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      “Hello, my sweet and beautiful girlfriend.”

      Zacharias “Zach” Sully let himself into his girlfriend Ofelia Archer’s apartment without knocking, although he had to contort to do it. The huge box of food he carried perched precariously on his knee as he shut the door, but he wasn’t so distracted that he didn’t notice the face she made.

      “What? Too much?”

      Ofelia laughed as she left her kitten Baron on the couch to help him with the food. She was dressed down in Lauren Moshi sweats and a simple tank top, her long dark hair pulled back in a bun. Her outfit suggested to Sully that they were staying in, which he was totally onboard for. They might’ve lived in New Orleans, the best city in the world in his estimation, but that didn’t mean they had to go out every night.

      “It might be a tad much,” Ofelia agreed as she took the box from him, leaning in to give him a kiss as he kicked off his shoes. “Besides, I’m not sweet. I’m a total badass and sometimes I have a terrible attitude. You can’t call me sweet.”

      “I notice you have no problem with me calling you beautiful,” Sully noted dryly.

      “I’m fine with that.”

      “Good to know.” He caught up with her just as she reached the table and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her neck from behind and causing chills to run up her spine. He always knew exactly where to kiss her to get her heart racing. “I missed you today,” he murmured.

      After depositing the food, she turned in his arms. Her smile was genuine, although there was a hint of mischief in his eyes. “You know, most couples go entire weeks without crossing paths when they’re supposed to be working. It’s considered normal.”

      “Those couples are stupid.” He tipped up her chin so he could give her an intense kiss, sighing after a few seconds. “That’s the stuff.”

      The mixture of affection and heat with which he uttered the statement had Ofelia laughing harder. “I take it you’re in the mood for romance this evening.”

      “Every evening, with you.” He gave her one more light kiss and then moved to the box. “I went to Mr. B’s and got the truffle fries you love so much.”

      She narrowed her eyes, suspicious. “You said that you hate it when I eat those fries because they’re loaded with garlic and then you can’t kiss me without gagging.”

      “I never said I gagged.”

      “I distinctly remember you saying the word ‘gag’ so don’t bother denying it.”

      Sully’s eye roll was pronounced. “Yes, well, I got the duck spring rolls which you hate so I thought that would balance it out.”

      “I guess we’ll have to brush our teeth before the romance portion of our evening.”

      “We could do that ... or just suffer.” He started removing takeout containers from the box. “I got you lamb chops and went with the filet mignon for me. I also got those cream puffs with chocolate sauce for both of us because I know chocolate makes you hot for me.”

      “I believe, at least in your head, that everything makes me hot for you.”

      “True story. I got crab cakes, too.”

      She studied the assortment of food and let loose a heavy sigh. “You got enough food that we’re going to just sit around on the couch like lumps tonight. If my pants are too tight, romance is off the table.”

      He shrugged, unbothered. “Oddly enough, sitting with you on the couch holds a lot of appeal.”

      “That’s because you’re a smitten kitten.”

      His eyes lit with amusement. As a panther shifter, she enjoyed equating him to a kitten because she assumed it bugged him. On the contrary, he was fine with it, especially since she made him purr on a regular basis. “I am a smitten kitten,” he agreed. “I think that has something to do with my lovely witch.”

      “Your lovely witch has some news.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He was careful not to react. If she had bad news — something that usually revolved around her father and one of his infamous mental breakdowns – they would deal with it. “Lay it on me.”

      “Look at this.” Ofelia moved away from the table and slid into the living room long enough to grab a brochure off the coffee table. She was antsy when she returned and handed it to him. “One of the locals brought it in today. He’s a tour guide.”

      Sully’s forehead creased as he took the brochure and studied it. “Ghost nights in New Orleans,” he read aloud. “Come one, come all for the greatest ghost hunting event in the world.” He couldn’t help being confused. “Are you thinking of becoming a ghost hunter? If so, I have to say, I think you have your hands full on other fronts.”

      Ofelia rolled her eyes. “I don’t care about the ghost hunting, although I don’t have an attitude about it either. If people have fun and they don’t hurt anyone in the process, that’s on them.”

      “Fair enough. If you don’t care about the ghosts, though, what do you care about?”

      “Open it.”

      He did as she asked, quickly scanning the contents. It didn’t take him long to find what had garnered her attention. “This is a convention. It involves ghost hunters from around the world ... and a lot of them.”

      “Yeah, and they listed Krewe as the top bar to visit when they’re in town.”

      Sully’s lips spread into a sly smile. “Which means, as the owner of Krewe, you’re going to get a lot of business this week.”

      “Yeah.” Ofelia’s eyes sparkled. “I think I’m going to be making money hand over fist — although I’ve never really understood that saying — and that’s going to mean even more money for our joint project.”

      Sully studied her a beat, his eyes unreadable, and then he licked his lips. “You know that I’m okay putting more money into the renovation, right?”

      “I know, and I’m grateful for it. I want to be the primary contributor, though. I mean ... it’s a big deal. I’m starting a whole other business.”

      “And this one won’t have been started by your father,” Sully mused. He understood Ofelia well. They’d only been together for a few months, but he’d never felt closer to anyone in his life. “This new business will be all about you.”

      “And you.”

      “I’m just helping with the money.” He lightly tapped the brochure against her forehead. “Of course, you’re still hemming and hawing about whether you’re going to accept the money.”

      “I said I would ... probably.” Ofelia averted her gaze. “If I could get mentioned in more brochures, though, I wouldn’t need your money.”

      It bothered him that she referred to it as “his” money. Technically the money was in his trust fund — his parents were old money in Baton Rouge — but he lived on his New Orleans Police Detective paycheck ... and was happy to do it. The trust fund money meant nothing to him. It could, however, mean a great deal to his future with Ofelia. She wanted desperately to be successful as a businesswoman. That meant he wanted it for her. Krewe ran well and brought in a decent amount of money. Her father had started it, though, and Oscar Archer’s shadow loomed large.

      Despite his feelings on the subject, which he’d made clear more than once, he knew better than to push her. He had no doubt, when she finally settled, Ofelia was going to agree to take the money. Pushing her would only delay the inevitable.

      “It’s up to you,” he said, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I think you’re going to be amazing at whatever you do. I also think this brochure means I’m barely going to see you over the next few days. It says this event starts tomorrow, which means Krewe is going to be stuffed to the gills with ghost hunters.”

      “Yeah.” Ofelia wrinkled her nose. “Do you think they’ll be the real deal or frauds?”

      That was an interesting question, Sully mused. Ofelia was the real deal ... and then some. He was the real deal. They knew a multitude of people in the Quarter who could boast the same. Unfortunately, there were also grifters on every corner and they’d both become adept at spotting them.

      “I think it’s like anything else,” he said as he pulled her chair out so she could sit. “There are going to be authentic individuals with the group, those who can see and talk to ghosts, and there are going to be frauds.”

      “Yeah.” Ofelia scratched her cheek, momentarily thoughtful. “Either way, I’m looking forward to a week where I’m just working the bar and not finding magical trouble. After the griffin thing, I just want a few weeks of peace.”

      Honestly, that’s what Sully wanted more than anything. “Oh, you just jinxed yourself,” he teased. “Now you’re going to find trouble. That’s how it works.”

      “No. I have faith that this week is going to be quiet, productive, and lucrative.”

