere. They would both be dead by now, of course, if they were married in 1927." 
 
    Nicole looked up and commented, "I know this may sound silly, but have you tried an ancestry genealogy site?" 
 
    "I have, and I learned nothing I didn't already know. I've literally racked my brain to think where else to turn." 
 
    Suddenly Nicole's stomach rumbled and she grinned. "Sorry about that. I think all this mental effort is making me hungry." 
 
    "My apologies," Oliver replied, secretly grateful for the interruption at last. He'd spun a tale this afternoon filled with more holes than the Duplanchier family tree. "I've kept you two away from your honeymoon for far too long, so I'm reluctant to ask if I might buy you a cocktail before you head out for dinner? There's one more thing I need to toss into this pot for you to stir around. There might be someone who could help us." 
 
    Brian glanced at his watch. "We have plenty of time, right, Nicole?" 
 
    We'd have made time if we hadn't, she thought to herself as she grinned and nodded. 
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    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Oliver caught the eye of the maître d' in the crowded Court of Two Sisters Restaurant a block from his gallery. The bar was packed with tourists, but there was no problem accommodating a regular customer like Oliver Toussaint. 
 
    "Right this way, sir," the man said affably, taking everyone's coats and leading them to a booth in the back. Once they'd ordered cocktails, Brian asked, "So there's more to this saga, something you've held back?" 
 
    "Something I forgot, actually. There are too many twists and turns in this crazy story! I got off on Marie and her child Justine but overlooked something that makes this all even more bizarre. There's another possible piece to this mystery - a living one. This one's more of a stretch and may not lead to anything. There's an old woman - Creole, if I had to guess - who walks the streets of the Quarter. She's been around for years and I see her now and then. Think of how a witch looks and you've described her - ancient, dressed in a flowing black robe and carrying a stick. If she had a tall pointed hat, the picture would be complete. I'd call her eccentric - that's probably the kindest word I can think of. She never speaks to anyone, but she's constantly muttering to herself. I asked around about her. No one seems to know anything except that she is rumored to live deep in the Quarter in a house somewhere on Ursulines Avenue near the old convent." 
 
    "And what does she have to do with the Duplanchiers?" 
 
    "Ah," Oliver said with a weary gesture, "I'm truly getting old. Once again, I've gone off on a tangent and forgotten the original subject. I brought her up because I've been told her name is Justine. It's a long shot - there are lots of Justines out there, I'm sure - but I want to check it out when I have time." 
 
    Brian had an idea. "You're saying she could be the Justine Quantin who was married in 1927? Why not? She'd be maybe ninety." 
 
    "She could easily be that old. Maybe she is. I'll work on that angle since I'm here and can keep an eye out for her. I'd like to turn the rest of the search over to you for a while to see if a fresh set of eyes picks up something I'm missing. It's going to require some travel." 
 
    Nicole squeezed Brian's arm. "Travel is no problem, is it, sweetie? We love to travel." 
 
    "How about Guatemala?" 
 
    "No problem," Brian responded without even thinking. "Been there, done that, more than once." 
 
    "And Haiti?" 
 
    Nicole's face registered her alarm. "Are you joking? Isn't Haiti ..." 
 
    Oliver was ready for that response. "Dangerous? Crime-infested? The poorest country in the Western Hemisphere? On the State Department's no-travel list? Are you going to let minor inconveniences keep you from traveling there?" He smiled, but Nicole was grim. There was nothing funny about this to her. 
 
    "I'm not going. You can count on that," she retorted, her voice shaky. "And I hope Mr. Adventurer here doesn't go either. Those inconveniences, as you call them, could get my husband killed. But I'm sure you're going to tell him something that'll get his adrenalin flowing and he'll be off to Haiti before you know it." Her attempt at those last lighthearted words failed. She was tense and worried and there was no hiding how she felt. 
 
    Brian had trepidations too, but now wasn't the time to discuss them. "I'm glad you're keeping an open mind," he joked, patting her leg. He'd heard how dangerous Haiti was. If this trip worked out - and that was a big if - he had to convince her he'd be safe. They'd talk about it later. That thought reminded him that it was time to go. He glanced at his watch and Oliver nodded. 
 
    They'd planned tomorrow just for themselves. They'd meet Oliver the next day - Mardi Gras - in the mayor's box to watch His Honor review the fabulous Rex parade, the grandest of them all. For now it was goodbye - air kisses and all - and they walked in silence to the restaurant a few blocks away. 
 
    There was no way the conversation was going to be light this evening. "You're the world traveler," Nicole began as soon as they were seated. "You undoubtedly know that Haiti's a downright scary place. I damned sure do. What kind of man would ask someone he calls his good friend to go there? Let him do it himself if it's so damned important." She was becoming emotional and her voice got louder. "You could be killed, Brian! Not maybe, but probably!" 
 
    "Hey, baby, we're just talking here." He spoke quietly as people at nearby tables glanced their way for a second. "If you tell me not to go, I won't go. But I'd like to talk it through with you. If I can help Oliver ..." 
 
    "If you can work another adventure into your life, you mean," she interrupted as she began to cry. "Dammit, haven't you done enough? You nearly died in a cave in Guatemala. Thanks to your Indiana Jones-style escapades we've both been kidnapped! This shit hasn't happened once, but time and again. But something inside you just can't stop. You hear a story like Oliver's and it's like a kind of magic spell that lures you in regardless of the consequences or the danger. Why can't you just settle down like other people?" 
 
    He took a slow drink of his wine and didn't answer. There were no words to rebut her statements. She'd accurately summed him up in those few words. 
 
    After a couple of minutes that seemed like an eternity, she snapped, "I'm not hungry any more. I'm going to the restroom. Pay the bill and let's get out of here. I'll meet you on the sidewalk." She stood, threw her napkin on the table and walked away. Brian called the waiter and asked for his bill, insisting he would pay for the two expensive meals they'd ordered but not yet received. The maître d' stopped by and advised that the only charge would be for the bottle of wine. They'd had just one glass each and he corked it up so Brian could take it with him. 
 
    The stroll to the hotel was another silent one. Each had ideas, hopes, fears and concerns for safety and security. Ever since a car crash that nearly killed her a couple of years ago, Nicole had been emotionally and physically fragile. That was a situation she'd never experienced before. Until that day, she had been a powerful female lawyer heading straight to the top in her career at a major Dallas law firm. Now she couldn’t push herself as she once had, and she fashioned a new existence, one far more sedate and unhurried than before. Brian, however, continued to traipse off to this jungle or that ruin. The last thing she wanted was to stifle his enthusiasm for adventure. She knew a simple wedding ring hadn't changed the feelings between them, but to her that ring made all the difference in the world. It was her commitment to the only man she had ever really loved. She simply couldn't lose him. She couldn't go on if that ever happened. 
 
    Brian's feelings vacillated between anger that she was stifling his ambition, to understanding where she was coming from. I haven't changed from the day we met, he thought to himself as they walked. I'm a risk-taker. She called me that from the very beginning and it's true. Why is this trip any different? Why does she seem so hell-bent on making me stay home? 
 
    He knew the answer; he just didn't want to admit it. Something had changed when that ring went on her finger and he said, "I do." A new bond was created between two people who had been lovers, confidants and partners for years. He had made a commitment - a pledge between husband and wife - that was different. There was a responsibility now that hadn't existed before. He couldn't explain it, but he knew in his heart what it was. 
 
    As dangerous as Haiti surely was, Oliver's revelations had stirred him in a way he hadn't felt for some time. In his last adventure, he'd been a bit player in a chaotic effort to rescue the American presidency from a deplorable miscreant. Haiti was a place of danger and intrigue. The more exotic and mysterious the venue, the more his adrenalin flowed. He would be safe - he was already thinking how he could ensure that - and he hoped he could convince her to trust his judgment. It would be a hurdle; in the past, she had witnessed first-hand how his enthusiasm for adventure had gotten them both into serious trouble. 
 
    Nicole and Brian walked the sidewalks of the French Quarter, lost in their own thoughts, unaware that someone had followed them from the restaurant. As she stood in the shadows of a darkened storefront, the old woman watched them turn onto Toulouse Street and open the door to their hotel. She raised a finger as it shut behind them and whispered a few words. Frustrated, she walked back to her house on Ursulines Avenue. She could feel in her old bones that the curse hadn't worked. It was happening more and more these days. Without the elixir, her powers were fading away. She hadn't taken it since her son stole it from her years ago, and as a result, her long, long life on earth was drawing to a close. And she was ready to meet her master. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    There was no romantic interlude for the Sadlers that evening. He lay on the bed, watching the news until she emerged from the bathroom in a T-shirt and panties instead of the flimsy negligee that had been on and then off in minutes every other night of their honeymoon. He used the bathroom and came out naked as usual. She lay as far as she could get on the other side of their king-sized bed, her back to him and apparently asleep. He turned off the light and lay awake for what seemed like hours. When he finally slept, he dreamed of a ritual in the St. Louis Cemetery, where Creole women in colorful dresses danced around the Duplanchier tomb while tourists watched. One of the dancers held the Black Cross out like a sword, pointing it at the gawking onlookers and striking them dead one by one. 
 
    Drenched in sweat, he jolted awake at 3:17 a.m. He reached for Nicole, but she pulled away. He felt a profound sadness. The last thing he'd intended was to allow his adventurous nature to create a rift between him and this woman he loved so much. Maybe tomorrow would be a better day. It was their one day alone and he prayed it would be a happy one. 
 
    The next time he awoke, he glanced at the bedside clock and was surprised to see he'd slept until almost eight. Both were early risers, ready to tackle each day's challenges after a few cups of black coffee. Now her side of the bed was empty. He walked into the bathroom and saw a note. "Gone for a run." For a second he wondered if she'd be safe but immediately let it go. Today wasn't the time to lecture her about being careful, when the trip to Haiti had caused such a rift just hours before. 
 
    He went to the courtyard for coffee and the morning paper. Through the open doorway, he saw her enter the lobby. He waved and thought she glanced his way, but she went straight to the elevator instead of joining him as she would have any other morning. 
 
    We're not finished with this yet, he thought to himself, knowing he had to concede. It was too dangerous. Oliver could go himself if he wanted the cross. As Brian's friend, he shouldn't have asked him to do something that risky. 
 
    This all felt so strange. Giving in without explaining his feelings was a new thing, something born out of the wedding vows he'd recited. The two of them were one now, and that meant instead of telling her what he was going to do from now on, he had to think of what his actions meant to her. 
 
    Even though he accepted what must be done, the same thoughts kept popping into his mind. He had a burning desire to go to Haiti. He wanted the thrill of finding the cross and bringing it back. He wanted to solve the puzzle and learn how the Duplanchier family fit into all of this. Yesterday afternoon he'd been bitten by the challenge and excitement of a new adventure and it felt strange to have to quash those feelings. 
 
    As he walked into the room, he could hear the shower running. He sat on the bed in silence until she came out, naked except for a towel on her head. 
 
    "We have to talk," he began, but she came around to his side of the bed and put a finger on his lips. She tossed the towel on a chair, straddled him and began to unbutton his jeans. "Oh, good," she murmured as she saw he wasn't wearing underwear. That was a silly game they were playing on the honeymoon, walking around all day with nothing under their clothes. She removed his pants and began to lightly move her fingers up and down his legs, carefully avoiding touching the one thing he wanted her to touch the most. At last she knelt and took him in her mouth. He enjoyed the amazing sensations but stopped her just before it was too late. He pulled her face up and she climbed on top, riding him until they simultaneously exploded with a burst of pent-up passion. 
 
    No one said anything for several minutes. They rested comfortably in each other's arms, secure in the assurance that in this time and place, they were meant to be together. 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "No, Nicole. No. You don't have a reason to be sorry. It's my fault ..." 
 
    She propped herself up on one elbow and looked at him. "How can it be your fault? You are who you are and I knew that when I married you. I have no right to keep you from doing the things you love. I'm not going to be a shrew who tries to keep you on a tight leash." 
 
    He guffawed and she began laughing too. "I hate being mad at you," she admitted. "It makes me sick to my stomach. I couldn't sleep last night, and when I went on my run, I had time to think things through. You don't need my approval to go to Haiti and I won't stop you from doing something you want to do. Just promise me you'll come back. You must do that, Brian. I'll kill you if you don't," she concluded with a smile. 
 
    "What about the speech I'd prepared about you being right?" 
 
    "You can save it. There'll be plenty of other times to use it since I'm always right. Now let's get going. It's a beautiful morning out there and we have things to do!" 
 
    "Thanks, sweetie, and just so you know, I'm not sure I'm going to Haiti. I need to hear more from Oliver about exactly what I'm getting into. If I do go, I have an idea how to make things safer for me." 
 
    "I thought of something too. Does your idea have anything to do with friends in high places?" 
 
    "Maybe." He laughed, realizing they were on the same page. 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    After their conflict at dinner Sunday evening and a frustrating night with little sleep, they made Monday something special despite having no set agenda. "There's nothing better than making up," Nicole offered over their second glass of Chardonnay at a charming sidewalk café on Magazine Street. After lunch, they visited the trendy shops nearby and were back in the Quarter around four. They popped into the bar at Mr. B's Bistro for one more glass of wine and then headed back to the hotel. That evening they would dine at Commander's Palace, the Garden District restaurant near Oliver's home that Brian had enthusiastically proclaimed his all-time favorite. 
 
    "Dibs on going first!" she cried as she stripped naked and stepped into the shower. He waited a moment and then joined her. 
 
    "Can we get mad at each other again?" he jested. "I really liked that part where we made up." 
 
    "How about skipping the mad part?" she murmured as she soaped up her hands and ran them slowly down his body. "How about I give you a little present?" 
 
    "Works for me," he groaned as she began to lather him up, moving her hands rhythmically in the way he loved. 
 
    They arrived at Commander's Palace half an hour early so they could have a drink in the bar. "Mr. Sadler, welcome back," the host said as they arrived. Just past his station the usual ritual awaited them - a cadre of waiters and floor managers stood in the entry hall to welcome each visitor by name. It was a nice gesture, one Brian hadn't seen anywhere else, and something that made guests feel special. 
 
    They were seated in the Garden Room, a cozy second-floor venue overlooking a patio with trees covered in twinkling white lights. After a wonderful meal, a bottle of Veuve Clicquot champagne and a marvelous Grand Marnier soufflé, they were in bed by ten p.m. They had a big day tomorrow - Tuesday was Mardi Gras and they planned to hit the streets early. Unlike last night - the loneliest night they had ever spent in the same bed - this one was one of the nicest, proving that love could smooth the bumps along the way. 
 
    Tuesday was the big day. The partying and revelry started even earlier than usual, beginning with the crazy antics of the highly unconventional Zulu Parade that was on its way downtown by eight a.m. Promptly at ten the biggest, most spectacular parade of all - the Krewe of Rex, king of Carnival - took center stage. Brian and Nicole sat with Oliver in the mayor's box for the festivities. Like others in the past, this mayor was a friend of Oliver's; watching him honor King Rex each year was a long-standing tradition in Oliver's family. His parents had brought him as a young child and he had missed only a few over the years. 
 
    Afterwards Oliver was off to a round of parties in the beautifully-decorated Garden District homes of friends. Two months ago he had invited Brian and Nicole to join him at the ultra-exclusive Rex Ball tonight, but they declined. Brian knew that tickets for that ball were coveted by everyone, and his friend had done enough. Instead of partying away their last night in New Orleans, they spent it quietly. It had been a long day and they were exhausted. As they turned off the light, they wondered if their conservative friend was dancing the night away at the ball. 
 
    The next morning was starkly different, a refreshing contrast they noticed the minute they walked outside the hotel. For the past few days, going anywhere in the Quarter had meant maneuvering around people every minute, but now the sidewalks were bare. It was an easy stroll to Brennan's for brunch with Oliver. It was nearly ten a.m. on the first day of Lent, which in New Orleans is marked by peace and tranquility. Yesterday the police had allowed the debauchery all day long and right up to the stroke of twelve, but at the very moment Lent began, the party was over. 
 
    Seconds after midnight the revelers had been told to go home. Bars that hadn't closed in days shuttered their doors for twelve hours and fire trucks began cleaning up, spraying the sidewalks with water from massive hoses. Any unfortunate drunks who remained in the vicinity were knocked to their knees by the powerful streams of water. Tons of trash and every other imaginable nasty thing lay in the street, waiting for pickup by garbage crews beginning at sunup. By mid-morning - the time that Brian and Nicole went out - the French Quarter was surprisingly clean. 
 
    Brian had been here on several Ash Wednesdays. He considered it the nicest day of the year for strolling the Quarter. For this one morning on this one day, everything was wet, fresh-smelling and uncharacteristically quiet. Today there was almost nobody on the streets, providing a dramatic contrast to other mornings when the revelers who'd pulled all-nighters were still going strong. 
 
    It was their last day in New Orleans; they would head to the airport late this afternoon for the trip home to Dallas. They'd checked off Brian's list of things to see and do in the Crescent City. The only thing they missed was seeing the Duplanchier tomb, but they at least had seen Oliver's picture of it. 
 
    "Do you think Oliver will be on time?" Nicole asked. 
 
    "Are you kidding? Absolutely. He may have had a full day of partying yesterday, but you know him. These days he parties like we do - everything in moderation. He'll probably be there when we arrive." 
 
    And he was. Within half an hour they were on their second round of Bloody Marys and had just dived in to plates of tantalizing eggs Sardou, the restaurant's brunch specialty. 
 
    Oliver reported on the ball last evening. He had stayed until the bitter end, arriving home around 3:30 but appearing none the worse for wear this morning. He wasn't much of a drinker, he confessed, and had had "one too many" at the party - a second glass of champagne. That brought a laugh from them and Nicole said she hoped his hangover wouldn't keep him down too long. 
 
    Over coffee he asked for a few more minutes of their time. He wanted to tell them what he knew about Columbus before they left town. Since they were all packed and had no other plans, they joined him back at the shop. 
 
    The gallery was closed because Ash Wednesday was a holiday. They sat in Oliver's office as he rummaged through stacks of reference materials until he found a thick folder with the information he wanted. 
 
    "Now, students," he began, lightly rapping a pencil on his desk as though he were a teacher, "today's lesson will be about Cristobal Colon, the adventurer we know as Christopher Columbus. I'll try to keep this brief and to the point so you don't fall asleep during the lecture," he continued in a mock-scholarly tone so unlike him that it made Nicole laugh out loud. 
 
    "As did many other mariners funded by European monarchs, Columbus kept detailed records of his four voyages to the New World. Originals from three of his four trips are extant. The one we care most about - his first - disappeared. It’s lucky that there are copies, so at least we have something. Columbus correctly believed he would reach land if he sailed west, but he thought it would be India. He finally talked the king and queen of Spain - Ferdinand and Isabel - into backing his trip in exchange for his bringing back trade goods, spreading Christianity and claiming lands for the crown. Three ships were fitted out in the port city of Palos, Spain, and just before dawn on August 3, 1492, they sailed west toward the Canary Islands, embarking on what would be known as Columbus's first journey to the New World. 
 
    "The flagship Santa Maria was captained by Columbus himself. The Nina and Pinta were provided and skippered by two shipbuilders who had also put money into the endeavor, Martin Alonso Pinzon and his brother Vicente. All three ships were small - none was more than a hundred feet long and thirty wide - and there were only ninety crewmen in all. I'm giving you these facts so you can get a feel for how small this expedition was in every respect, contrary to accounts in history books that spin yarns of majestic, massive vessels riding high in the water while the admiral stands proudly in the bow." 
 
    Oliver told them that on October 12, just over a month after leaving the Canary Islands, the ships sighted land at what is now San Salvador in the Bahamas and sailed on. On October 28, they went ashore at Bariay in northeastern Cuba. 
 
    “Although Columbus had successfully navigated the journey to the New World, not everything had gone well. To ease the crew's fears that they might be sailing to the end of the earth, Columbus's logbook reveals that he deliberately misled his men, entering lower numbers for the distances they sailed each day so they wouldn't become disruptive. The crew got wind of the deception and threatened to mutiny if land wasn't sighted in three days. Columbus wrote that fortunately he had that lucky Black Cross hanging in his cabin. The ships sighted land before the crew's deadline and the admiral was forgiven ... for now. Regardless, the subject of mutiny remained in their minds, as we'll see soon. 
 
    “Martin Pinzon, captain of the Pinta, considered himself a far superior mariner to Columbus, and he may have been right about that,” Oliver opined. A month after their arrival in Cuba, the matter came to a head. Pinzon angrily claimed himself leader of the three-ship expedition and sailed away in the Pinta, leaving his brother Vicente and the admiral with the Nina and Santa Maria in Bariay Bay. That truly was an act of mutiny, one which could have resulted in Pinzon's trial and execution back in Spain. 
 
    Brian glanced at his watch. 
 
    "Are we still good on time?" Oliver asked. "There's not much more to tell and I promise you'll understand the reason for all this history lesson once I tie things together." 
 
    "We have at least forty-five minutes left before we need to head out." 
 
    "You'll be on your way with time to spare," he promised, returning to the story. Brian and Nicole were ready for more; despite learning about Christopher Columbus like every other schoolchild, neither had heard about his mutinous crew. This was an interesting tale. 
 
    "Despite the animosity between Columbus and Martin Pinzon, he needed the man on his side. The brothers not only owned the Nina and Pinta, they also were investors in the venture. If Martin returned to Spain and got to Queen Isabel before Columbus did, his account of the situation could make the admiral look very bad indeed. Columbus was already planning another voyage and he needed Isabel - and Martin Pinzon too - in his camp. 
 
    "Columbus built a small structure at Bariay to commemorate his discovery of Cuba and that it was now a Spanish possession, thanks to him. On December 5th, he and Vicente Pinzon sailed the Nina and the Santa Maria east in the same direction the Pinta had gone two weeks earlier. They landed on the northern shore of an island Columbus named Insula Hispana and likewise claimed for Spain. Before long they began preparing for the long journey home. They set sail on Christmas Eve, but the lucky Black Cross failed him. On a gorgeous starry night and after a drunken holiday celebration, everyone - Columbus included - inexplicably went off to bed, leaving the ship in the hands of a fourteen-year-old mate. The currents carried the Santa Maria into the shallows and it ran aground. Columbus roused his men, but instead of helping save the ship, they abandoned him, taking a longboat and sailing a mile away to the Nina, where Vicente Pinzon refused to allow them to board. 
 
    "The deserters returned to face an angry Columbus on a ship that was listing severely. They tried unsuccessfully to move it off the reef, finally enlisting help from friendly Indians, salvaging everything and then watching it sink. The admiral considered how things might look to the folks back home, so he created a false report for the king and queen. In the new version of events there was no youthful hand guiding the doomed ship, no invisible reef, no slumbering captain and crew and no drunken holiday celebration. Instead, Columbus had issued orders that his disloyal crew deliberately disobeyed. His men weighed anchor and caused the ship to sink, but amazingly it turned out for the best. In fact, it was divine intervention, according to Columbus's fanciful story. He hadn't intended to stay in any one place for long, but now he took time to build a fortress in honor of Spain and its rulers. Thanks to the shipwreck he spent extra time with the natives, converted them to Christianity and saved their souls from eternal damnation. What a blessing that disastrous shipwreck turned out to be, in the fiction the admiral created! 
 
    "The Nina turned back and joined them, and its crew helped build the fortress that Columbus named La Navidad - the Nativity - in honor of his Christmas Day shipwreck. When it was time to go home, he left thirty-nine crewmen to occupy the fort and sailed away in the Nina. A few days later they spied the Pinta, which they had assumed was lost at sea. The captains had a heated exchange, Columbus's journal reflects, and the admiral accused Martin of insubordination. Things eventually must have been smoothed over because within a couple of weeks the Nina and Pinta sailed back across the Atlantic to Spain. Columbus seems to have convinced the Pinzon brothers to go along with his account of how the Santa Maria was lost, and the queen ultimately funded more expeditions. 
 
    "I'm sure you're wondering by now if there's any possible reason I told you all this background," Oliver said. "At last we reach the end of the story. When he deserted Columbus before the shipwreck, Martin Pinzon had sailed the Pinta east to the island that Columbus called Insula Hispana. Today it's Hispaniola and it's shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic. The Santa Maria was wrecked there, somewhere off the coast of the modern city of Cap-Haitien, Haiti. An archaeologist recently claimed to have found the wreckage, although according to Columbus's logbook most of the ship's hull and deck material were used to build the fortress of La Navidad, so I have my doubts about whether there's much of anything left of his flagship. 
 
    "The important thing here is the Black Cross. It was on the ship that Christmas Eve when the wreck happened, and records clearly indicate everything was removed from the Santa Maria within a few days. That means the cross was taken off the ship too, and I'm certain Columbus carried it to safety. To him it would have been the most important thing on the ship - a gift from the queen herself - and it was intended to bring good luck. Here's my theory: the cross is never mentioned again because Columbus didn't take it back to Spain. Columbus deliberately left the Black Cross at the fortress of La Navidad to bring good fortune to the crewmen who were staying behind. He never says another word about the relic in his logbook because he didn't have it any longer." 
 
    Brian interjected, "So the search begins at La Navidad?" 
 
    "Yes and no. He built the fort, left men there and sailed back to Spain. Creating that colony was the key ingredient in his plan to get funding for a second voyage. The queen would want him to return with provisions for her loyal subjects and to continue his quest for the fabled riches of the New World. And his plan worked better than he could have imagined. She gave him a massive expedition with more than a thousand men and seventeen ships. Isabel wanted a permanent Spanish colony, but when he arrived at La Navidad in November 1493, the fortress had been burned to the ground and the thirty-nine colonists were dead, probably murdered by hostile Carib Indians. Five hundred years later, no one knows exactly where the site of La Navidad is." 
 
    "And that's why you asked me to go to Haiti? You want me to see what I can find out about La Navidad and the cross?" 
 
    "Even more than that. I'm hoping you can find the relic and bring it back." 
 
    Nicole had been patient up to this point. "I have what should be an obvious question. Why Brian? Why don't you just go yourself?" 
 
    Oliver looked down at his hands dejectedly. "I'd do it if I could. I have a health issue - something I don't like to talk about ..." 
 
    She stopped him immediately. "I'm so sorry! I had no idea. There's no need to say anything more. I shouldn't have asked." 
 
    And I shouldn't have lied, Oliver thought. But then again, Brian was the adventurer in this equation. He always seemed to have that yearning for intrigue and mystery. Better he goes than I. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    A few days later Oliver Toussaint waited at the streetcar stop on St. Charles Avenue. Nattily attired in a pin-striped suit, bright bow tie and starched white shirt, he held a leather briefcase in one hand and an umbrella in the other, just in case. He rode the trolley to the Quarter every weekday unless it was pouring. Although he never spoke to anyone on board, he enjoyed watching the hodgepodge of passengers getting on and off as the car clacked along, its bell dinging at every stop. He loved this old city, and even though he'd traveled this route a thousand times, he still enjoyed the scenery. There's no place like New Orleans, he thought with a satisfied smile. This was home and it was wonderful. 
 
    He had a practical reason for riding the streetcar. Parking was scarce and expensive in the Quarter, and he wasn't willing to fork out several hundred dollars a month for a slot. There was no need for a car anyway. He and his assistant, Betty, were at the shop most of the day and he had lunch somewhere close by, sometimes with friends but often alone. Finding good food in the French Quarter wasn't ever a problem, and if he had to go further away, there was a taxi on every corner. 
 
    The driver clanged the bell several times as he stopped his car at the end of the line, where Carondelet Street ran into Canal. Oliver got off, crossed the wide avenue and entered the Quarter on Royal Street. As he walked the familiar route, he enumerated today's to-do items in his mind, oblivious to things around him. He was almost to the gallery when he looked up. There she is! He saw the old woman a block ahead of him and heading in the same direction he was. She was wearing a long black dress and a wide-brimmed hat. Moving slowly, she relied on a long stick for balance. 
 
    "Madam! Madam!" he shouted, picking up his pace. She either couldn't hear him or didn't intend to stop. He quickly caught up with her, stepping into the street and ahead to avoid startling her. 
 
    "May I speak with you for a moment?" 
 
    Eyes glued on the sidewalk, she walked on as though she hadn't heard him. 
 
    He touched her sleeve gently and jumped when she jerked back her arm. 
 
    "Leave me alone," she hissed, never looking his way. 
 
    He ventured into uncharted territory. "Justine, I know who you are." He wasn't certain of that at all, but it struck a nerve. 
 
    She stopped and looked up with fiery eyes. She spat an answer. "You think you know who I am, do you? Leave me alone, Oliver Toussaint. You will learn nothing from me." 
 
    "How do you know my name?" he asked in surprise. 
 
    "I know many things," she whispered. "For your own well-being, leave me alone." She turned away. 
 
    "You are Justine Quantin, aren't you?" 
 
    She jerked her body around so abruptly that it startled him. Her face was etched in fury. She raised her stick and held it toward him as she hissed, "You have no idea what you're doing. I may be old, but I still have my wits. Do not open a door you cannot close. This is your last chance; I will not warn you again. Leave me alone." 
 
    Despite his excitement at finding her after all this time, he let her walk away. He was a native New Orleanian. Every family had secrets - his certainly did - but as a child he'd been taught to have a healthy respect for the Creoles. Many of them still practiced voodoo today and he was certain that old woman was one of them. 
 
    Her words had bothered him. More than that, it was her countenance. He had seen the face of evil before, but he'd never witnessed the pure malevolence that blazed in those old eyes. Of all people, Oliver should have been ready for her, but instead he came away from the encounter rattled and a little afraid. He felt as though he'd met the devil himself today. 
 
    He wanted to tell Brian about meeting her. Calling her Justine Quantin had made an impression on her, but other than the feeling of dread he couldn't shake off, there really wasn't anything more to say. What he really wanted was to hear Brian's voice - to hear him say he was okay. Haiti truly was a frightening place but if he had admitted that, Nicole would never have let Brian go. He rationalized that it was worth the risk, but after his encounter he was having second thoughts. Brian was a friend, not a pawn in some voodoo ritual, yet that was the situation Oliver had sent him into. And Haiti might not even be the most dangerous part of Brian's trip at all. 
 
    He called Brian's cellphone. There was one ring followed by a series of clicks and beeps. In a moment Brian answered, every word followed by hollow echoes. 
 
    "Where are you?" Oliver asked, relaxing once he heard his voice. 
 
    "Just got off the plane in the Port-au-Prince airport. I'm surprised my phone works. I didn't expect a signal until I got to the hotel." 
 
    "I'll make this brief. I want to tell you something that just happened." He told Brian about seeing the old woman and her reaction when he asked if she was the same person whose 1927 marriage certificate he'd found. "She was furious. She warned me not to open a door I couldn't close. She said I had no idea what I was doing. To tell you the truth, it was unsettling." 
 
    "Did you follow her to see where she lives?" 
 
    "I didn't, I'm ashamed to say. Her demeanor was chilling; there's something so evil about her it's palpable. I promised if I saw her, I'd follow her, but I left her alone instead. Something spooked me - she knew my name. I asked her how and she said there were many things she knew. Here's my take - she's a Creole and a voodoo witch. I'm certain of it. It's just a feeling, but when you've grown up here, you learn to accept certain very strange things as being true." 
 
    He signed off by telling Brian to be very careful. "Haiti's a dangerous place," he reminded his friend, "and voodoo's something very real." 
 
    Brian was surprised that Oliver had called her a witch. He was one of the most down-to-earth, no-nonsense, pragmatic people Brian knew, a man who didn't toss out opinions flippantly. He truly thinks she's evil, not like a criminal is evil, but like a person with the devil in her soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    If you go six hundred and fifty miles north from Miami, you'll be in Atlanta. If you go six hundred and fifty miles southeast, you'll have gone the same distance but you're in Haiti - a vastly different place. Atlanta's a bustling, prosperous, safe American city while Haiti is one of the most impoverished and dangerous countries in the world. In the past hundred years, dictators were overthrown by military juntas who were in turn overthrown by more dictators. 
 
    The United States government warns Americans not to go to Haiti. Foreign visitors are often kidnapped, even on the busy highway heading from the capital's airport to the city center, and taxi drivers cannot be trusted. US Embassy staff in the capital are required to travel in armored vehicles. The State Department calls Haiti's capital, Port-au-Prince, "a high-risk environment with violent crime, kidnappings and general lawlessness." 
 
    As dangerous as the city itself is, there is a place inside it that is hell on earth. Over two hundred thousand people live in a vast slum called Cite Soleil. Many of its residents were fervent supporters of Jean-Bertrand Aristide, who briefly was president before being ousted in a coup. His supporters believe the United States was behind the overthrow of their beloved president. The United Nations has labeled the slum the most dangerous place on earth, and particularly for Americans it’s a thousand times riskier. 
 
    Brian had decided to ask President Harrison for help even before Nicole insisted upon it. She read the State Department's travel warning and flatly told him unless the president could get embassy people to guard him, he was crazy to even think about going. He made the call and Harry had put him in touch with a helpful lady at State who promised to make his trip as safe as possible. It wasn't typical for a private citizen to be afforded protection by the embassy, but the president had created a way to make it possible. He asked Brian to meet with the ambassador and convey some private information to him. The meeting was sufficient reason for the president to put his friend under the protective wing of the American government in Port-au-Prince. In his satchel, Brian carried a sealed envelope from the president of the United States that he would deliver to the ambassador tomorrow morning at ten. 
 
    The American Airlines 737 banked to the right for the descent into Toussaint Louverture International Airport in Port-au-Prince. When he saw it emblazoned on the terminal building, it struck him that this man's first name was also Oliver's last. He'd never asked Oliver where his ancestors were from, but now he wondered if there was a connection to Haiti. 
 
    The customs and immigration area was divided into lanes with stanchions and chains. There were several hundred people crammed into the dirty, oppressively hot room and the smells associated with a teeming mass of third-world humanity were indescribable. Brian found it difficult to advance in line; the minute someone in front of him stepped forward, two or three people from another lane would cut into his, pushing and shoving. He finally resorted to the same behavior and at last he was next to see the immigration officer. He felt a slight tug on his rolling suitcase and turned around just as a teenaged boy pulled his iPad from the outer pocket. He grinned at Brian, showing the whitest teeth he'd ever seen, and disappeared into the melee. 
 
    "Come, come!" the officer shouted, waving Brian to his window. "You next!" 
 