      “Oh, so you’re suddenly an optimist. When did that happen?”

      Her expression shifted from teasing to contemplative in an instant. “I guess it happened when I met you. Ever since then, almost anything has seemed possible.”

      He went warm all over. “Do you know what? I feel the same way. When I’m with you, I know we’ll get through anything. I also know that you’re going to be a success no matter what. You don’t have to work yourself up over it.”

      “I can’t help it. I’m excited.”

      He nodded in understanding. “Well, eat your dinner. Then we’ll take the cream puffs into the bedroom and I’ll show you something else that’s exciting.”

      “Are you going to do that little dance for me again?” she asked on a giggle. “I loved your hurricane dance. I didn’t know that drinking five hurricanes gave you explosive rhythm, but I’m happy to have been graced with the knowledge.”

      He glared at her. “If you’re not careful, I’m going to make you do the dance with me.”

      “I’ve had worse offers.”

      

      “DO YOU SEE THAT? DO you see that?”

      Zander Pritchett was beside himself as he gestured toward the ornate carousel bar that was visible from the Hotel Monteleone lobby. His dark hair was swept away from his face and excitement lit his eyes.

      “It’s a bar,” Jared Monroe replied dryly as he regarded the other man. “I see it.”

      Zander’s eye roll was pronounced. “It’s a bar.” He mimicked Jared’s voice with a bit of added oomph. “It’s more than a bar. That’s a carousel bar.”

      Jared followed Zander’s finger and stared for an extended beat. “So?” he prodded finally. In truth, he thought the bar looked incredibly cool. After a full day of travel with his wife’s best friend as their tour guide, however, he was in no mood to indulge Zander’s whims.

      “So, it’s a bar that moves.”

      “Wow.” Jared leaned around Zander so he could study the front desk, where Harper Harlow-Monroe — although she was going by her maiden name for business purposes, which this trip was — checked them in. “A bar that moves. That’s awesome.”

      Zander’s eyes narrowed. “Like a carousel. It moves around in a circle.”

      “That sounds dangerous to me, especially in a city like New Orleans. I mean ... think of all the drunk people who have likely fallen when getting down from their stools. I would think that was a lawsuit in the making.”

      “Oh, you’re zero fun.” Zander made a face. “I mean ... like zero. I can’t believe Harper married you.”

      “But she did, and now I’m the most important person in her life.” Jared recognized it was wrong to poke Zander — especially after a long day — but he couldn’t stop himself. The other man bothered him a great deal on a normal day, and this had been pretty far from a normal day.

      They’d left their home in Whisper Cove, Michigan, at five o’clock. Rather than park at the airport, which was more than an hour away from their home, they’d hired a shuttle. Since Zander and his fiancé Shawn Donovan lived across the road, it was easy to double up for the ride. Then they spent three hours in the airport together thanks to a flight delay, two and a half hours in the air practically on top of one another, and another hour in the New Orleans airport — which felt dated and underwhelming to Jared — before hopping into another shuttle that took them to their hotel.

      Basically, they’d spent almost nine hours together and it wasn’t even dinner time. Jared was over the entire thing.

      “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that,” Zander groused, his attention moving to the desk. Shawn looked to have already gotten their room assignment and keycards, but because he was polite, he was waiting for Harper to finish. “I think I’m going to make Harper let me pick out her next husband,” he said out of nowhere, causing Jared to glower at him. “I’m going to need her to pick someone who isn’t a complete and total turd ... and normal-sized nipples might be a plus, too.”

      Jared was officially at the end of his rope. “Stop saying my nipples are huge,” he demanded in a loud voice, ignoring the couple entering the hotel as Zander smiled and waved at them. You know I hate it when you say stuff like that.”

      “I know nothing of the sort.” Zander was blasé. “It’s not my fault your nipples look like teacup saucers that have been applied to your chest with double-sided tape.”

      “That did it.” Jared started for Zander but was interrupted by Harper, who had finished at the desk and was ready to collect her husband.

      “Now what?” Harper demanded as she grabbed Jared’s wrists to stop him from wrapping his hands around Zander’s neck. “You guys were fine five minutes ago.”

      “I have no idea what his problem is.” Zander was the picture of innocence as he feigned buffing his fingernails on his chest. “He’s completely lost his mind, and for no good reason.”

      Harper, her honey blond hair pulled back in a loose bun, pinned her best friend with a dubious look. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “Because you’re a smart woman,” Jared replied, dropping his hands. He remained angry with Zander, but he sensed an opening for escape. “Can we head up to our room now?”

      “We can,” Harper agreed, pointing toward the elevator banks to their left. “We’re up this way.”

      “And we’re up the other way,” Shawn said, nudging Zander with his hip to make sure he didn’t move too close to Jared. As much as he loved his future husband — and he did — he was well aware of Zander’s penchant for deranging Jared. Since this was their first planned group vacation — there’d been an incident weeks before when Zander hijacked the other couple’s honeymoon that they weren’t counting — Shawn was determined to see that things went smoothly. If they didn’t, Jared would put his foot down when it came to travel, and both Harper and Shawn were afraid what that would mean over the long run.

      “Why are we the other way?” Zander asked, straightening. His demeanor shift told Shawn they weren’t out of the woods yet.

      “Because we’re in a different part of the hotel,” Shawn replied simply.

      “But ... why?”

      “Because we are.”

      Zander cocked his head, considering, and then made a face. “No, I think we should be in the same part of the hotel as Harper. She and I are the ones attending the conference after all. We need to be close.”

      Shawn held up their room keys. “I already have the keys. The room assignments are done.”

      “Yes, but they’re not set in stone.” Zander was adamant. “I think you should let me negotiate a room change with the front desk.”

      Shawn wasn’t surprised to hear the suggestion come out of Zander’s mouth. That didn’t mean he was eager to deal with the problem. Harper, however, was prepared to deal with her moody best friend.

      “Shawn and I talked while we were up there,” she said as she rubbed her hand over Jared’s back in an attempt to soothe him. “We think it’s best if there’s a bit of a buffer zone between rooms for this trip.”

      Zander was instantly suspicious. “Why?”

      “Because there wasn’t a buffer during their honeymoon,” Shawn replied. “They deserve some privacy.”

      “Are you saying I don’t give them privacy?” Zander’s disgust at the statement was obvious. “Come on. I’m a considerate friend. I give them nothing but privacy.”

      Jared made a derisive noise deep in his throat.

      “I do,” Zander insisted. “This is a work trip, though. Harper and I work together. That means we need our rooms to be close together. In fact, if we could get connecting rooms, that would be absolutely perfect.”

      “I’ll die before that happens,” Jared warned.

      “Something else that would be perfect,” Zander said dryly.

      Shawn extended a warning finger to silence his boyfriend. “Don’t push things. Harper and I have already talked about this, and I happen to agree with her. Jared needs his space, and that’s why we’re staying on the opposite side of the hotel.”

      Zander’s wrinkled nose told Harper he was going to argue. She put her foot down before he could find even an inch of wiggle room.

      “It’s done,” she insisted. “This hotel is fully booked with conference people. Jared and I have a suite on this side of the hotel and you and Shawn have a suite on the other side of the hotel. It’s what’s best for everybody. We’re not going to let you change things up.”

      Zander folded his arms across his chest, his eyes narrowing. “I feel attacked.”