    "Someone stole my iPad!" he cried as he handed over his documents. 
 
    "Happen all de time," the officer said disinterestedly as he stamped Brian's form and passport. "Americans got too much damn stuff anyway." He handed the papers back and Brian looked behind him into the crowd, hoping to spot the culprit. "Move along," the officer said curtly. "He gone." 
 
    How can he be gone? The kid’s somewhere in this room and this is a secured government area. He must come out sometime. I’ll just wait for him. As soon as he had those thoughts, he realized how ridiculous they were. He had no idea what the boy looked like or what he'd been wearing. Everything had happened in a flash and he should consider himself lucky it hadn't been the MacBook Air in his backpack. That thought gave him a chill - he shrugged out of his pack, checked it over and made sure it hadn't been touched. Everything that really mattered was in that bag and everything was intact. He used his phone to disable the iPad so the little bastard wouldn't be able to access it. 
 
    The customs man waved him through without a glance. He walked through a set of dirty glass doors into the arrivals area, a much larger room crammed with even more people waiting for friends or relatives. A dozen men ran to him, yelling, "Taxi, taxi, sir! Clean taxi with air-conditioning!" 
 
    He ignored them and looked for the man he was supposed to meet. He saw a tall African-American guy maybe in his thirties holding a sign with Brian's name on it. He was dressed in a Panama hat, white linen shirt and khaki shorts and he looked like a tourist. Brian waved at him and pushed his way through the crowd, keeping his backpack and suitcase close. 
 
    "Tom Lambert, US Embassy," the man said, extending his hand. "Call me Tom, please. Welcome to Haiti, Mr. Sadler. Let me help you with your bags." 
 
    "I'm Brian. I don't think I got as great a welcome to Haiti as I'd hoped. Some kid stole my iPad while I was in the immigration line. I reported it to the officer and he couldn't have cared less. He made some comment about Americans having too much stuff anyway." 
 
    "It's unfortunate that you got an early taste of how things can go here. From the minute you set foot in this country until the minute you leave, you're struck by the contrast between how beautiful the countryside is while how incredibly impoverished the people are. I'm from Chicago and I grew up in a pretty rough area on the South Side, but it was heaven compared to this place." 
 
    He pointed Brian to a black Tahoe with diplomatic plates that was idling at the curb. When Tom knocked on the tailgate, the driver raised it so Brian could put his luggage inside. As he opened the rear door, Brian observed that the vehicle had been modified. The door was much thicker than normal and was reinforced with steel. Tom took the passenger seat and Brian heard the doors lock with a solid thump as they pulled away. 
 
    Their driver was dressed in the same casual clothes as his partner. He gave Brian a wave. "I'm Gordon White, Mr. Sadler. We're taking you to the Marriott, correct?" 
 
    Brian confirmed his hotel and Tom said, "Gordon's a Texas boy - I think you are too, right?" 
 
    "Right. I was born in Longview and I live in Dallas now." 
 
    "Texarkana boy myself," White replied. "Just up the road from Longview. Small world." 
 
    He learned that they were active-duty Marines, part of a team serving a two-year tour in Port-au-Prince. Their primary responsibility was security of embassy personnel and their families. "Usually we're protecting the ambassador or other staffers when they're outside the compound," Tom explained. "And other times it's babysitting. For instance, we take the ambassador's kids back and forth to school every day." Security was tight at the embassy, he continued. Given the general uncertainty in the world today and the specific animosity many Haitians felt toward Americans, there were occasional demonstrations and burnings in effigy. 
 
    They talked for a moment about his plans for tomorrow. First was his meeting with the ambassador and then a short plane ride. Before Brian's arrival they had been briefed on his plans to fly to Cap-Haitien in northern Haiti to visit the area where archaeologists had recently found what could be the remains of the Santa Maria. He also wanted to see the coastline; somewhere nearby was the site of the missing fort of La Navidad. Tom had arranged the flight and would accompany Brian on his day trip. 
 
    When they arrived at the hotel, Tom handed Brian a thick embassy envelope and his business card. "You'll find safety information in here," he advised. "I suggest you read it even if you don't plan on going far. Two quick things I can't emphasize strongly enough. Don't go anywhere at night without us, and don't go to the slums - the Cite Soleil - at all. It's indescribably bad. You might be tempted to walk around town in the daytime, but I'd rather you call me and let us pick you up. A hotel driver's the only other solution; taking a taxi is a good way to get robbed." 
 
    He checked in and went to his room, thankful for a decent hotel and connectivity. Having a rare couple of hours of free time, he logged on to the Internet and let Nicole know he was situated. Then he knocked out a couple of work-related projects he'd brought along in case there was time. As the sun was setting, he headed down to the hotel's beautiful La Sirene Restaurant and took a table on an expansive veranda that overlooked the capital. The darkness hid the poverty-ridden city and its one million inhabitants, many of whom lived in the slums he'd been cautioned about. Tonight the view was stunning, with tall office buildings nearby and towering mountains in the distance. This scene could have been the skyline in Vancouver instead of Port-au-Prince. 
 
    At 9:30 a.m. he met Tom in the lobby. Although he wore a jacket and tie for his meeting with the ambassador, Brian had stashed jeans and a Polo shirt in his backpack for the trip to Cap-Haitien. The embassy occupied a three-story building in a suburb not far from the Marriott. He had coffee and conversation with the official, passed along President Harrison's greetings and gave him the envelope. A half hour later they were on their way. 
 
    Brian changed clothes in the private aviation terminal at the airport. He and Tom boarded a twin-engine Cessna 421 he'd chartered for the one-hour flight to Cap-Haitien, where they'd spend the day. An embassy-arranged driver met them and soon they were heading northwest out of the city. Tom and the driver knew each other from previous trips and they conversed in French as he drove through the beautiful countryside. 
 
    They arrived at a desolate knoll covered by scrub and grass. Ocean breezes swept over the landscape and powerful waves crashed onto a deserted beach a hundred feet below. Brian found it easy to imagine the Santa Maria just out there on the water that fateful night when a cabin boy had steered the ship to disaster. The driver spoke to Tom, who pointed and interpreted, "A hundred yards or so out there is a hidden sandbar. It's the place the archaeologists believe what's left of the Santa Maria lies. Our driver is from this area. When he was young, his grandfather brought him here and said the fortress of La Navidad stood on this high ground. He thinks it's true." 
 
    The driver spoke again and then ran back to the car and opened the trunk. 
 
    Tom explained that the man had brought along a shovel and a metal detector. "He says he's never used one here before. I'm hoping it might show us something; I doubt much searching has been done out here with detectors." 
 
    Good planning, Brian mused, just hoping the guy hadn't come out yesterday and planted something for them to "discover." 
 
    They spent an hour establishing a grid and the driver began searching the expanse. He occasionally got a hit, turning up things like bottle caps, a horseshoe and coins from the 1960s. While he used the machine, Tom and Brian searched unsuccessfully for any sign of a structure or that people had once lived here. 
 
    They took a break for sandwiches and colas the driver had been instructed to pack for their lunches. Then he went back to work, walking the grid and swinging the machine back and forth slowly. 
 
    Two long hours passed; Brian and Tom walked the shoreline, looked out to sea in the general direction where the shipwreck might have been, and killed time while the driver kept working. 
 
    Brian was about to call it quits when the driver got the best signal of the day. With a whoop he put down his detector and began to dig furiously. Twelve inches down he hit something solid, knelt and swept away the dirt with his hands. He brought up an intact small round clay pot three inches in diameter that was sealed with a lid. Brian and Tom excitedly crowded around him to see it. 
 
    He spoke rapidly as he brushed off the vessel, hoping to see an inscription but finding only a smooth surface. 
 
    Tom told the driver to put the pot down. "We need to take a breather," he said to Brian. "The driver wants to open it. Haitian law on antiquities says we must turn the pot over to the government in Cap-Haitien without examining it any further. Since I'm the employee of a foreign government, there could be serious repercussions if we break the law. Legally we can’t allow him to open it." 
 
    Brian had been in this situation more than once in the past. Here they stood on a remote hill. The last people they'd encountered were in a horse-drawn carriage ten miles back on the road. Third-world countries had laws to protect antiquities, but the locals didn't care. If the driver had been alone, he'd have opened the pot. To be honest, Brian figured he would have too. It was illegal, but there was a practical side to the situation too. 
 
    "If you're saying we're taking this to town and turning it in, we'll never learn what's inside. If there's anything valuable, no museum will ever see it either. The government official you turn it over to - that's the one guy who'll benefit from our find.  I’m meeting with the head archaeologist for the entire country tomorrow morning.  I’ll explain to him what we’ve done." 
 
    Tom agreed. "Works for me. You're the one footing the bill, so you'll hear no argument from me if you let him open it. I just pointed out what I felt obligated to say." 
 
    The pot would be opened, but Brian was first going to do some basic fieldwork to record the venue and establish where it was found. He took pictures of the area, the hole it came out of and the vessel. From a field kit he'd brought, he took out a ruler to measure depths and the size of the pot. He shot a lot more photos, satisfying himself that he'd done as much - and probably far more - to record this find than the Haitian government would have done. When he was done he turned to the driver and with a smile said, "Let's see what's in that damned pot. Be careful! I don't want it broken if you can help it." 
 
    "Allez-y mais ne le cassez pas," Tom said. Go ahead, but don't break it. 
 
    The driver ran a penknife carefully along the seal that held the lid tight. Once he'd released it, he slowly twisted the lid until he could pull it off. He looked inside and smiled at the others as he began to shake it. Jingling. There was something metal inside. 
 
    He handed the jar to Brian, who turned it and shook out a handful of pieces, mostly round but some irregular. With his thumb, he wiped the surface of one and saw a shield and stylish letters around the circumference of one side. The other had two engravings. 
 
    He took a cloth and a magnifying loupe from the kit and examined the piece closely. He wrote the legible letters on his notepad: 
 
      
 
    F E R N _ _ _ V S    E T    E _ _ S A B 
 
      
 
    He began to tremble with excitement. Coins and currency weren't his area of expertise, but like everything else in his business, he had a basic knowledge about them. These were coins and they were like ones he'd seen in Central America. One important question remained - were they dated? He examined both sides closely and saw nothing. 
 
    Perfect! Just as he'd hoped, there was no date. 
 
    Tom had remained quiet for as long as he could. Noting Brian's enthusiasm, he asked excitedly, "So what do you think?" 
 
    "They're definitely coins." 
 
    "French?" Tom was referring to when France ruled Haiti - the 1600s until 1804. 
 
    "Earlier. These are Spanish reals. I don't know the denomination because the early ones weren't marked. This one also doesn't have a date, which is good news for us. Around 1600 they started putting dates on them. I think these coins are much older than that. I think they date back to the 1400s." 
 
    "Seriously? What makes you think that?" 
 
    Brian drew a breath. This was heady stuff and he was so exhilarated he could hardly form the words. "Because of the letters." He showed Tom the notepad. 
 
    "But some are missing." 
 
    "And I know what they are. I've seen copper coins like these before." 
 
    He filled in the blanks: 
 
      
 
    F E R N A N D V S    E T    E L I S A B 
 
      
 
    Tom still didn't understand. "What does it say now?" 
 
    "They're names. In English, they're Ferdinand and Isabel. You know them, right? You can't live in Haiti and not know everything about Columbus." 
 
    "Of course. Isabel was the queen of Spain, the one who sent him to the New World." He paused to fill in the driver. 
 
    There was a rapid-fire response and a Haitian whose face looked like he was waiting to find out what prize was behind door number one. 
 
    "He'd like to know if these coins are valuable." 
 
    "Not as much as you'd think, although to him a hundred bucks is probably a fortune. To be so old and historically significant they aren't that rare at all. There are thousands of them in the hands of collectors. Think about it - hundreds of Spanish ships came to and from Europe over a two-hundred-year span and everybody on board had these copper coins. They used them to trade with the locals. These turn up on beaches all over the Caribbean. In pristine condition, they're worth a few hundred dollars. One in this shape might bring seventy-five." 
 
    Tom translated for the driver and then said, "If I'm understanding correctly, the exciting part here is not so much the coins, but what it might mean that they were buried here. You're the expert - does this tell you the fortress of La Navidad was nearby?" 
 
    "Scientists would require more evidence than a pot of fifteenth-century Spanish coins that somehow ended up buried on a windy hill in Haiti that could be the place where the Santa Maria was wrecked. I don't believe much in coincidence, but then again I'm not a scientist either. My bet is that one of Columbus's thirty-nine men buried his stash of coins, intending to someday dig them up again but getting massacred by Indians before he got back to it. As crazy as it sounds, I think we may be onto something here. La Navidad may have been right where we're standing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    They spent another hour at the site but turned up only modern debris. Brian called a halt; it was time to head to the airport. As they drove back to Cap-Haitien, the driver and Tom were deep in a conversation marked by exhilaration and smiles. Brian expected the driver would drop them and hurry back as quickly as he could to keep looking. 
 
    Brian sat in the backseat and looked at each coin without removing any dirt and grime. That would happen back in the States, where they could be examined without damaging them. 
 
    The agent finally turned to Brian and said, "He says he has a cousin in Port-au-Prince who sells artifacts. He admits most of the guy's stuff is modern fakes designed for tourists, but our driver's seen some very old books - maybe ship's logs, maybe something else - at his cousin's shop. He thinks they may have something to do with Columbus. He wants us to divvy up the coins and then he'll give you his number. This could be a con - these guys are masters at it. Whether he has a cousin, whether there are any old books, who knows? All he wants is a third of the coins. Keep in mind too that lots of these drivers speak a little English, but they don't want you to know it. Watch what you say." 
 
    "We can't split up the coins. I must examine every single one of them. These are historical artifacts and there's no telling what they might reveal. There are thirty-three coins. I'll pay him in cash for his third of the stash and you the same for yours." 
 
    Tom raised his hands in mock surrender. "Not me! I'm out of this deal. I've broken enough laws for one day! It's fifty-fifty between you and him. Let me see what I can do." 
 
    He and the driver went back and forth. Despite the language barrier, their bartering was unmistakable. 
 
    "He'll take four hundred for his share. You might have negotiated better than I did, but we started at a thousand and here's where we ended up." 
 
    Without hesitating, Brian handed over the cash - the equivalent of a year's wages for the lucky driver. Brian felt lucky too; he'd have paid more. 
 
    "Now ask him about his cousin's books." 
 
    The driver listened to Tom, shaking his head emphatically now and then. Once Tom said, "Non!" and, "Ce nest pas possible." Brian got the gist of it. Tom was rejecting some of the driver's suggestions. As they entered the suburbs of Cap-Haitien, they appeared to reach a conclusion and both seemed satisfied, which Brian took as a good sign. At a red light the driver jotted something on a piece of paper and handed it to Tom. 
 
    "Where do we stand?" Brian asked. "What did he give you?" 
 
    "The cousin's contact information. I'll tell you everything once we're alone." 
 
    They bid goodbye to the driver and soon were flying back to Port-au-Prince. "There's good news and bad news," Tom advised as he handed Brian the slip of paper. 
 
    "But we won't know that until I see what the cousin has." 
 
    "Here's the bad part. His shop's in the market at Cite Soleil - the slums. As a government employee, I'm expressly forbidden from going there, so you'd be on your own. If you got into trouble, it's likely we couldn't get you out. It's a frightening place, Brian. I can't emphasize that enough. I don't know where you've been in your world travels, but I guarantee you've never seen the likes of this." 
 
    "After all that gloom and doom, what's the good news?" 
 
    "The good news is that you apparently have the cousin's contact information and the driver promised to call ahead. His cousin speaks some English, which also helps, and the driver's a reliable guy we've used before, so there may be something to this. I have to say again that regardless of how enticing this news may be, you really don't want to go -" 
 
    Brian interrupted with a grin. "Okay, okay. You only need to tell me once. I get it. Cite Soleil's not a safe place for Americans." 
 
    "I don't think you really understand," Tom replied tersely. "It's not safe for anybody. It's a hellhole." 
 
    It was dusk when they arrived back at the Marriott. Tom made Brian promise he wouldn't leave the hotel without calling first. "If you decide to go in there alone, at least tell me so we can notify your next of kin when you never return." 
 
    "Funny," Brian retorted. 
 
    "I wasn't joking." 
 
    To be honest, Brian didn't know what to do. He had only two days left in Haiti, and as excited as he was, he knew better than to go into the slums after dark. He called the cousin's number and was pleased to discover that the driver had followed through; the man was expecting Brian's call. The shopkeeper said he'd bring some Columbus-related items to the Marriott tomorrow evening so that Brian wouldn't have to come to his stall in the Cite Soleil. 
 
    Brian laid the thirty-three coins out on his bed and looked them over once again. He examined the pot and found nothing remarkable about it. He'd send it to an expert he knew in hopes he'd find out its age. He put the coins in a baggie and locked them and the pot in his room safe. 
 
    He met the agents at eight thirty the next morning. Today was museum day; they would drive him to several sites around the capital, but there was a first stop. The ambassador had arranged a meeting with the director of Antiquities, Haiti's top archaeologist. 
 
    As they wound through the busy streets, Brian told Tom he'd contacted the shopkeeper and they were meeting at six thirty tonight. 
 
    Tom replied, "I'd like to join you. I'm sure you'll be safe in the hotel, but you're still my responsibility while you're in Haiti." That was fine with Brian; he had thought already about asking him because his fluency in French could help. 
 
    The French also came in handy today when Brian met with the archaeologist. In developed nations, many things that are taken for granted - the arts, archaeology, historic preservation and the like - are the bastard stepchildren of third-world countries. In impoverished and often corrupt nations like Haiti, funds barely exist even for essentials such as highway infrastructure. The National Museum building was a good example. A once-imposing and stately building, today it needed a good power washing and was seriously overdue for maintenance. Missing windowpanes were covered by cardboard and there were a hundred cigarette butts tossed away beside the massive entry doors. Just inside the building, an old woman sat in a chair. When they approached, she held out her hand and Tom gave her a coin. 
 
    "Entry fee?" Brian asked. 
 
    "Beggar. This is a good spot, what with the tourists coming and going. She probably makes a living here, but I'm sure she has to split her take with the people who let her sit there." 
 
    The Director of Antiquities - the minister in charge of the entire country's ancient culture - occupied a dingy office up three flights of stairs. The halls were dark - there were massive chandeliers hanging far above, but the lights were off. What illumination there was came through dusty windows. The director welcomed them in and offered coffee. 
 
    In mostly French and some English they talked for half an hour about Haiti's reliance on American and British universities for archaeological help. As was also true in Mesoamerica, teams of students and professors came for several months, providing much-needed labor and expertise and occasionally making exciting discoveries. From that discussion it was an easy transition to La Navidad, and Brian told the director about their trip yesterday. 
 
    "We made an interesting discovery on the shoreline," Brian began, taking the pot and bag of coins from his satchel and putting them on the desk. "I want to apologize for disturbing an archaeological site, but I can assure you I conducted fieldwork to record the find. I'll send you all my notes, but when we found these things, I believed it was best to bring them here instead of leaving them to be stolen." It was an obvious reference to their local driver and the director nodded. 
 
    "Given your reputation in the antiquities business, I cannot fault your decision. You are somewhat of a celebrity even here in Haiti. Your television shows bring life to archaeology. Many people have become interested in the field because of you." 
 
    Brian showed him the single coin he'd cleaned and explained what he thought about it. "There are thirty-two others I've left alone," he added. "I'm hoping they can be examined in a research environment. If you will allow it, I'd be happy to take a few of the coins back to the States, where some experts I know can tell us what we have." 
 
    The director knew that was best and he trusted Brian. "Take them all," he said. "They will be better handled by you than by my own staff, I'm sorry to say. This is a very exciting discovery, but we simply don't have the manpower or the expertise to properly examine these artifacts. Just let me know what you learn about them." 
 
    He asked Tom if he'd accompany one of his staff back to Cap-Haitien soon so the ministry could properly secure the site. The agent agreed, reminding the director that it needed to happen quickly because the driver would undoubtedly keep digging. 
 
    The director understood that and explained that he didn't know when such a visit might really happen, given his limited budget. Brian had been thinking the same thing, and he told the man he'd be happy to help. He said to Tom, "If the embassy will allow you time off to accompany one of the director's men to Cap-Haitien, I'll pay for the plane and the driver. I'll donate an extra thousand dollars to secure the area, or wherever you think it's needed." 
 
    Tom thought his boss would jump at the chance to help with the project and the director was pleased. He told them it would be wonderful if Cristobal Colon's fort could be located. There would be an immediate increase in tourism, which would be a boost for the entire country’s economy. He said that for the last few decades the only activity in the area had been from some underwater archaeologists who thought they'd located the shipwreck. "I'm cautiously optimistic about where you found the coins." 
 
    The director concluded the meeting with a proposal. "You are a wealthy man, Mr. Sadler. Would you consider funding an archaeological expedition to find La Navidad? I would ensure you'd have all the necessary permits, and I'm certain we could work out an attractive split should there be a discovery." 
 
    Brian had thoroughly enjoyed the brief time today with this good-natured bureaucrat. It was unfortunate the man would never have the financial resources he needed, but Brian knew how difficult a cooperative project in Haiti would be. Much of the money an investor put up would disappear as the project progressed, requiring even more money to finish it. Brian had seen it time and again in third-world countries, and such an arrangement simply wasn't something he was willing to do. He agreed to consider it, but he also promised to send money from time to time if the minister began a formal search for La Navidad. 
 
    After the meeting, they toured the museum for a couple of hours. Tom translated the descriptions of artifacts that were in dusty cases in dingy, light-starved rooms. They visited two more galleries in the afternoon and dropped Brian at his hotel. 
 
    Brian and Tom sat in the lobby and watched a man pulling a small dirty rolling case enter the hotel. A security guard stopped him and the man handed over a slip of paper. The guard made a call and in a moment Brian's cellphone rang. They introduced themselves and escorted the shopkeeper up to Brian's room. He opened the case and removed the only things it held, two thick old books bound in what looked like leather and tied with string. He handed Brian one of them. As Brian thumbed through its pages, Tom and the man spoke in French for several minutes. 
 
    "Okay," Tom began. "Let me start by saying that most of what these guys tell you is bullshit. So here goes. This is the Barcelona Copy of Columbus's diary. He seems to think you'll be impressed by that revelation." 
 
    "Impressed? If it was, I'd be flabbergasted!" Brian exploded with a laugh. He knew what the Barcelona Copy was and the chances that he was holding it right at this moment were nil. 
 
    "I never heard of it," Tom replied, "but with these characters, it's always something far-fetched." 
 
    "To say the least. Let me explain for a minute what he's talking about." 
 
    Brian had done a fair amount of research on Columbus before this trip. At the end of his first voyage - the one on which the Santa Maria was shipwrecked here in Haiti - Columbus had turned over his logbook to the queen of Spain. She commissioned a copy - the Barcelona Copy - which she returned to Columbus in 1493. She kept the original, which has never been heard of since. The Barcelona Copy was around for years. Columbus gave it to his son Fernando, who used it to write his father's biography in 1538. By the 1550s the Barcelona Copy also disappeared. 
 
    "It was missing until this very minute." Brian chuckled. "Here I am holding one of the rarest manuscripts in the world. Priceless, in fact. It's worth millions. Can you believe our luck?" 
 
    Although Brian was certain it wasn't what the man claimed, the book was nonetheless very interesting. It was clearly very old and its title declared it to be the record of Cristobal Colon's first journey to the New World in 1492–1493. There were well over a hundred well-worn and tattered pages filled with faded words, drawings, charts and calculations in a flowing cursive script. Brian powered up his laptop and opened an article he'd seen earlier. He read for a couple of minutes, turned back to the old book, examined more pages, and then spoke to Tom. 
 
    "Tell him it's not the Barcelona Copy. I'm not interested in talking further if he wants to claim it is. But it has value simply because it's old. I'd like to know where he got it and if it actually belongs to him." 
 
    Tom translated. "He says he obtained it a year ago from a Spaniard. He defers to your vastly superior knowledge" - he rolled his eyes at Brian - "and says he bought it thinking it really was the Barcelona Copy. He paid many thousands of dollars for it, of course. Since you say it isn't real, he will take a loss if he must, because he has been duped." 
 
    "Let's put this one aside for a minute and see what else he brought." 
 
    Brian untied the string and opened the cover as the man began to describe it. It was in much better condition than the other and Brian quickly saw why. Presuming the first book was from the late fifteenth-century Columbus era, this one was at least three hundred years newer. The handwritten words on the title page took him aback. 
 
    Le Journal de Pierre Duplanchier, première partie. Ne St. Domingue (courament Haiti) 1647. Mort Nouvelle Orleans 1796. 
 
    It didn't take a degree in French to figure out those three sentences, but he didn't know the two words after Pierre's name. He interrupted Tom, showed them to him and was told the lines read "The Journal of Pierre Duplanchier, part one. Born St. Domingue, now Haiti, 1647. Died New Orleans, 1796." 
 
    So this was supposedly the diary of old Pierre, the man who'd come from Haiti to New Orleans in 1699. He knew this could really be interesting, and he thumbed through page after page of handwritten entries. Brian figured the shopkeeper considered the Columbus journal the valuable one, and he'd probably brought the other simply because it was another old diary. But this one was by far the most interesting and he knew Oliver would think so too. 
 
    "What language is this, French?" he asked Tom. 
 
    He glanced at several pages and replied, "You're lucky I'm a language freak. I recognize some of the words as Creole, but they're mixed in with French ones in a sentence structure that hasn't been used for centuries. It's nothing like what you'd see today. It would be like comparing Chaucer's English to what modern Americans speak." 
 
    That was exciting news. Maybe this truly was Pierre's diary! But something was niggling at the back of his mind - something that had seemed odd. 
 
    Wait a second! It was the dates! As he turned back to the title page, he recalled back in New Orleans when Oliver had showed him the Duplanchier family tree. 1796 was the date of death on Pierre's tomb just as it was on the title page of this book. Oliver had estimated his date of birth at 1679 although that made almost no sense when they tried to calculate his offspring, and it would have made him over a hundred when he died. But this book made things even more confusing. Here his birth date was listed as 1647. 
 
    An adult named Pierre Duplanchier was on le Moyne's boat in 1699, so that date of birth was possible. Pierre could have landed in New Orleans at age fifty-two - but the date of death couldn't be the date on Pierre's tomb in New Orleans. He couldn't have died a hundred and forty-nine years later. He looked at the page, trying to think of what the author intended. Was it a clue? 
 
    The shopkeeper observed Brian's interest in the second book. He said something and Tom relayed, "Our friend here sees you like that one. He says it's very rare. It's the journal of a voodoo king. That statement's about as far-fetched as the other one was." 
 
    "Maybe not," Brian said. "How much for both?" 
 
    There was discussion, defiant head-shaking, grimacing and shrugging. 
 
    "Ten thousand dollars." 
 
    Brian closed the Duplanchier journal and began to wrap the string back around it. "Tell him thanks for his time, but I'm not interested." 
 
    More fevered, intense conversation. 
 
    "He says he is certain the Columbus diary will lead you to the fortress of La Navidad. Then you will be fabulously rich and famous too. To help you, he's willing to take a huge haircut on that one. He'll sell it for five thousand and throw in the other book for nothing." 
 
    "I'll give him four hundred dollars for both." 
 
    The man shook his head vigorously and countered at two thousand. 
 
    "We're too far apart. I'll pass," Brian declared, knowing this wasn't over. He took both books and put them in the man's suitcase, but the vendor stayed seated on the bed, seemingly deep in thought. 
 
    "Thank you," Brian said at last, extending his hand, but the man ignored him. 
 
    At last the man spoke to Tom. "Twelve hundred for both. Final offer." 
 
    Brian had been in this situation a hundred times, and after the latest counter he knew this transaction would happen. He was ready; he had five hundred dollars in each of his four jean pockets. If he made a deal, he wouldn't have to show his entire stash. 
 
    He pulled out five one-hundred-dollar bills and laid them on the bed. "Final offer. Take it or leave it." 
 
    The man shook his head. He stood, zipped his suitcase, rolled it to the door and stepped out into the hall. Just as Brian was about to be proven wrong, he wheeled around and said, "I take it." He handed over the journals and pocketed the money. Then he was gone. 
 
    Tom wondered why Brian had been willing to pay so much money. "Undoubtedly something got your attention. Do you mind telling me what you think these are?" 
 
    "How about you go off duty? I'll buy you a drink and dinner to repay you for your hospitality and especially for the translating I couldn't have done without. And I'll explain why I went out on a limb for these books." 
 
    Tom agreed at once. He had found Brian's visit a pleasant break from his routine at the embassy and looked forward to hearing more. 
 
    "There's a great Creole restaurant - maybe the best in town - a couple of blocks from here," he suggested. Brian replied that he was starving and it sounded wonderful. Tom got the concierge to book a table while Brian put the coins and books in the hotel safe since now the one in his room wouldn't hold everything. 
 
    At dinner Brian explained what the Columbus book might be. It almost certainly wasn't the Barcelona Copy, but it could still be authentic. Friar Bartolome de las Casas had been with Columbus on his first voyage. Like Columbus's son, the cleric had used the Barcelona Copy to create another one. His version was written around 1530 and it portrayed the admiral as an overambitious tyrant. This wasn't it either - that one was in a museum in Spain. But the existence of several copies meant this could be yet another, created around the same time. And it might hold clues about the site of La Navidad. 
 
    "The other book's more interesting to me," he revealed, explaining his having seen the Duplanchier family tree while visiting a friend in New Orleans. "This one could help us solve some missing pieces about one of New Orleans' oldest families." He didn't mention the puzzling dates, nor had Tom apparently noted it. 
 
    "The guy said it was a voodoo king's journal," Tom recalled. "Could it be?" 
 
    "Yes. In the 1700s the Duplanchiers lived across the street from the Laveaus, and they were undeniably involved with voodoo. I think this journal could give my friend in New Orleans some new information." 
 
    "I'm glad I could help and I've learned a lot in the past couple of days. You've got me hooked on Columbus now." They agreed to keep each other updated if anything new developed. 
 
    The next morning he called Oliver from the airport and gave him a recap of events. The discovery of thirty-three coins was exciting news, especially since they could mark the site of La Navidad, but the books were even more intriguing. 
 
    Oliver thought Brian had done well negotiating the price of the coins but even more the two volumes, since both could be significant. 
 
    "If you happened to have bought the Barcelona Copy, then we've won the lottery, but I'm not getting my hopes up on that one. It disappeared in the mid-1500s in Spain and I doubt it ended up in Haiti. We may still have hit a jackpot if it's one of the copies dating from the sixteenth century. It would be one of maybe two or three that exist and the only one not in a museum." 
 
    "What about the other book? I think it's the journal of Pierre Duplanchier and I'm anxious to find out what's in it. I can't stop thinking about it, but there's no way I can translate it!" He told Oliver the book was apparently written in a mixture of Creole and early French. "One interesting thing I did see was that Pierre's date of birth was shown as 1647. If he's the same one - the guy you pegged around 1679 - then we still have a date problem. He'd be way too old to have died in 1796. What do you make of that?" 
 
    Oliver's words resounded with excitement. "Maybe when the book’s translated we'll learn something about the dates. I need to see it. I studied the Creole language in university and I can probably read it. I want to see the last pages and find out where part one ends. Since the book was in Haiti, I'm hoping it ends when Pierre left on the boat in 1699. That would be fascinating! Can you send it to me so I can get to work on it? Maybe by the time you're home we'll have exciting information!" 
 
    It sounds as though the journal really may be Pierre's, Oliver thought to himself. If it is, I need to get hold of it. There could be things in there that no one else needs to know. 
 
    Since Brian was en route to Guatemala City, he had needed a plan for the coins and the book anyway. He flew to Miami, cleared customs and then went to a FedEx counter in the concourse. He shipped Oliver the books, the pot and all the coins except one. He kept the single coin he'd wiped clean. It was going to be his good luck piece for the rest of the trip. 
 
    Before lunch at the airport, he spoke with Nicole. "Remember all of your concern about the dangers of Haiti? I'm reporting in to advise the dangerous part of the trip's over and I'm off to Guatemala in three hours." 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief; Brian knew his way around that country and was decent in Spanish. It was still third-world, but it didn't scare her like Haiti had. 
 
    He told her about finding a pot of coins and buying the two old books and she could sense his excitement. "Once I got here, I shipped everything to Oliver so I didn't have to take them on the rest of the trip." He told her that the single coin he had examined was Spanish and probably from the 1400s, potentially tying it to Columbus and his doomed fortress. He talked about the two books but didn't have much to offer. The real work on those would be done by the expert - Oliver himself. 
 
    "Stay safe, sweetie," she said. "I'm so glad the scary part’s over. Come back as quickly as you can." 
 
    He promised to do just that; if things worked out, he hoped to surprise her by being home tomorrow night. Since everything would have to fall into place for that to happen, he didn't get her hopes up. Things didn't always go as planned in Central America. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Chichicastenango, Guatemala, was a beautiful town with fifty thousand residents mostly of Mayan descent, nestled in a valley surrounded by mountains. Chichi, as everyone called it, was remote and wasn't an easy drive from the main highway. Most tourists came to visit its sprawling crafts market, a veritable city of stalls and narrow passageways extending for blocks that flanked the ancient church of Santo Tomas Apostol. Locals for miles around came to town on weekends. The market and the church were a place for socializing with friends and family and the party atmosphere lasted from dawn until late at night. 
 
    Several miles from town, a sixteen-passenger bus heaved and struggled as its driver went higher and higher up on a road that zigzagged every couple of minutes. There were hairpin turns and several places where he stopped and honked before proceeding around a blind curve with a sheer drop-off ten feet from the road. Every time he came to a straight stretch of highway, he glanced at his passengers. He was worried about them but even more about the bus. The people weren't old - they appeared to be in their fifties - but some of them had complained of light-headedness as they'd boarded in Guatemala City. The elevation was high there, but they'd been steadily climbing for hours. He didn't want anyone getting sick on board. His boss would be very angry if he brought back a dirty bus, so any problem meant Carlos would be scrubbing and disinfecting tonight instead of having a cerveza and pollo con mole with his family. 
 
    Today his job was to take nine passengers and a local guide from Guatemala City to Chichicastenango. It was only a seventy-five-mile trip, but with the mountain roads it took three hours on a good day. And today was good in name only - it was Good Friday - but the traffic had been a nightmare. It would only get worse - he knew what lay ahead once they crested the mountain and went down into the town itself. 
 
    The problem was that Holy Week was a time of festive celebration for the locals. The focal point - the Church of Santo Tomas Apostol in Chichi - was a religious center for both Mayans and Catholics. They worshipped together in harmony today just as they had done since the Spanish arrived in the 1500s with the new concept of a deity - Jesus - in whom you must believe to go to Heaven. Some natives accepted Catholicism more readily than others, and even today many Mayans interjected ancient practices into their views of being a Christian. It all worked out, although tourists often found the clash of faiths bizarre. 
 
    The vast crafts market ensured that every weekend was crazy with visitors, but Holy Week was tourism on steroids. Today the town of fifty thousand was packed with ten thousand visitors, and that made travel a nightmare. The ancient streets weren't wide enough for cars and trucks in the first place, and many people thoughtlessly parked wherever they could, blocking intersections, steps and doorways. Once all the close-in parking was gone, hundreds of people left their vehicles in fields at the edge of town. The narrow sidewalks couldn't handle the throngs, so they used the streets to get to the square. They blocked vehicular traffic and simply ignored the incessant honking of trucks and vans fruitlessly trying to get out of town. Traffic got clogged up and finally came to a stop, including the bus filled with American tourists. 
 
    It had taken Carlos an hour to go seventeen miles from the main highway to the top of the mountain and another hour to get three more miles to where they sat. And this was the end of the line for now. Two blocks ahead a procession moved slowly down the middle of the street. There were three huge heavy wooden platforms, each borne by perhaps twenty strapping young men. Each platform contained life-sized scenes - statues of the Virgin Mary and Christ, angels and saints - all beautifully painted and decorated. As the procession moved toward the church several blocks ahead, a hodgepodge band of boys playing old musical instruments tooted noisy, discordant sounds, and bystanders bowed and cheered when the revered statues moved by. 
 
    The passengers had grumbled as the sun dropped lower and lower toward the mountains while their bus didn't move. 
 
    "How far is the hotel?" 
 
    "Why didn't we take a different route?" 
 
    "I need to use the restroom." 
 
    The young guide spoke to the driver for a moment in Spanish and then picked up his microphone. "Folks, I know you're getting tired and just think how frustrated our driver, Carlos, has been having to deal with all this traffic." He was doing his job, trying to make sure the passengers knew it wasn't the driver's fault so he would get a tip when they got off, but by now Carlos and the guide knew there wouldn't be any. These people were pissed off and they wanted to be at their destination with no more waiting. It was always the same way with impatient Americans, he thought. 
 
    "As you can see, we have arrived in Chichi during Holy Week, a festive time for the local people. The driver can't take us any closer to our hotel. The congestion in the streets between here and the town square will only get worse. I'm going to suggest something, if you're up to it. We are eight blocks from our hotel and it's directly down this same street. You can't miss it and I'll be leading you - it's the Hotel Santo Tomas on the right side. You don't need to take anything with you - the streets are packed and we will bring your suitcases and carry-ons to the hotel once Carlos can park the bus. Keep an eye out for pickpockets; you're an easy target since you're Americans. Most people are here for family and celebration, but there's always the opportunist in the crowd." He winked and laughed but got no smiles in response. 
 
    One woman spoke up angrily. "I didn't pay good money to be told I'm going to have to walk through a bunch of pushy locals to get to the hotel. You have to take us there, so I'm staying on the bus." 
 
    "That's certainly an alternative," the guide replied, keeping his voice calm and upbeat even though he was as tired of his guests as they were of the situation. "Just so you will know, here is what will happen. I am going to get off the bus and walk to the hotel with those who wish to come. You are free to stay on the bus. Once he can move - and I don't know when that will be - Carlos is going to go to the first intersection that is wide enough to turn. That will be a couple of blocks or more because the streets here are very narrow. Once he turns off this crowded street, he will find a place as close to the hotel as possible to park the bus. He will call me and I will arrange men from the hotel to bring your luggage. You are welcome to stay on the bus, but you must understand that it could be another hour - maybe two - before he parks, and even then, you could have several blocks to walk to the hotel." 
 
    As everyone began gathering their belongings, the complainer's husband, Stanley, said, "Goddamn it, Sandra, get your ass up and get off the bus. We paid twenty thousand dollars apiece to get here and I'm not sitting any longer. I'm going to the hotel and having a drink." There were murmurs of agreement from the others. 
 
    The guide was astonished at what he'd heard the man say. What had these people paid that much money for? Undoubtedly these weren't typical tourists. What were they going to do here that cost twenty thousand US dollars? 
 
    He said, "If everyone's ready, let's go. As you exit the bus, please remember Carlos and what a great job he did getting us here." 
 
    "Yeah, great job getting us halfway here," someone muttered as people exited with their small carry-ons. They took the essentials - passports, money, credit cards and the like - and left the rest for delivery to their rooms later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    When the guide led them into the beautiful oasis that was the Hotel Santo Tomas, many of them were vociferously complaining about their short walk. These people weren't that old, the guide reflected, but none was in great physical shape. He had been worried some might have problems walking on the cobblestone streets full of pushy revelers, but everyone arrived without incident. He passed out room keys and most of them headed straight to the bar. Others went to their rooms to relax before dinner and a few headed to the crowded market in front of the church two blocks away. The huge platforms that had been carried through the streets now sat in front of the church, where the local people, many dressed in brightly colored clothing, were enthusiastically worshipping the effigies of the saints and the holy family. 
 
    The exhausted driver and guide finally delivered the suitcases around nine, receiving words of gratitude from all but the few they had already identified as the complainers. Every tour had one or two and this one was no exception. 
 
    Next morning the bus riders dribbled into the dining room for the complimentary breakfast buffet. Sandra Oblowski, the most vocal protester on the bus yesterday, took a seat with her husband and immediately waved her hand in the air. 
 
    "What does it take to get some coffee around here?" she yelled across the room to a young server, who rushed over with a carafe. 
 
    "Leche?" the girl asked, holding up a small pitcher. 
 
    "If that means milk, give me some. Is it too much to ask these people to speak English?" 
 
    "Lighten up," her husband, Stanley, said resignedly. "She's only doing her job." 
 
    "Actually, now she's standing over there talking to a waiter and ignoring all of us. If that's her job, she's really good at it." 
 
    I'd pay ten thousand dollars more for this trip if they'd take out your vocal cords, Stanley thought to himself. He had put up with Sandra's mouthy attitude for thirty years and knew anything he said wouldn't do any good. He should have left her years ago, but instead he'd just settled in for the ride. First it was the kids that kept them together; then he had a big surgery and needed someone to help him get around; then it was just easier to stay than to go through the hassle of splitting everything up. He hoped this thing they'd signed up to do in Guatemala would give her the same positive results it apparently had done for others. Otherwise he was spending forty thousand dollars for what could be a lot more years of hell. 
 
    "Do you think that girl's here already?" Sandra asked as she looked around the room. There were children seated at several tables already, and more were coming in. 
 
    "Keep your voice down. I don't have any idea. Do you know what she looks like? Or how old she is?" 
 
    "No. I suppose she's an American teenager, but I don't know for sure. They never show you a picture or anything. The information just talks about her powers." 
 
    "You signed us up to pay all that money and you don't know jack shit about her," he observed. 
 
    "We can get it all back if we're not satisfied. You know that. We've been over this a thousand times, thanks to your skepticism. Why don't you have a positive attitude for a change?" 
 
    He looked up at her. She really has no idea what a bitch she's been all these years, he thought as he went back to his breakfast, hoping maybe he could finish uninterrupted for once in his life. 
 
    Suddenly she spoke in a stage whisper. "Could that be her?" She nodded toward the dining room's entrance. 
 
    A beautiful girl stood in the doorway, holding the hand of a much older man. Unlike other children in the room who were dressed in shorts and T-shirts, she was wearing a lacy white dress that fell to her ankles and a pinafore. She was old-fashioned in a refined, pleasant way. The gentleman - that was a perfect word for him - was wearing a baggy suit that looked thirty years old. His jacket and pants hung from his gaunt frame like cast-off clothes on a scarecrow. 
 
    The two went past the Oblowskis’ table and took an empty one nearby. The girl smiled at Sandra as they passed but got nothing in return. The wheels were turning in Sandra's head. 
 
    "It couldn't be her," she decided. "How old do you figure that girl is - nine or ten? There's no way that's her." 
 
    Stanley didn't think so either, but he didn't say anything. Sometimes when he agreed with her, she changed her mind just so she could argue. He simply wasn't in the mood today. He just wanted to get this over with and go back to New Jersey. They finished their breakfast in silence. 
 
    The nine Americans had been told to meet in the lobby at 8:45. Once they were all gathered, their guide led them to the bus, asking them to leave the front rows open. 
 
    "Where are we going?" someone asked. 
 
    "We're going up into the mountains about fifty kilometers from here. I've personally never been where we're going, but it should be very scenic and beautiful. The trip will take about an hour." 
 
    The passengers selected seats, made themselves comfortable and heard the driver fire up the engine. The ones seated on the right side of the bus - the one next to the sidewalk - saw the girl in the white dress and the old man come down the stairs to the bus. They spoke briefly with the guide, he stepped aside and the two newcomers boarded. The girl slipped into the front seat by the window and her companion sat beside her. The bus pulled away from the hotel and drove down the street, which was thankfully empty this morning. 
 
    "I knew it!" Sandra said, jabbing Stanley in the ribs hard enough to make him wince. 
 
    "Really?" he replied. "I thought you said that couldn't be her. She was too young, you said." 
 
    She wasn't going to let her husband win this one. "Later I decided it was her. And I was obviously right." 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Yesterday Brian had arrived in Guatemala City. His driver Paco had taken him directly to Chichicastenango, where they encountered the same clogged streets and festivities that the bus riders had found. He'd left the car, hoisted his backpack and rolled his suitcase a mile to the hotel. The driver would stay with friends and take him back in a day or so. By the time he checked into his room, it was after eight. He had a meal in the dining room and went to bed, tired after a long day. 
 
    He came down to the lobby early the next morning to take advantage of the only Internet connection in the hotel. He sat at a table opposite the front desk with his laptop and coffee. As he knocked out some work, he glanced now and then at people walking about. Several groups met up with guides and went off for day trips or local tours. Another group met their handler and boarded a tour bus idling on the curb just outside the hotel. 
 
    He saw a child and a much older man walk through the lobby, hand in hand. There was something so strikingly different about them that several people turned to watch. She was a beautiful girl with skin the color of light chocolate and she was dressed in what at first glance appeared to be a costume, a long, lacy Victorian-style dress under a white pinafore. Her companion, a dark-complected man with strong facial features, was wearing period attire as well. His suit was worn but perhaps once had made him look dignified. His white shirt and dark blue tie finished off the picture of a man from a period long ago, now old and stooped but still proudly displaying his bearing and demeanor. What this unusual pair was doing in a tiny mountain town in Guatemala was a question on the minds of everyone who saw them. They walked carefully down the front steps and talked to the guide on the sidewalk. He stepped aside and they boarded - two unusual additions to a busload of baby boomers. None of my business, he thought about the odd situation as he went back to his emails. 
 
    Oliver had sent him all the way to Chichicastenango for one single, potentially important meeting. He opened his presentation and went through it again. He picked up the photo of Oliver's Black Cross replica and practiced his pitch, knowing he likely had one chance to make a case. 
 
    Shortly before eleven he walked to the church. He walked into a side courtyard and through a low doorway. Once inside, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. The sanctuary was smaller than the big-city cathedrals, but its walls still soared nearly thirty feet to the beamed roof above. The interior was dim and gloomy; the only light came from a few stained-glass windows and a sea of candles on the floor and railings. 
 
    As in most Catholic churches, the figure of Jesus hung on the cross above the altar in the chancel. But for a worshipper to go down the aisle and bow in front of Christ, one had to make his way through a blanket of pine boughs and kernels of grain on the floor and step over offerings of liquor and corn that were placed next to candles here and there. Family members brought these offerings in remembrance of their ancestors - Maya and Spanish alike - some of whose bodies were buried beneath the floor. 
 
    "Donde esta Papa Rodriguez?" he asked a young man sweeping the floor. 
 
    The boy pointed to the front of the church. "El esta aqui."  He is here. 
 
    He walked toward the altar and saw a priest arranging candles on a table. He was facing away, so Brian took a seat in the first pew and waited. Soon the priest turned, noticed him and walked over. 
 
    "Señor Sadler?" he said, offering a handshake. He was at least in his seventies, much older than Brian had expected. He flashed a welcoming smile. 
 
    "Father Rodriguez, how did you know who I was?" 
 
    "Several ways," the priest replied in decent English. "First, no worshippers ever sit in the front row. It's a kind of rule, I think! Second, you don't look like most of my parishioners." He swept a hand around the room and Brian saw a half-dozen people kneeling and praying. All appeared to be locals. 
 
    "Father, I really appreciate your agreeing to meet with me, especially during Holy Week. I know you must be busy." 
 
    "It's my pleasure. Let's go to my office and see what I can do for you. It will allow us not to interrupt the people who wish to pray in silence. I can give you only a few minutes - there's a Mass at noon - but I'll listen to why you came and perhaps I can be of service. When did you arrive in Chichi?" 
 
    "Yesterday. It was a busy day here!" 
 
    "Good Friday? One of the busiest. That will continue today and especially tomorrow, on Easter Sunday. Holy Week is the town's biggest festival of the year. People come from far and near to be with their families. School is dismissed, shops and factories are closed, and everyone celebrates. It can be frustrating for tourists, but it is a wonderful time for our people and they enjoy it very much." 
 
    The priest asked if Brian had other business in Chichi and was surprised to learn his sole purpose for coming all this way was for this appointment. 
 
    "Shall we begin?" the old priest said after the pleasantries were concluded. 
 
    Brian started the speech he'd practiced over and over. "I'm looking for a cross, a very old one that once may have belonged to Columbus - Cristobal Colon." He watched the old priest shift imperceptibly in his chair, leaning slightly back as if to distance himself from the conversation. His smile disappeared, replaced by tight lips and a trace of a frown. His body language indicated he knew something about this. 
 
    "Colon was never in Guatemala," he replied quietly. "Why do you seek something of his here?" 
 
    "He wasn't here himself, but I believe someone else brought the cross here. May I show you a picture of the object I'm looking for?" He pulled out Oliver's photograph and passed it over. 
 
    The priest glanced at it for a moment and then angrily threw it to the floor. "Santa Madre de Dios!" Holy Mother of God! "I was afraid when you began that this was what you were seeking. This is no holy object," he hissed, making the sign of the cross. "It's not Christian. Why do you seek it in God's house? It's profane. Look closely at the figure on the cross. That's not God's Son you're seeing. It's el diablo himself.” 
 
    He stood and said with finality, "Señor Sadler, I'm afraid you have made a very long trip for nothing. I must go about my business now." 
 
    Brian remained seated. "Father, I need your help. You barely glanced at the picture, yet you knew the figure wasn't Jesus. You know something about this cross. You may even have seen it before. Please. Please help me learn where it is. It's very important." 
 
    Now the old priest was becoming agitated. He sat, put his hand on Brian's knee and said, "You are involved in something very, very evil. I do not know why you seek the cross, nor do I want to know. You must stop this quest now. If you do not, you and your loved ones could be in terrible danger." 
 
    Brian was surprised at how upset he was. "I'm simply trying to solve a mystery. I'm trying to find Columbus's cross. How dangerous can that be? You know something about it, Father. Please help me. Tell me what you know." 
 
    "I will tell you this and then you must go. You are not the first person in my lifetime to come here seeking the Black Cross. You are correct that legend says it was Cristobal Colon's. But it is far more than that. Queen Isabel had no idea what it was - what power it held - when she gave it to Columbus. If she had known, she would never have done so. 
 
    "The Black Cross is not here, although it once was. I have never seen it myself. It was brought here centuries ago - in the late sixteen hundreds, so the story goes - by a man from Haiti who brought voodoo to Guatemala." 
 
    Oliver had unearthed the same tale while doing his research; he'd sent the article on to Brian and it was back at the hotel. 
 
    The priest continued. "For over a hundred years that cursed cross hung in this church and the townspeople suffered greatly from one malady or tragedy after another. At last a priest examined the relic closely and discovered the distorted figure hanging on the cross wasn't our Savior at all. It was the dark one - the devil. Suddenly he understood that the cross was evil - it was the source of everyone's suffering. He took it down and removed it and suddenly everything improved in the lives of our people. That's all I know, Señor Sadler. And you must go now. It is a busy time, as you said." 
 
    "Where did he take it?" 
 
    "According to legend, he hid it in a cave somewhere in the mountains that surround our city. That is all I know." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Father, but I've come a long way just to talk to you. Please tell me what you know. You said I'm the second person who came here looking for the cross. Who was the first?" 
 
    "Walk with me, my child," he said, taking Brian by the arm and ushering him out of the office and through the sanctuary. He said nothing until they were outside in the courtyard. Brian knew exactly what he was doing. The priest had successfully maneuvered Brian out of his office and out of his church. This meeting was almost over. 
 
    "I didn't say you were the second person who came here looking for the cross - I said you were not the first. Two others came. Fifty years ago I was a young priest here. By then the cross had been gone for centuries, but everyone remembered the legend. One day an odd thing happened. An unusual pair of Americans - an old man and a young girl – walked into the church and asked me about it. I told him what I knew. I have never spoken of it since and I wish I had not done so today. Nothing good can come from that false idol." 
 
    Brian couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “Thank you, Father,” he said. “Can you tell me what they looked like? Was the man dressed in a heavy suit and wearing a necktie? Was the girl perhaps ten years old, pretty with chocolate skin and dressed in an old-fashioned white pinafore?” 
 
    "How do you know those things?" he replied in astonishment. Suddenly he grew wary and afraid. "What are you doing here? What is this about?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Brian muttered as he turned and walked away. "I have absolutely no idea." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Brian went back to the hotel, both intrigued and confused. The priest's remarks had sent cold chills down his spine. Five decades earlier an old man in a suit and tie came to the church, looking for the cross. He was accompanied by a preteen girl in an old-fashioned dress. The people in the lobby this morning matched those descriptions. He had watched the elderly gentleman, totally out of place in a wool suit and tie in the stifling heat of Guatemala, walk through this very lobby hand in hand with a girl wearing a dress and pinafore that had been out of fashion for a hundred years. Now a simple question about who they were had morphed into a puzzle that required a solution. Without a doubt they were part of his search for the original cross. Somehow, fifty years ago, two people had visited the church who had been the same ages and dressed the same as these two. Who were the man and girl, and how were they connected to two others five decades ago? 
 
    After meeting the priest, Brian dismissed any notion he'd be home tonight. He'd made a long journey to this remote village because Oliver believed he might find important information. He had done just that and he couldn't leave without answers. 
 
    Of several articles Oliver had emailed, two mentioned the cross. One was an article in Archaeology magazine that described a Haitian folktale. There had once been an ancient cross made of ebony and encrusted with precious stones. It had belonged to Christopher Columbus; many entries in his logbook and journal mentioned it, but after the Christmas Day wreck of the Santa Maria, he never said another word about it. The archaeologist who wrote the article believed that Columbus left the cross at La Navidad in 1493 and it was lost when the fort was destroyed and its inhabitants murdered. 
 
    That writer believed the cross never left Haiti, but today Father Rodriguez had mentioned a different story - a legend about a man who had brought the cross to Chichicastenango. That was what Brian wanted to know about and Oliver's second clipping enlightened him. 
 
    A centuries-old chronicle written by a Franciscan friar in Chichicastenango was discovered in the 1950s. It mentioned a magical cross of ebony that was brought here in 1687 by a Haitian named Pierre Duplanchier. The friar described the cross as Satanic and evil and he believed that Duplanchier's mission was to establish voodooism in Spanish-occupied Mesoamerica. According to the friar's report, Pierre spent more than two years in Guatemala doing exactly that. 
 
    The priest believed the original had once hung in his church and it had been hidden in a cave centuries ago. Brian wanted to learn more about where it might be. There was something else to consider too - the priest's story that a man and a girl came to the church fifty years ago, dressed identically to the pair he saw this morning. If the tour bus returned this afternoon, he intended to approach them. 
 
    Brian was happy when the tour bus at last pulled up to the hotel's entrance. The guide stepped out and helped the girl and her elderly companion exit first. Then the others followed. 
 
    He had been baffled when the priest described the pair who had come to the church five decades ago. Why would another old man with a child, dressed the same as the ones years ago, be back here today? All afternoon he'd tried to come up with an answer but only ended up with questions. What were they doing? What was the significance of their dated clothing? Were they in costume? Who were they to each other - grandfather and granddaughter? That was what it appeared to be, but Brian was beginning to wonder if he could base any assumption on appearances alone. Now at last he would have a chance to confront them. 
 
    He approached them as they walked through the lobby toward a set of stairs at the rear. He extended his hand to the man, introduced himself and said he was researching relics. That proved fruitless; ignoring him, they walked away and he played what he hoped was his hole card. 
 
    "It's about the Black Cross." 
 
    They paused for a fleeting second. He had obviously hit a nerve because the man turned and demanded that Brian leave them alone. Despite waiting all afternoon for them, he had to let them go for now. He couldn't afford to blow everything by creating a scene. 
 
    Starting plan B, he walked into the bar, an extension of the lobby with an inviting outdoor patio on its far side. He surveyed the room, looking for people he'd seen board the bus this morning. He saw several couples engaged in quiet conversation over cocktails. 
 
    He pulled up a stool at the bar next to an overweight couple in their sixties and asked in English for a beer. His voice was a little louder than it should have been - he wanted the man and woman to know he was American. And it worked. The man turned and said, "Where are you from?" 
 
    "Dallas. And you?" 
 
    "Saddle Brook, New Jersey. Oblowski's the name. I'm Stan, this is Sandra." The woman gave him a half-smile and a wave. 
 
    "Brian Sadler. Beautiful town, Chichi. What brings you two here?" 
 
    "The wife signed us up for a rejuvenation conference. Not like restarting your marriage." He laughed heartily, nudging his wife in the side until she pulled away. "We've been married too damn long for that. It's a kind of health thing. Make you live longer. You know what I mean?" He leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, "Costing me a damned fortune, if you want to know the truth. And some damned girl's running the show - it's bizarre." 
 
    "Shut up, Stanley," she said suddenly. "You're not supposed -" 
 
    "I don't give a rat's ass what they told us. It's my money and I can tell this guy the whole thing if I want to." 
 
    "You signed a form -" 
 
    "What’re they gonna do – sue me?” 
 
    This was going perfectly. Brian had hit the mark on his first try. This guy could give him information, especially if Brian could get him away from his wife. They made small talk for fifteen minutes; they asked what Brian did for a living and he explained that he owned Bijan Rarities, an antiquities gallery that had started in New York City and now had stores in London and Dallas. 
 
    Sandra leaned in and looked at Brian closely. "I recognize you. You're on some TV show, aren't you?" 
 
    "Guilty as charged," he admitted with a smile. "Are you interested in archaeology?" 
 
    "Nope," she said dismissively. "Just saw your face once or twice when I was flipping channels." 
 
    "Looking for the Home Shopping Network," Stanley jested. She didn't smile. She wasn't the friendliest person, he observed, and her husband was eager for company. 
 
    They discussed everything from football to favorite cities, and finally Sandra had had enough. "See you in the room," she announced, climbing laboriously off the stool. "Keep your mouth shut, Stanley," she added in a half-whisper that was loud enough for Brian to hear. "You don't know this guy from Adam and we're not supposed -" 
 
    "Go on upstairs, bossy," he said, swatting her on the bottom. She shot him a venomous look and walked out. 
 
    Brian ordered another round of beers and Stanley said, "Now that the old ball and chain's gone, I'll tell you an interesting story." It was obvious that the guy was craving a little man-time away from the shrew he was married to, and Brian hoped he'd learn what this was about. 
 
    "Like I already said, we're on some kind of rejuvenation seminar." Stanley raised his eyebrows in skepticism. "The stuff people do to keep the wives happy. This stupid few days is costing me forty grand, and what do we get for it? Who the hell knows? Today was the first of two days, and after sitting through today's session, I don't know why I spent the money. Why the hell did we have to come to some shitty third-world country? What's wrong with the Marriott in Hackensack, for God's sake? Know what I mean? Is there something special about coming here? Or is the girl trying to make all this more mysterious and spiritual so we feel like we got something for our money? Bullshit if you ask me. But the wife wanted to do it and we have plenty of money." 
 
    Stanley was proud of that last part, changing the subject to explain that he had owned a successful business selling scrap metal. He'd started there right out of high school and twenty years later he became the owner. When he sold the company a few years ago, he'd pocketed several million dollars and now he and Sandra were set for life, at least financially. It was impossible for Brian to miss the poor guy's frustration - here he was retired and with no money worries, but wallowing in a desperately unhappy marriage that had become a burden because neither of them cared about making it better. 
 
    Brian eased the discussion back to the seminar. "For all that money, what are you going to come away with?" 
 
    "My question exactly! Ask Sandra - no, you'd better not. She'd kill me if she thought I was telling any of their little 'secrets,' so this'll stay just between us - okay, buddy?" He took a swig and continued. "Sandra heard about this thing from a friend of hers. Apparently you'll never read anything about it anywhere - we tried to look it up on the Internet and got nothing. I know this is going to sound crazy, but you know how women are. They get desperate to keep from getting old. Hell, I could care less if my boobs start sagging, but you don't want to say anything about hers. Know what I mean?" He laughed and asked Brian if he was married. Not wanting to get the conversation off track, he said he was single but had a girlfriend. 
 
    Stanley put a hand on his shoulder and said, "Don't let her reel you in too soon. You're still a young buck and you should wait as long as you can. Sandra and me, we got married right out of high school. Big mistake. Huge. I never got to find out how much fun I could have had. I've been married forever, seems like." 
 
    "Are they selling anti-aging products or some kind of spa treatments? Where did you all go today?" 
 
    "We rode the damned bus for an hour and ended up on some mountain. You're not going to believe this because I can hardly believe it myself, and I was there. There's these two people who are running the show. Maybe you've seen them around the hotel. One's an old geezer who's wearing a suit he bought in 1920. The other one - are you ready for this? - the other one's a little girl. She's dressed all in white like something out of a fairy-tale picture book when you were a kid. There's something really strange about her - something I can't put my finger on - but she's actually the head honcho." 
 
    "I'm not following you," Brian interjected. "Are you saying she's the huckster? The one selling the anti-aging program?" 
 
    "I know it's hard to understand. I don't get it either, but it's not exactly like that. So far she's not actually selling anything. Here's what happened today. She and the old man rode in the front seats of the bus, up there by the guide and our driver. None of us knew what they had to do with this seminar until we got up to this cave." 
 
    A cave in the mountains? 
 
    "We got off the bus, went down a hill and filed into this big cavern. It had some electric lights strung up and enough wooden chairs for all of us to sit in. At the front, there was a table with a lot of stuff on it and two more chairs. Those turned out to be for the girl and the old man. They came in and the man welcomed us, but he's so old and feeble I could barely understand him. I told the wife it was odd having someone as decrepit as him at a rejuvenation seminar. I hoped he wasn't there to give a testimonial, you know?" He laughed, and Brian did too. 
 
    "Anyway, the old guy said we would spend two days together and all of us who wanted to accept it would leave with a special gift, one that would change our lives forever. Then he sat down and for a few minutes nothing happened. We all sat there looking at each other. I started to think all this was a little hokey, you know what I mean? We all fidgeted around in our seats and some people began whispering about what the hell was going on, but finally the girl got up and walked over behind the table. She put her hands in the air and began to say some kind of chant. I’m telling you, I was getting a little creeped out when it kept going on and on. She was whispering, but in the cave the acoustics were really good or something. Everyone could hear her, but the words weren't in English, so nothing made any sense. It was like she was saying a prayer in some other language." 
 
    Suddenly a beefy hand grabbed Stanley's arm. "What the hell are you doing?" she snarled at him. To Brian she said, "I don't know who you are or what you're after, but you're not going to pry any more information out of my husband, who doesn't know when to keep his mouth shut." She called for Stanley's check and Brian said it was on him. 
 
    "Why does that not surprise me?" she spat. "Buy my stupid husband a drink and he'll tell you anything." 
 
    Stanley winced in pain as she gripped his arm tightly, virtually dragging him off the stool and through the bar. He turned at the door, waved and smiled sheepishly as she kept her viselike grip on him. 
 
    Nice lady, Brian thought sarcastically. He'd learned just enough to whet his appetite. He went to the concierge desk and arranged for a local guide with a car to meet him early tomorrow morning for a day of sightseeing. He wasn't sure how, but he was determined to find that cave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    The girl and her companion walked into their hotel room and she slammed the door. They were both rattled from their encounter with the stranger. 
 
    Marcel lit a cigarette, his old hands trembling as he held the match. He walked to the armoire and took a bottle of Fresca from the minibar. It wasn't the club soda he used at home, but it would do. He pulled a flask from his suitcase and mixed himself a strong drink. 
 
    "You'd better be fixing two of those," she said in that childish, nagging voice he detested. She was becoming such a demanding bitch these days. At his advanced age, it was getting harder to let things go. 
 
    "You're ten years old. You weigh seventy pounds, Eve. You can't tolerate alcohol; we've been over this a hundred times. You know how little it takes to get you tipsy. Believe me, it's not a pretty sight - a child staggering like a drunkard after a rough night." It was the same feeble excuse he'd used before; he didn't expect it to work this time either and he was right. 
 
    "Half of one, then. I'm sick of these people, I'm sick of the time I'm spending on all this, and I want a goddamned drink." 
 
    "Eat something first." He pulled a package of crackers from his bag and threw it her way. As she nibbled, he poured half a shot into a glass, added Fresca and ice and handed it to her, hoping the small dose of bourbon wouldn't affect her. They had to be so careful these days. Long ago things had been easier. Now that child abusers and molesters were in the news constantly, people were always on the lookout. That wasn't the situation between Eve and Marcel, of course. There was absolutely none of that; they were family and he was committed, as he had been for sixty of his eighty-seven years, to taking care of his sister. They simply had to be cautious every moment of every day so no one would suspect she was anything different from what she appeared to be. 
 
    She clinked glasses with him and drank half of it in one long pull. "Are you concerned about the man in the lobby? What was that about?" 
 
    Marcel shrugged his shoulders. He was as clueless as Eve about the American who'd approached them when they returned to the hotel a few minutes ago. He'd introduced himself - what did he say his name was? Brian something? - and said he was doing research on ancient relics. He'd asked them if he could have a moment. 
 
    "I believe you're mistaken," Marcel had answered. "We have nothing to do with ancient relics." 
 
    Then the man had become slightly more insistent. "I won't take much of your time. I think you may be able to help me." 
 
    "We've had a long day," Marcel had replied brusquely. "My granddaughter's tired and we both need some rest. I don't know anything about ancient relics." He took Eve's arm and moved them away. He had no intention of speaking with this stranger. The people on the bus were bad enough, but he had to tolerate them. They were a necessary evil. 
 
    "It's about the Black Cross," the man had said quietly as he followed them toward the stairs. It had caused them to pause for a second. Eve squeezed his hand so hard Marcel thought it was going to burst his aged, wrinkled skin. 
 
    Marcel had turned abruptly and said, "Go away! Leave us alone!" They ascended the stairs and thankfully the man didn't follow. 
 
    As he went into the bathroom to get his afternoon pills, Eve said, "What if he followed us here? How can he link us to the cross? We can't ignore him; we have to see what he's after." 
 
    Without responding, Marcel sat heavily in an armchair, his old body tired from the altitude and a long, long day without a nap. 
 
    Eve began to get angry. "Do we talk to the man in the lobby? Do you have an opinion about this, or shall I handle things like I always do?" She tossed her glass back, finished her drink and held it up. "Fix me another." 
 
    It had been a long, exhausting day and he was in no mood to fight her. If she became difficult, he would merely lock her in the room and put her to bed. He'd done it enough times before, God knew. 
 
    He pushed himself up, fixed another round, handed hers over and answered, "I think we have to talk to him. Who knows what he's doing here? He could jeopardize everything. But not tonight. I'm ordering room service. You're not leaving this room after having two drinks." 
 
    She shot him the finger, a gesture he always found oddly amusing since her hands and fingers were so small. A ten-year-old girl doing such an adult thing made him smile, and as usual that infuriated her. Given the alcohol she'd ingested, everything he did from now until bedtime was only going to make her more upset. It would have been better if he hadn't given her anything to drink, but what was done was done. 
 
    It took one phone call to discover he had a problem - there was no room service. Marcel called the front desk and was told that he could go to the restaurant, place his order and carry it to the room. She was in the shower when he decided what he'd do. He knocked, opened the bathroom door a couple of inches and yelled over the running water, "I'm going down to get our dinner. I want you to promise me you won't do anything foolish." 
 
    "Whatever," came the muffled response from behind the shower curtain. 
 
    Everything in third-world countries moved more slowly than Americans preferred. Marcel fidgeted at the bar for nearly thirty minutes, waiting for his to-go order while he nursed one Cuba Libre, then a second. He must have glanced at his watch twenty times. Although she was just upstairs and he had an unobstructed view of the lobby so she couldn't get past him, he worried about his impetuous sister, trapped as she was in what she had once thought would be a wonderful way to live her life. 
 
    At last the waiter brought his order. He took it upstairs, unlocked the door and walked in, placing the tray on one of the double beds. She wasn't in the bedroom and the bathroom door was standing wide open. He saw his flask, now empty, tossed on her bed. Dammit! 
 
    "Eve?" No response. "Eve! Eve! Where are you?" This had happened before, but never in a remote part of a Central American country. It was no place for a child to be alone, especially now that it was getting dark. He should never have left her, even for a minute. He hobbled out the door as fast as he could manage, looking frantically everywhere. He turned a corner, found the rooftop pool and saw her lying on a chaise lounge. There was no one else around, thank God. 
 
    "Eve! What the hell are you doing?" He spoke in a whisper, having learned from years of experience that bystanders didn't appreciate what appeared to be a grandfather cursing at a child. 
 
    "I'm just relaxing, brother dear," she slurred. Then she raised her voice. "Go away! You're becoming a bother." 
 
    He took her roughly by the arm. "Come on. You're going inside." 
 