      “Well, you’re not even a little bit bloody, so you’ll survive,” Shawn said. “Now, come on. I’ll let you pick the restaurant for dinner to make up for you being attacked.”

      Zander brightened considerably. “Yay!” He clapped his hands. “I’ve been doing extensive research on the New Orleans restaurants. I’ll pick one that I know Jared will hate. That will be his punishment.”

      Harper and Shawn exchanged weighted looks, something silent passing between them.

      “Actually, we’ve decided to separate for dinner, too,” Shawn said after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. “We think it’s best if we break into two separate couples this evening and then have breakfast as a group tomorrow.”

      If Zander thought he was annoyed before, it was nothing compared to what he was feeling now. “Absolutely not! Harper and I have been talking about visiting New Orleans for ages. Our first night in the Big Easy cannot be spent apart.”

      Harper was expecting this particular argument, so she was ready. “Here’s the thing, Zander, everybody is tired. It’s not as if there’s going to be a lot of sightseeing this evening. Shawn and I thought it would be better if we went out to eat, separately, and then got some sleep. We’ll be refreshed and ready to look around tomorrow. How does that sound?”

      She wasn’t really expecting an answer, but Zander had one for her anyway.

      “It sounds like I’m being attacked twice,” he groused.

      “Huh. Weird.” Harper inclined her head toward the suitcases on the floor by Jared’s feet. “Something tells me you’ll survive. As for us, we’re heading up to drop off our stuff, get refreshed, and then head out to dinner. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      Zander’s mouth fell open as Jared shot him a smug look. “This isn’t over,” he vowed.

      “It is for tonight,” Harper called back to him.

      “I’m mad.”

      “You’ll survive.”

      “And you’ll be a better man for it,” Shawn added as he patted his fiancé on the shoulder. “Now, come on. We should head upstairs. You can pout just as easily up there and also make sure your shirts didn’t get wrinkled during the flight at the same time.”

      “I’m mad at you,” Zander hissed. “You totally screwed me over with my best friend.”

      “Well, at least we’ll have something to fight about for the next few hours. I was worried it would be a quiet and peaceful evening. No chance that’s going to happen, huh?”

      “None at all.”

      Shawn heaved out a sigh. “I was afraid of that.”
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      Sully was grumpy when he got called out to Bourbon Street at five o’clock the next morning, a fact he let be known as he regarded the street-sweeper in front of him with annoyed disdain.

      “How is it that there’s no body for this purported homicide?” he demanded.

      Red Barton had lived in New Orleans his entire life. Given his chosen profession, which was more fun than it sounded thanks to the equipment he was licensed to operate, that meant he dealt with the police at least once a month. He wasn’t intimidated in the least by Sully’s attitude.

      “I didn’t say there was a body,” Red replied. He got up at four in the morning every single day of his life so he was bright-eyed for this interrogation. “I said that there was a potential murder.”

      Sully stared at him for an extended beat, his face impassive. “Right,” he said finally. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of how my job works, but I generally need a body to investigate.”

      “You don’t say.” Red did flippant well, and that was on full display today. “You learn something new every day, huh?” He shook his head. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you. A bunch of the street people flagged me down this morning and said there was a murder. Per our regulations, I called you guys.”

      “Were these street people drunk?”

      “It’s New Orleans.”

      “That wasn’t an answer.”

      “Yes, it was.”

      Sully was exasperated. “I just can’t even.” He dragged a hand through his hair, which was still wet from the hasty shower he’d taken at Ofelia’s place twenty minutes before. Thankfully Krewe was a block away from the location of the potential murder so it hadn’t taken him long to get to the scene. He remained bitter that his girlfriend was home in bed, naked, and he was out dealing with a murder that wasn’t really a murder.

      “I think I’m done here.” Red moved to climb back on his machine, but Sully grabbed his arm before he could. “I think we’re done talking.”

      “Oh, but we’re not.” Sully shook his head. “I need you to point out the street people who reported this murder.”

      Red snorted. “Um ... over there.” He pointed to a spot across the street, to where a handful of New Orleans’ most infamous panhandlers stood together. “This is Bourbon Street before eleven o’clock. That means it’s a dead zone. There’s only one group of people out here for you to even try to talk to.”

      Sully muttered something under his breath and then released Red. “Fine. Thank you so much for your consideration in calling this in.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “That was sarcasm.”

      “You might want to practice some so you don’t have to tell people when you’re being sarcastic. That’s just a suggestion, mind you. I don’t want you getting your panties in a twist because you think I’m bossing you around or anything. I know law enforcement in these parts thinks they can do no wrong.”

      “And a happy day to you, too,” Sully drawled as he started across the street. In his head, he was doing the math. If he could tuck away this murder that wasn’t a murder in due haste, he could head back to Ofelia’s place and crawl back into bed with her for an hour and a half. It wasn’t as good as waking up with her naturally, but he would take it.

      “Hello, gentleman.” Sully greeted the homeless contingent with a bob of his head. Despite his annoyance with Red — and mornings in general quite frankly — he was good with those who struggled to make a living in the Quarter. He might’ve come from a rich family, but he didn’t lack empathy, and that was something most people could read about him right from the start. “I have a few questions.”

      “Oh, good, the cops are here,” one of the men drawled. He wore a top hat and boasted a neck full of beads. “We’re all saved.”

      Sully took a moment to study the man. He recognized him as a Bourbon Street regular. The homeless population was divided into three sections in the Quarter. There were those who kept to themselves, sometimes because mental health issues chased them into the shadows, only to emerge when they were desperate for brew or food. There were those who constantly grifted, to the point where they made a good living and could actually find a place on the bad side of town to settle but opted to keep up their life of grifting. And there were those who saw the street as a steppingstone for greatness. Jonah, who locked horns with law enforcement at least once a week, was an example of the second.

      “Hello, Jonah.” Sully folded his arms across his chest and eyed the man with overt interest. “Weren’t you picked up for drunk and disorderly two nights ago?”

      “So?” Jonah squared his shoulders. “Since when is that a crime?”

      Sully tilted his head. “Um ... always.”

      “Oh, whatever. This is New Orleans, my man. If being drunk and disorderly is a crime, I don’t want to be on the right side of the law.”

      “Fair enough.” Sully wasn’t in the mood to give the men a hard time despite his grumpy disposition. “What did you guys see?”

      “It was a monster,” a voice offered from the back of the group.

      Sully leaned to his right so he could peer around the others and gauge who he was dealing with. “Sumner.” He nodded his head. “I haven’t seen you in a few weeks. Where have you been hiding?” Sumner would’ve been an example of the first group of homeless, and they were the ones Sully worried about most. Mental illness was hard enough when you had people who cared about you and access to medication. Sumner had neither.

      “I don’t hide.” Sumner’s dark beard was almost white, a stark contrast against his dark skin. “I was taking a break down by the riverwalk. It’s quiet there these days because the tourists only care about drinking and carousing. Sometimes I like my breaks. Is that against the law?”

      Sully recognized the defiance in his voice for what it was — fear — and simply shook his head. “No. I was worried about you. I like checking in with the regulars now and then.”

      “Well, I don’t like being a regular.” Sumner’s lip twisted into a sneer. “Trust me. I would rather be anywhere else but here right now.”