    She acquiesced without a fight. Sometimes at this point things got difficult, and a couple of times other people had gotten involved. They didn't need to draw any attention to themselves, especially on this trip. Despite Eve's defiant attitude - one that frequently got her in trouble - this would all work out. By now she should have learned better, Marcel thought as he guided the wobbly child back to their room. She'd throw up, sleep it off and be fine by tomorrow. Just like always. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    After his last disastrous encounter with her, Oliver was determined to do things differently if he saw the old woman again. Usually he only spotted her perhaps once a year; now he was on a quest to find her and he kept an eye out every day. Meanwhile he explored old land deeds dating back to the founding of the city, trying to find out if the Quantin family had ever owned property near the corner of Ursulines Avenue and Chartres Street, the area where she was rumored to live. A few times he had gone to that corner, paced the sidewalks and looked closely at the homes, seeing stately ones among the seedy, as was the case everywhere in the Quarter. But there was no sign of her. 
 
    Today he had a light lunch at Antoine's, one of his favorite spots. It was a Saturday and as usual the area was teeming with tourists. As he left the restaurant, he spotted the old woman walking away from him down St. Louis Street. He'd found her at last and she hadn't seen him! 
 
    He kept a block's distance between them as she maintained a slow, steady pace. He had no idea where she was going, but he intended to find out. He followed her out of the Quarter to the entrance of St. Louis Cemetery No. 1, where she paused a moment while a guard unlocked the gate and allowed her inside. Oliver found that interesting, since the public no longer had free access to the place. That rule didn't seem to apply to her. 
 
    He waited a couple of minutes and approached the guard. "May I go inside to pay respects to my family?" 
 
    "The cemetery's not open to the public." 
 
    "But you just let a woman in. I saw you." 
 
    "That's different. She's been coming here every Saturday for years." 
 
    Oliver pulled a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket and handed it to the man. "I won't be long. I promise." 
 
    The guard wasn't worried about Oliver creating any trouble; the man was dressed in a suit and tie on a Saturday, he was at least in his fifties, and he didn't look like a rabble-rouser or one of those voodoo enthusiasts. What could it hurt? He pulled out his key, opened the gate and locked it behind Oliver. 
 
    He had a pretty good idea where she was headed so he took a familiar route, navigating its twists and turns as he'd done other times during his life. His parents had brought him here as a child, believing that Marie Laveau's tomb was something even the locals needed to learn about. He'd come back a few times with out-of-town guests who wanted to view the famous mausoleum. He reached the final turn and peeked around the corner, but she wasn't there. 
 
    He continued walking, glancing right and left as he crossed one narrow lane after another. Then he heard a noise. Someone was talking softly - he couldn't make out the words, but he followed the sound. He saw her standing in front of a tomb taller than she was. She was whispering something, perhaps a prayer. Out of respect he waited until she finished. As he approached, she turned to him and rasped, "You are foolish to ignore my warning, Oliver." 
 
    He came closer and recognized the three-tiered mausoleum where she was. The name emblazoned across the top read Duplanchier. The topmost and middle vaults had names carved on them. The bottom one was missing its front slab; instead, there was a gaping hole into the darkness where a burial would someday take place. The top name read Pierre Duplanchier. Died 1796, Nouvelle Orleans. 
 
    What is she doing here? 
 
    "Is Pierre your ancestor?" 
 
    She straightened her crooked frame, seemingly gaining several inches of height, and raised her hand. "I warned you. I gave you a chance." She pointed a finger and began to chant, mumbling words as she glared malevolently at him. He realized what she was doing, but he pushed on, thinking she was merely trying to frighten him into leaving. 
 
    "Your name is Justine Quantin, isn't it? Was Marie Quantin your grandmother several times removed? Are you a descendant of Pierre Duplanchier's?" 
 
    The woman merely waited in silence. 
 
    Seconds later he began to feel weak and to sweat profusely. Maybe it was the fish from lunch, he thought for a fleeting moment as his legs buckled beneath him. Once he was on the ground, she turned and shuffled off. 
 
    Oliver's eyes popped open and he saw nothing but bright white light coming from everywhere. He felt as if he were floating on air. He was lying on his back and he couldn't move his arms or legs. Then he heard something - voices flowing through his mind like molasses from a bottle. 
 
    "He's awake!" 
 
    "Mr. Toussaint, can you hear me?" There was someone dressed in white standing over him, wearing a gauze mask. His eyes focused and he saw it was a man with glasses and wearing a blue paper cap. Oliver tried to speak but couldn't form words. He moved his head slightly, hoping the person would notice. 
 
    It worked. The man barked orders and within a moment Oliver felt something cool running through his veins. He glanced down and noticed an IV port in his hand. There must have been an injection, he thought dreamily. 
 
    "Where ..." 
 
    "Don't exert yourself, Mr. Toussaint. I'm Dr. Mendez and you're in the ER at University Medical Center." 
 
    Oliver tried to process that information. The last thing he remembered was talking to the old woman in the cemetery. He vaguely recalled her raising a finger and saying something and shortly afterwards there was nothing. 
 
    "What happened to me?" he croaked, knowing he'd underestimated the old woman. 
 
    "Give him a little water." A nurse appeared with a cup and asked Oliver to take a sip through a straw. "Not much at first," the doctor cautioned. "It appears you had some type of medical episode in the cemetery. The guard found you unconscious. He called 911. You've been here for three hours; your blood pressure was dangerously low when you arrived and we were all concerned at first, but I'm glad to see you're awake. Are you a diabetic, Mr. Toussaint?" 
 
    Oliver shook his head. He was as fit as any man his age and hadn't been sick in years. He tried speaking again and the words came more easily this time. "How did I end up here?" 
 
    "The EMTs said that the guard told them you had sneaked in somehow. It was lucky for you that he makes rounds when he leaves in the evening. If you'd been unconscious overnight, there's no telling what might have happened. Do you remember anything? Do you even remember going there?" 
 
    "There was a woman ..." 
 
    "A woman? The EMTs said you were by yourself. If there was someone else, maybe we should notify the police. Did the woman accost you?" 
 
    He shook his head. He needed time before he complicated everything by telling the truth. Oliver began to remember things. The guard had let two people in - the old woman and him - but he hadn’t told the EMTs that. He wasn't really making last rounds before he left. He was trying to keep himself out of trouble. He had to find the man he'd let in an hour earlier - a man who'd never left. He'd discovered Oliver unconscious, called 911 and concocted a story that Oliver wasn't going to refute. 
 
    "I want to go home," he said in a voice more clear and steady than before. 
 
    "Do you have someone who can stay with you tonight? If not, I don't recommend your leaving. We're still not sure what happened; if you're alone and it happens again, you could be in trouble." 
 
    "Will you release me or not?" 
 
    "Your vitals are all within normal range now. We can get you up and see how well you can walk. If you can, you may discharge yourself. But I strongly urge you to stay overnight ..." 
 
    Oliver pushed himself up off the gurney, swung his legs around and took a moment to get his bearings. He was naked from the waist up and had suction cups on his chest and back to monitor his heart. The doctor unhooked the IV from his port and Oliver stood, unsteady at first but soon feeling more like himself. He signed his own release papers and left. 
 
    As he rode home in the taxi, he recalled the woman's final warning and her mumbled response when he asked her if she was a Duplanchier. He knew exactly what she had done to him, although the doctors at University Medical Center would have declared him insane if he had told them. 
 
    He had pushed her too hard. 
 
    She had cursed him, as simple as that, and in his zeal for information he'd let it happen. 
 
    He was as knowledgeable about voodoo as anyone in New Orleans and he also now knew that woman - whoever she was - had the power. Hers had been a simple curse with no lasting effects. The next time he saw her, it could be much worse if he wasn't prepared. From now on he would be more careful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    By eight the next morning every table in the small dining room was occupied. Brian ate by himself; Stanley and his wife were across the room and she occasionally shot a steely glance his way. Although he needed to speak to Stanley again, he couldn't afford to push it. 
 
    The girl and her grandfather were noticeably absent. Brian didn't know what that meant, but he presumed he'd see them when the bus began loading. 
 
    The concierge stopped by his table to advise that his driver was in the lobby, ready to go whenever Brian was. He lingered over a third cup of coffee, waiting to see when Stanley and the others would leave. At 8:15 the guide popped into the room, walked from table to table and spoke to his nine travelers. Brian left the room just after they did. Most of them went back to their rooms, probably for a last-minute pit stop before the bus trip. He hooked up with his driver Paco, who led him to an old but impeccably clean Toyota parked down the street. Paco looked confused as Brian explained in Spanish what they would be doing today. 
 
    "I will follow el autobus?" Paco asked, pointing at the bus parked a block in front of them. 
 
    "Correct. There's a good tip for you today if you do exactly what I ask." Paco smiled and wondered once again about crazy Americans who had more money than sense. Why was this guy following a tour bus? Who knew? It wasn't his place to question his jefe – his boss -  for the day. Brian watched nine people board the bus; now only two remained. The guide milled around, glancing at his watch now and then, until they emerged wearing the same clothing as yesterday. Given the oppressive humidity, Brian wondered how many identical sets of those bulky, heavy long-sleeved outfits they had brought with them. The little girl and the elderly gentleman walked carefully down the front steps, passed the guide and got on the bus. Then it pulled away. 
 
    "Stay far enough back so as not to draw attention," Brian instructed. Paco weaved in and out of the cars and donkey-drawn wagons that were in the streets. Soon they were outside town on a paved highway. There was little other traffic and Paco increased the distance between him and the bus. For an hour they climbed into the mountains until the bus slowed and then pulled into a gasoline station. Paco stopped a quarter mile back and they stretched their legs in the crisp cool mountain air. 
 
    Pit stop, Brian figured, and he was right. The tourists and the old man got off the bus, went inside and returned. They were off again and ten minutes later Paco said, "They're turning." 
 
    It took the bus driver two stabs to make the turn onto a narrow unpaved road lined on both sides with dense brush. Even though the bus wasn’t that long, it was a challenge. It disappeared around a bend, throwing up a huge dust cloud that was easy to follow. 
 
    When the bus came to a stop, Paco was a couple of hundred yards downhill. He pulled into a grove of trees where they would be out of sight. He reached in the glove box and handed Brian a pair of old binoculars. 
 
    "Maybe you need these, Señor?" 
 
    "Muchas gracias, amigo!" Brian said, grateful that the man had them. He stepped to a place where he could look up. From his vantage point all he could see was the side of the bus. He had no idea where they had stopped or if the people were getting off. "I'm going to see what's going on," he said. "I may be gone awhile. Wait here." 
 
    Paco immediately pulled out a cigarette, but Brian shook his head. "The smoke will go up there," he said. Paco sat down under a tree and pulled out his smart phone as Brian began walking up the rutted course. 
 
    The bus had stopped at a wide place on the side of the road. This was at a much higher altitude than the town, but a few hundred feet away a mountain soared even higher. Brian saw the driver and the guide sitting on the ground under a tree, smoking and chatting. The travelers were out of sight, but Brian knew they weren't far away. None was in good enough physical shape to walk in this rough terrain. 
 
    He sat down and waited to see what would happen. After two hours the travelers - minus the girl and old man - emerged from a copse of trees and walked toward the bus. As soon as the driver saw them, he jumped up and started the engine so the interior would cool down. Through the bus windows Brian saw people go down the aisle toward the restroom in the back. Others were passing out water bottles. Fifteen minutes later they got off and walked back the way they came from. They were heading somewhere - to do something - that Brian had to find out about. He gave them a head start, stayed out of sight of the driver and guide, and then set off down the same trail. 
 
    He became concerned when the trees ended and the path cut out across a broad field. He walked through knee-high grass, totally exposed to anyone who might be keeping watch. He crouched, moving as stealthily as he could until he came to the edge of a cliff. The trail continued downwards and became narrower. About thirty feet down he rounded a bend and came to a black hole around twelve feet high and the same wide that led directly into the side of the mountain. The people were inside a cave! 
 
    Being as quiet as he could, Brian stepped inside. Fifty feet in front of him he could see a large room with candles everywhere. He found a place in the shadows to hide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    This morning - the morning of the second and final day - the nine Americans sat inside the mountain cave where they'd been for five hours yesterday. The young girl, whom they now knew was a ten-year-old named Eve, stood behind the table in front of them. Her grandfather Marcel sat in a chair next to her. There were candles everywhere; their flickering lights cast eerie shadows around the cave's damp walls. 
 
    It hadn't taken long yesterday for the people to get over their initial shock at learning their seminar would be in a cavern. When they realized that the girl was the one in charge, everyone was once again surprised, but they leaned in and listened as she began to talk in a clear, soothing, almost hypnotic voice. Her old-fashioned mannerisms, her words and her demeanor made her seem to be a person far older than the child who stood in front of them, explaining how they could have peace, contentment and rejuvenation in their lives. For those who wished to know the secret, she had said, I am also going to reveal to you how you can truly become young again, live much longer, fuller lives, and experience things few human beings will ever be offered. 
 
    "It's about time," Sandra Oblowski whispered to Stanley. "All this blah blah about getting younger. She needs to put up or shut up." She paused, suddenly aware that the girl had stopped talking and was staring directly at her. 
 
    "We will continue now," Eve said once Sandra was quiet. "I promised you would learn many things from me. But first we must be sure each of you is still interested in what I offer. You have paid a large amount of money and gone to considerable trouble to join me here in Guatemala. If anyone wishes to leave, now is the last time you may do so. Any of you who feels you will not get your money's worth may go outside to the bus and wait for the rest of us. Anyone who leaves will receive a full refund of his or her money, no questions asked. And those people will never again be offered the gift. Those who accept the knowledge I will give you must take an oath - a pledge that carries dire consequences if one ever reveals anything that happens today." 
 
    There was a twitter of nervous laughter from the assemblage. Angry that they were mocking the girl, the old man rose from his chair on unsteady legs. "This is no laughing matter," he said in a shaky voice. "This is the most serious agreement you will ever make. Those of you who take the pledge ..." He paused, a raspy cough racking his chest. He took a breath and continued. "Those of you who take the pledge will learn the secrets of the ages." 
 
    He sat and Eve concluded by saying, "You now have fifteen minutes to decide if you wish to go or stay. Walk outside; stretch your legs. Go to the bus and use the restroom if you wish. Come back and we will continue." She stood behind her grandfather, her hands on his shoulders and her face a mask that hid anything inside. To Sandra she looked like a ghost, all pale and white. 
 
    No one was laughing now. Something had changed in the last few minutes. From the beginning the girl and her grandfather had been odd and peculiar, but now there was something very strange happening. Some of them shivered as if the cave were suddenly colder. Others sat dazed, thinking that the words he and Eve had spoken made them feel uneasy, disturbed and scared. But they wanted to know more. 
 
    As they all filed out for their break, Eve knew what was going to happen next. Each of these people had paid twenty thousand dollars to be here and not even one would leave. They never did. Last time there had been some who should have, two who learned the secret and then told others about it. Someone here might also break the pledge. That one would die, just as the others who disobeyed had died. 
 
    They all returned and took their seats. Brian crept in unnoticed, finding a crevice in the darkness at the back of the cave that gave him an unrestricted view. The old man removed nine small vials from his suit pocket and placed them carefully on the table. Each was an inch long and opaque with a cork stopper. Eve held her hands out over them, bowed her head and began to speak. The tourists were oddly transfixed - unable to look away as her voice rose and fell. No one understood her words - they were in some language none had heard before - and her body swayed slightly as she chanted. Her eyes were closed and her hands moved back and forth over the little bottles. In a moment she stopped, jerked her head up and opened her eyes. 
 
    "Repeat after me," she ordered in a loud, clear voice. "I am here of my free will and I swear upon my life never to reveal the secrets I will learn today." The people dutifully repeated after her, and she watched each one closely to be sure the words were being said. 
 
    Then she continued. Next came the part no one was expecting, the part that changed them forever. 
 
    "I implore you to give me the gift I desire." She stopped as they mouthed the words after her. 
 
    "I want to join the forces who rule the Earth from the dark place." 
 
    No one responded. Some faces showed fear and doubt. 
 
    What have I done? some people thought. 
 
    "You must say the words. Now. Say them! I command you to SAY THE WORDS!" The tension in the room was like an electrical force. Something was happening here that none of them understood, but they were terrified. Eve repeated the words and this time they said them too. 
 
    She continued, "I pray to you, O master of the universe and ruler of all things above and below. I accept you as my king and willingly offer my soul for the gift I am about to receive." 
 
    Some of the people began crying. "I can't ..." one of the older women sobbed. "I won't say those words. I'm afraid. Who am I praying to?" 
 
    Eve came around the table and walked to the woman's side. She put her small white hands on her face and said, "It is too late. You know who I am! You must say the words now. You will never leave this place if you don't finish what you have chosen to start. SAY THE WORDS!" 
 
    Tears streaming down her face, the elderly lady did what she was told. And so did everyone else. 
 
    "What have I done?" a man leaning on a cane asked the girl. "Who are you? What are you?" 
 
    Suddenly her words were stronger - more menacing. Her voice began as a low growl but increased in volume until the cave walls resounded with a deep, masculine tone. "You have sold your soul in exchange for life. This is what you wanted, every one of you. Each of you came here for a fresh start. And that gift is what you shall receive." 
 
    As she picked up a vial from the table and removed the cork, that same sinister male voice echoed eerily throughout the chamber even though she wasn't the one speaking. "Did you not think you would pay a price for what you sought? Not in money, which is fleeting and temporary. Were you so naive as to think a few dollars would get you the secret of rejuvenation - the secret to a long, healthy life?" 
 
    One lady began to cry softly. "This isn't what I wanted ..." 
 
    The thing inside Eve screamed, "It IS what you wanted, you greedy, selfish woman!" She raised her arms above her head, pointed her finger at the attendees and laughed, an unearthly, guttural sound that came from somewhere deep inside her ... or from inside the bowels of the Earth. Her face was contorted as though she were having a seizure and she boomed, "Now you are mine!" 
 
    The participants were transfixed as they watched the girl swoon and fall to the floor. The old man didn't move a muscle. In a moment she awoke, sat up, stood, arranged the pleats in her pinafore and continued as though nothing had happened. Eve was back - this time she spoke in her quiet ten-year-old voice. 
 
    "Before I ask who wishes to be first, let me explain something so you will understand the vast power you are receiving." She pointed at Marcel sitting slumped and tired in his chair. "This man - my grandfather Marcel - is eighty-seven years old. He chose not to accept the opportunity I am giving you and he spent his life aging, as all of you are doing. Now he is old, wrinkled and crippled, just as you will be some day if you choose to reject the gift you are receiving now. 
 
    "Marcel and I have kept a secret from you. Now that you are one of us, it is time you know the truth." 
 
    She paused and there wasn't a sound. "Marcel is not my grandfather. He is my brother." 
 
    The people shook their heads and attempted to understand how this could be. As shocking as that revelation had been, her next words made them gasp. 
 
    "I am eighty-three years old." 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    From his hiding place, Brian heard the girl's startling pronouncements and watched her transform from a child into a demon and back again. It was all surreal, like watching a horror movie unfold before him in a remote Guatemalan cave. 
 
    She's a twenty-first century Jim Jones, Brian thought as the tourists dutifully filed past the girl one by one like parishioners taking communion. She handed each a vial and wouldn't let them pass until they had swallowed every drop. Brian was reminded of that cult leader who had somehow convinced nine hundred of his followers to drink the Kool-Aid in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978. He knew these people weren't going to die - at least that was what she had told them. This was exactly the opposite: they were going to live longer, richer and more rejuvenated lives thanks to a magic potion that a group of grown adults had paid money - apparently a good deal of money - to obtain. 
 
    He watched Stanley Oblowski closely when it was his turn to drink the elixir. Despite what the man had said yesterday about all this being creepy and hokey, he was as transfixed as the rest. He followed his wife and took the tiny bottle from the girl. He drank it all and returned to his seat. 
 
    Once all the vials were empty, the girl picked up something from the table. Having only the light from dozens of candles, Brian strained to see what it was. When she lifted it above her head, he recognized it immediately. He had to stop himself from gasping out loud. 
 
    She was holding a cross high in the air. A black cross. 
 
    He sensed that this was the original - the cross Queen Isabel had given Christopher Columbus for good luck but not knowing what it really was. He was certain this was the ancient cross the priest had taken from Santo Tomas church and hidden away in a mountain cave ... this cave. 
 
    The girl began to speak. She appeared to be praying again, and this time he noticed that all the people had their heads bowed too. As before, her words were in a different language - one Brian had never heard - but it appeared that the people who had drunk the potion understood what she was saying now. 
 
    Suddenly the chanting stopped and she spoke words in English, using the same menacing voice - deep and guttural - that she had used earlier. 
 
    "An intruder is here! I can feel a presence!" 
 
    Everyone looked up at her. She put down the cross and raised her arm, pointing with one finger to the place where he was hiding in the back of the cave. The people began to rise like zombies and Brian knew he had to get out quickly. As the first ones began moving in his direction, he lowered his cellphone and switched it off. Given the cavern's dim light and echoing acoustics, he hoped the video he had made was okay. He quickly stuffed the phone in his back pocket and ran outside. 
 
    He rounded the bend and started running uphill. He had to move quickly; the others would be out of the cave in seconds. As he got to the top of the trail, his foot slipped on some loose rocks and he began to tumble sideways. He frantically grabbed for a handhold, but there was nothing. Things seemed to happen in slow motion as he veered off the pathway and began to free fall downwards. He felt a searing pain in his shoulder as his body slammed into the steep cliff, and then there was nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Eve reached the top of the cliff and shooed her new subjects away from its edge. She'd left Marcel to fend for himself. At eighty-seven his mobility was severely impaired. He usually depended on her for stability, but now he was lagging far behind and using his stick to make his way up the steep hill. 
 
    "Someone fell from the trail here," one of the tourists said in trancelike words. He pointed a finger at the place where Brian had slipped. 
 
    "Quiet!" she ordered, and they were still. She held her fingers to her head and tried to concentrate. A few minutes ago it had been easy for Eve to sense an intruder in the enclosed cavern; she had picked up on it instantly. Outside it was different. Fifty years ago, when she was in her thirties, this would have been simple too. But now, although her body and mind remained young, the passing years and the need for more elixir were draining her powers. 
 
    She tried a moment longer, but there was nothing. Perhaps the intruder had died; that could be the reason she didn't sense his presence. As forbidding as the cliff looked, it was likely he or she was at least injured and that would have to do. 
 
    "Go to the bus!" she commanded, and the nine Americans turned and walked away. Soon Marcel caught up with her, huffing and groaning. 
 
    "Thanks for helping me up the hill," he wheezed. 
 
    She glanced at him, her face showing no concern for the shaky old man. "You know more than anyone what's at stake here. Now get on the bus with the others." 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    "Señor!" 
 
    Was that a voice? Brian opened his eyes, trying to focus and to recall where he was. He was lying in shadows amidst an outcropping of rocks. 
 
    "Señor! Señor Sadler! Can you hear me?" 
 
    There it was again. A voice coming from somewhere far, far away. Was the voice calling him? 
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    That was a good question. Brian tried to answer, but the words wouldn't come out exactly right. "Here! Here I am!" he managed to whisper. Then he remembered there had been danger. Just before he fell, he had been running - running away from something. Maybe it was the same person who was calling out to him now. 
 
    There was a throbbing pain in his left shoulder and he cried out when he tried to lift his arm. 
 
    "I hear you! I'm coming!" The person had heard his scream. But was it the person he'd been running from? Should he hide? How could he? He could barely move and he had no idea where he was. 
 
    Snippets of memory flashed through his mind. Things were slowly coming back. He had been in a cavern. He was running away from a girl - the girl from the hotel who had cast a spell on people and who said she was eighty-three years old. None of that made sense. I must be in shock from the fall, he thought. 
 
    Now he recalled being in a cave, filming some type of ceremony. The girl was there. Then he was running away. 
 
    My phone. Where is it? 
 
    The pain from his shoulder was nothing compared now to the dull banging and clanging of hammers in the right side of his head. When he sat up, he saw bright flashes of light. He touched his hand to his temple, drew it back and saw blood on his fingers. 
 
    "Señor Sadler! It's Paco, the driver! Where are you?" The voice was much closer now and he remembered hiring Paco to follow the bus. 
 
    "Here! Here!" he cried as loudly as he could. Now he heard someone coming down the steep cliff and dislodging rocks along the way. Paco's head popped out above him and Brian was surprised at the relief he felt seeing a man he had met only this morning. 
 
    "Where ... where's the girl?" 
 
    "They're gone. I was at the place you told me to wait for you and the bus came down the mountain. I waited even longer, but you didn't return, so I came up to see if you were okay. I followed all the footprints and found the cave, but you were not there. Then I began calling your name. What happened to you?" 
 
    "Thanks for looking for me," Brian replied weakly. "I went to the cave too, and I took a tumble on the way back. I think I'm going to need some help. I may have broken my shoulder." 
 
    "Tu cabeza no se ve bien también." Your head doesn't look so good either. 
 
    I can only imagine, Brian thought, touching his head again and finding more fresh blood. "I lost my phone too. I need it ..." 
 
    "I found it when I was coming down," Paco said. "But it's no bueno. It is yours, si?" The screen was shattered and there was a long crack running down the case. He tried to power it on, but nothing happened. 
 
    Damn. So much for the video he wanted to show Oliver. 
 
    "How long has it been since the bus left?" He wanted to be sure they weren't up there looking for him. 
 
    "Over one hour, Señor. I waited mucho tiempo for you to return." 
 
    It took fifteen minutes for Brian to get his bearings sufficiently to stand up. There was something wrong with his left shoulder and his head was killing him. He put his good arm around Paco's shoulders and they maneuvered up the cliff one slow step at a time. Once they reached the trail, it was late afternoon and long shadows signaled that night was rapidly approaching. 
 
    The guide insisted a doctor should look at Brian and made a call as he drove. In town, they went to a clinic where a jovial, obese man in a frayed white jacket treated Brian for a nasty gash in his scalp and a bruised shoulder. A few stitches and ten American dollars later, he was patched up and on his way, armed with a bottle of hydrocodone in case pain became an issue. 
 
    Back at the hotel Brian showered, put on a ball cap to hide his stitches and went down to the lobby. He didn't see any of the people from the cave. He bought a card and used the public phone. He debated calling Nicole, but she didn't expect to hear from him until tomorrow and he didn't want to alarm her. He called Oliver instead. 
 
    Despite a terrible connection marked by intermittent hisses and crackles, he confirmed Oliver had received the FedEx package and was working on the so-called Duplanchier journal, which he advised was likely not authentic. 
 
    "Don't give up yet. I'll keep translating and let you know my thoughts when you get home," Oliver continued. "What else is going on?" 
 
    Brian quickly ran through what had happened since he arrived. Every sixty seconds there was an annoying interruption as a Siri-like voice announced the remaining time - nueve minutos - nine minutes - was the first. Brian began to speak faster to make good use of his remaining minutes. 
 
    Oliver listened to the whole story without saying a word. He heard about the priest who said an evil black cross was hidden in a mountain; a girl who claimed to be eighty-three years old; her feeble grandfather whom she revealed was really her brother; her incantations in a strange tongue and the cross she'd held high above her head. Brian recounted what the participants had done and how he'd recorded everything only to smash his phone to smithereens when he tumbled down a cliff. 
 
    The first thing Oliver said was when he heard about Brian's fall. "My God, Brian. Are you okay?" 
 
    "'Okay' is a relative term," Brian responded with a halfhearted laugh. "The driver took me to a clinic and a doctor checked me out. I have a bruised left shoulder that I figured was broken, so that's a positive. I also hit my head pretty hard - I think he put in ten stitches - but I'm okay." 
 
    A voice interrupted. Cuatro minutos. Four minutes. 
 
    "Once I disconnect I'll call tomorrow from the States. It's too much hassle trying to do it here. I shot video of the ceremony so you could see it, but I think I busted my phone when I fell. You won't believe what I saw." 
 
    Oh, I believe it. I've seen the ritual - not one involving this girl, of course, but the very same ritual. It's a voodoo rite - a ceremony to slow the aging process. The elixir's the key ... 
 
    Yes, Oliver knew exactly what Brian was describing. He said, "What you've said gives me some ideas I need to check out before you come home. Tell me this – did the cross look like the copy I showed you?" 
 
    "I think so, but I'm not sure. I was at the back of the cave and it was dark." He told Oliver about stopping the girl and asking about the Black Cross. "Is it possible she has the original one?" 
 
    "Anything's possible, especially since the priest told you the cross was in a mountain cave. See what else you can find out about it. And you might try talking to one of the participants. I'd like to know how they found out about the girl and her seminar." 
 
    Un minuto. Time was almost up. 
 
    "I did speak with one of the men yesterday, but his wife shut him up before I learned much. I can try to find him again. Oh, one more thing. When the girl realized I was in the cave, she ordered the people to find me. They acted strangely after that. They looked like -" 
 
    "Like zombies?" Oliver asked, and Brian affirmed it. "They were under a spell. The girl was practicing voodoo, Brian. I know it sounds bizarre, but you must be careful -" 
 
    The line suddenly went dead - he'd burned through the ten minutes. He thought for a moment - every time they spoke about it, Brian became more impressed at Oliver's vast knowledge of the dark arts. He not only had an apparently unrivaled collection of ritual objects, it was obvious he'd devoted many hours of time to studying the ancient religion itself. 
 
    He walked across the lobby into the bar, glad to be wearing the cap that hid the patch of shaved hair and the stitches in his scalp. He climbed onto the same stool where he and Stanley had talked earlier, and he ordered a martini. He felt he deserved one, maybe two. 
 
    Back in New Orleans, Oliver struggled with the lies he'd told his friend. He already knew so much of what Brian thought were revelations. Most importantly, the Duplanchier journal was authentic, as he'd thought it might be. Pierre's secrets were safe with him. They had to be; his family was in the journal too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Voodoo. As he thought back on Oliver's warning, Brian was surprised he hadn't thought of it as he watched the ritual. In the heat of the moment the significance of the girl's having the cross hadn't struck him, but now he recalled Oliver's saying it had been a voodoo object a long time ago. Was hers the actual cross, and was it in the hotel right now? 
 
    Just then he saw them coming through the lobby. As before, they were holding hands. When they walked past the bar, she paused and stared intently at him from twenty feet away. He tried to look away, but he couldn't force his eyes off hers. After what seemed like forever, she turned and moved on. 
 
    She knows. 
 
    Brian was unnerved and took a bigger swig of his drink than he had intended. She knows I'm the one who was in the cave. But that was ridiculous. She couldn't know. But then, how crazy was it that she claimed to be over eighty years old and that the withered old man was her brother? 
 
    Lost in a maze of conflicting thoughts, he became aware of someone taking the stool next to his. "Room for one more?" Stanley said. He appeared to be back to his old self. 
 
    "Sure. I'd welcome the company. I saw your bus leave this morning. Did you spend the day sightseeing?" 
 
    "Something like that. I'm not supposed to talk about it. I think I may have gotten a little food poisoning or something. Part of the afternoon was a little hazy, but I'm fine now. Ready for a beer, bartender!" He raised his hand, caught the man's attention, and in a moment they were clinking glasses. 
 
    Brian had nothing to lose by going for it. He had little time left here, and for the moment Stanley's wife was nowhere in sight. 
 
    "You told me yesterday that the girl and the old man were running the seminar. How's that possible? How old is she - maybe ten?" 
 
    "You wouldn't believe it if I told you. That old guy's her brother ..." 
 
    "Her brother?" Brian had just gotten the opening he was hoping for. "How could he be her brother?" 
 
    "He aged like normal, but she didn't because she took the stuff. Shit, I've said too much." His voice quivered. "I swore on my life ..." He stopped, knowing he was only making things worse. He turned away and took a drink. 
 
    His nervousness didn't surprise Brian; the entire afternoon had been one frightening scene after another. Trying to get more out of Stanley, he tried to be nonchalant. "How did you guys hear about this seminar, anyway? Was it advertised somewhere? You said it cost a lot of money, so hopefully you're going to have clear skin and no pimples tomorrow!" He laughed and Stanley gave a weak grin in return. 
 
    "I guess I can talk about that. This is the girl's second seminar. The wife heard about it from a couple we know who went to the first one. They recruited us ... no, it wasn't exactly like that. They told us it would recapture your youth somehow, and Sandra went for it. We're fortunate. When I sold my company, we ended up with more money than sense. At least Sandra did. I made the bucks, she spends them. You know? She got us into all this and now ... well, now here we are." The more he talked, the more despondent and gloomy he became. 
 
    "I don't know you," he continued, "but I don't have anyone else to talk to. I'm scared. I can't tell you why, but we're into something way different than I thought. That girl - she gives me cold chills." 
 
    "Are they Americans? What are their names?" 
 
    "Eve and Marcel. I never heard their last names. I guess they're Americans; Sandra said they're based out of New Orleans." 
 
    That was a surprise Oliver would be interested in knowing. " New Orleans? What's her story, anyway?" 
 
    "I'm kind of afraid to say anything ..." Suddenly Stanley's body stiffened. His eyes bugged out slightly and he mumbled, "I have to go." He got off the stool and walked away rigidly in the same zombielike shuffle Brian had observed in the cavern. Brian looked around and saw the girl standing across the room. He signaled for his check, paid it, walked through the bar and glanced her way, but she was gone. 
 
    Oliver had cautioned him to be careful and Stanley said the girl gave him cold chills. To tell the truth, she made him apprehensive too, especially because he didn't understand what he had seen. It was obviously mind control, but how could a girl take control of adult minds? He didn't believe in voodoo; he always thought of it as a kind of religion practiced in the Caribbean by people high on drugs. That was how their minds were "controlled" by others. It was as simple as that. But now that he had seen the ritual in the cavern - and he'd watched Stanley leave the bar under some type of spell - he didn't know what to believe. 
 
    That night around midnight Brian awoke to the sound of a siren, quiet at first but growing louder and louder. Once it stopped, he opened his door a crack. From the hallway on the second floor he could see downstairs into the lobby. There was a policeman with two EMTs carrying a stretcher. They began walking toward the staircase that led upstairs, so he closed his door. He peeked out again but saw nothing, so he went back to bed. 
 
    At eight the next morning the lobby was abuzz with activity. It seemed every guest in the hotel had congregated there. The bus tourists were huddled in twos and threes, talking animatedly. Other people stood in line at the front desk, waiting to check out. His flight wasn't until late afternoon, so he was in no rush. He looked for the Oblowskis, but they weren't there. Neither were the girl and her brother. 
 
    He stopped by the concierge desk and asked what had happened last night. He was told that a guest - an hombre - had suffered a heart attack. Brian asked if he had gone to the hospital and the man shook his head. 
 
    "Esta muerto." He is dead. 
 
    Brian quietly slipped the man a hundred-quetzal note - around thirteen dollars - and asked what the guest's name was. 
 
    The concierge picked up yesterday's printout of room assignments and pointed to one. 
 
    Stanley and Sandra Oblowski, Saddle Brook, New Jersey. 
 
    Brian went up to his room, shaken and stunned. This was no coincidence; the girl had made it happen. Stanley had participated in the ritual yesterday. He had sworn on his life not to reveal anything about it, but then he had talked to Brian in the bar. The girl had extrasensory powers - that much was a given - and she had observed Stanley's conversation with Brian. She had caused him to walk away like a possessed person and Brian was sure she was responsible for the so-called heart attack that had killed him. 
 
    What had begun as an intriguing discussion with Oliver Toussaint at Brian's wedding reception had now become something dark and sinister. Who were the girl and man? Why were they luring strangers in under the ruse of a "regain your youth" seminar? What was the purpose of all this? 
 
    He went downstairs to check out. If the lobby hadn't still been packed, he would have called Oliver again. The phone wasn't private - it was on a table in an alcove - and what he needed to say was so sensitive he couldn't risk someone overhearing. He could have sent an email, but he wanted to hear Oliver's reaction to all this crazy news. It would have to wait until tonight when he was back in Dallas. 
 
    The waiting area at the Guatemala City airport was packed with people. He checked and learned the flight was full. Today of all times he was thankful he'd booked a first-class seat. He was stressed enough; he didn't need the cramped seats of coach this time. He'd even checked his suitcase to avoid the hassle of carrying it on; that never happened and it was a sign that he wasn't feeling like his usual composed self. 
 
    Brian settled into his aisle seat next to a man about his age who had stowed a bulging backpack in the overhead bin. As the coach passengers filed through the cabin, Brian noticed that there were only two seats left in first class - the row directly in front of him. When the last of the passengers had passed through, Brian asked the flight attendant if he could move into one of the empty seats to give himself and his seatmate more room. She explained that there were two remaining passengers yet to board. 
 
    As the girl in the white pinafore and the old man in his dated suit came aboard, Brian wasn't that surprised. He half-expected them. If they lived in New Orleans, they would have to connect through one of the international airports, and Dallas-Fort Worth was a logical choice. She stood in the aisle as her brother put their carry-on luggage in the overhead bin and slid past her into the window seat. She stared at him for a second and said, "I hope you have a nice flight home to Dallas, Mr. Sadler. I'd like to know what you meant about the Black Cross. We'll talk soon." Her sweet little-girl smile belied the evil, stony look in her eyes. 
 
    As the plane backed from the gate, Brian struggled to control himself. How did she know his name and where he lived? When did she think they were going to talk? He had an eerie feeling she knew everything about him. His hands trembled as he fastened his seat belt. 
 
    "Beautiful child," the man next to him commented. "Friends of yours?" 
 
    "Not really. Someone I ran into on the trip," Brian mumbled. He couldn't stop the shaking and there was a bead of perspiration running down his temple. It seemed like forever before the plane took off and reached cruising altitude. At last the flight attendant brought his double vodka on the rocks and he downed it in two gulps, the alcohol burning like fire but calming his nerves. He requested another and forced himself to drink it more slowly. His seatmate couldn't miss Brian's anxiety, but he looked away since it was none of his business. 
 
    Confronting them at the hotel had been a mistake. Mentioning the Black Cross had made it worse. After witnessing the ceremony in the cavern yesterday, he knew this was something much bigger - much more sinister - than he'd thought, but he'd plowed ahead anyway. Now the girl had confronted him and he was scared. 
 
    He usually wore headphones on flights to avoid small talk with the person next to him, and today they were essential. He was in no mood for idle chitchat. Other passengers often recognized him since he was a regular guest on the major network news shows. His gallery's name had become a household word to armchair archaeologists who yearned for adventure in faraway places. His hour-long documentaries on the History and Discovery networks were coupled with auctions of some of the world's most fascinating objects - artifacts from Pompeii, ancient relics from the Roman invasion of Britain, and incredible treasures from the Mesoamerican temples of the Maya and Aztec peoples. Museums were his primary customers these days, although wealthy individuals were always interested in something unique. 
 
    As dangerous as things already were, Brian had one more goal if the opportunity presented itself. After a light meal was served, the flight attendant dimmed the cabin lights and Brian's seatmate went fast asleep. When Eve went up front to the toilet, he had his chance. He opened the overhead compartment, unzipped both his backpack and the one next to it, the one that belonged to the girl. He rummaged until his fingers closed around something hard. 
 
    I'll be damned. I have it! 
 
    The old man snored peacefully in his seat two feet away while Brian quickly transferred the cross from her pack to his. It weighed very little and he didn't think she'd miss it unless she opened the bag. At least that was the plan. He closed the bin and returned to his seat. The entire job had taken sixty seconds and his heart was beating so rapidly it was about to burst. 
 
    Eve returned to her seat without a glance in his direction. He was on edge now, struggling to decide what he'd do if she confronted him before they got through the arrivals area at DFW. He didn't think she'd create a scene, but one never knew. She was a child and people instinctively protected children. If she concocted some story about his doing something to her on the plane, there was no doubt he would be detained and questioned. He forced that thought out of his mind; if she realized the cross was missing, she'd know exactly who had it and all she would want is to get it back. There was at least a fifty-fifty chance she wouldn't realize it was gone until he was far away from her. That was the scenario he was hoping for. 
 
    Brian resisted the urge to use the bathroom for the rest of the flight. Walking to the front would have required face-to-face contact with her when he returned. He was terrified now that he had the cross. On the surface the two of them were harmless enough: one was very old and the other was a child. Although physically she was a pre-teenager, she possessed a Manson-like ability to mesmerize others. If all this was what Oliver believed - if voodoo really was something tangible in the twenty-first century - then Eve was dangerous beyond belief and he'd just done something that would enrage her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Eve and Marcel were the first ones off the plane. Brian let several other passengers move past to put distance between him and the pair. Everyone wound through the labyrinthine halls and tunnels leading to customs and immigration at DFW Airport and he saw them standing in a long line for returning residents while he breezed through the fast-track Global Entry kiosk. His checked bag came off right away and he left the airport without running into them again. Sitting in the back of an Uber car, he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Why's she affecting me like this? She's a child hypnotist - a two-bit huckster making a killing selling twenty-thousand-dollar seats at some mumbo-jumbo seminar to desperate people who are afraid of getting old. For God's sake, that's all she is. But deep inside he knew it was far more than that. 
 
    He had to get the cross to a safe place first thing. He had the driver wait at the curb while he went inside Bijan Rarities and locked the cross in his vault. Then he headed home, texting Nicole that he would be there in five minutes. The doorman at the Ritz-Carlton Residences welcomed him back and ushered him to the elevator. It stopped on his floor and the doors opened silently. Standing in front of him in the hallway was his wife holding a vodka martini in an icy glass. 
 
    "Good evening, sir. Did you order a cocktail?" she said, wearing a wicked, tempting smile and absolutely nothing else. Her long blond hair sparkled in the light and the sight of her standing in a public place stark naked immediately aroused him. 
 
    "That's only part of what I ordered," he stammered. She'd done some crazy things, but this time she'd really surprised him, and after several days away, he was ready for her. "Let's put that martini in the freezer and take care of business!" 
 
    "Yes, sir. Whatever you say!" She turned and gave her bottom a saucy bounce. Within seconds his clothes were on the bedroom floor, they were catching up on lost time, and for now his spine-chilling encounter with the girl was forgotten. So were the martini and his promise to call Oliver. 
 
    Before bedtime he asked what she would have done if one of the two neighbors on their floor had happened to come out into the hall while she was waiting for him. 
 
    "Smiled my ass off, I guess. It was worth the risk to see the look on your face. I was just hoping the doorman didn't come up with you to help with the luggage!" 
 
    Exhausted, he was asleep within minutes and the next thing he saw was the morning sun streaming through their floor-to-ceiling windows. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    "Good morning, Nicole." 
 
    "It's me, Oliver," Brian replied. "I'm using Nicole's phone until I can get a new one. Sorry I didn't call last night. I was pretty tired from the trip ..." He glanced across the living room at Nicole, who grinned and winked at him. "There's a lot that's happened since we spoke yesterday morning - you're not going to believe some of it. I'm going to do this chronologically even though some of it isn't as important as others. I want you to get the feel for what's transpired. But first I want to tell you something. I have the cross - the one the girl had in the cave." 
 
    "You have the cross?" Brian could picture Oliver's face filled with astonishment. "How?" 
 
    "Between you and me, I stole it out of her backpack while she was in the bathroom on the plane. It's in the vault at the store." 
 
    "I'll be damned." That was the first time Brian could remember ever hearing Oliver Toussaint utter a curse word. "How on earth did you manage that?" 
 
    "Their seats were in the row in front of me and their carry-ons were in the same bin as mine. When they boarded and she saw me, she addressed me by name. She knows who I am, where I live, and I'd bet money she knows I was in the cave watching her." 
 
    You're exactly right, and that's very unfortunate. "She's a witch, pure and simple. Although she has minor powers, I wouldn't spend much time worrying about her doing any long-distance magic." He switched subjects to avoid more prevarication. 
 
    Oliver was positively euphoric to learn Brian had the cross. After all these years, things were beginning to fall into place. Once he had it in his hands it would take only a moment to find out if it was authentic. 
 
    "I'm going to fly to Dallas tomorrow and pick it up," he said to Brian's surprise. 
 
    "Would you like me to bring it to you?" 
 
    "Absolutely not. I've asked enough of you. You've been away from your work for days on my project, you've gotten yourself hurt, and you've even had some hair-raising escapades. If you can bring it to Love Field tomorrow, I'll exit security, meet you, go back through again and be back on the plane in no time." 
 
    Brian agreed; as he continued the story, Oliver began looking up flights on Southwest's website. A few clicks later he was set. 
 
    Brian related how he'd met up in the bar with Stanley Oblowski, the man he'd mentioned to Oliver during their earlier call, who along with his wife was part of the group. They had heard about the seminar from friends who recommended it. It was expensive, but they had the money and she wanted to do it, so they signed up. 
 
    "Here's something interesting. He told me Eve said she and Marcel are from New Orleans. And he said he feared her. To tell the truth, she has me a little spooked too." 
 
    You're right to be scared, Oliver thought. 
 
    "We were sitting at the bar, having a conversation. Stanley suddenly stopped talking, stood up and walked out. Remember I said in the cave the people looked like zombies? That's how it was this time too. And then I noticed the girl. She was across the room and she'd been watching us. I think she has them all under some kind of hypnotic spell." 
 
    "It's more than that ..." 
 
    "No kidding. Listen to this - this is the bizarre part. Around midnight I heard sirens. I looked out and saw cops in the lobby. The next morning, I found out Stanley was dead. That's no coincidence. I think she killed him somehow. Do you think that's possible? What the hell's going on?" 
 
    "Brian, as hard as it is to believe in the twenty-first century, the simple answer is, it's voodoo. Most people who think of voodoo envision a witch sticking pins into an effigy doll. But there's a mind-control aspect to it also. To use the vernacular, she put a hex on him in the bar and ordered him to leave." 
 
    "But she couldn't have killed him. Come on. As you said, this is the twenty-first century." 
 
    "Of course not. She couldn't have killed him; that's preposterous. But he could have gotten so scared he had a heart attack." 
 
    The lies were the hardest part, but there was simply too much at stake. Certainly she had killed him, but he didn't want to disclose more than Brian could handle. All this was as unfortunate as it was necessary. For the hundredth time, he wished there had been a way to avoid involving his old friend, but he knew Brian would get it done. He wasn't afraid to take chances and things had gone perfectly because he had the cross. Now Oliver just had to keep the girl away from him. By now she knew he had taken the cross - who else could it have been? If she got to him, things could get bad very quickly. 
 
    "It'd be really helpful if we knew who these people are. Could you pull strings with your friends in high places and find out their last names? It shouldn't be a problem since they just entered the country yesterday from Guatemala. They have to be in the Homeland Security records." 
 
    Brian promised to make a call and report back. Oliver gave him the flight arrival information and told him he'd see Brian tomorrow at the airport. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    "White House operator," a crisp, professional voice answered. "How may I direct your call?" 
 
    "This is Brian Sadler. May I speak to Cynthia Beal, please?" 
 
    "One moment, Mr. Sadler." 
 
    The president's personal assistant answered within seconds. "Good morning, Brian. What can I do for you?" 
 
    There weren't a lot of people outside Washington who were on a first-name basis with President Harrison's closest aide. She had been with Harry for years, going back to the days when he was a senator from Oklahoma. She had become well acquainted with Nicole and Brian over the past few months as the couple planned their wedding and reception in the White House. 
 
    "I have a request that's a little out of the ordinary. If it's not possible, I understand. I want to know the names of two passengers who were on a flight with me yesterday." 
 
    The lady was a professional; she was unfazed by off-the-wall requests that often came from politicians who wanted something special from the president. She knew how to facilitate things while keeping them under the radar. "All you want is their names?" 
 
    "If I could get addresses too, that would be great, but names would be a start. I'm working on something -" 
 
    "No need to explain, Mr. Sadler. Please give me the information about your flight and let me make a call. I'll be back in touch." 
 
    Within an hour he had a trove of information. According to the Department of Homeland Security, Yvette Frere and Marcel Frere lived at 1039 Chartres Street in New Orleans. Marcel was born in that city in 1929 while Yvette was born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, in 2000. She was a citizen of Haiti and carried a passport from that country. He had a Social Security number; she did not. 
 
    Frere. It was a typical French last name, something he would have expected in New Orleans. But that name sounded familiar. Where had he heard it before? 
 
    Brian also found Yvette's birth date puzzling. If she really was eighty-three years old, as she'd told her followers, then she clearly wasn't aging as normal people do. Having a passport would be an issue that had to be resolved every few years. The birth date in the document would reveal that she was older and older while in appearance she was still a young girl. 
 
    Brian figured her Haitian nationality made things easy for her. Haiti was the poorest country in the Western hemisphere and consequently almost anything could be arranged. Genuine passports and birth certificates issued by the government and duly recorded were neither hard to get nor that expensive. All one needed was some money and a willing government worker who could use that money. 
 
    According to the birth date in the passport she presented yesterday, she was seventeen years old. She was so different - so much more poised, confident and mature - that he found it easy to believe she was older than the ten-year-old she appeared to be. So what was she - ten? Seventeen? Eighty-three? This made sense if she was telling the truth - she was growing older, but she wasn't aging physically. In looks she was still a little girl, not a postpubescent teenager of seventeen. She needed a new passport soon or she'd risk being detained by immigration authorities. 
 
    He called Oliver back and told him what he'd learned. He could hear the excitement in his friend's voice. He presumed it would be about the girl's birth date, but Oliver's exuberance was driven by who they were and where they lived. 
 
    "1039 Chartres Street? Let me get my map of the Quarter - if I'm right, that's a very interesting location indeed! Let me put down the phone for a moment." Brian could hear the rustle of paper and the muffled words of Oliver talking to himself. "Let's see - 1039 would be the corner of ... ah, yes! I thought so! Frere! Now let me find those records ..." 
 
    Brian heard him rustling papers for a moment and then he returned to the call. "Their last name was a dead giveaway, but I wanted to cross-reference the address to be sure I was right before I told you what I know." 
 
    Brian asked, "Where have I heard that name - Frere?" 
 
    "You heard it in my office the day after Mardi Gras. The desk in my office came from the Frere house. Grandfather bought it in 1967 from Henri Frere, who apparently died not long afterwards. He was a perfectionist, my grandfather, and he never threw anything away. Once he decided to keep the desk for himself, he put the bill of sale in the back of the left top drawer in a plastic sleeve, and it's been there ever since. I've glanced at it a thousand times. There are so many old houses in the French Quarter and my family's gallery bought and sold many a piece of furniture out of them. The Frere desk was just one more of those until you mentioned the girl and old man's names and address. 
 
    "There's something I've been meaning to tell you, something that happened here while you were off getting injured in Guatemala that I forgot to mention in all the hubbub. Remember the old lady I saw in the Quarter? I finally saw her again and I followed her to the cemetery. I thought at first she was going to visit Marie Laveau's tomb, but she wasn't. Want to take a guess where she went?" 
 
    "The Duplanchier tomb." 
 
    "Exactly. I confronted her - I called her Justine Quantin, although I'm not sure that's who she really is. I asked if she was a Duplanchier and if the people buried there were her ancestors." 
 
    "What did she do?" 
 
    "She called me by name and said she'd given me a chance. She raised her finger, said something and I woke up in the ER." 
 
    "You what? Did she hit you?" 
 
    "She didn't lay a finger on me, except for the one she was pointing in my direction. She hexed me and knocked me out. The guard found me and called 911. I was fine once I woke up." 
 
    "My God, Oliver! After what I witnessed in Guatemala, are you saying ... do you think this old woman is involved with voodoo like Eve Frere is?" 
 
    You wouldn't believe me if I told you. 
 
    "I don't know, Brian. I don't know what to believe right now. I've always been a pragmatist, but as I've said before, New Orleans is a strange place with strange inhabitants. My plan for now is to stay clear of her." 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    The three peculiar family members sat in the expansive, gloomy living room of the old house at 1039 Chartres Street. The huge hearth held dying embers from a fire. That half-light and the flickers of a dozen candles cast eerie shadows. 
 
    Marcel and the ancient woman named Justine were seated closest to the fire, shawls wrapped around their legs against the dampness and cold of the chilly room. The child stood behind them, taking a long drag off a cigarette and sipping a gin and tonic. 
 
    "Put more logs on the fire," the crone cackled to Eve, her words brimming with outrage. "Then perhaps you can explain why you defied my orders. You even involved Marcel in this, you stupid girl!" 
 
    Put the logs on yourself, you hag. God, how she hated her mother. But she kept her thoughts to herself, added two sticks and stirred the embers until a flame tickled upwards. 
 
    "There has to be someone new eventually," she replied at last. "You know that better than anyone. Until now we have kept things in the family, but there are none of us left. Instead of criticizing, you should thank me for making it happen. God knows you and Marcel are too decrepit to do it yourselves. From these strangers, there will emerge one who will continue our customs and keep them alive. I don't ever want to be as old as you, Mother. You've had too many years on this godforsaken planet. You should have died a long time ago." 
 
    "Don't you wish? But this is the second group of people you have whisked off to Guatemala. You had no luck finding a successor last time." She began a hacking spell that lasted for over a minute. Any exertion - even simple conversation - was difficult for Justine these days. She could barely make it to the cemetery and back on Saturdays. Her time was growing short and she was very, very tired. 
 
    "Water," she wheezed, raising her hand toward Eve. The girl paused a moment to prove who was in control, and then she brought a glass from the bar. Justine took a sip and the spasmodic cough stopped. 
 
    Once she calmed down, Eve said caustically, "You've done a wonderful job keeping us off the subject, Mother, talking about how I shouldn't have given the elixir to the others. But now it's time to confess. I've asked you a dozen times and now you're going to answer. Where did you hide the cross?" 
 
    "You know I didn't take it. Your brother did." She turned to Marcel. His body was slumped forward in the armchair and he appeared to be asleep. "He stole it from me and gave it to you, Yvette. And its elixir has lasted all these years. Until now. Finally you get to experience what both of us have learned. Growing old is a painful thing, my child. And I wish nothing but hardship as you age." She smiled a cruel, toothless grin. 
 
    God, this happened every time she tried to talk to her mother these days. "You're losing it. I'm not talking about fifty years ago. I know Marcel stole it from you, but that was a long time ago and you've harped on it forever. I'm talking about yesterday - last night when we came home, to be precise. I dropped my backpack in the living room. Sometime during the night, you took the cross out, didn't you? Where is it?" she yelled. "Can't you remember anything? Damn you, tell me where you hid it!" 
 
    The ancient woman wished she knew. There was a time when she had remembered things well, but that time had long since passed. To tell the truth, she didn't recall taking the cross from Eve's backpack last night. She clearly remembered having it in 1962, back in the days when she made the elixir once a year. Back then she was already incredibly old, but thanks to the potion her body was that of a young lady in her thirties. Now she struggled to remember where that place was that she always hid the cross for safekeeping. She kept extra potion in there too. It was a perfect hiding place - a place that had something to do with Father - and every time she used the cross she hid it back there. Maybe she really had taken the cross out of Eve's pack, and maybe she'd put it in that old secret hiding place. She simply didn't remember anything about it. 
 
    Her mind was playing cruel tricks these days. The truth was, she didn't even have the cross in 1962, although she thought she had. Marcel had stolen it from her years before and never gave his own mother another drop of the life-giving potion. He didn't take it himself; instead he gave it to his baby sister, Eve, to whom he was intensely devoted. He would have given his very life for that child, and in fact that was what he had done. He gave Eve the gift of almost perpetual youth and promised he'd always take care of her. 
 
    Without the elixir, Justine had begun to age rapidly and her brain functions were dying now. Today her mind was ragged and frayed - crammed with half-finished sentences, snippets of thoughts that couldn't be completed and forgotten strings and trails of things that might - or might not - have ever happened. She had no idea if she'd stolen the cross last night. 
 
    Without it there could be no more elixir. Eve was the only person taking it, and she had divided her last vial among the tour participants in Guatemala, hoping one of them would sign up for eternal youth, demanding more and more potion until they were hooked. Eve had taken the cross with her and was going to make another batch when she got home. Now that it was missing, Eve would quickly begin to age. Within weeks there would be striking changes. In a few years her body would catch up with her true age and she would die. Without a successor, the tradition of voodoo brought here by her grandfather would end. 
 
    Eve couldn't allow that to happen. Despite her brother Marcel's generosity in giving her the elixir instead of taking it himself, she was on her own now. Her decrepit mother couldn't help her. Marcel was so old he wasn't of much use either, but she had to have him because she looked like a ten-year-old girl. An old woman living in the body of a child had been a blessing, but now it was also a curse. She had to drag her eighty-seven-year-old brother everywhere with her. 
 
    So be it. Whatever it took, it was up to Eve to ensure the tradition wasn't broken. She had to recruit a person to follow in her footsteps, but first she had to find the Black Cross and make more elixir. She ran to her room and searched her closet until she found a replica of the cross. Her grandfather had made them; he'd given her one of the three copies and she had no idea what he did with the rest. They didn't matter anyway; there was nothing special about them. She came back and stood by the old woman's chair. 
 
    "Think, Mother!" She got down in Justine's face, shouting and shaking her by the shoulders. "Where the hell did you hide the damned cross?" She held the replica up and hissed, "Does this bring back memories? Does this make you recall where you hid it?" 
 
    The crone looked up, a flash of recognition lighting up her rheumy eyes for a moment. "I hid more elixir long ago," she croaked. 
 
    "What? Stop playing games with me!" She shook Justine roughly. 
 
    Her rantings awakened Marcel. "Leave her alone, Eve," he demanded. "You're going to scare her." 
 
    "I hope I scare her back to her senses. Hold the cross, Mother." She stuck the fake cross roughly into the woman's brittle old claws, drawing blood from her patchy skin. "Hold it and remember where you put it." 
 
    Through the fog and haze of the cobweb-filled labyrinth that was Justine Quantin's two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old mind, there was one faint glimmer of remembering. She watched herself a long, long time ago pulling out a drawer and hiding something - a small bottle - in a secret compartment. 
 
    She tried to speak, but her daughter was shaking her too much. Her frail, tired body couldn't take the stress any more. It was time for Justine to join her half-sister Felicite Duplanchier. 
 
    In the throes of death, she remembered. With one last heaving breath she gasped two words. 
 
    The desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    The old woman's body remained in the chair where she'd died. It had shriveled, becoming smaller and smaller until now it was simply a shrunken, mummified corpse inside a bundle of clothes. Eve paid it no mind and neither did Marcel. This was a fact of life for the Duplanchiers. Once you took the potion, this was how your body died. Marcel and their father, Henri Frere, were the only two in many generations who had lived, aged and died as normal human beings, never taking a drop of the potion. The others lived freakishly long lives, masquerading as youthful individuals until the inevitability of time - or the lack of elixir - caught up with them. 
 
    "Did you hear what she said at the end?" Eve asked her brother, all the while knowing he hadn't. He was growing deafer each day. He shook his head. 
 
    "I think she said 'the desk.' Do you think she hid it in a desk?" She began mentally going room by room through the huge old house, recalling the furnishings in each one. 
 
    Marcel retorted, "Who knows if she even meant those words? She also said there was more elixir hidden somewhere. You were shaking her so hard she would say anything to get you to stop. You ended up killing her." 
 
    "I don't see any tears coming out of your eyes over that minor inconvenience, brother dear. I'll tell you what. As usual, I'll take charge. I'm going to do a walkthrough of the house first, and then tomorrow morning I'm going to call that man Brian Sadler. I'm going to find out what he knows about the cross." 
 
    "We have to get rid of Mother," he said quietly. 
 
    "We're going to haul her over to the cemetery tomorrow. We'll have a little family service for the old dear." She laughed mirthlessly and started upstairs to search for a desk. 
 
    Before she was gone, he asked, "Are you going to bury her with Henri? She was married to him for over forty years." 
 
    "And how do you think we'd manage that? Just call up the funeral home and tell them his ancient wife just died? Look at her body. Think someone might have a question about why she looks like King Tut? We're going to put her in the bottom space of grandfather's tomb. Her soul's in hell by now anyway. She couldn't care less where that old husk ends up." 
 
    The next day the young girl and her aging grandfather walked the same route through the Quarter that Justine herself had done every Saturday for decades. Justine was along for the ride - she was inside a cloth sack Eve had slung over her shoulder. 
 
    They were stopped by the cemetery gatekeeper, but after a few Creole words and a point of her finger, the man unlocked the gate and allowed them to pass. He would forget they had ever been there. 
 
    They hadn't been to the family mausoleum in years and were surprised to see how much it had deteriorated. Justine still scribbled triple Xs on it, Eve noted. The stupid visitors thought those were voodoo symbols, but they were simply meaningless graffiti. 
 
    "Hello, Grandfather," Eve said as she looked up at the gray marble marker that read Pierre Duplanchier. Died 1796, Nouvelle Orleans. "And good morning to you, dear Auntie Felicite," she remarked to the slab below Pierre's. Felicite Duplanchier, died 1804, Nouvelle Orleans. She didn't know much about Felicite. She was the child of Pierre's first wife, Anne Saucier, while Eve's mother, Justine, was the daughter of second wife Marie Quantin. Marie had died birthing Justine in 1766. 
 
    "Come on, let's get this over with," Marcel urged. Physical exertion taxed his old bones and he wanted to make this fast. She took the cloth sack and stuffed it far back into the darkness of the empty vault. She tossed a piece of paper inside that read Justine (Duplanchier) Quantin Frere, died 2017. She had included her mother's birth name - Duplanchier - even though Justine had hated her father so much she had taken her mother's maiden name instead. The loathing that the offspring in this family bore for their parents had been passed down through the generations. It was manifested today in Eve herself, who detested her mother and felt no remorse for having shaken the old woman to death. 
 
    Eve rummaged around nearby tombs and found a broken piece of marble that would cover the hole. "Go to hell," she muttered as she placed the piece of broken marble over the opening to her mother's tomb. 
 
    "That was a nice requiem," Marcel remarked with a rare bit of humor. 
 
    To save Marcel's aching knees they took a taxi home. On the way he said, "I've been thinking about the words Mother said last night. Back in the sixties I was in my thirties and so were you - but thanks to the elixir you were a toddler. Do you recall when Father would sell off some of the furniture now and then? When times got tough, he would sell one or two of the eighteenth-century antiques to give him cash until the next time he got in a jam." 
 
    She didn't recall that, but she had memories of their house being stuffed with antiques. This house had been in her father, Henri Frere's family since the Civil War. Eve's home - the Duplanchier house on St. Ann Street - had fallen into disrepair after her mother, Justine, married Henri in 1927 and moved all the furnishings out. Today that old house sat decaying and empty. 
 
    Marcel recalled something else. "Remember Grandfather's old desk - that gaudy French thing that sat in the parlor when we were kids? Remember that secret compartment we found in it one time? Where's that desk now? It's been gone for ages. Could that be what Mother was talking about last night? Could Father have sold it a long time ago, not knowing something was hidden inside it?" 
 
    "You know" - she patted his knee in an uncharacteristic show of affection - "you may just be onto something. It couldn't be the cross. I feel certain Mother took it out of my pack sometime during the night and stuck it away somewhere. If she did, it's in the house and I'll find it. But until you mentioned it, I had forgotten about that desk. Maybe there's more elixir hidden there that could tide me over until I find the cross. Father was a pack rat; if he sold the desk, the documentation should still be around somewhere. I'm going to look through his papers as soon as I get home." 
 
    Henri Frere had meticulously filed things in clearly marked folders, all boxed up and stored in a third-floor ballroom that Eve hadn't visited in years. In the late 1800s this room had seen fancy costume balls and Mardi Gras parties hosted by whatever ancestor of the Frere family was in residence at the time, but today it was a huge, dusty room used for storage. The light fixtures up here hadn't seen a bulb in years and Eve was far too short to reach them anyway, so she pulled each box over to the nearest dirt-streaked window and took advantage of hazy sunlight to see what was inside. 
 
    She was fortunate that her father had sorted everything by year. She started in the middle of the decade - 1965 - and would work both ways until she found what she needed. 
 
    After searching for two hours, she found it in the box filled with things from 1967. There was a bill of sale from an antique shop on Royal Street. Henri Frere had sold two items - a Chippendale armoire and a seventeenth-century French desk inlaid with ebony and animal figures. He had received a total of five thousand dollars, a tidy sum in those days. 
 
    He had sold the pieces to a shop called Galerie Toussaint. She knew it well; today it was still it its same prominent location on Royal Street just blocks from their house. She'd walked past it a thousand times. 
 
    She found Marcel downstairs, having his afternoon nap on a couch near the fireplace. She shook him awake and said, "Come with me, brother dear. You have to take your granddaughter to a gallery to see what they've done with Father's desk." 
 
    "Grandfather's, actually," he replied as he came out of his reverie. "Don't forget it belonged to old Pierre Duplanchier in the first place. It dates to the 1700s. Father brought it to this house when they got married and Mother cleaned out the St. Ann house." 
 
    "Even better," Eve said with a gleam in her eye. "Sounds like a perfect place to hide something, don't you think?" 
 
    Bells above the door gave an old-fashioned tinkle when they entered. Oliver's assistant greeted the pair and he asked to speak with the manager. She went to the back and in a moment Oliver emerged. 
 
    "How may I help you?" he asked, introducing himself and studying the dated clothing the pair was wearing. He knew exactly who they were, of course. They were Eve and Marcel Frere, the people Brian Sadler had seen in Guatemala a few days ago. 
 
    "We're looking for a desk," Marcel explained in his old, shaky voice. "My father sold it to your gallery many years ago. I'm hoping you may have some record of its whereabouts." 
 
    "I'd be happy to help if I can. What was your father's name?" 
 
    "Frere. Henri Frere." 
 
    Eve watched Oliver closely and saw his eyebrows raise slightly. "Um, it may take some time to search records that old. The sixties, did you say?" 
 
    "I didn't," Marcel replied as Eve smiled and nodded. "But that's when it was. Nineteen sixty-seven, to be precise." 
 
    "Yes. Well, I'm not sure -" 
 
    Eve interrupted, her words harsh. "Please don't pretend, Mr. Toussaint. You know the desk my grandfather's looking for, don't you?" 
 
    He glanced at her and couldn't look away. Just as Brian had described, there was something uncanny about this girl - something wicked. He had told Brian what he thought she was, and he was even more certain now. Her eyes were boring into his as if she could read his thoughts. 
 
    She raised her hand and murmured some words. Feeling light-headed, Oliver suddenly began to tremble. He knew what was happening; she was hexing him just as the old woman had done in the cemetery. 
 
    "I ... uh, I haven't been well lately," he gasped, dropping into a nearby antique armchair. His assistant, Betty, rushed over to see if her boss was okay. 
 
    The pretty little girl walked to him, touched his sleeve and said, "We'll be back in the morning. You'll feel better by then. Then you will show us our desk." She turned, took Marcel's hand and said, "Come on, Grandfather. Let's let Mr. Toussaint rest." 
 
    As they walked out, Oliver slipped to the floor, unconscious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    He awoke in sixty seconds. Betty wanted to call 911, but he waved her off. He sat alone in his office, deciding how he could be ready for them tomorrow. There was a way he could be prepared regardless of how their visit ended. It only took a few minutes and now he was ready for anything. Then he called Brian. 
 
    The next morning the bell tinkled as the pair returned. Betty led them to Oliver's office, opened the door and ushered them inside. The girl was surprised to see two men in the office instead of one. 
 
    "Mr. Sadler," Eve smirked, "why am I not terribly surprised to see you here?" 
 
    "Sit down," Oliver said curtly, gesturing to the two empty chairs across the desk. 
 
    "Ah, there it is, Marcel," she purred, running her hand over the beautifully inlaid desk. She told Oliver she wanted a few minutes in his office alone and they would be out of his way. 
 
    "I thought you wanted to buy the desk." 
 
    "You were mistaken. I'm looking for something my mother may have put in this desk many years ago, decades before it ended up here. If you'll honor my simple request, I promise we will leave you alone and let you go about your life without interference." 
 
    "The desk has been sitting right here for fifty years. Anything that might have been there is surely gone by now," Oliver replied. "I can assure you there's nothing in it now except things of mine. If there ever was something else, it would have been found long ago." 
 
    The girl maintained her subdued, unassuming demeanor. "This desk belonged to my family. I have patiently explained that to you. We want a few minutes alone to look for something that might be there. I would appreciate your cooperation." 
 
    "Or what, Eve?" Brian interjected. "If he won't, do you intend to put a spell on him again?" 
 
    "You say your mother put something in the desk," Oliver added. "Who would that be exactly? Justine Duplanchier? Your house on Chartres Street. It's on the corner. Justine lives right around the corner, on Ursulines. I went there yesterday on a hunch and figured it out. The addresses are different, but it's the same house. You live with the old woman. Is she your mother?" 
 