      “Fair enough.” Sully rolled his neck until it cracked. “You said it was a monster. I need to know exactly what you saw.”

      “Even though you don’t believe it was a monster?” Jonah challenged.

      “Actually, I tend to believe in monsters,” Sully replied. “There are a lot more of them around than you might realize.”

      Jonah narrowed his eyes. “I think you’re full of it.”

      “I still want to hear what you have to say.”

      Jonah flicked his gaze to his companions and held out his hands. “So, see, it’s like this. A shadow came alive. It had glowing red eyes and claws that dripped blood. It went after someone — don’t ask who because I don’t know — and I heard him scream.”

      “We all heard him scream,” Sumner echoed.

      “Did you see who was attacked?” Sully asked evenly.

      Jonah shook his head. “I hid. I thought ... well, I thought it would come for me if it saw me. I’m not proud of hiding but I did.”

      “We all did,” Sumner said.

      “What about the victim?” Sully prodded. “You said it was a him. Are you sure?”

      Jonah shook his head. “No. It was one of those screams that rattles your bones. There’s no telling if it was a man or a woman. It’s just a dead person now.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      “Because the shadow monster killed him ... and then dragged the body away when it left. I peeked out long enough to see that. Then I went back to hiding.”

      And probably drinking, Sully surmised. That hardly mattered now, though. “You all saw it?” He glanced from face to face.

      “We did,” Sumner confirmed. “It wasn’t just us either. There were a bunch more people — more of the regulars — but they ran that way when the screams started.” He pointed for emphasis. “If you want someone else to confirm it — which knowing the cops, we’re not going to be enough — I’d check Jackson Square. It’s still locked for the night, but everybody crowds those benches so it’s safe enough to sleep. I’m betting they’re there.”

      Sully knew better than to take that bet. Instead, he pulled out his wallet and peeled off two bills, glancing from face to face before handing the money to Sumner. “That’s for breakfast,” he insisted pointedly. “Don’t spend it on brew.”

      “Oh, that’s mighty white of you,” Jonah said, causing Sully to frown. “That’s not a race thing. That’s an actual saying.”

      “About race,” Sully said. “I don’t care, though. Get something to eat. No more rotgut whiskey.”

      “It’s bourbon,” one of the other men argued.

      “It’s the same thing. Get some eggs, some biscuits and gravy, and whatever else will help you sober up. I’ll be swinging around again later.”

      “And what if we’re not here?” Sumner demanded. “You can’t make us stay here. We haven’t done nothing wrong.”

      “If you’re not here, then I’ll find you. I know where to look.”

      Sumner worked his jaw and then nodded. “It really was a monster. I’m not making it up.”

      For some reason, even though he had years of instances he could point to that should have him leaning the other way, Sully believed him. “Well, I’m going to figure out what’s going on. Until then, you guys need to stick together. If you’re going to bed down for the night, do it together.”

      “Yeah, we don’t roll that way,” Jonah argued.

      “I didn’t say you had to roll that way and you know it. Stick together. I don’t want to see anything bad happen to you guys.”

      “You’re the only one.”

      “Not the only one.”

      

      “THIS DOESN’T TASTE LIKE NORMAL COFFEE.”

      After a pleasant evening spent apart, Jared, Harper, Zander, and Shawn opted to indulge in a proper New Orleans breakfast of beignets and chicory at Cafe du Monde. Zander made it exactly ten minutes before he started complaining, which had Jared making groaning noises and Shawn pretending he wasn’t at the table. That left Harper to deal with her best friend.

      “It’s chicory,” she said. “It’s not supposed to taste like normal coffee.”

      “That’s good, because it doesn’t taste like normal coffee.” Zander sipped from his cup again and made a face. “Where’s the frothed milk?”

      “Starbucks,” Jared barked.

      Harper shot her husband a warning look. “Chicory is a big deal in New Orleans. Cafe du Monde is famous. I happen to think it’s quite good.”

      “You also think he was a good choice for a husband.” Zander jerked his thumb at Jared. “I think your picker is off. From now on, you should let me make all your decisions. That goes for coffee ... and your second husband.”

      Jared’s eyes narrowed to murderous slits. “Stop saying stuff like that,” he warned. “I don’t like it when you say stuff like that.”

      “That’s why he says it,” Shawn supplied. “You would be better off ignoring him when he gets going. By letting him get under your skin like this, you’re just giving him power.”

      “Oh, I’m powerful,” Zander intoned. “I’m the Wonder Woman of our group I’m so powerful.”

      Harper frowned. “As the only female in our group, I think I should be Wonder Woman. You can be Aquaman.”

      Zander made a face. “Aquaman is the worst.”

      “Not since Jason Momoa started playing him,” Harper insisted. “Now Aquaman is everybody’s favorite. He’s the hottest superhero in all the land. That means you’re definitely Aquaman.”

      Jared made an odd throat-clearing sound. “Um ... .”

      “You’re still smoking hot,” Harper reassured him, patting his hand. “You don’t need to worry about that. You’re more of the Superman type, though.”

      “No.” Even though he thought it was a ridiculous conversation, Jared refused to be pigeonholed. “Superman is boring.”

      “Not since the most recent movies turned him into a murderer,” Zander countered. “You’re a killer of joy so I think it’s an apt designation.”

      Jared leaned back in his chair and pressed the tip of his tongue against the back of his teeth. “Do you want to know what I think?” he asked after a few seconds of contemplation.

      “No,” Zander automatically answered.

      Jared pretended he didn’t hear him. “I think you should be the Flash.”

      “The Flash?” Zander’s eyebrows practically popped off his forehead. “No way. I’m Wonder Woman. She has the best accessories.”

      “Yes, but she’s a leading lady,” Jared pointed out. “Harper is the leading lady in both our lives. That means you’re the sidekick. You’ve got the Flash written all over you.”

      If looks could kill, Jared would be dead. “I’m Wonder Woman,” Zander insisted. “I called her.”

      “Fine. You’re Wonder Woman,” Shawn said. “Now drink your chicory and shut up.” On a normal day, Shawn would’ve indulged Zander. He was good when it came to putting up with his moods. It was obvious to Harper that Shawn had had a longer night than anyone the previous evening, and she took pity on him by changing the subject.

      “So, you guys are doing some sightseeing today while Zander and I meet up with the ghost hunters, right?” She turned a pleading smile to Jared so he would know how desperate she was to change the subject.

      Because he loved her more than anything, Jared allowed her to reframe their morning conversation. He had a few more zingers at the ready to completely derail Zander but that didn’t seem fair since Harper would be the one spending the afternoon with him. “That’s the plan,” Jared agreed. “We’re not going on any official tours or anything, but we have a map.”

      “They have a map,” Zander mimicked.

      Harper shot him a warning look. “There’s always Bourbon Street if you guys get bored. You can have some hurricanes and people watch.”

      Jared sent her an amused look. “You don’t have to worry about us. Shawn and I are adults, we can entertain ourselves. There’s a riverwalk I wouldn’t mind checking out. Apparently there’s an old steamboat not far from here. This is a tourist destination. We’ll be absolutely fine.”

      “We will,” Shawn agreed. “We have everything under control.”

      Harper glanced between them for a beat and then nodded, relieved. “It’s going to be good,” she said. “We’ll go on some group tours, just the four of us, once we know better how this is all going to go.”

      “Harper, we’re going to be fine.” Jared eased in so he could kiss her, leaning forward in his chair when two men slid behind him to grab a nearby table. “I swear you have nothing to worry about where we’re concerned.”

      Harper grinned. “It’s going to be good.”

      “It is,” Jared promised. “The only worry you’re going to have is your sidekick.”

      “Don’t make me kill you,” Zander warned.

      Jared prepared himself to make Zander’s head fly off but got distracted when the two men started talking behind him.

      “What are you doing out here, Bernie?” the younger man demanded. “You’re supposed to be sleeping in the patio area outside Krewe. We talked about this.”

      For his part, Bernie didn’t appear to be in the mood for a lecture. “You’re not the boss of me, Sully. I believe we’ve talked about that, too.”

      “We have.” Sully kept his tone even. “I’m not interested in being the boss of you. I was simply under the impression you were going to stay at Krewe for a bit. It’s not safe for you to be on the streets right now.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says a whole gaggle of guys I talked to this morning. I was called out of bed at the crack of dawn because they claim that someone was killed.”

      “How come you say it like you don’t believe it?”

      “Because there’s no body as of right now.”

      Bernie made a snorting noise, amusement evident. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying that a bunch of homeless dudes claim there was a murder, but you can’t find a body and that’s the reason you’re suddenly acting like a disappointed dad. Do I have that right?”

      “I’m not comfortable with being your father in this scenario since you’re older than me,” Sully countered. “The rest of it ... well ... you’ve basically got the gist of it.”

      “Since when do you take the word of drunks?”

      “I take the word of anybody who has a coherent story,” Sully replied. “I’m not saying there was a murder. If there was, though, I need you to be careful. The description these guys gave was ... troubling.”

      “I think you’re just crabby because you got torn away from Ofelia before you were ready to get up this morning.”

      “That’s a fair conclusion.” Sully scratched his cheek. “I’m not happy about that.”

      “Because you love your morning cuddle time with her,” Bernie teased.

      “See, you’re trying to embarrass me, but it’s not going to work. I did miss my morning cuddle time. She didn’t even kiss me goodbye. It was too early.”

      “Oh, poor Sully.” Bernie patted the top of Sully’s head as if placating a child. “Is your heart breaking?”

      “Knock it off.” Sully slapped away the other man’s hand. “I’m being serious. I need you to be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “I believe your track record the past few months says otherwise. That was you in the hospital, right?”

      Bernie scowled. “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you?”

      “Yup.” Sully saw no reason to lie. “You were attacked by a monster with glowing eyes and claws. You remember that, right?”

      “Yes. How could I forget that?”

      “Well, the guys on Bourbon Street this morning said the murderer had glowing eyes and claws.”

      Bernie stilled. “Do you think that thing is back?”

      “I don’t know. I simply want you to be careful. That means locking yourself in the patio before midnight every night. I don’t care if you want to be out playing with your friends. It’s safer for you to lock yourself away for the time being.”

      “First off, I don’t play.”

      Sully smirked. “You know what I mean.”

      “Secondly, you can’t tell me what to do. I’m in charge of my life, and while I love you like a son sometimes, you’re not the boss of me. I won’t be caged.”

      Sully heaved out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. “Fine. I’ll just call Ofelia and have her harass you.”

      Bernie made a face. “No. You know I don’t like that.”

      “You don’t like it because you can’t say no to her.”

      “I can’t. She’s got one of those faces that you don’t want to disappoint. It’s maddening.”

      “That’s why I’m going to make you her problem.”

      “Ugh. I hate you.”

      Jared listened for a few moments longer and then flicked his eyes to Harper. It was obvious she’d been eavesdropping as well. “You be careful, too.”

      “I will,” she promised. “I’m not sure I believe in a monster with glowing red eyes and claws, though. That’s probably just some story that was passed around after a million drinks.”

      “Probably,” Jared agreed. “I still want you to be careful. I’m pretty fond of you, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      Harper beamed at him as she leaned in to wipe the powdered sugar from the corner of his mouth. “I’m pretty fond of you, too.”

      “That’s why we’re such a good pair ... and Zander is the sidekick.”

      “I’ll rip your hair out,” Zander warned.

      “Ah, another day of love and light,” Shawn said on a sigh. “It’s going to be a good day. I can already tell.”
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      Jared and Shawn separated from Harper and Zander in Jackson Square. That’s where all the ghost hunters were due to meet in twenty minutes. Jared graced his wife with a smoldering kiss — and Zander with a sneer — before heading off in the direction of the riverwalk.

      “You need to stop,” Harper admonished Zander when it was just the two of them. As much as she loved Zander — and it was a great deal because they’d been joined together at the hip since they were small children — he also annoyed her beyond belief on a regular basis.

      “I need to stop what?” Zander demanded. “I’m being good. It’s your husband who is being a Shih Tzu.”

      Harper pressed her lips together. “Do I even want to know what that’s code for?”

      “I think you can figure it out.”

      Unfortunately for her, Harper could indeed figure it out. “I know you get all territorial and stuff when you and Jared spend too much time together, but I need a break.” Harper was calm, matter-of-fact, and entirely serious. “After the stunt you pulled in Salem, you’re on thin ice with Jared.”

      “Like I care.”

      “You care.”

      “No, I don’t. Do you want to know why? I’ll tell you why. The reason I don’t care is because he’s the king of the buttheads.”

      “Is that his official designation?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, if he’s the king of the buttheads, what does that make you?”

      “Wonder Woman. How many times do I need to tell you?” He was shrill enough that Harper held out her hands to placate him.

      “Fine. You’re Wonder Woman. You’re also a jerk when you want to be. You have got to stop poking Jared. You’re driving me crazy.”

      “Maybe you’re driving me crazy,” he shot back. “Have you ever considered that?”

      “I think it’s entirely possible that I do drive you crazy sometimes. That’s the way it is with best friends. You need to move beyond it, though. I want to have fun this trip.”

      “Hey, we’re together. We’re going to have fun.”

      “Not if you don’t lay off Jared. It’s going to be a miserable trip if you don’t get it together.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Rather than react with anger or faux whining, Zander slung his arm around Harper’s shoulders. “I’ll have you know that I’m a fun guy.”

      “You are. You’re more fun when you’re nice to Jared, though.”

      “I am being nice.”

      Harper made a face. “Fine.” Even Zander couldn’t hold out in the face of her disappointment. Much like all the other men in her life, he was often reduced to a puddle of goo when she wasn’t happy. “I’ll be nice to him. He needs to be nice to me, too, though.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      “And I’m not the sidekick.”

      “Of course not.”

      

      OFELIA WANTED BEIGNETS AND CHICORY but instead she headed straight for Bernie in Jackson Square. Her caffeine fix could wait. The older man who she’d become so fond of could not.

      “What are you doing down here?” Ofelia was slim but foreboding when she wanted to be. “You’re in big trouble, Mister.”

      Bernie didn’t bother to hide his eye roll. “I can’t believe he did it.”

      “Well, believe it.” Ofelia folded her arms across her chest. “Explain yourself.”

      “Since when did you become my mother?” Bernie demanded.

      “I’m not your mother.”

      “Well, at least we agree on that.”

      “I’m a caring citizen who is going to hound you to death if you don’t get it together.”

      “That sounds a lot like the mother I remember,” Bernie fired back.