    Suddenly the pretty little girl dressed in white was pretty no more. Brian saw her transformation once again, just like in the cavern. She stood, rising taller than before, and her voice was deep, evil and forbidding. Brian instinctively drew back, but Oliver merely watched her. 
 
    "You have no idea what you're doing! Neither of you has any concept of what powers I possess. I gave you a chance." 
 
    She raised her arms into the air and her face contorted into a vile grimace. Then she shouted, "You cannot confront me and live! I am the daughter of the Prince of Darkness!" 
 
    "Sit down," Oliver said in a steady, even voice. "I know what you are and I know what you're looking for." Brian was stunned at how calmly his friend was handling her transformation. It had scared the hell out of him earlier and it wasn't much better the second time around. 
 
    "I'm going to remove a few personal things from the desk and then you may have five minutes alone in my office," he continued as though he were chatting with a customer. "Will that be sufficient time?" 
 
    In a flash the ten-year-old was back, as sweet, demure and reserved as before. "Of course." 
 
    Oliver opened a drawer, took out a lockbox and three hanging files, stood and followed Brian out the door. They walked ten feet down a hallway, entered a storeroom and closed the door. The darkened room was lit by the flickers of computer screens displaying feeds from ten video cameras that were mounted inside and outside the gallery. Oliver entered a keystroke and they watched the girl sit in his chair. She pulled out the left middle drawer, which was full of catalogs from past auctions, emptied it and moved her hand along its bottom. She pulled up a narrow panel, revealing a two-inch-high space the length and width of the drawer itself. It would be impossible to find if you weren't looking for it. 
 
    "I'll be damned," Brian whispered as he watched her insert her hand into the false bottom. "I wonder if your grandfather discovered this hiding place when he bought the desk." 
 
    Oliver shook his head. 
 
    "Look at that!" Brian murmured eagerly as she pulled something out. "Look at what was hidden in there!" 
 
    He didn't see Oliver's eyes narrow into slits as she removed a dusty old bottle. How excited she must be to have found it! 
 
    They watched Eve replace the panel, insert the drawer back into the desk, put back its contents and close it. She returned to her chair and handed the bottle to Marcel, who put it into his coat pocket. Oliver and Brian waited the full five minutes and then knocked on the door. 
 
    "Come in," Eve said brightly, as though nothing had happened. She and Marcel stood. "We won't bother you any more. Let's go, Marcel." 
 
    Oliver asked, "Did you find what you were looking for?" 
 
    "Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Toussaint. My grandfather and I appreciate it." 
 
    "Don't you mean your brother?" Brian said, following the script he and Oliver had agreed upon. "You're Duplanchiers ... both of you." 
 
    She whirled around and he saw the steely expression once again. "We are not Duplanchiers, Mister Sadler. My father's name was Henri Frere." 
 
    "And your mother?" Oliver pushed her too. 
 
    "All right.  My mother was Justine Quantin," she replied. "There. Are you satisfied? Can you fill in the blanks for him, Mr. Toussaint? Your family has been in this city for hundreds of years. But mine have been here even longer. All the way back to the founding of the city." 
 
    "Of course they have," he replied. "Pierre Duplanchier was your grandfather many times removed. Duplanchier blood runs in your veins whether you like it or not." 
 
    "Believe what you wish," she responded flippantly. She couldn't resist taunting him once again, even though it meant revealing a secret. "And Pierre wasn't my grandfather many times removed -" 
 
    Marcel held up his hand. "Enough, Eve. Let it go. You've said too much." 
 
    Oliver retorted, "Ah, now we get to the meat of the issue. For once, you're telling the truth. If my assumptions are correct, Pierre was really your maternal grandfather - Justine's father. How old is she really - your mother, I mean? How old is Justine?" 
 
    She didn't respond. 
 
    Brian asked, "What really does give you and your ancestors such long lives? Is it what's in the bottle you took from the desk?" 
 
    As she realized that they had eavesdropped on her, her face became beet red. Without another word she took her brother's hand and they walked out. The tinkle of the bell signaled they were gone. 
 
    "I don't think she's going to invite us over for cocktails anytime soon," Oliver said. "I'm glad you were here with me. When I called yesterday, I was afraid it would be too short notice for you." 
 
    Brian wasn't paying attention. He was thinking about what just happened. They'd agreed to let her go through the desk - they would watch the cameras and see what she wanted - but she went straight to a secret compartment. Brian was worried for a moment that Oliver had hidden the Black Cross there, but once Oliver consented to the search, he presumed his friend didn’t know the compartment was there. 
 
    They replayed the video several times. She had wanted the bottle so badly she'd allowed a brief peek into her convoluted, bizarre existence to get it. She found it, but what was its significance? Was it really the secret to long life? 
 
    "It surprised me how calm and collected with her you were. I've seen her in action before and she spooked me again today. How'd you do it?" 
 
    "I knew I had to maintain my composure so she wouldn't get the upper hand. As I said, I think she's involved in voodoo. Fear is one tool they use against their enemies and I was determined not to let her think I was afraid." 
 
    "Were you aware there was a hidden compartment?" 
 
    "I wasn't. The desk has sat in this office since Grandfather bought it in 1967. Neither he nor Father ever mentioned it." 
 
    "What about the bottle? What do you think was in it?" 
 
    "The question you asked her was perfect. You saw the people drink something in that cave in Guatemala. I think she was getting more elixir in a bottle that had been hidden there for years." 
 
    Oliver was relieved that Brian hadn't asked how the cross fit into all of this. "You know firsthand how dangerous Eve is. As crazy as it sounds in the world today, she really is a voodoo priestess. So is Eve's mother. Did you watch her reaction when we mentioned the Duplanchiers? She's a descendant, but she wants to hide it. Her mother wasn't proud of it either. She was born Justine Duplanchier, but she took her mother's maiden name instead. She became Justine Quantin and she married Henri Frere in 1927. I've searched his records. He was born in 1907, he sold the desk to Grandfather in 1967, and he died in 1971 at age sixty-four. That confirms that Eve is much older than she appears. 
 
    "Let's run the numbers. She could be as young as forty-six if she were born in the year her father died. You heard her say Marcel was eighty-seven and she was eighty-three. If we accept that, they were born in 1929 and 1933, respectively. Those dates make sense given her father's age. He would have been in his twenties when he fathered both children." 
 
    "So how about her mother?" Brian asked. "Do you think she's the old woman who roams the Quarter?" 
 
    "Yes. I found her in the cemetery at the Duplanchier tomb. I told you and Nicole that I had found the birth record for a Justine Duplanchier. None of it made sense then. All the dates were so far in the past that my attempt to build their family tree seemed to skip several generations between Pierre's days and the present. Now I'm putting things together. You didn't grow up with voodoo as a real concept. But in New Orleans everyone accepted it as true. It wasn't like witches going around casting spells, but over the years we residents heard the stories." 
 
    It was time to pull back a little more of the curtain, to give Brian another tidbit of the mystery. "Bear in mind that Eve says she's eighty-three years old, and remember that you've known me for years. Have I ever appeared to be mentally unstable or not in command of my faculties? Have you ever thought me insane?" 
 
    Brian laughed. "Why would you ask that? You're as sane as anyone I know." 
 
    "Hold that thought while you hear me out. After what we know now, I'd bet a thousand dollars that the Justine Quantin who is Eve Frere's mother is one and the same as the Justine Duplanchier whose birth record I found. I think Eve's mother was born in 1766." 
 
    Brian couldn't believe what he was hearing. "You’re saying the old woman in the Quarter is ... what, two hundred and something years old? That's crazy!" 
 
    Now Oliver laughed. "Stop! You just told me I'm as sane as anyone you know. And it was you who gave me the clue I needed to put this together. That tourist at the hotel - Stanley - told you Eve was eighty-three and the old man was her brother. Marcel looks eighty-seven because ... do you remember what Eve said in that cavern?" 
 
    "She said Marcel never took the elixir, so he aged normally." 
 
    "Right. The ones who take it age very, very slowly. I believe that's true and I've just decided that it explains the Duplanchier family tree. I think the old woman I saw in the cemetery last week is ancient. Two hundred and fifty years old, if I'm right." Brian stared in disbelief as Oliver continued. "My theory is she's aging quickly now because she took the elixir for maybe two centuries, but for some reason she hasn't had any in years. Marcel's in his eighties and he looks it because he never took the stuff. Only Eve gets it, and her body is that of a child although she's an octogenarian. Am I making sense?" 
 
    "Are you making sense? No way. I can barely conceive of what you're saying. It's crazy talk - impossible stuff. I heard her say it, but the girl's not eighty-three. Look at her, Oliver. She's a child. Everything she said was part of the bullshit sales hype she was giving those people who paid her a lot of money in a desperate attempt to stay young. Does that make sense?" 
 
    Oliver let it go. In a world of technology and science it was hard to grasp that ancient practices are as real today as they were then. There would be time to open Brian's mind to the concepts Oliver knew were true. There were so many secrets that it was better that Brian didn't have the entire picture anyway. 
 
    He smiled and nudged Brian on the arm. "Let's lighten things up. What does make sense right now is a toddy. Let's pop around the corner and have some lunch and a glass of wine. After all this I could use one and I want to let you in on a secret that's good fortune for us!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    They settled into a booth at Muriel's on Jackson Square, a cozy place the locals frequented. Neither was a big lunchtime drinker, but the events of the morning made this a perfect time for an exception. A bottle of fine wine seemed an excellent idea and Oliver ordered, declaring lunch his treat. 
 
    "I'm afraid Eve is in for a big disappointment," Oliver said once they had toasted each other's health. 
 
    "Why? She got exactly what she wanted." 
 
    Oliver merely smiled. 
 
    "But she did get what she came for, right? We saw her take out a bottle -" 
 
    "Whatever she was expecting, she didn't get it. Instead she got a bottle filled with good old Mississippi River tap water." 
 
    "How in hell did you pull that off?" 
 
    Oliver explained that after the pair came to the gallery yesterday and he had his second fainting spell courtesy of the Duplanchiers, he decided to examine the desk closely. Knowing her involvement with voodoo, he was concerned she could force him to sell it. Before that happened, he had to know what it was that was so important about it. His father and grandfather might not have ever searched it thoroughly, but yesterday Oliver did. 
 
    "I measured the drawers inside and out and I saw that the left center drawer was two inches higher on the outside than the inside. There was a false bottom. It took some time - it was very cleverly done, especially in a desk so old - but inside I found that old bottle caked in dust and grime. I was flabbergasted. I've sat at this desk for over twenty years with something hidden inches from my hands and I've never known about it. It was bizarre!" 
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
    "I carefully removed its stopper and replaced the liquid with water. I used a cloth and handled it gingerly so as not to remove the dust. I put it back and then I was ready to part with the desk if I was forced to do so." 
 
    "What did you do with the stuff inside the bottle?" 
 
    "I poured it out." 
 
    "Well, you're right about one thing. She's not going to be happy when she finds out you've duped her. Tell me you're worried about that; you seemed so calm earlier that you had me wondering." 
 
    "Worried doesn't begin to describe how I feel about her." 
 
    Oliver had lied once again to his good friend. Despite the fact they couldn't be helped, the falsehoods sometimes made him regretful. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Eve and Marcel sat by the fire in their living room. The dusty bottle and a medicine dropper waited on a tray next to her. Preparing her mind for the exhilarating experience of taking another dose, she reminisced about the times when she'd made the elixir herself. How long had it been - ten years, maybe? One batch tended to last a long time, especially since only one person was taking it. Preparing the life-giving serum was a ritual that had been passed down through the family. Their grandfather Pierre Duplanchier was the first of their line to make it, sometime in the 1600s. How had he learned the secret? No one knew. 
 
    The recipe was encoded on the back of the Black Cross, etched there by some voodoo priest in Africa centuries before the relic ended up in the hands of the queen of Spain. Making the potion required a dozen ingredients. All but one of them were natural - herbs, spices and leaves that flourished in the warm climate. Beginning with Pierre, the Duplanchier family had painstakingly planted and nurtured them to ensure they remained available. In the forties and fifties her mother Justine had been the keeper of the recipe. She would pick some of the exotic plants from a small garden in the back of the house on St. Ann Street - a garden that had been there since Pierre built the house in 1722. Although Justine had moved from the house years ago, she left the garden in the backyard because she was afraid relocating the fragile plants might kill them. For years Justine tended the garden every week on her way back from the Saturday visits to the cemetery. 
 
    In the sixties Marcel stole the elixir from his mother and told her she'd never have it again. To retaliate, she went to the garden to destroy the plants, but they were gone. Marcel had dug them up and replanted them in a secluded corner of St. Louis Cemetery behind toppling gravestones that hadn’t been tended in decades. It was a perfect place and contrary to Justine’s concern about relocating them, the herbs flourished with only a bit of care now and then. 
 
    Eve talked with Marcel about the times she'd gotten everything ready and it was finally time for the last ingredient, the jewel in the crown. That metaphor made her laugh, since the last item in the recipe literally came from a jeweled relic. Her next step was to take out an old-fashioned cheese grater, hold the crucifix by its crossbar and offer a brief prayer to the tiny black devilish figure hanging there. Then she would hold the bottom of the cross to the grater and slice off a few tiny pieces. Without that, the potion was useless. That old crucifix was made from a root that furnished the key to life. 
 
    Although she was sure her mother had stolen the cross, Eve also believed she'd find it. There was no way the old hag had left the house in the middle of the night, so it was here somewhere. It would simply take time. At least now she had one small vial of elixir left and she would ration it until she could make more. 
 
    She removed the cork, put the dropper inside and withdrew a fourth of the liquid. She opened her mouth, put the end to her tongue and prepared for the bitter camphor-like taste. She squeezed the dropper, slowly releasing the drops onto her tongue. She couldn't taste it. She held the bottle to her nose and inhaled deeply, but there was no familiar aroma. She emptied the rest of the dropper into her mouth, but there was nothing. 
 
    Eve panicked, emitting a feral scream and throwing the vial into the fireplace, where it shattered into a thousand pieces. A dozen frantic thoughts ran through her mind. There was no elixir left and without the cross there would be no more. Soon she would start growing old quickly, aging perhaps twenty years in a matter of weeks. She chastised herself for giving the potion she had left to the tourists in Guatemala, but she had justified it because there had to be a successor. And after all, she had had the cross - until Mother stole it. 
 
    Damn Oliver Toussaint and damn Brian Sadler! They'd tricked her! But what if it wasn't them at all? What if the elixir had gone bad after decades in the drawer? Or what if her mother had filled the vial with water, hoping to trick Marcel when he needed it someday? 
 
    She went to the living room, took a decanter from the bar and poured herself a brandy. Marcel sat quietly, having observed the entire situation. 
 
    "Was the elixir not as tasty this time?" he commented as she tossed her drink back in one gulp. 
 
    "That wasn't the elixir." 
 
    "Then the man at the gallery switched it. He and the other man knew we took the bottle out of the desk. They had hidden cameras. They knew what we were after. They got to it before you did, my dear sister. And that spells bad news for you, I'm afraid." 
 
    She hated his condescending words because he could be right. But she still wasn't sure. "It might have been Mother. She was furious when you stole it fifty years ago. What if she did it, thinking in her warped mind she was getting back at you?" 
 
    "I think you're on the wrong track. My bet is on that man Toussaint and his friend. Why don't you hex him?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I can," she admitted, a tear running down her cheek. He was surprised - he didn't recall ever seeing her cry. "My powers are diminishing. Just since we returned from Guatemala I can see a difference. I can do the little things like making Mr. Toussaint faint, but I wonder if I can do what I must without more elixir." 
 
    "Ah, an enigma," he commented. "You gave away the very thing you need most. To find the cross now, you must hex the man. In order to hex the man, you must find the cross. What to do? What to do?" He cackled at his humor. 
 
    "You're making light of this!" she screamed. "This is my life, you old fool!" 
 
    "Growing old isn't so bad," he commented. "Unlike you, I've been doing it all my life. Maybe it'll do you good." 
 
    That’s why you’ll never understand what I must do, she said to herself, already formulating a plan. She didn't need his help. Toussaint and his friend knew who she really was. There was no need to pretend any more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    For the past fifty years Justine Quantin had detested her children, Marcel and Yvette. They had stolen her rightful place as a priestess. Marcel had taken away her elixir and doomed her to become a wizened old hag. Once her body had deteriorated sufficiently, she was forced to rely on her children for the simplest tasks, but the three of them had a spiteful, hate-filled relationship with not an iota of care, concern or compassion. They coexisted in the old Frere house on Chartres Street, but she kept to her quarters except when she required help. Meals consisted of her children eating in the kitchen but leaving her food on a plate on the counter for her to pick up. She ate alone; she wasn't invited nor wanted at their table. Days often passed without a word between them. 
 
    No one felt Justine's abject hatred more than her daughter, Yvette. When the girl was born, Justine had loved the name that she had given her only daughter, but once her children betrayed her, she would never utter it again. Yvette became Eve, an acknowledgement that her real daughter was gone and a stranger had taken her place. 
 
    Eve knew her mother would have happily stolen the cross and hidden it for spite, but she wondered how the old woman had the wherewithal to go through her backpack in the middle of the night. That was unlike her even though she did occasionally roam the halls when she couldn't sleep. Regardless, that was the most likely scenario and Eve had to find the cross. She thought she'd had a momentary reprieve - the elixir from Oliver's desk - but now she needed more, and quickly. 
 
    Today Eve methodically went through each of the three rooms that were her mother's private quarters. She had placed a mask over her nose and mouth to lessen what she called "old-person" smell. She combed through drawers, boxes, closets stuffed with outdated, moth-eaten dresses, and the bathroom crammed with perfume jars and vessels that held cold cream and other things that hadn't been touched in ages. She found bottles with strange markings that contained dried herbs. Those she set aside to investigate later. Everything else went into a pile in the middle of the floor. She looked under the mattress and the bed, she pulled out every drawer to see if something was hidden behind it, and she used a ladder to get to the tops of armoires and closets. 
 
    She found dozens of amulets, fancy rings and other paraphernalia related to the practice of voodoo, all of which she'd seen before, long ago. But there was nothing of any use to her. Most importantly, there was no Black Cross.  She had been certain that her mother had taken it, but now she had to consider what else might have happened. 
 
    Around five she went back to the living room, poured a drink and joined her brother in front of the fire. 
 
    "No luck, I presume," he said gently. He had no desire to stoke her any further. Her fury was tiresome. 
 
    "If Mother didn't take it, then Brian Sadler did," she replied resignedly. "I really don’t see how unless It could have happened on the plane. I'll go to the gallery tomorrow." 
 
    "We'll go, don't you mean?" 
 
    "No, not this time. I'm going to do this alone." 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The next morning Oliver stepped off the streetcar at Canal Street and walked into the Quarter. It was a gorgeous morning and he found himself lingering longer than usual, enjoying the sunshine burning off an early-morning chill. There were tourists out and about and he waved to several of the locals he knew. He window-shopped at some of his competitors' galleries, pausing to admire this unique piece or that and playing a game he enjoyed - estimating the age, provenance and value of the rarities on display. 
 
    By the time he realized someone was nearby she had reached his side and taken his hand. 
 
    "Good morning, Mr. Toussaint," Eve said brightly. He tried to pull his hand back, but she gripped it tightly and hissed, "Don't make a scene. Just walk with me." She swung their hands back and forth as if they were simply a young girl in a white pinafore and her doting uncle out for a morning walk. 
 
    "What do you want? You got what you came for." 
 
    "Is that so? You and Mr. Sadler are so clever, aren't you? I want the cross." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Until now I have been very patient with you," she said with a smile so genuine passersby would never believe anything was amiss. "Your family is old New Orleans. Of all people, you're aware of the vast powers I possess. You are going to give it to me." 
 
    He said nothing until they reached his store. He stopped on the sidewalk out front and said, "You're mistaken, young lady. I don't have the cross. I've never had it. What more do you want from me?" 
 
    She dropped his hand roughly. "I'm not a young lady, goddammit, and you know it. I want to talk to Brian Sadler. Unlock the door and we'll continue this conversation inside." 
 
    "No," he answered firmly. "You're not coming in. I obeyed you. You asked for time alone in my office and you took the elixir from my desk. If you want to put a spell on me, then do it right here on the sidewalk in front of all these people. Let everyone see what this pretty little girl actually is." 
 
    "You've chosen the wrong opponent." She snarled the words, then hesitated as an elegantly dressed lady approached. 
 
    "Oliver, my dear, who is this beautiful child? A niece, perhaps? Aren't you the most adorable thing?" She patted Eve on the shoulder and got a forced, twisted smile in response. 
 
    "Good morning, Austelle. She's, uh, the daughter of a friend of mine. I'm acting as babysitter this morning. How have you been?" 
 
    "Wonderful, darling. It's been ages. You must come by for cocktails. You know John did that bond placement for the Spavinaw distillery? They sent him a sixty-year-old bottle of rye whiskey and you've never tasted a Sazerac so delightful! I'll make him save a little for you if you'll promise to drop by." 
 
    "Come on," Eve said petulantly, tugging his sleeve as a child her age might do. "I want to go." 
 
    "Children have no manners these days," Oliver said to his neighbor. "I'll call John and I look forward to seeing you both soon." 
 
    As the lady strolled away, Eve glared at him malevolently and hissed, "Twenty-four hours. I will be in front of the cathedral in Jackson Square at exactly this time tomorrow. If you don't bring me the cross, you and your friend Mr. Sadler will live - or die - to regret it." 
 
    She turned and ran away. He shook off the chill of his encounter with the eerie girl, went inside and locked the door behind him. Until Betty arrived to handle them, he didn't want browsers in the store. He walked across the room to a far wall where the piece in which he'd hidden the cross stood, opened the double doors, reached into a drawer and confirmed it was there. Then he called Brian. 
 
    "What do you think she's doing?" Brian asked. "You're the expert on voodoo ..." 
 
    Oliver had to be careful not to say too much. 
 
    "She has powers - both of us have seen her demonstrate them. Just what she's capable of, there's no way to tell. My calculated guess is that she could do more harm to me right here in person than she could to you long distance. She said we would live or die regretting it if I don't turn over the cross. Can she follow through on that? I simply don't know. Voodoo can be incredibly powerful, but she's several centuries removed from the original voodoo kings and queens. The cross is something she's desperate to get. I'm not sure why, but it makes me even more certain we have to keep it away from her." 
 
    "You've hidden it well, I presume?" 
 
    "It's hidden in plain sight, as they say. It's inside one of the pieces on the floor. As much inventory as I have, it's going to be a challenge remembering where I put it!" 
 
    Brian agreed with a laugh, recalling how crowded the showroom was. 
 
    "What about tomorrow? You're not meeting her, are you?" 
 
    "I'll give it some thought. The cathedral's one of the most public spots in town, as you know. I may meet her and just say I don't have the cross. She won't strike me dead in front of a crowd of people." He laughed, but Brian knew he had to be worried. 
 
    "Why risk confronting her?" 
 
    "Because if I don't, I'll live in fear of her someday approaching me on the sidewalk or walking into the store or catching me on the way to the streetcar stop. She's trying to scare me and I won't spend my life letting her do that." 
 
    Brian understood the reasoning, even though he didn't understand the implications of dealing with a voodoo priestess. "Be careful and check back in with me afterwards," he said, and Oliver promised he would. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Oliver sat on a bench outside Jackson Square, his signature suit and tie setting him apart from the fortune-tellers, street artists, foot masseuses, musicians and ragged vagabonds who frequented the area. The spires of St. Louis Cathedral loomed high above him as he waited. 
 
    He saw her enter the square from Chartres Street, the route he'd expected since she lived just three blocks away. Once again, she was alone. She walked to him and held out her hand. 
 
    "Give it to me." 
 
    "I don't have it. You can do anything you wish, but I don't have it. Neither does Brian Sadler." 
 
    She turned to leave. 
 
    "Wait! I did what you asked. I came here, but I can't give you what I don't have." 
 
    "Where is it?" 
 
    When he didn't answer, her face twisted into a mask of horror. "I warned you," she shrieked so loudly that several people stopped to watch. "I warned you!" 
 
    Just then a bicycle cop rolled up. "Is everything all right, little girl?" he asked Eve. 
 
    "This man won't leave me alone," she screamed. "Make him leave me alone." 
 
    "What's this all about? Let's see some ID, pal." 
 
    He took out his billfold as the officer glanced around. "Where'd the girl go?" 
 
    Eve had disappeared. 
 
    "This isn't what it seems to be," Oliver answered in a calm voice. "I think the child has mental issues. She approached me while I was sitting on that bench. I don't know her." 
 
    The cop detained Oliver for a few minutes, studying his driver's license and business card, learning that he was a respected businessman in the French Quarter and getting affirmation from several witnesses that the girl had indeed approached Oliver and began screaming at him for no apparent reason. Everyone confirmed he had done nothing to provoke the child. 
 
    Oliver returned to the gallery and went directly to his office. He had worried that meeting her today was the wrong decision and now he had a deep sense of foreboding. He knew voodoo well - far better than anyone imagined - yet he wasn't sure he could fight her. He'd never had a drop of elixir and she'd never been without it. What if the potion not only prolonged life but gave her extraordinary powers as well? In a fair fight he believed he could stand his own, but what if she was stronger than he expected? For centuries his family had coexisted with the other Creoles - the Laveaus, the Duplanchiers and others - and there had been no problems. Now he'd made an enemy of one of voodoo's denizens. 
 
    He never walked away from a confrontation, but perhaps it was time to let things cool down. He turned to his computer and began to search online. A few keystrokes later he was booked on a flight from Dallas to Paris tomorrow morning. Paris was one of his favorite places - he'd bought some amazing antiques there over the years, and being fluent in French helped him feel at home in the City of Light. 
 
    He booked a suite at the hotel he loved most, a tiny place a block off the Champs Elysees. Everything about this wonderful little hotel was topflight and he considered himself fortunate when the clerk told him he could have the last remaining room. 
 
    He called Brian and told him about the encounter with Eve.  He was flying from DFW to Paris tomorrow for a few days away from everything. Apologizing for the short notice, he asked if Brian and Nicole could join him for dinner since he was spending the night in Dallas before his early flight in the morning. Brian immediately accepted and promised to check with Nicole. Oliver advised he had booked a room at the Crescent Hotel around the corner from where Brian and Nicole lived and they agreed to meet in the bar at 5:30. 
 
    Nicole was as excited as Brian that they were seeing Oliver again so soon. As they ordered drinks and waited for his arrival, he brought her up to speed on Eve and her fury over the missing cross. "Oliver's understandably concerned and I think he's taking a short vacation to let things simmer down." 
 
    It wasn't like him, but Oliver was late. At six Brian went online to check the status of the flight from New Orleans. It had arrived two hours ago at nearby Love Field. Even with luggage pickup and traffic, he should have been at the hotel long before now. He went to the desk and was told Oliver hadn't checked in. He called Oliver's phone, but the call didn't go through. He tried twice more. Nothing. 
 
    He presumed the gallery would be closed by now, but he was lucky. Betty advised that Mr. Toussaint had left the gallery around eleven that morning, heading home to pack and then going to the airport, where he intended to have lunch before his flight. She took Brian's number and said she'd keep in touch. 
 
    Her return call came within minutes. She'd checked with the airline and learned he had never checked in. 
 
    Brian and Nicole went home concerned. This wasn't like him - he always called even if he was going to be ten minutes late. She turned on the national news and Brian searched the Internet for the local news stations in New Orleans, hoping he wouldn't find anything but desperate for information. 
 
    He started getting nervous as he watched live video and heard a commentator's voice. He rewound it and yelled, "Nicole! Come see this!" 
 
    The broadcast was from the middle of the Crescent City Connection, a massive multilane bridge spanning the Mississippi River with the city of New Orleans on one side and Algiers on the other. A man had jumped from the bridge thirty minutes earlier, the newscaster reported. The camera showed a dozen police cars blocking all lanes on the Algiers-bound side. Rush-hour traffic was backed up for over a mile. 
 
    "What are you watching?" 
 
    "New Orleans local news. This is about him. It's about Oliver." 
 
    "Oh my God!" she cried. "Did they say that?" 
 
    "No. They haven't said anything. I just feel it. Down in my gut I know it's him." 
 
    "Sweetie, don't do this to yourself. It's not him. It couldn't be ..." 
 
    Yes, it could. She got to him. She made him do it. 
 
    Two hours later his phone rang. "It's Oliver's assistant," he said to Nicole as he saw the number. "This isn't going to be good." And it wasn't. It was the news they were dreading. Betty sobbed as she blurted out what she knew, and Brian felt a tear in his eye as well. 
 
    Oliver had jumped from the bridge during rush hour, taking his own life. The body hadn't been recovered, but several motorists had recorded close-up video on their phones and it was unmistakably Oliver who was the jumper. That was all Betty knew and she had heard it on another local newscast. 
 
    She said she’d let him know if she heard more. Brian expressed his sorrow, thanked her for calling him back and promised to do anything he could to help.  
 
    The story made the national news at ten. They saw the same video footage they'd seen earlier - police cars blocking a busy bridge. Brian felt profound sadness as he listened to a reporter standing in front of the gallery. They flashed a picture of Oliver in a tuxedo, one probably taken by a news photographer at the Mardi Gras ball. 
 
    The newscaster reported that a prominent New Orleans businessman had taken his own life by jumping off a bridge into the Mississippi River. Oliver Toussaint was the owner of this prestigious antique shop in the French Quarter - she swept her hand back to the familiar building. There was no word about motive, although there had been an altercation between Mr. Toussaint and a female child at Jackson Square yesterday. Although a policeman had intervened, Toussaint had not been arrested in that incident. Those hurtful words left viewers wondering if that was a reason for his suicide. The brief report ended by saying that Toussaint's body had not been recovered. It was possible that it had been carried away by strong river currents and swept into the Gulf of Mexico. A search would begin in the morning. 
 
    They held each other close, mourning the death of a friend. Brian was upset at the insinuation that Oliver could have been a child predator. He told Nicole what had really happened yesterday at the cathedral. She had heard almost everything he knew about Eve and Marcel, but he hadn't mentioned Oliver's statement that she was a voodoo priestess. Now it was time to tell her the rest. He said the girl had hexed Oliver before, and he was sure she'd done it again. He couldn't deliver the cross and she had forced him to jump. 
 
    Nicole was surprised to hear his thoughts that voodoo was still around. "I thought that meant sticking pins in a doll to make someone's leg hurt," she said. "Are you saying you really believe this and it's not just some mumbo jumbo?" 
 
    "Oliver certainly did, and I do too. I saw it in action in Guatemala and we both saw it in New Orleans. I believe the girl's telling the truth – she really is in her eighties. I believe she can cast spells and I am certain she killed Oliver. I'm flying to New Orleans tomorrow. I have to tell the police everything I know." 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Eve was exhausted. What once would have been a complex but not overwhelming spell had today sapped her to the very core of her being. It had taken every ounce of strength and willpower that she possessed to make Oliver Toussaint jump off that bridge. As she lay on her bed, depleted and gasping for breath, she knew she was losing her powers. Simple spells might still be possible. Even her mother could make someone faint just by pointing her finger and saying the right words, but causing a person to take his own life was never an easy thing to accomplish. She didn’t know for hours if it had worked; she'd sent him to the bridge, but she hadn't been there with him. She learned she'd been successful from the TV news report. And the way she felt right now, she knew without more elixir her abilities would fade away faster and faster as the days passed. She had to find the cross. 
 
    Marcel brought a bowl of soup into her bedroom. He fluffed her pillows, helped her sit up and spoon-fed her the broth. "Did you do something stupid today? Did you let your emotions get in the way of common sense? Did you lash out and make him pay for challenging you? Did you stop and think that you were killing the only person who could give you the cross?" 
 
    "Give me a little credit, okay? He doesn't have it," she answered wearily. "I got that much from him before I cursed him." She stopped for a moment to catch her breath. "I couldn't make him tell me exactly where he hid it, but I know it's somewhere in his store. I think Brian Sadler knows where it is." 
 
    "How can you believe what he told you? You said yourself that your powers are diminishing. What if he lied? If that happened, you'll never find the cross because you've killed him." 
 
    "Shut up, you old fool," she murmured as he lifted another spoonful to her lips. She had thought of that herself but refused to accept he might be right. 
 
    "Ha! Look at yourself." He cackled. "You're aging by the minute. If you don't get the cross soon, you're going to be an old fool just like me!" 
 
    She wanted to hit him, but she couldn't muster the strength to lift her arms. She ate the rest of the soup, lay back and fell into a fitful sleep of fear and uncertainty. Marcel was right. She was growing old and she might have killed the one man who could save her. 
 
    Tomorrow would be a better day.  She tried to convince herself of that during the many times she awoke during the night. Tomorrow she would develop a plan to fix everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    The bright morning sunshine cascaded into the bedroom and for the moment between sleep and waking, Brian forgot about yesterday's events. Once he cleared the cobwebs and remembered the tragedy, he lay quietly and let memories flood his mind. He and Oliver hadn't been best friends, but they were far more than casual business colleagues. He'd found Oliver interesting, intelligent and widely versed in a plethora of subjects from ancient Greek pottery to ... well, to voodoo. He'd enjoyed his friend's company and knew Nicole had too. Brian would miss him. 
 
    "I don't want you to go to New Orleans," she mumbled, barely awake. "Call the police. Talk to them. But don't go down there where she is." 
 
    "I have to go. He didn't kill himself. You know that as well as I do. I have to talk to the cops and find the girl." 
 
    He tried to put his arms around her, but she pulled away roughly, totally alert now. "Don't say that! Can you never stop looking for trouble?" 
 
    "I'm not looking for trouble. I told you I believe in voodoo and I agreed with Oliver that the girl has powers. I can't just sit back and do nothing about his death. I've got to do everything I can -" 
 
    "Please don't go," she pleaded even more fervently. "I'm begging you. I'm so happy, Brian. I finally have everything I want in the world and I can't lose you. You can't go, baby." 
 
    He laughed, wishing he felt as certain things were okay as he was trying to pretend. "I'll be careful. I don't want to lose you either, you know!" 
 