      “Well, that’s for you to work out with a therapist. Right now, we’re talking about the fact that you snuck out of the patio area last night. I’m curious how long you’ve been doing that.”

      “See, I’m not a fan of the word ‘sneak,’” Bernie complained. “That suggests I did something wrong. Since I’m a grown adult who can make my own decisions, that means I didn’t do a single thing wrong.”

      Ofelia happened to disagree. “You’re in big trouble. The sort where I’m going to make you eat leafy green things as punishment.”

      “Ugh.” Bernie made a disgusted face. “Not asparagus again. I told you I don’t like that stuff.”

      “And yet it’s good for you.”

      “And you’re still not my mother.”

      “Definitely not,” Ofelia agreed. “That doesn’t mean you’re not in trouble.” She flicked her eyes to Sully as he crossed the Square and joined them. “I’m going to make him eat asparagus. It’s already been decided.”

      Sully’s lips quirked. “You’re pulling out the big guns, huh?” He leaned in to kiss her. “Sorry I had to leave before the sun was up. You know how I hate that.”

      “Yes, you miss your morning cuddle something fierce.” Ofelia used her thumb to wipe the corner of Sully’s mouth. “Powdered sugar. I take it you had beignets without me.”

      Sully balked. “I needed to feed Bernie.”

      “Oh, here we go.” Bernie threw up his hands. “Do you have any idea how much I hate being treated like a child? You two are not my parents. You might enjoy playing house — and at this point you should just get married and pop out a few kids of your own so you can legally boss someone around — but I’m not forced to live by your rules.”

      Ofelia narrowed her eyes as she folded her arms across her chest, defiant. “You’re having a salad with the asparagus. No creamy dressing.”

      “I hate you,” Bernie groused under his breath. “I just ... hate you so much right now.”

      “I hate you, too.” Ofelia slipped her arm around his shoulders. “So very much.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “You’re sleeping in the patio tonight whether you like it or not. Sully told me what’s going on when he called. You’re not safe on the street.”

      “I’m the boss of me.” Bernie thumped his chest. “I demand my autonomy!”

      Ofelia flicked her gaze to a blond woman and dark-haired man who were standing about twenty feet away. They didn’t bother to hide the fact that they were listening to the conversation.

      “Okay, here’s the new deal,” she said after a moment’s contemplation. “If you insist on sleeping on the street, then Sully and I are going to get sleeping bags and sleep five feet away from you. That will allow you to keep your autonomy while we get to play house. That’s how you referred to it, right?”

      Bernie worked his jaw. “You can’t sleep on the street with me.”

      “Oh, we can.”

      “You don’t belong out here.”

      Ofelia wanted to tell him that he didn’t belong on the street either, but she refrained. She knew she was walking a very thin line, but she couldn’t help herself from worrying about the older man. “We’re going to make kissing noises and gross everybody out by pawing at one another while we’re out there, too,” she threatened. “When people ask, we’re going to tell them you invited us.”

      “Oh, that’s just hitting below the belt,” Bernie lamented. “I can’t believe you would even consider doing that.”

      “Well, believe it.”

      “I just ... you’re the absolute worst type of person. You know I can’t say no to you and yet you still boss me around.”

      “I have superpowers that defy all logic,” Ofelia agreed, rubbing the back of her neck as she flicked her eyes to Sully. “Do you have anything more than you told me when you called?”

      “Called to tattle on me,” Bernie groused.

      Sully ignored the older man. “I picked up one detail. Jester over on Royal Street said that he saw the victim. It was a white dude, in his thirties or forties, and dressed like a tourist and not a local.”

      “So ... Crocs?”

      Sully smirked. “God, I love you.” He leaned in and gave her another kiss, smirking when he caught sight of Bernie making gagging motions out of the corner of his eye. “The victim had sandy blond hair, blue or green eyes, and was wearing khakis and heavy boots.”

      Ofelia made a face. “Like Doc Martens?”

      “Maybe. Jester couldn’t identify the type of shoe. He’s a little ... indisposed this morning.”

      “Drunk?”

      “And naked.”

      “Well, it is the Quarter.” Ofelia wasn’t all that surprised by the response. “The description is something, but it’s also generic. That could be almost anyone. I mean ... the khakis tend to point toward a tourist, but it’s not out of the realm of possibility that we’re dealing with a local.”

      “I don’t disagree.”

      “Do you think it really happened?” Ofelia felt guilty asking the question, but she didn’t see where she had a choice. “I mean ... we’re talking four o’clock in the morning ... on Bourbon Street.”

      Sully could read between the lines to what she was really asking. “I’m fairly positive there was some brew involved. It was Jonah and Sumner, though. They hung around even after they knew the street-sweeper was going to call the police. To me, that seems to indicate they really saw something.”

      “What sort of shadow monster kills a man and then takes the body?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Hmm.” Ofelia pursed her lips and then turned back to Bernie, who was making an attempt to slink off without them noticing. “Do you want your asparagus for lunch or dinner?” she called to his back.

      “Ugh. I don’t want it at all.”

      “What if it’s paired with gumbo and chocolate cake?”

      Bernie hesitated. “You know that’s my favorite combination,” he said on a scowl. “I can’t believe you’re going to manipulate me that way.”

      “I go with my strengths.” Ofelia softened her voice. “I don’t want to tell you what to do.”

      “But you will,” Bernie muttered.

      “I just want you to be safe. If you insist on being on the streets tonight, Sully and I really will track you down and camp out with you.”

      “Which will ruin my street cred.”

      “I don’t really care about that.”

      Bernie turned a pleading look to Sully. “Tell her she can’t ruin my street cred.”

      “No.” Sully was blasé. “I want you safe. If she has to guilt you into being safe, I’m not going to chastise her for it. I’m putting her in charge of you today.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m in charge of myself?”

      “Just until there’s not a potential shadow monster killing people in the middle of Bourbon Street,” Sully replied, not missing a beat. “After that, we’ll talk again.”

      “You both suck,” Bernie lamented.

      “We’re willing to suck as long as you’re safe.”

      “Suck, suck, suck.”

      

      HARPER FOUND SHE WAS TRANSFIXED by the brunette who had joined the two men from Cafe du Monde. There was something about her that piqued Harper’s interest, although she couldn’t put her finger on what.

      “If I was straight, she would be my girlfriend,” Zander announced, following Harper’s gaze. “I mean ... yowzah.” He feigned as if his fingers were on fire and waved them across his chest to extinguish them.

      Harper pressed her lips together and flicked her eyes to Zander. “Yowzah?”

      “That’s what I said. Look at that body. They say this town is built for sin. So is she.”

      Harper had never heard him talk about a woman that way before. “I think I should be insulted,” she said finally.

      “Um, no. You’re beautiful, too. She’s freaking exotic, though. I mean ... look at that hair.”

      Harper had noticed the long black hair. It was the woman’s eyes, though, that drew her in. It was as if she’d seen more than a normal human ever should. There was a weariness there ... but also light. “I think she’s spoken for.” Harper inclined her head to Sully, who was busy making kissy-face expressions to the woman in question. “They’re clearly together.”

      “They are,” Zander agreed. “I wouldn’t kick him out of bed either. Don’t ever tell Shawn I said that, though.”

      “I’ll try to refrain,” Harper said dryly, shaking her head. “They seem ... intense.”