    Her pleas didn't work, so she turned things up a notch. "Listen to me. Oliver's dead. That person you describe as a pretty ten-year-old killed our friend. I can't get my mind around that, but I know you believe it. Doesn't that absolutely scare the hell out of you? Oliver was a rock-solid man. He didn't have a frivolous bone in his body, but he convinced you voodoo was real. He was afraid of the girl and you were too. Then he jumped off a bridge. Our friend, a man you know wouldn't commit suicide, did just that. You saw that girl in action in Guatemala. You're so damned bullheaded sometimes that you let your urge for adventure overrule your sensibility. I've never told you no before, but I'm telling you, you cannot go down there, period. You can do everything by phone and you know it. Get over it." 
 
    Whether she was angry or happy, he loved this girl more than he ever imagined he could love anyone. "Who's acting bullheaded now?" he taunted playfully as he pulled the sheet off her. He looked appreciatively at her naked body and said, "I've always been a sucker for a pretty girl." 
 
    "I'll take that as your agreeing with me," she cooed, reaching under the covers for him. "We can't bring Oliver back, so let's talk about something less depressing. How about I put a hex on you?" 
 
    "Oh, you did that a long time ago." He sighed as he pulled her close, forgetting the world and its problems for a few minutes. 
 
    Later that morning at the gallery, he spent over an hour on the phone with a homicide detective from the New Orleans Police Department. Given the crazy, bizarre things Brian had to tell the cop, it helped that the man had seen Brian's hour-long specials on the History Channel and knew he wasn't nuts. Brian explained everything that had happened, beginning with Oliver's revelation about the Black Cross at his wedding reception. He revealed what Oliver's meeting with the girl yesterday by the cathedral was actually about, gave him her address, and said she claimed to be eighty-three years old. Trying to omit nothing that might help, he even summarized his trip to Guatemala and the discussion with Stanley Oblowski. 
 
    "I'm a native of New Orleans," the detective interjected at one point. "You can't grow up here without hearing about voodoo, but most people think of it as a crazy religion that poor immigrants practiced hundreds of years ago." Most locals thought voodoo was simply mind over matter, he continued. If you believed that your neighbor was a witch, you might have a psychosomatic reaction if she chanted some magic words or left a cloth doll full of pins on your doorstep. But was voodoo real? The policeman admitted he was a skeptic but said he'd consider everything Brian had told him. 
 
    "I appreciate your call," he said when they wrapped up. "You've given us an incredible amount of information and I'm sure it'll be a big help. I'll be in touch if we learn anything new. Are you available to come down and meet in person if necessary?" 
 
    Despite Nicole's protestations, Brian had insisted he must go to Oliver's funeral. There wouldn't be a lot of friends and family because there weren't many, and he would be there to honor his friend. He told the detective when he came to town he'd get back in touch. 
 
    The next ten days were like the calm in the eye of a hurricane, Brian would reflect later. Betty called to advise that Oliver's only relative - a niece who lived in upstate New York - came to town, met with his lawyers and left again. There would be no memorial service for the uncle she barely knew and hadn't seen in thirty years. Brian wished that there had been something so they could pay their final respects, but it wasn't his call. 
 
    Momentarily free from the turmoil, Brian at last could spend uninterrupted days at the gallery, catching up on work that had been waiting since he returned from Guatemala. He'd been so involved with Oliver that he hadn't sat at his own desk for a full workday in weeks. The circumstances were sad, but at the same time he was relieved that his life was getting back to normal. 
 
    Over the past couple of years, Nicole's solo law practice had grown steadily. After the near-fatal car crash, she had left the major Dallas law firm where she was a rising star and opened her own practice. She enjoyed the work, but as her caseload increased, she had to either slow things down or hire another attorney. Being a driven, type A personality like her husband, she hired a young man fresh out of SMU Law School to join her and share the work. The arrangement was working well and she was looking forward to having more personal time. Brian traveled the world in search of antiquities and she wanted to go with him. And now - for the first time since they'd known each other - she could see that happening. 
 
    Since the wedding and honeymoon, every minute had been filled with the anxiety and intrigue that surrounded Eve Frere, but now the newlyweds finally took a breather. He'd heard nothing from the girl and maybe Oliver had given her the cross before he jumped. Although he hadn't heard anything more from the detective, he presumed the police were dealing with Eve and Marcel. It was an interesting conundrum - she was a juvenile in both her appearance and her birth certificate. But, as he'd told the detective, she was really an octogenarian. No judge would believe that, of course, but the dead silence from down South made him cautiously optimistic that she was otherwise occupied. Brian couldn't have told her exactly where Oliver had hidden the cross anyway. 
 
    They had cocktails on their patio and a quiet dinner at home each evening. It was so normal that they finally allowed themselves to relax. Maybe their lives really were back on track. Tonight would be special - it was date night, a monthly tradition he had started recently. Date nights were surprise trips to special restaurants neither had tried, and they both enjoyed the experiences even though some venues worked better than others. All that mattered was that things were settling down for the first time since their marriage. 
 
    Brian left on a quick four-day trip to London. He hadn't been to the gallery there in weeks and there were things he needed to deal with in person. As soon as he arrived at the store, his manager Cory Spencer, asked him to call the Dallas store, where his executive assistant advised him she'd received a call from a law firm in New Orleans looking for Brian. "It's something about Mr. Toussaint's will," she added, giving him the number. 
 
    The call was brief. The attorney with whom he spoke told Brian that he was named in Oliver's will and asked if he could come to New Orleans soon. Surprised, he asked if this was something that could be dealt with by phone. The man explained that the will required his presence and he believed Mr. Sadler would be pleased he'd made the effort to come. 
 
    He agreed to a date because there was no choice. He had to go and Nicole would have to understand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    Brian waited until he returned to Dallas to tell Nicole he was going to New Orleans. Important news is best delivered in person, he rationalized, confident she'd agree to let him find out what Oliver had put in the will. Things didn't exactly go as planned; to characterize Nicole's reaction as angry would have been a huge understatement. A more accurate description might have been furious or outraged, he mused from his bed on the couch that night. She had gone to the bedroom, slammed the door and gotten into bed even though it was barely seven p.m. When he came through to use the bathroom and prepare for bed, she ignored him, but when he was finished, she said, "I've put covers on the couch. I think you'll be more comfortable there." 
 
    And that was that. The next morning and evening were frosty, but at least he was allowed back in their bed. She kept to her side and wisely he kept to his. The third morning she said, "I want you to listen to me. Don't say anything until I'm finished. I've never thought of you as selfish or insensitive and I'm trying not to think that now, but I'm having a really hard time figuring out why you want to deliberately defy me over something I consider so important. Maybe you're not afraid of the girl. If you're not, then you're crazy. Maybe you think you won't run into her. Maybe you're so reckless and daring you don't care. I think sometimes you can only see yourself as Brian Sadler, the dashing adventurer. What the hell are you thinking?" 
 
    Same song, second verse. She was right, of course, but this was different than going to another country. He kept quiet until she finally said with a hint of a smile, "Okay, asshole. I'm finished. You can talk now." 
 
    "There's been nothing from Eve since Oliver died. I called the cops and told them everything. They either have her in custody or they've questioned her and she's lying low. And it's possible Oliver gave her the cross before he died. If that happened, she wouldn't need me any longer." 
 
    "Call your detective friend and find out the latest on her." 
 
    He did and was told that these things take time. The policeman admitted that so far they had not tried to contact Eve or her brother, adding, "I have to convince an assistant D.A. there's a reasonable possibility of a case here. You have to admit the whole voodoo thing is a hard sell." Brian had to agree, and he wasn't even sure the detective believed him. 
 
    Despite that, he explained to Nicole, the fact was that Eve had dropped out of sight. "Why am I any safer here than in New Orleans? She could walk into Bijan and find me in a second." 
 
    Tired of arguing, she gave in at last. "If I say 'be careful,' does it mean anything at all to you?" she asked the night before he left. "Or are you already thinking I just need to shut up and let you go?" 
 
    Are you asking if I'm excited? Of course. Who wouldn't be? He promised to be careful. After all, he wouldn't even be away overnight. 
 
    He flew down and went directly to the attorney's office. The formalities - ordering up coffee, casual talk about the antiquities business and the like - took more time than the will did. The lawyer advised that pursuant to Oliver's instructions, his assistant, Betty Leblanc, would continue to operate the gallery and handle sales for an interim period. Oliver had cataloged and priced every piece in the store, so the only real decision for Betty would be when and by how much to discount certain items to facilitate a sale. She'd been there for years, the attorney advised, and Oliver had had no trepidation about leaving things in her hands for the short term. 
 
    Next the man read the relevant section of Oliver's will that pertained to Brian. It had been recently updated, he advised. The first paragraph was a testimonial about how much Oliver valued the friendship of them both, how kind they had always been to him and how proud he was every time he saw Brian appearing in one of his documentaries or on a cable news talk show. It was a touching sentiment. 
 
    The attorney began to read from the will. I, Oliver Toussaint, herein called "Transferor," hereby offer to sell one hundred percent of the stock (the “Stock”) of Galerie Toussaint LLC, a Louisiana corporation founded in 1848, to Bijan Rarities LLC or any other entity or person designated by Brian Sadler as "Transferee." The terms of sale are stated below and shall include all assets and liabilities of the corporation, contingent or otherwise. It is Transferor's desire to minimize the state and federal tax consequences of this sale and all available means to accomplish that desire must be employed by the parties, their agents and representatives. 
 
    Should Transferee accept this offer, a payment of one million dollars ($1,000,000) shall be made on the date the Stock is transferred, and annually thereafter for a period of ten (10) years.  Said payments shall be made to the Oliver Toussaint Endowment Fund for the Arts at Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana. 
 
    If Transferee does not accept this offer by the forty-fifth (45th) day after my will is read, this offer shall be considered null and void and the terms of Section 16(C)(ii) shall apply. 
 
    The lawyer concluded by saying, "Mr. Toussaint's instructions were that you be provided with any documentation you require to make an informed decision.” Brian sat silently, thinking that what Oliver had done was nothing short of amazing. The incredible thing was that it was the second time in Brian's life that an opportunity was literally dropped into his lap due to an unusual death. Darius Nazir, the founder of Bijan Rarities, had also died suddenly. He'd left his prestigious gallery on Fifth Avenue to his new partner, Brian, who previously had had no inkling that was his mentor's intention. 
 
    Brian had forty-five days to decide - not that long given the due diligence required for such a large transaction. Completely familiar with business documents after years as CEO, Brian knew exactly what he wanted to see. He asked for the gallery's corporate records and financial statements for the past ten years. He also requested a current list of assets and liabilities, the most important of which was an inventory of the thousands of antiques that belonged to the corporation. The lawyer advised that the gallery's books were audited each year by one of the nation's leading accounting firms and everything was current. The records would be FedExed in a couple of days. 
 
    "What if I decline Oliver's bequest?" he asked. "You mentioned a section of the will that would apply in case that happened. Are you at liberty to tell me what it says?" He was curious about the gallery's fate if he passed on the offer, but it wasn't any of his business and he half-expected the attorney to tell him just that. 
 
    The man flipped through the will, read for a moment and paraphrased. "The gallery would be shuttered and liquidated as expeditiously as possible. The proceeds would be distributed to the Tulane endowment fund. Mr. Toussaint had no direct heirs, as I believe you know. He was very generous in providing for his alma mater in his estate, with your involvement or without." 
 
    Generous indeed, Brian thought, and an intelligent way to do it too. Brian hadn't seen the financials, and it was possible that those might reflect massive debts, but he felt certain that the pieces on the showroom floor at this moment - the ones he and Nicole had glanced at that day - had a retail value of far more than ten million dollars. And that wasn't everything by any means. He knew there was a warehouse nearby that was overflowing with more antiques that wouldn't fit in the showroom. Another consideration was the intrinsic value of the gallery and its name. It had been a fixture on Royal Street for nearly two hundred years and had a client list any major auction house would covet. Those intangible assets added millions more, but only if the gallery continued to operate. 
 
    Oliver had set things up shrewdly. The donation to Tulane was potentially worth far more if Brian were involved. If Brian accepted the bequest, the gallery would continue to operate and Brian would capitalize on its sterling reputation worldwide. For all that he would pay Tulane a million dollars a year for ten years. Knowing what he did about this business, Brian was certain he'd never come out of pocket for a payment. If everything was as it should be, a million dollars could easily be paid from profits each year. 
 
    If he declined, the university would face a more difficult hurdle and would undoubtedly receive much less money. The gallery would be closed and its goodwill value would vanish. The assets would be liquidated quickly, which meant selling everything wholesale and not receiving the much higher retail values Brian's store could command. Would the university be just as well off if Brian turned down the bequest? They'd still get a lot of money, but probably not ten million, he thought. Assuming Oliver's liabilities turned out to be far lower than his assets, then Brian couldn't possibly reject this opportunity. Just as when he started in this business and took over Bijan Rarities years ago, this one was also almost too good to be true. 
 
    "There's one last item of business," the attorney said as the meeting concluded. "Two weeks ago Mr. Toussaint came to see me and left an envelope to be placed in his file. He instructed that it be given to you at the time his will was read." He handed it across the desk. 
 
    Brian opened it and a small brown envelope slid out into his hand. On that envelope was a name - National Bank of the South - and inside was a small golden key - the key to a safe deposit box. 
 
    He knew how entry to safe deposit boxes worked. Merely showing up at the bank with a key wasn't enough. If your name wasn't on the list of authorized persons, you would be denied access. 
 
    "How do I get into this box?" he asked. 
 
    The lawyer had no idea. "Why don't you stop by the bank?" he suggested. "It's only a couple of blocks from here." He looked up the address and gave Brian directions. 
 
    Brian left the office and walked to the bank, reflecting on what had just happened and how unexpectedly one's life could change. He'd admired Oliver from the moment they met and the older man had obviously taken a liking to Brian as well. Brian reflected on the many good times they'd had, most recently at his and Nicole's wedding and then on their New Orleans honeymoon. It was hard to accept he was gone, especially under such tragic and unexplainable circumstances, and it was bittersweet to think that Oliver had bequeathed his family's proudest possession - Galerie Toussaint - to him. 
 
    Walking to the bank, he found himself almost giddy with anticipation; he'd always loved New Orleans and had even considered buying a townhouse in the French Quarter a few years back. Now that could be a distinct possibility for him and Nicole - having their own getaway in the Big Easy, where he could stay when he was working and they could relax and play on long weekends. 
 
    If this happens. If things work out. This wasn't a done deal. He forced himself to stop daydreaming. He had to consider the tax consequences and review the records along with his financial advisors and attorney. As great an opportunity as this might be, it ultimately had to be a prudent business decision. 
 
    He glanced at his watch - he had nearly four hours until his flight. Anxious to tell her the news, he tried Nicole's phone, but she didn't answer. She was frequently in depositions and outside meetings, so he gave it no thought. He'd rather tell her in person anyway. It would be fun to see the look on her face. 
 
    In the cavernous bank lobby, he was directed to a vice president's desk. He presented the key and his driver's license and the man looked at his monitor a moment and said, "Everything's in order, Mr. Sadler. Mr. Toussaint brought us a written authorization adding you to the account just a week ago." 
 
    Another little surprise from Oliver. What's next? he thought. 
 
    The box held only one thing - a thick manila envelope with Brian's name on it. He put it in his satchel and left the bank, crossing Canal Street into the Quarter and heading to Oliver's shop. The same middle-aged, pleasant woman he and Nicole had seen when they were last here welcomed him in. 
 
    "We haven't been officially introduced," she said. "I'm Betty Leblanc. I've been with Mr. Toussaint for over thirty years. I'm surprised to see you. I didn't know you were coming!" 
 
    He advised her that he was in town for a meeting with Oliver's attorney regarding his will. 
 
    They talked for a few minutes about Oliver and his untimely death. Betty's affection for her longtime employer was unmistakable and Brian told her Oliver had often spoken about her competence and how much he relied upon her for the front-of-house tasks. Of all people, Brian knew what a huge help a competent assistant could be. The help she gave Oliver allowed him freedom to work on client development and major acquisitions. 
 
    "It's none of my business," she stammered nervously, wringing her hands, "but was there any discussion in Mr. Toussaint's will about the future of the gallery? This old place has pretty much been my life, you know. The lawyer asked me to stay here and run it, but they called it short term. That worries me, to be frank. I'm not as young as I used to be ..." She giggled and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 
 
    Understanding her concern and sympathizing with her situation, he explained what the will directed. 
 
    She breathed a huge sigh of relief. "I'd be pleased to stay on ..." she began, stopping as she realized she was out of line. "I'm so sorry. That was rude of me. I have no right to think you'd even need me or if you even want to buy this place. Everything has just taken such a toll ..." She began to cry softly. 
 
    Her feelings were no surprise. Of course she hoped he would take over the gallery and not let its almost two-hundred-year legacy end. Doing so meant she would likely keep her job. It would be good for him too; her years of background and knowledge would be invaluable. If the university got everything, then the legacy of Galerie Toussaint would end and she would be looking for a job. Betty was counting on him for her own future as well as the store's. 
 
    "There's a lot of information about the business that my lawyers and accountants have to go over before I can make a decision," he said, "but if everything works out, I'd be a fool not to jump at an opportunity like this. And you'd be one of the biggest assets of all. It would take me years to learn half of what you already know about this place, so don't give it a second thought. If I'm in, you're in." She exhaled a giant sigh of relief and he said, "Oliver was quite a man, wasn't he? He was a mentor to me, you know." 
 
    "I do know that," she answered softly. "He thought very highly of you, Mr. Sadler. He told me how quickly you had learned the business and how nicely Bijan Rarities was prospering under your watch. He didn't offer compliments lightly, but you were a special friend to him. I could see it in his face every time he spoke of you." 
 
    He asked if he could look around for an hour or so and she immediately agreed, adding that he could use Oliver's office. "I haven't mustered the courage to go in there myself," she admitted, wiping away a tear. "That room was his sanctuary, you know? It's hard enough believing that he's really gone. Going into the office, where he surrounded himself with the things he loved most ... that's just too much for me right now." 
 
    It was a wistful, melancholic feeling sitting in his friend's chair behind that beautiful desk Nicole had admired so recently. There was a poignant moment when he opened the middle drawer and saw the gold Dunhill fountain pen that was always close at hand. Who used fountain pens these days? Brian had once laughed to Nicole when describing how old-fashioned many of Oliver's habits were. Now it was one more tragic reminder of their loss. 
 
    He opened the manila envelope Oliver had left for him and saw a handwritten letter and a lot of business papers.  He put it back in his case to read later.  He only had a short time here and he wanted to make good use of it. 
 
    He began by pulling out the drawer with the secret compartment. He didn't expect to find anything and he wasn't disappointed. The hiding place was empty. Oliver had said the cross was hidden in a piece on the showroom floor. But what if instead he had given it to Eve before she made him jump that night?   
 
    Maybe that's the reason Eve hasn't contacted me. What if she had forced Oliver to hand it over? That could be the answer but he still had to search for it. He couldn't chance Betty's selling the piece with the cross inside. 
 
    His primary reason for coming to the gallery had been to do a quick walkthrough and examine the more significant antiques on the floor. He would undoubtedly be back in New Orleans before his forty-five-day option period was up, but if he could get some ballpark estimates of values today, it might make the decision easier. While browsers came and went, he strolled through the aisles, jotting descriptions and price estimates in his notebook. He opened drawers and doors as he went, just in case he came across the cross, but didn't find it. He focused on pieces he believed could fetch a hundred thousand or more, and when he was finished, he'd listed nearly forty. There would be more in the warehouse, but he was convinced that the inventory value alone could be far higher than the purchase price. 
 
    Before he left, he explained what the Black Cross was, described it and asked Betty if she’d heard of it. 
 
    Oliver never mentioned it, she said, nor did she recall ever having seen it. 
 
    "He told me it's hidden somewhere in the store," Brian advised. "Make sure you examine anything you sell before it leaves. I need to find it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    His phone rang while he was at the gate, waiting to board his flight to Dallas. 
 
    The moment he heard her say, "Hello, Brian," he sensed something was wrong. She didn't sound like herself and her voice seemed filled with tension. 
 
    "Hey, babe. Are you okay?" 
 
    "You need to come home." 
 
    There was a pause and then he heard a different voice. 
 
    "Hello, Mr. Sadler." 
 
    Eve Frere. 
 
    "What the hell ..." 
 
    "You'd better come home soon. Your wife needs you very much." The line went dead. 
 
    He called back and immediately got voicemail. She had turned Nicole's phone off. 
 
    He called a private aircraft operation at the New Orleans airport, hoping to find a faster way to get home. His flight was leaving in thirty minutes; if it departed on schedule, he would be in Dallas faster than by chartering a plane. The latter would require getting to the fixed base operator's terminal by taxi, waiting for a pilot to arrive and perform preflight checks, filing a flight plan and then flying to the same airport he was going to himself. Just at that moment there was a boarding announcement. He'd be in Dallas faster by staying where he was. 
 
    He considered calling their building's night security guard, but he decided against it. This was voodoo and it wasn’t something easily explained to outsiders. For a fleeting moment he thought of calling the detective in New Orleans, but he talked himself out of that too. It would be a waste of time. Same thing with the Dallas police. How do you tell a cop there's a witch in your house? There was nothing to do but get home fast. He knew what Eve wanted and as scared as he was, he was certain Eve wouldn’t harm Nicole until she got it. 
 
    The next ninety minutes were the longest of Brian's life, but finally he was back in Dallas. He ran through the terminal, shoving past other passengers and prompting angry responses. He drove like hell, screeched into the porte cochere at his building, left the car running, threw his keys at the doorman and ran to the elevator without saying a word. 
 
    The condo was dark - the only illumination was from moonbeams streaming through the patio windows. He flipped on the light, but there was no one in the room. 
 
    "Nicole!" No answer. He opened the bedroom door and found them. 
 
    Nicole lay face up on the bed with her eyes closed. Her chest moved up and down as though she were in a light slumber. Eve and Marcel were sitting across the room. Eve looks older, he thought as he ran to Nicole's side and shook her gently 
 
    "Wake up, baby. Wake up. I'm home." 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "She can't hear you," Eve said with a nasty smile. "I want the cross." 
 
    "Goddammit, what have you done to her?" He ran to Eve and jerked her out of the chair, her seventy-pound body yielding easily to his strength. He threw her to the floor and she cried out in pain. Although she looked like a helpless girl, he knew exactly what she was and he had no compunction about hurting her. 
 
    "I'll kill you ..." 
 
    "You really shouldn't kill her," Marcel rasped hoarsely. "If you do, it's your wife's death sentence. You need Eve to bring her back." He grinned, revealing several holes where teeth once had been. 
 
    Brian began to panic, and that was exactly what Eve was counting on. Her powers were waning so quickly that if things got out of control here, she wasn't sure she could react. She had to scare him into giving her the cross before it was too late. 
 
    "Where is it?" she said evenly as she picked herself up and straightened her white pinafore, looking as if she'd simply fallen on the playground. 
 
    Brian shouted, "Oliver has it. But you killed him, so now you'll never find out where it is. You're getting older, aren't you? I can see it. You've aged since I saw you in Guatemala just a few weeks ago. I don't know why it's so important that you need the cross, but I don't have it! Now wake her up!" He shook Nicole again. 
 
    "Don't trifle with me. Your wife won't awaken until I make it happen, and I won't bring her out until you give me the cross. Either Oliver had it or you do. You just got back from New Orleans. Did you get it while you were there? Is it here in this house? Or at your gallery? You must cooperate with me, Mr. Sadler. You have no choice. Your wife will die if you don't." 
 
    That elicited a cough-riddled laugh from Marcel. "She's right, you know. If Eve doesn't wake her up, she'll eventually die of starvation. Or thirst." 
 
    Suddenly Nicole slipped her hand into his. She was still slumbering - the action was something one might do during sleep - but it startled Brian. 
 
    It startled Eve too. She shouldn't be able to do that, the girl thought nervously. Nicole was barely under the spell. 
 
    "Nicole! Nicole, can you hear me? Wake up, sweetie! Wake up!" He patted her cheek and there was the fleeting hint of a smile. 
 
    Eve shot a glance at Marcel and he shrugged. Her spells had never failed, but now she was in trouble. Brian had commented that she looked older and she knew it was true. She could see changes every day. She wasn't a child any more. In a matter of weeks her ten-year-old body had blossomed. She had even used their old sewing machine to alter her pinafore. She had budding breasts now; she was ten pounds heavier and two inches taller. She was a teenager and without the elixir - and the cross that was the key to creating it - she'd be thirty in no time. Then fifty, and seventy. 
 
    She stood, pointed a finger at Nicole and began to chant in Creole. She had to keep the spell alive. 
 
    Brian wasn't going to let her make things worse. He lunged forward and knocked her to the floor, landing solidly on top of her. She cried out in pain but kept muttering the words. 
 
    "Shut up!" he yelled. He put his hand over her mouth and quickly drew it back when she bit his index finger, leaving a bloody gash. Enraged, he backhanded her so hard that her head fell back and hit the floor. She lay still; at least for the moment she wasn't going to be hexing anyone. Brian ran back to Nicole. 
 
    His wife's eyes were still closed, but she moved slightly when he took her hands. Brian rubbed them and kept an eye on Marcel, although he knew he had nothing to fear from the old man. He spoke quiet, reassuring words to his wife, telling her that things were all right and urging her to wake up. 
 
    Eve sat up quietly, touched her hand to a nasty welt under her left eye and winced. She wanted to hurt him - and the woman too - but she had known even as she attempted the last spell it wasn't going to work. Her mother, Justine, could make a man faint fifty years after taking her last dose of the potion, but Justine's powers lasted only because her body was so used to it. She'd been taking the stuff for two hundred years before Marcel stole it from her. Eve was only eighty-three. She'd ingested the potion a fraction of the time her mother had, and her deterioration was happening much faster. She had to get the cross, but she was losing the only advantage she had - her ability to control others. She had to get away and think of a solution. She looked at Brian and saw that his full attention was on his wife. He wasn’t looking her way. She grabbed Marcel by the hand, pulled him out of the chair and walked out of their house before Brian realized she was gone. 
 
    He sat by Nicole's bedside all that night and until noon the next day. She looked to be in a light slumber, relaxed and calm. She tossed and turned, she murmured and smiled as if she were dreaming, and she patted his arm now and then. But she never woke up. Unsure what to do next, Brian called the neurologist who'd treated Nicole after her car wreck, her doctor but also a good friend. He began with the caveat that this was a bizarre situation, and by the time he explained, the doctor agreed. He made a rare house call, checked her vitals and said she was in a light coma. She looked fine and he thought she was in no pain or danger. He recommended she be moved to a private facility, where she could be monitored and receive intravenous sustenance until she awoke. 
 
    "Brian, I've known you for years and I know you aren't lying about what happened to her. You've been to some strange places in the world and seen more crazy stuff than most people. But voodoo? You put the words voodoo trance in a medical record and somebody's going to leak it to the press. Then you're going to end up with a lot of unwanted publicity. I'm going to admit her to a discreet private facility that'll be perfect for her and a short drive for you. When I admit her, I'll describe the coma as a reactive event related to her accident several years ago. She almost died then, and delayed reactions sometimes do occur. The staff won't think a thing about it." 
 
    "Should I stay close by?" He explained that he needed to go out of town to get to the bottom of all this and put an end to it, but he'd stay in Dallas if the doctor thought he should. 
 
    "She's doing fine. In fact, her coma is so light I'm confident she will come out of this soon. Don't go so far that you can't get back fast if she wakes up. I imagine the first thing she's going to want is you." 
 
    "And vice versa," Brian replied. 
 
    By late afternoon Nicole was situated in a pleasant room with a large window overlooking a calm, quiet pond with a couple of swans gliding across it. He was happy with the venue and glad that once she woke she'd see a peaceful, serene setting. A nurse had begun an IV drip to keep her hydrated and fed while she was asleep. She looked perfectly calm and appeared to be in no discomfort at all. 
 
    He had to arrange security for Nicole, but he had to be discreet to avoid explaining what was happening and risking their refusing to allow her to stay. There was a retail strip center across the street and it was easy to position a security guard there without drawing attention. If the girl and the old man approached the entrance to the clinic, he would call the police and explain that they were out to harm Nicole. It would have been better to have a guard at her door, but under the circumstances this would have to do. 
 
    Before leaving that afternoon, he gave them all his contact information. He lived only fifteen minutes away, he told the nurses, and they promised to call if anything changed. 
 
    At home that evening he finally took time to look at the bulging envelope from the safe deposit box. The first thing was a three-page letter written in longhand and dated two weeks ago. Next were two yellow legal pads filled with information, again in Oliver's handwriting. Last were a series of computer-generated spreadsheets with row after row of numbers. He read the letter first. 
 
    "I've been less than forthcoming with you and Nicole and for that I apologize. I felt it necessary to withhold certain information about my family that didn't seem relevant in the past. Now that things are vastly different, you must know the truth." 
 
    What did that mean? Were there secrets in his family? 
 
    Everyone has secrets. God knows I do, Brian thought. But what were Oliver's, and why was he compelled to tell me in a posthumous letter? 
 
    "I put this letter in a safe deposit box because I fear for my life as long as I am connected to the Black Cross. To get it back, Justine Quantin and Eve Frere would kill me without a care, and if you are reading this, then one of them likely has succeeded. By now you have been offered an opportunity to buy the gallery my family started so many years ago. I won't try to sway your decision except to tell you how much you and Nicole mean to me personally. It's been a pleasure knowing you and being part of your lives. Likewise, your involvement in mine has been one of my greatest pleasures. 
 
    "I also want to give you full disclosure so you can make an informed decision. The business is debt-free - it has been ever since my great-grandfather insisted a Toussaint would never go into debt. You're a businessman. You know that inventories and financial statements sometimes are generated to reduce potential tax liability. This envelope contains my secrets - my estimates of the true value of some pieces, descriptions and locations of items not on the books that are worth millions, and the like. My ten-million-dollar offer to you is a bargain. Read what's here and you'll agree it's good for you and it's good for Tulane. Why am I offering it so cheaply? Because I want the gallery to continue operating. It's been in my family nearly two hundred years. On that subject, I hope you'll keep the name, but if you choose to change it, that's your prerogative. 
 
    "And now I must reveal what I've kept from you and Nicole. I've told you many times that my family has been in this city for centuries. That's true, but it's not the entire story. They’ve been here since the founding of New Orleans, just like the Duplanchier family. I showed you and Nicole a Duplanchier family tree with holes in it. I wasn't truthful about that. I know the entire Duplanchier lineage back to Pierre, but I needed your help. I presented you with a mystery so you'd be intrigued and help me find the cross. 
 
    "The truth is that many members of the Duplanchier line lived very long lives indeed. You'll recall that Pierre came to New Orleans in 1699 on le Moyne's boat. My grandmother many times removed - a Creole named Celine Toussaint - was on that same boat. Like the Duplanchiers and the Laveaus, she was involved in voodoo too. She had been a servant in the household of a wealthy man - old Pierre himself, whose wife, Anne Saucier, had succumbed just one year earlier to smallpox. After her death, Pierre decided to relocate from Haiti to the Americas. People of means often traveled with household staff, and Pierre brought Celine, who was obviously a servant he trusted and relied upon. 
 
    "The Duplanchier journal you found in Haiti was real, I'm pleased to advise. Pierre wrote the last entry on June 13, 1699, the day before he left Haiti. Pierre labeled this book 'part one' because it was the end of one chapter of his life. He left the journal in Haiti and somehow hundreds of years later it ended up in the hands of a vendor who sold it to you. I have Pierre's second diary - the one that begins with the boat trip and goes until his death in New Orleans, but his first one was immeasurably helpful to me. I deeply appreciate the danger and risk you faced to make that trip and get the book." 
 
    Three pages of the journal were the most fascinating, he continued. They were Pierre's packing list - line item after line item of things that he was bringing to America. There was a checkmark by each one, marks Oliver speculated had been made by Celine as she packed her master's items into a steamer trunk. "Most of the things were mundane - clothing, quills and ink, hand tools, tobacco, pipes and the like - but one page was illuminating. There was a listing for a black cross and below it was name after name of exotic plants. Out of maybe twenty I only recognized a few. When I looked the others up, I found they had been extinct for centuries. The last item was a bottle with 'twenty drams of decocted concentrate.' Pierre not only brought along some of the elixir itself, he also packed all the ingredients necessary to keep making it. In my opinion, this is absolute proof that Pierre was both a voodoo priest and that he had Columbus's Black Cross. 
 
    "Speaking of which," his letter continued, "After I picked up the cross from you in Dallas, I brought it directly back to the store. I mentioned earlier that I hid it safely away in one of the pieces on the floor. The Duplanchier journals are in there too. So is the logbook. I think it's one of the rare early copies from the 1500s. You made quite a haul when you bought those books. I couldn't have done better myself." Clipped to the page was a photo of a beautiful seven-foot-tall breakfront. It had to be the piece where he'd hidden them. 
 
    Oliver had sent the coins to a rare coin dealer in Chicago, who would examine them and report his findings. There was no reason to believe they weren't authentic, Oliver added. If that proved true, they would confirm the Spanish presence near Cap-Haitien around 1500 when Columbus had built La Navidad. 
 
    The letter concluded with more outpouring of gratitude from the old bachelor, who had valued his friendship with two young people he'd come to admire and respect. Oliver was a unique individual, Brian reflected when he finished the letter. He was an enigma himself at times, keeping information close to his vest, revealing only what needed to be known, but always showing genuine affection for Brian and Nicole. He had been a good man and Brian hoped he could finish the quest to learn whatever it was that had puzzled Oliver so much. 
 
    He stayed up well after midnight finishing Oliver's letter and poring through the notes and spreadsheets in the packet. If the audited financial statements and the other information the lawyer was sending validated the information Oliver had provided, then his friend was correct. This was an opportunity he couldn't afford to miss. 
 
    Oliver's letter left him with more questions than answers. He said that Pierre Duplanchier was involved in voodoo just like the Laveaus. He had lived across the street from them and was present in Congo Square for Sunday rituals. But what about Oliver's ancestor Celine? He never mentioned her after saying she was on the boat. Did she live in the St. Ann Street house with Pierre? Was his family secret that Celine, a woman of color, was his relative? Would that have embarrassed Oliver, even though other founding families also were descended from Creoles? 
 
    He always said his family had been here for years, but now Brian knew they went back to the beginning. Pierre was here when New Orleans was founded. Why had Oliver not proudly declared that fact? What about his reference to the extremely long lives of some of the Duplanchier clan? What about the date discrepancies the three of them had wrestled over? 
 
    It felt now as if Oliver had been playing a game with them like a kitten with a ball of string, knowing all the secrets about the Duplanchier family tree but not allowing Brian enough information to figure it out too. He'd been a friend and business associate of Brian's for years. Was all that simply part of the game? None of this made any sense. There had to be something else he was hiding. 
 
    Very soon he would learn the truth about his friend. In the meantime, he fell asleep wondering about Eve and what she was planning next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    Over the next two days Brian spoke with the doctor and went to see Nicole five times. There was no change and she looked the same - happy, peaceful and asleep. He couldn't stay here waiting helplessly for Eve to strike again. Nicole was as protected as he could arrange and now he had to face the situation. For her to awaken - for their lives to continue - he had to find the girl and finish this. 
 
    "I have to go to New Orleans and I'll be back in a few days," he told everyone helping his wife. "If something happens, call me - I'm only two hours away." 
 
    He arrived around noon and checked into the hotel where they'd spent their honeymoon. He went to the shop, which he planned to use as his base. His first task was to find the cross. The breakfront in Oliver's photo was impossible to miss - it was tall and majestic, standing across the showroom against a wall. In a drawer he found the three books and a box with the cross inside. He took them to Oliver's office and stuck them in his large rolltop desk. 
 
    His goal was to bring Eve out in the open and he had a plan to make that happen. Every couple of hours from daybreak until midnight, he walked to the corner of Ursulines and Chartres and stood in front of the three-story Frere house. He stood on the sidewalk in plain sight for ten or twenty minutes each time, but in over twenty-four hours there was no sign of activity anywhere inside. A few times he even knocked on the door, but nobody answered. 
 
    He also hired a tourist guide to get him inside the cemetery. He wanted to examine the Duplanchier tomb more closely. There was the piece of marble someone had stuck over the opening of the bottom vault. He moved it and read the slip of paper inside that said Justine (Duplanchier) Quantin Frere, died 2017. He recognized that name and found it interesting. Oliver thought she was the ancient woman who roamed the streets. She must have died very recently and had a very unconventional burial. Looking way inside and using his phone as a flashlight, he saw an old cloth sack in the back. Did it hold the woman's body? He didn't care to find out. 
 
    Despite the appearance that the Frere house was deserted, his loitering in the area had apparently paid off. She must have seen him because this morning he had received a call at the gallery. "You know who this is," she had said. She told him to meet her on the levee between Café du Monde and the river in an hour. 
 
    Brian arrived ten minutes early and sat on a bench as she had instructed. His mind raged with anger. Nicole had been in a coma for four days and he felt helpless without her. He had to finish this with Eve. He was certain she'd killed Oliver. She'd also killed Stanley Oblowski in Guatemala. She was evil, but he wasn't afraid because she had attacked the one thing he loved the most. Any fear that had been was replaced by a grim resolve to stop this girl and the madness she had created. He would have willingly killed her if that would have accomplished anything. Unfortunately she had to stay alive until Nicole was free from the spell. 
 
    When she sat next to him, he hardly recognized her. It had been only four days, but physically she was much different. She had apparently outgrown her dress and pinafore. Now she wore a modern long-sleeved sweater and slacks. Her body was dramatically different - it had been that of a teenager a few days ago. Today, even with her baggy clothes, her shapely figure was unmistakable. She was taller, a bit heavier and her hair was darker. She looked to be maybe in her twenties. 
 
    He didn't wait for her to begin. He said curtly, "Tell me how to wake her up and I'll give you the cross." 
 
    He has it! "Of course you will," she said demurely. "Did you bring it with you?" 
 
    "Seriously, Eve? I'm not a fool. This is a quid pro quo. Tell me how to wake her up - or do it yourself - and I give you the cross. That's it, period." 
 
    It wasn't that simple any more, unfortunately. The strength it had taken to make Oliver Toussaint jump off the bridge had put her in bed for two days. She knew she couldn't break Nicole's spell until she had more elixir. Making another batch required the cross, but he wouldn't give it to her unless his wife was awake. She had known this was where the discussion would head and she had come up with an idea. 
 
    Before she could say it, he surprised her with a revelation. 
 
    "I know about the Duplanchiers. I've seen your grandfather's journal. He made the elixir four hundred years ago. He brought the recipe from Haiti along with Columbus's cross. He lived an extraordinarily long time, like many of you have. And yesterday I saw your mother's grave in the family tomb. So she finally died. How old was she, Eve? How old was Justine, and how old was her sister, Felicite, the one buried just above her?" 
 
    Why the hell did he care? And at this point what did it matter? "Mother was two hundred and fifty and Aunt Felicite, a hundred and twelve, I think. Now you know. Are you satisfied?" 
 
    "I won't be satisfied until you undo what you've done. Your mother and your aunt obviously took the potion, but at some point - for some reason - they stopped. And now you've stopped too, thanks to Oliver and me. How long do you have, Eve? I can see that you've aged what - maybe six more years - since you hexed Nicole in Dallas. You'd better get the elixir in a hurry or you're going to be really old. No deals - I'm not here to bargain. We're going to do this my way. Wake her up and you get the cross. I have a plane on standby at the airport twenty-four seven, ready and waiting for my call. We'll fly to Dallas and it'll bring you back afterwards. The minute she's awake and I can tell she's herself, you'll have the cross. That's my promise." 
 
    She had to give up a secret to make this work. 
 
    "Bring me some shavings from the bottom of the vertical beam of the cross. That's all I need to make more elixir. Then I'll do anything you want." 
 
    He shook his head. "No way. You're a devil occupying a girl's body. It's easy for people to get caught up in how innocent you appear, but I'm not falling for it. I know what you really are and I know you're a liar. Wake her up first." 
 
    "I can't," she admitted, hanging her head. "I'm powerless without the elixir." 
 
    "I don't believe you. You killed Oliver -" 
 
    "I didn't kill him. I wasn't even there -" 
 
    "Bullshit! You put a spell on him. You made him jump off that bridge." 
 
    She finally gave in. "You win. Here's the truth. I have to have more elixir before I can break the spell on your wife. You can help me, or she can remain in a coma until she dies. It's as simple as that." 
 
    That was the one scenario Brian wasn't expecting. He didn't understand how all this worked, but there had to be another way. 
 
    "Give me the recipe and the ingredients and I'll make it myself," he said. "I'll take you to Dallas; you drink it by Nicole's bedside and wake her up." 
 
    "No. It'll take more than twenty-four hours for the elixir to rejuvenate my body. It has to be my way." 
 
    The fact that Nicole wasn't in a life-threatening situation made his decision easier. "That's not going to happen. If I give you what you want, I have no assurance you'll come through. You're losing it, Eve. The doctor says Nicole's in no danger. She may come out of this on her own before long. I'm not giving you the cross until you remove the spell. Figure it out and call me." 
 
    Having just made a high-stakes gamble, he walked away from the toughest situation he'd ever faced. Eve had as much to lose as he did and the ball was in her court. He wanted to believe that Nicole would recover on her own, but he couldn't take that chance. Eve had to come up with something and he had to keep the cross hidden. She would literally do anything to get it. If she did, it would be Nicole's death sentence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    Brian had finished Oliver's letter with more questions than answers. His friend had made such a point at the beginning about keeping secrets from them - he even apologized - yet the only secrets he revealed were seemingly insignificant. He knew the entire Duplanchier family tree, he'd made some deliberately false entries in the one he showed Brian and Nicole, the Duplanchiers lived very long lives, and his ancestor was a servant of Pierre's who came to America in 1699. 
 
    No big deal ... or was it? Was there even more he hadn't revealed? 
 
    He thought back to something Oliver had said when they'd met that Sunday afternoon during Mardi Gras. He'd casually mentioned how fortunate it was that records dating back to the founding of the New Orleans cemeteries still existed, tucked away in humidity-controlled vaults in a private museum somewhere in the French Quarter. Maybe he'd find answers there. It was worth a try. 
 
    Oliver's assistant hadn't heard of the vault he'd described, but she placed a call to the historical society and found out what he needed. The Marigny Foundation was a prominent nonprofit dedicated to historic preservation in the city and they owned a seventeenth-century building on Dumaine Street that housed thousands of records. She gave Brian the foundation's number and he arranged an appointment later that day with Kathy Sullivan, its director. 
 
    "I'm glad to meet you, but I'm sad that it's under such unfortunate circumstances," the lady said as she poured coffee in her office. "I admired Mr. Toussaint very much. I'm so sorry about what happened to him. I was completely shocked. Of anyone I know, he'd be the last I'd think would take his own life." 
 
    Brian admitted that he'd been surprised too. He told her the reason for his visit, explaining that he was interested in researching some burial records and had been told by Oliver that they were housed here. 
 
    "Is it the Duplanchiers you're looking for?" she asked with a wistful smile. "Exploring that family's history had become a passion of Mr. Toussaint's, it seems. He was over here looking through things quite often. He left me a request for more records the last time he came and I pulled those, but sadly he never returned." 
 
    "I'll look at them, but I'd also be interested in Oliver's own family, the Toussaints. Haven't they been in New Orleans for centuries too?" 
 
    "They have indeed, although I'm not as familiar with that lineage as I am that of the Duplanchiers. Oliver's fixation on them rubbed off on me too, I'll confess. I've run up against the same roadblocks he came across - incomplete information, inaccuracies in birth and death dates, missing descendants and so forth. Of course, having a hole in the family tree where a son or grandson should go isn't that puzzling because our records aren't meant to be the be-all and end-all. For instance, we only have documentation for people buried in the city's cemeteries. Duplanchier children could have fanned out all over the country for all we know." 
 
    The director explained how the system worked. She'd show him what Oliver had requested, and later she'd pull what records she had on the Toussaints and call him when they were ready for review. She took him to a small reading room with a table and two chairs. There were two slim folders and a magnifying glass on the table. 
 
    "These are what Mr. Toussaint wanted to see next. This is everything I have on Miss Felicite Duplanchier. He said he was trying to figure out something about her that puzzled him. He didn't say what it was, and being a bit of a puzzle fanatic myself, I read the files to see if anything stood out. We have very little information about her and I didn't see anything unusual. Why don’t you look them over and we can talk about it when you're finished? I'd like to know what you think." 
 
    There were only a few pages in each folder. They were photocopies of faded original documents, some of which had been torn and stained. He was glad she'd provided the magnifier to help see the faint handwritten words. He hoped Kathy could translate the French words. 
 
    For fifteen minutes he painstakingly examined every ancient word, feeling as though he were on a wild-goose chase. He didn't even know what Oliver had been looking for. It was obvious that some of the documents were public records - maybe a death certificate or an interment order. A couple of the pages seemed to be notes someone had jotted down. He forced himself to keep looking at every single word when he came to a sentence that perked him up. 
 
    Felicite Duplanchier, huit ans, est arrivé à la Nouvelle-Orléans en 1699 avec Pierre Duplanchier et Celine Toussaint. 
 
    What? He thought he understood that sentence. He jumped up from his seat, took the page to Kathy's office and asked her what it said. 
 
    She looked at it closely. "It says that eight-year-old Felicite came to New Orleans in 1699 with Pierre Duplanchier and Celine Toussaint. That's a link between the two families I hadn't considered when I glanced at it earlier. Do you think that's what Mr. Toussaint was looking for?" 
 
    There was more than just that exciting news. Brian said, "We went through the Duplanchier family tree, but it didn't make sense to me. For instance, look at this. It says that Felicite came with Pierre from Haiti in 1699. Can we assume then that Pierre was her father?" 
 
    "I'd think so. She was a child and probably was in her father's care. There's no mention of her mother." 
 
    Brian nodded. "That's because Oliver told me Pierre's wife, Anne Saucier, died a year before he left Haiti. He was a widower who was bringing his child and servant to America. I think he brought the woman along to raise his daughter." 
 
    "Did Mr. Toussaint tell you the girl was on the boat?" 
 
    "No. Maybe he didn't know it. But explain something to me. If she was eight years old in 1699, then she was born around 1692. Is she the same Felicite Duplanchier who's buried in the family tomb with Pierre?" 
 
    "That makes sense to me." 
 
    "But the grave marker says she died in 1804." 
 
    She paused a moment. "Then obviously she wasn't the same woman. But I know from my research that she's the only Felicite Duplanchier who's buried in New Orleans." 
 
    "I have something to tell you," he began, "that's going to change everything you thought you knew about the founding families. I've got a little tale about voodoo for you." He outlined what he'd heard from Eve and Oliver about the Duplanchiers. 
 
    Many members of the Duplanchier line lived very long lives indeed, all because of a life-prolonging elixir Pierre had brought from Haiti. 
 
    Justine Quantin was Pierre's daughter who had taken her mother's last name. She died at two hundred and fifty. 
 
    Justine's half-sister, Felicite, lived to be a hundred and twelve. 
 
    Eve Frere was alive and living in New Orleans today. She was eighty-three years old, but she looked like a child. 
 
    From Pierre on down the line, the entire family was involved with voodoo. 
 
    There were no holes in the Duplanchier family tree. The ancestors had merely lived on and on for generations. 
 
    "I need to see everything you have on the Toussaints as soon as possible," he said, beginning to understand how that family might fit into all this. 
 
    He was back at the museum within twenty-four hours, ready to go. Kathy gave him the much fatter Toussaint files, explaining that there were a lot of them who'd lived and died in New Orleans. Generations of this proud old Southern family had made the city their home. 
 
    He found some of the same inconsistencies in the very early records that he'd seen in the Duplanchier files. Celine Toussaint had come on the boat with Pierre, but there was something else he discovered in the records. He found a torn piece of paper - a list of names written in French in a beautiful longhand. It appeared to be part of the passenger manifest from le Moyne's boat. 
 
    Brian enlisted Kathy to translate and she read the list aloud. There was Pierre, aged fifty-two years, and Celine, aged twenty-five. As they knew from the Duplanchier files, eight-year-old Felicite was a passenger too. Now Brian began searching for one more record, one thing he needed that would tie it all together in one neat package. The director sat by his side, as captivated by the story as he was. 
 
    And at last he found it. There was a death certificate for Celine Toussaint, who had died in Pierre's St. Ann Street house in 1787. From the ship's record, they knew Celine was twenty-five in 1699. 
 
    She died at a hundred and thirteen, Brian thought to himself. That means Pierre gave her the elixir too. He explained that to Kathy and asked if she could find out where Celine was buried. 
 
    She pulled up the plot plan for St. Louis Cemetery and searched for Celine's lot number. She found it, jotted it down and said, "Let's go see her tomb! Lots of those old vaults have inscriptions that provide more information." 
 
    At the gate, she showed an identification badge to the guard and he let them pass. They made the twists and turns down narrow lanes and came to the now-familiar Duplanchier mausoleum. She looked at the stately vaults on each side and carefully reread the lot number she'd written down. 
 
    "Is it around here?" Brian asked. 
 
    "It's supposed to be, but I don't see it. Maybe she's in the bottom one - there's no marker on it." She knelt, looked inside the open vault on the bottom, and pulled out the piece of paper Eve had left. 
 
    "Justine Quantin who died in 2017? Isn't she the one you said was Pierre's daughter who hated him?" 
 
    "Have you ever seen the old woman in a long black dress who walks the streets of the Quarter? According to Oliver, she was Justine. And I wouldn't be surprised if that's her body back there in that cloth bag." 
 
    Kathy looked at him in shock. "What are you saying? No, wait. Let's finish what we came for. The problem here is that Celine's burial plot is the same number as Pierre's mausoleum, but there are only three vaults here - his, Felicite's and the one on the bottom where you say Justine is. Where's Celine's body?" She walked around the tomb and examined each side. She went to the back and then called out to Brian. 
 
    "Here's her inscription. Let me translate it." She wiped dirt from the marble and looked at the faded letters etched into the back of Pierre's mausoleum. She began to understand now. 
 
    Celine Toussaint, citizen of Haiti, beloved of P. and devoted mother to F. Died 1787. Rest in peace. 
 
    "Do you understand why there are abbreviations?" she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    "We run across this type of inscription frequently. There was a caste system in those days. Servants didn't mix socially with their masters, but sometimes emotions and passion overcame civility and tradition. There are countless examples of high-society people whose servants bore their children. Thomas Jefferson was one of the most prominent. What this inscription means is that Celine was P's beloved and the mother of F. Her beloved - Pierre - is buried right here. His first wife, Anne Saucier, wasn't Felicite's mother after all. Felicite was the illegitimate daughter of Pierre and Celine. After Anne died in 1698, they brought the child to New Orleans and I imagine Celine raised Felicite in Pierre's house." 
 
    "Are you saying she's buried here too? Where’s her body?" 
 
    "She isn't buried here and I have no idea where her body is. When people inscribed the sides of tombs, those were "in memory of" epitaphs. The people being memorialized were important to the family whose tomb their name was on. Most would have been faithful servants and they were never buried with their masters. My question is why the cemetery records show this as her burial place when clearly it wasn't." 
 
    "Maybe they put her body in with Pierre's." 
 
    "That couldn't happen. There isn't room for two and they wouldn't have removed her body so soon after her death to accommodate his. Most importantly, her inscription would have been on the front, not the back. She isn't buried here. Here's what I think happened. The Duplanchier mausoleum was built years before Pierre's death. It sat empty, awaiting the first Duplanchier's arrival. When Celine died in 1787, Pierre wrote a memorial to her on the back of the tomb but buried her somewhere else - maybe even in the Creole section of this cemetery. He died twelve years later and was the first person buried in this vault. Someone recording burials misread her memorial as an interment and the record's been wrong ever since." 
 
    They both came away with far more information than when the day had started. Kathy Sullivan had learned things about voodoo that she wasn't sure she believed. Brian had discovered how the Toussaints and the Duplanchiers were intertwined. Now he knew Oliver's secrets. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    The next morning as he worked in Oliver's office, he heard a muffled sound from the showroom. "Betty?" he called, but she didn't answer. He walked out and saw her sitting in an overstuffed chair and looking distraught. 
 
    "Are you all right?" 
 
    Looking as if she'd seen a ghost, she tried to gasp an answer but couldn't. She pointed across the room at the piece where Oliver had hidden the books and the cross. Its glass doors were open and someone was rummaging around inside. He couldn't see the person from this angle, so he zigzagged across the floor, arriving just as the intruder turned around. Now he knew why Betty was speechless. It was a ghost. 
 
    "Oliver?" The man looked as if he'd been living on the streets. His clothes, always perfect in every way, now were rumpled and stained. His hair was a tangled mess and there was a stubbly growth of beard. "My God, Oliver! What happened?" 
 
    "Where's the cross, Brian? You took it out of here. Where is it?" His voice was an odd monotone. 
 
    "Oliver! How in the world ..." 
 
    "You moved it. Give it to me." He was a different person - cold and aggressive, with a distant look in his eyes. 
 
    "Certainly. Of course. Come on back to the office and let's talk." 
 
    Oliver followed Brian through the showroom. As he passed in front of Betty, she recoiled in shock, a combination of seeing him alive again and at his disheveled appearance. Although he saw her, he didn't acknowledge the woman with whom he'd worked closely for years. Brian closed the door and gestured for Oliver to sit in his old place behind the desk. He immediately pulled out the drawer and opened the secret compartment. He saw that it was empty and slammed the drawer shut. 
 
    "I gave you everything! Give me the cross!" 
 
    "Oliver, what's going on? I thought you were dead. Everyone did. How ..." 
 
    His eyes were ablaze with anger. Brian had never seen him like this. Not only was he shocked to see that his friend was alive, Oliver's attitude and demeanor were alarming. 
 
    "I want to help ..." 
 
    "Then give it to me! If you don't ..." Oliver paused. 
 
    "What? What are you saying?" 
 
    "Give me the cross or Nicole will never wake up." 
 
    Brian was shocked and angry. He'd known Oliver for years. He'd been the beneficiary of Oliver's generosity and had already decided to buy his family's beloved gallery. He'd mourned the death of a man he appreciated and admired. And now that man was sitting in front of him - seemingly the same man but different in every way from the kind, reserved, refined individual who had been his friend. 
 
    "What do you have to do with Nicole?" he yelled. "You can have the goddamned cross. I couldn't care less. It's brought nothing but grief to me. But I want Nicole back first, you bastard. How could you ..." 
 
    "I didn't," he replied, his voice more even and quiet now. "I had nothing to do with it. Eve did it, but I know how to wake her up." 
 
    "What are you talking about? None of this makes any sense. She killed you ... at least that's what you made people believe. You lied to everyone." 
 
    "You don’t understand. You just don't understand. I tried to warn you over and over. I told you Eve was a voodoo queen. I told you she was dangerous." 
 
    "But you sent me to Guatemala. You knew she'd be there, didn't you? You sent me there to get the cross." 
 
    "She would never have given it to me herself, and she would never have shared the elixir. She's a demon. She's the devil's handmaiden. She thought she could kill me, but I outsmarted her. I'm alive because I countered her spell." 
 
    "What are you saying? Are you saying you're ... like her? Are you like your grandmother Celine too? Are you a priest yourself? How old are you, Oliver? A hundred? Two?" 
 
    He ignored the questions and said curtly, "Where's the cross? Give it to me and I'll tell you everything you want to know." 
 
    He went to Oliver's cluttered rolltop desk, opened one of its drawers and pulled out the box, tossing it to him. "Here you go." 
 
    Oliver looked inside, sighed wearily and said, "I'm sorry I ever brought you and Nicole into this." 
 
    "Just get her out of it," Brian snapped. He'd had enough. This wasn't his friend Oliver. This was someone else; it took a desperate man to stoop this low. 
 
    "I can do it right now. Where is she, and who's with her?" 
 
    "She's at a private treatment facility in Dallas and her mother's there. What do you mean you can do it now?" 
 
    Oliver told Brian to call Nicole's mother. He told her to hold the phone close to Nicole's ear. Then he began to chant foreign words in a singsong voice. He stopped and handed the phone to Brian. 
 
    "Oh God!" he heard her mother say. "Nicole, honey, it's me! Oh God, she's awake! She's awake! Honey, it's Brian on the phone! Talk to her, Brian!" 
 
    Nicole's voice was weak, but it was her, thank God. As they talked, he heard the door open and close behind him. Oliver must have stepped out to give him privacy. He cried and she cried as he told her he loved her and he would leave immediately and he'd be home to see her tonight. 
 
    Wiping tears away, he walked out of the office. Betty was sitting at her desk and she was crying too. 
 
    "Where is he?" 
 
    "He simply walked out. He stared right through me without saying a word. What's wrong with him? How can he be here, alive? He seems so different ..." 
 
    Brian didn’t hear her. He was running through the showroom, dodging furniture and banging his shins in a mad dash to the front door. He burst out onto the sidewalk and looked both ways, but it was too late. Oliver was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    The slip of paper read, "I'll give you the cross. Come to the levee at the Governor Nicholls Street wharf at eleven tonight." 
 
    Eve didn't know when Brian had put the note through the mail slot in the front door of her house, but she was elated that at last he'd decided to accept her offer. She really did intend to bring Nicole out of her coma once she had her powers back. Unless he double-crossed her, that is. Any tricks on Brian Sadler's part and his new wife would never awaken. 
 
    She wrapped herself in a shawl for the walk from her house to the wharf. It was only a few blocks to where Ursulines dead-ended at the river, and the dock was deserted tonight. She passed huge shipping containers that had been offloaded and stacked in neat rows. As she walked along the pier, the darkness was broken by occasional circles from floodlights and she could hear the river lapping somewhere below. At last she saw a dim light flash in front of her. Someone had turned on and off a cellphone. She was a little frightened to be here; there were stories of drug deals and the occasional murder in this area, but perhaps she could still perform small spells. She might be able to incapacitate an assailant long enough to get away. 
 
    "Mr. Sadler?" she called out as she approached a figure standing in the dark. 
 
    "Sorry to disappoint you." 
 
    She stepped back in amazement as Oliver Toussaint walked to her side. She raised her hand and pointed a finger. 
 
    "My dear, I wouldn't do that," he said quietly. "I actually do have the cross and I do intend to give it to you." 
 
    "Why? How is this possible ..." 
 
    "How is it possible that you caused me to commit suicide, yet I live? Do you remember once when you said my family was old New Orleans but yours was far older? You said your family came when New Orleans was founded. Well, I have a surprise for you. There was a Toussaint on Jean-Baptiste le Moyne's boat that left Haiti and came here in 1699. Your grandfather and my great-great-great-grandmother were shipmates. 
 
    "My family was into voodoo too. I have the same powers you do. I'm alive because I countered your spell that night on the bridge. Yes, I jumped, but I had a spell to protect me. Do you want to know something even more interesting? We're related. Your half-sister, Felicite, is my great-great-grandmother. You've always believed her mother was Pierre's first wife, Anne Saucier, but that's not true. Her mother was old Pierre's eighteen-year-old servant Celine Toussaint." 
 
    She was stunned. Could this be true? Could her mother's half-sister - her aunt Felicite - be the result of her grandfather's affair with a servant? 
 
    "Why are you telling me all this, and why are you willing to give me the cross? Oh, I understand now. You want me to wake Brian Sadler's wife like I promised him I would." 
 
    He began to laugh but started coughing, something that had plagued him since he went into the river. "I don't need you for that. She's awake; I did it myself." 
 
    "Then what do you want?" 
 
    "I want the elixir. I'm the one who replaced the potion in your little bottle with water. I have that small bit, but it's not enough to last me until I decide to die. Your family had the Black Cross and mine hated yours because of it. Your ancestors had the power to prolong life, but they refused to share it with others. My ancestors were into voodoo just like the Laveaus, but only your wretched family had the magic potion. I've heard tales of how my relatives tried to steal the recipe, but it wouldn't have mattered, would it? Only the Duplanchiers knew how to interpret what was inscribed on the cross. And since no one else had the ingredients, no one else could create the potion. I'll give you the cross, but I want you to make enough elixir to last me until I'm done here on earth." 
 
    This is all he wants? She was elated. "Done! I'll give it to you." 
 
    "Not so fast. You tried to kill me. I’m not letting you take the cross with you." 
 
    "Come back to the house with me. Now. I'll make it and we can share it." 
 
    "That would be fine. And now for the cross. It's right over there." He pointed to something lying on top of a concrete post at the edge of the long pier a few feet away. Just on the other side of the post was the blackness of the Mississippi River. 
 
    It was so dark she couldn't see it at first and she wondered if it was a trick, but then she closed her hand around the cross. At last! She didn't realize that Oliver was now next to her, just on the edge of the pier. He raised his hand, extended his index finger and began reciting Creole words. She felt a spine-tingling chill as she realized what was happening. 
 
    Like her, he too was a master of the dark arts, but from the resolve in his face she could tell this wasn't about the elixir. He was trying to atone for the wrongs he'd committed against his friends. 
 
    "You ... you ..." She tried to scream, but the words caught in her throat. Something was constricting her chest like a vise. She raised her hand toward him, sucked in as much air as possible and started chanting a spell of her own. 
 
    Clutching the cross tightly, she fell backwards into the river without knowing if her witchery against him had succeeded. 
 
    Seconds later there was another splash. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    This time there was no story on the evening news about a drowning in the river. Police never investigated Yvette Frere's disappearance because no one reported her missing. When she didn't come home after several days, Marcel presumed she had met her match at last. It happened to those who thought they were superior to others, and like her mother had been before her, Eve was the high priestess of egotism. He was perfectly satisfied to be alone in the old house now, free from the two bitches who had lived here for all his eighty-seven years. It was quiet and he was happy. 
 
    Weeks later a decomposing torso was discovered by fishermen. It had swept up onto the base of a levee in Bayou Sauvage, southeast of New Orleans. The body would ultimately be determined to be that of a female in her seventies or eighties. Thanks to the work of the alligators that inhabit the swampy area, there wasn't enough to identify her. 
 
    There had been two splashes in the water that night, but a second body would never be found.  Perhaps the creatures in the river had done a better job on that one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  

 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    Once two months passed since the day he last saw Oliver, Brian resigned himself to the fact that his friend wouldn't be back. Oliver had supposedly died but suddenly he reappeared to get the Black Cross. He understood that part - Brian had seen the Toussaint family records, so he wasn't surprised to learn that Oliver was ensnarled in voodoo just as his predecessors had been. He had been a crazed individual when Brian last saw him. He'd broken Nicole's spell, thank God, but then he had vanished. 
 
    Brian told Betty what he had learned about voodoo and Oliver's connection to it, and they decided not to tell the police about his reappearance. What could they say? There was nothing but their claim that a missing man had come back, and there were only questions with no answers. Where did he go after he jumped off the bridge? Why would he return just to get an old cross? Had he really returned? If so, where was he now? 
 
    Brian also wondered about what happened to Eve Frere. He'd met her and sent her away without the cross, telling her she had to wake Nicole to get it. For some reason, Eve had also disappeared. The only explanation he could think of was that somehow she and Oliver had been allies and that he had given it to her. Would she enter his life again - perhaps someday as an old crone walking the streets of the French Quarter like her mother had done? 
 
    The books and coins from Haiti were deemed authentic by experts. The coins were minted between 1475 and 1495, which tallied perfectly with Columbus's expedition. The logbook was determined to be a previously unknown third copy of Columbus's original, dating to the 1530s. The Duplanchier journals - the one Brian bought and the second that Oliver already had - were of no great value. Their significance was that they were a window into that family's early history. 
 
    Brian was working on a documentary about Christopher Columbus that would run on History in December, marking five hundred and twenty-five years since the Santa Maria was shipwrecked on Christmas Eve 1492. After the filming was done, he planned to return the coins and Columbus's logbook to the National Museum of Haiti. The director was willing to accept the historic items along with a significant donation from Brian to build a secure, humidity-controlled place to display them. The Duplanchier journals would be put on permanent loan to the private museum run by Kathy Sullivan, who had been such a help when he was looking for information on the family. In that way, they could be made available to others who wanted to learn more of the strange history of New Orleans. 
 
    Oliver had taken the Black Cross, but he had given Nicole and Brian two gifts in return. Nicole had emerged from her coma with no adverse effects and today she was back to a completely normal life. For now, Brian was spending half his time at his latest acquisition - Galerie Toussaint in New Orleans - getting to know the clients and the inventory. The information Oliver had left in the packet corroborated the records provided by his accountants, and the ten-million-dollar purchase price was a bargain he couldn't pass up. It still carried the Toussaint name, just as Oliver had asked. 
 
    Now that they had a reason to spend time in this town they loved so much, he and Nicole bought a second-floor condo on a quiet street a few blocks north of the gallery. She was considering sitting for the Louisiana bar exam and opening a practice here. New Orleans was a wonderful, strange, quirky, dirty, mysterious and alluring place like no other on Earth. They were glad to spend time here and happy to once again be safe with each other - at least for now. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Six months after Oliver's disappearance, a developer bought several dilapidated structures on St. Ann Street, where he was going to build condominiums. He had a permit under the Historic Preservation Act to remove four houses dating to the 1700s, all of which had been vacant and in serious disrepair for decades. One morning a bulldozer operator began demolishing the first of the old structures. He brought the huge scoop up to remove a second-story wall, and when the plaster came crashing down, he stopped to see what he’d uncovered. There was something up there - something that had been hidden inside the wall. He yelled to his crew chief and the work stopped as everyone gathered around to see what it was. 
 
    Once they realized what they had on their hands, they called in the medical examiner's crew, who removed a wrinkled, desiccated corpse. The discovery made the evening news as just another example of the strange, eerie and weird things that are part of the French Quarter's history. The story went viral and the police had to close a block of St. Ann Street as tourists flocked to see the house where the body was hidden. Was it a tale straight from Edgar Allen Poe's horror stories? Had the person been buried alive? Tour companies had a heyday for a few weeks until the authorities allowed demolition to recommence and the houses all came down at last. 
 
    Since the body was mummified, the coroner asked for assistance from a forensic archaeologist at Loyola University. They ultimately released their findings, announcing that the body was that of a very old Creole woman who had died sometime before 1800. Given the positioning of the limbs, the experts opined that the person was already dead when her body was put inside the wall and covered with plaster. 
 
    The coroner's findings were more newsworthy than the discovery had been. Investigative reporters researched the house, learning that it was built sometime in the 1700s by a Haitian immigrant named Pierre Duplanchier, who lived there until his death. He was one of New Orleans' founding fathers and there was no explanation as to why he might have walled up the body of a woman - perhaps a servant, given that she was Creole - in his house. The state paid for a pauper's burial and the unidentified mummy was laid to rest in an unmarked grave. 
 
    Back in 1804, Felicite Duplanchier had taken a secret to the grave. Her mother, Celine, had died at the house in the arms of her lover and protector, Pierre, who was so stricken with grief that he couldn't bear to lose her. He wept and wailed for weeks, refusing to tell anyone she was dead for fear they'd take his beloved away. She had no family to question where she was, and once she died, her body soon mummified like the others who took the elixir. Pierre begged his daughter to help him keep Celine nearby, and as bizarre as she thought the plan was, she consented. 
 
    Two hundred and thirty years after her daughter, Felicite, had walled up her body in the upstairs bedroom she shared with Pierre, Celine Toussaint rested at last. 
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Over a year had passed when a drifter and sometimes lobsterman named Jean-Claude Baille was bicycling one afternoon along the shoreline near Cap-Haitien, Haiti. He saw something sticking out of the sand and stopped to dig it up. Since Jean-Claude's relatives were all practitioners of voodoo, he knew at once what the object was and he became very excited. He had to get to his house and fast. 
 
    "Welcome home, little one!" he said in Creole as he dusted sand off the Black Cross, put it in his basket and got on his bike. "Some people gonna be very happy to see you!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    You can see the Duplanchier family tree as it really looked here: 
 
      
 
    http://bit.ly/2ohv9Dm 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading The Black Cross.  I hope you enjoyed it and I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon, Goodreads or both. 
 
      
 
    Even a line or two makes a tremendous difference so thanks in advance for your help! 
 
      
 
    Please join me on: 
 
    Facebook 
 
    http://on.fb.me/187NRRP 
 
      
 
    Twitter 
 
    @BThompsonBooks 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m working on the next thriller and 
 
    it will be available in Summer 2017! 
 
      
 
      
 
    May I notify you in advance 
 
    about its release? 
 
      
 
    Just go to 
 
    billthompsonbooks.com 
 
    and click “Sign Up for the Latest News” 
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