      “Yeah, I heard that, too.” Zander’s smile slipped. “Something about a guy getting killed, right?”

      “Except there was no body. The guy with your dream girl is clearly a cop.”

      “You know how I feel about cops. That makes him a little less hotter in my estimation.”

      Harper made a face. “Your uncle is a cop.”

      “I don’t find him attractive either.”

      “And Jared.”

      “We’ve talked about his nipples.”

      Harper had to refrain from grabbing Zander by the shoulders and shaking him. “You need to let that go. I know you get off on torturing Jared — and sometimes I think the nipple thing is funny — but we’re here to have a good time. We can’t do that if you keep being you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Zander let loose a dismissive wave. “What do you think about the story they were telling? I mean ... can you even have a murder if there’s no body?”

      “I wouldn’t think so.” Harper’s smile was rueful. “I think the problem is the people who reported the murder. I think it was the people we keep seeing on the street. That’s one thing I wasn’t expecting, all the panhandlers.”

      “You mean the hobos.”

      Harper pinned him with a dark look. “You can’t call them hobos.”

      “I believe I just did.”

      “Yes, well, it’s not appropriate. Don’t let me hear you use that phrase again. It’s mean. These people are down on their luck. I’m guessing they ended up in New Orleans because of the climate and tourist population.”

      “Probably.” Zander was thoughtful. “I still don’t think you can have a murder without a body. I think the street people were likely drunk and misunderstood what they saw at the time.”

      “Maybe.” Harper flicked her gaze to the statue of Andrew Jackson in the center of the Square. It was huge, drawing attention from every corner, but it was the furtive movement around the base that caught her attention.

      “Do you think that guy is better looking than me?” Zander asked out of nowhere.

      Harper didn’t respond. She was too busy staring at what was most certainly a ghost.

      Zander didn’t bother looking at his best friend. He was too enchanted with watching Sully and Ofelia interact. “I love Shawn — you know that — but that guy really is hot. I bet he and the brunette have sex ten times a day. They have that look about them.”

      When Harper didn’t respond, Zander finally turned his full attention to her. “Are you even listening to me? You know how batty it drives me when you don’t listen to me.”

      “I do know that,” Harper agreed, licking her lips. She was hesitant as she glanced around. The ghost hunters had been steadily filling the Square for the past ten minutes. None of them were looking in the direction of the figure by the statue, though. “Do you remember what they said?”

      “Who?” Zander was back to staring at Sully and Ofelia.

      “Your new boyfriend and girlfriend,” Harper replied dryly. “They were talking about the description they got from the street people regarding their victim.”

      “Um ... I think they said blond and boring.”

      “I guarantee they didn’t use the word boring.”

      “Something about khakis and Crocs. There’s nothing worse than Crocs. You know how I feel about rubber shoes.”

      “I do,” Harper agreed. “You think they’re the worst thing that was ever invented.”

      “Um, yeah. Do you know some people wear socks with Crocs? That should be outlawed.”

      Even though she often felt Zander got hung up on the superficial, he had a point this time. “I don’t think the dead guy was really wearing Crocs,” she said as she focused on the ghost’s feet. “Boots, right? Like ... Doc Martens.”

      “Oh, right.” Zander nodded. “They seemed to find that funny. I’m guessing because it’s so hot and humid here. Can you imagine how much your feet would sweat in heavy boots in the middle of a New Orleans summer?” He shuddered at the thought. “Talk about toe fungus.”

      Harper’s forehead wrinkled. “Who was talking about toe fungus?”

      “I’m a fount of information. I can talk on any subject.”

      “Right.” Harper made up her mind on the spot and moved away from the ghost hunters, her destination obvious.

      “Where are we going?” Zander demanded as he gave chase. “If you want a selfie in front of the statue then I don’t think I’m camera ready. I also didn’t bring my selfie stick. We should wait.”

      Harper ignored him and crossed to the ghost, paying little heed to the tourists who snapped pictures and excitedly gestured toward Cafe du Monde. “Hello.” Her voice was soft as she regarded the ghost, who kept darting looks left and right, focusing on nothing.

      “Who are you talking to?” Zander asked.

      “A ghost,” Harper replied, tilting her head so she could study the confused specter. “He’s blond ... and wearing heavy black boots.”

      “Khakis?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, crap.” Zander darted a look over his shoulder. “The hot cop and his even hotter girlfriend left. We can try to track them down if you want.”

      “And tell them what?” Harper queried.

      “That their victim is real.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know many random strangers who are just going to accept that,” she pointed out, her expression soft as she regarded the ghost. “Listen, um, you seem out of sorts. I want to help you. Do you have a name?”

      The question jerked the ghost’s full attention to Harper. It was as if he was just realizing that she was addressing him.

      “Hi.” This time when Harper smiled, there was more warmth to the expression. “I’m talking to you,” she reassured him. “I want to help you if I can. Um ... maybe we can start with a name and go from there.”

      When the ghost finally spoke, it was in a quavering voice, one that positively dripped with uncertainty. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “No? I can imagine why you would say that.”

      “I was minding my own business.”

      Harper swallowed hard. “What happened when you were minding your own business?”

      “Something bad.”

      Harper nodded in understanding. “Tell me about it.”

      “No.” The ghost fervently shook his head. “I don’t know you.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to help.”

      “I don’t know you,” he repeated. “I’m not supposed to be here. This was never supposed to happen.” With those words, he disappeared from view, leaving Harper with nothing but Zander’s snark and a million questions.

      “Well, that could’ve gone better,” she lamented.

      “If I know anything about ghosts — and I think I do because my partner is an expert — he’ll be back,” Zander said sagely. “All we can do is wait until that happens.”

      Unfortunately for her, Harper had never been very good at waiting.
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      After separating from Sully, Ofelia made her way to one of the corner stands to get an iced tea. She’d had coffee on her mind upon her arrival but, in typical fashion, the line for Cafe du Monde had grown exponentially and she wasn’t in the mood to wait.

      “You’re the only person in the Quarter who drinks unsweetened tea,” Rue Marshall said as she handed the drink to Ofelia. “It’s sacrilegious.”

      Ofelia smirked. She’d known Rue for the bulk of her life — she was always a fixture in Jackson Square — and the two women bantered with the best of them. “I’m trying to live my best life. That means no excess sugar.”

      Rue snorted. “Two nights ago, I saw you and your man eating beignets with ice cream down on the riverwalk. You both had huge containers of food and were making a big deal of not sharing. I believe there was some sort of kissing game involved.”

      “He likes strawberry ice cream. I can’t share beignets and ice cream when the ice cream in question is strawberry.”

      “Word.” Rue’s expression was somber. “Talk about sacrilegious.”

      “I know, right? Besides, I don’t consider beignets sugar. They’re a dessert staple.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Or maybe it’s just that I don’t like sugar in my iced tea.”

      “Yup. Totally sacrilegious.”

      Ofelia snorted as she sipped her iced tea. She couldn’t drag her eyes away from the blonde circling the statue. Moments before, a ghost had popped up — someone Ofelia found she wanted to talk to thanks to the clothes he was wearing — but the blonde and her talkative friend had beat her to it. “What’s with the group in the Square?” she asked after a beat.

      “Which group?” Rue flicked her eyes in the direction Ofelia stared. “Oh, those are the ghost hunters. There’s a whole group of them.”

      “Really?” Ofelia’s intrigue deepened. “Krewe was mentioned in a brochure they’ve been handing out. I expect to see a good number of them at the bar this afternoon.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Krewe has the Nola ambiance all the tourists love.”

      “Yes, but none of the bare breasts and beads.”

      Now it was Rue’s turn to snort. “Now that there is a fact. I’m sure you’ll do well with this group, though. I’ve waited on a few of them this morning and they’re all twitterpated.”

      Ofelia’s lips curved down. “I don’t think I’m familiar with that word.”

      “Bambi. You know, when the adolescent animals hit spring and their hormones kick in and they’re all in love with one another.”

      “I’ve never seen it.”

      Rue was aghast. “How can you never have seen Bambi? I mean ... that’s a classic. Even your parents, however horrible they were, should’ve shown you Bambi.”

      “My parents weren’t big on movies. My father did show me Friday the 13th when I was five. It cemented my desire to keep out of the forest.”

      “That sounds like Oscar.” Rue made a tsking sound. “Seriously, girl, you know I don’t like speaking ill of your parents.”

      That was the exact opposite of the truth, but Ofelia merely nodded.

      “I can’t believe you grew up to be even remotely sane,” Rue continued. “You should be a heathen with the way your parents raised you. Instead, you’re an upstanding citizen. As for your brother, well, he’s never been arrested for anything other than a weekend drinking binge. That makes him worthy of sainthood for most families in the Quarter.”

      Ofelia’s chuckle was light. “Speaking of Felix, have you seen him today? I thought he was running the carriages with Henri, but I didn’t see him over there.”

      “No, I haven’t seen him. He’ll turn up, though. He always does.”

      “Yeah.” Ofelia readied herself to leave and then found her eyes drifting back to the blonde. She continued to search for the ghost. “Do you think any of these ghost hunters are the real deal?”

      Rue shrugged. “There’s always a bit of the genuine in the midst of the grift. You know that. I would wager most of these people are fakes. I’m betting some are even fakes who admit they’re fakes. They just like talking about the possibility of ghosts.”

      “And the rest?”

      “And the rest — we’re talking two or three people here — are the real deal.”

      That was precisely what Ofelia had been thinking. “I think I know which one is the real deal.” She sipped again and then waved at Rue. “I’m off.”

      “To track down a ghost hunter?” Rue’s eyes twinkled with amusement.

      “Maybe just maybe. I’ll let you know if I find the genuine article.”

      “You do that. I’ve always wanted to talk to Neil Armstrong’s ghost.”

      “Not Elvis?”

      “Everybody knows Elvis isn’t dead.”

      “Right. I forgot.” Ofelia waved again. “See you around.”

      “It always seems to work that way.”

      

      HARPER REFUSED TO JOIN THE OTHER ghost hunters despite Zander’s penchant for whining.

      “I’m bored,” Zander groused as he flopped on one of the benches and watched Harper continuously circle the statue. “He’s gone, Harp. He’s clearly not coming back. Why can’t you just let it go for now?”

      “Because this city is huge,” Harper replied as she emerged from the base of the statue. “What are the odds I’ll ever be able to track down the same ghost again? This is New Orleans. I mean ... this place is old. It has to be crawling with ghosts.”

      “Probably,” Zander agreed. “I still think this one is gone. You’re just wasting your time.”

      “What do you care? It’s not as if I’m forcing you to stay with me.”

      “Um ... we’re a team.”

      “Yes, but there’s a whole gaggle of ghost hunters over there and I’m sure at least half of them are dying to hear Zander stories.” Harper stilled and focused on him. “You’re still ‘Zan the Man’ in your online groups, right? Most of these people probably already know you.”

      Zander didn’t let the disdain in her voice get to him. “I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to see me,” he readily agreed. “I need my partner for the introductions to be proper, though.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I said so. In fact ... .” He trailed off when a shock of dark hair passed in front of him. He recognized the beautiful woman from twenty minutes before. He thought she’d left the park. Obviously he’d been wrong. “Hello.” He blurted out the single word more loudly than he intended. Under normal circumstances, he was smooth with the ladies — and men — and had strangers eating out of the palm of his hand. For some reason, with this particular woman, he felt awkward.

      The woman stopped in her tracks and slid her eyes to Zander. “Hello.”

      They stared at each other for a long beat.

      Zander — because he was Zander — was the one who felt the need to break the silence. “Do you live here, or are you just passing through?”

      Ofelia narrowed her eyes. “Is that your version of a pickup line? If so, it needs some work. I’ve come across drunken frat boys ten hurricanes deep with more charisma.”

      Zander’s mouth dropped open. “You have not. I’m the king of charisma. In fact, Hollywood has called me on multiple occasions in an attempt to bottle my charisma. I told them they couldn’t afford me ... and they can’t.”

      Ofelia’s lips twitched. “Now that’s more like it.” She straightened and flicked her gaze between Zander and Harper, who had just finished another trek around the statue. “So, you’re ghost hunters, huh?”

      Harper was taken aback. “Who told you that?”

      “There are brochures,” Ofelia replied. “Plus, the woman at the iced tea kiosk might’ve mentioned that. Even if I didn’t know about the brochures and hadn’t talked to Rue, though, I would’ve pegged you as a ghost hunter.”

      Harper was never one to shy away from what she did for a living. “And why is that?”

      “Because you just tried talking to a ghost and even though he fled, it’s obvious this isn’t your first time communicating with the dead.”

      Whatever she was expecting, that wasn’t it. Harper’s eyes went wide. “How can you possibly know that unless ... .” She trailed off, realization dawning.

      “All things are possible in the Quarter,” Ofelia offered, grinning when Zander looked her up and down with fresh eyes.

      “You see ghosts, too, don’t you?” Zander queried.

      Ofelia nodded. “Yes, but that’s not my claim to fame.”

      “What’s your claim to fame? Wait, are you a stripper?” Zander nodded knowingly. “I was just telling Harp that your body was built for sin. That makes sense.”

      Now it was Ofelia’s turn to be thrown off her game. “Excuse me?”

      “Ignore him,” Harper said hurriedly, waving her hand as she moved to join Ofelia. “He doesn’t realize how obnoxious he sounds when he says things like that. Believe it or not, that’s a compliment in his book ... and he’s not hitting on you.”

      “Of course he’s not hitting on me,” Ofelia scoffed. “I don’t have a penis.”

      Zander balked. “You can’t tell I’m gay just by looking at me so don’t even try.”

      “Can’t I?” Ofelia arched an eyebrow. Zander’s outraged expression was enough to have her laughing. “As for telling if you’re gay just by looking at you, you’re right, I can’t. However, your relationship with your friend here is purely platonic. There are zero sparks, other than of the friendship kind. For two people as attractive as you to boast no sparks, that means there’s something going on … or in this case, nothing going on.”

      “And you naturally assumed I was gay because of that?” Zander demanded. “I feel judged.”

      “You’re wearing five-hundred-dollar shoes.” Ofelia pointed at his Gucci loafers. “This is the French Quarter. I’m familiar with gay fashion. And, yes, I know how that sounds. It’s simply the truth, though. You’re gay. She’s straight. You’re still soulmates ... just of a different variety.”

      Despite herself, Harper was impressed. “You’re more than just a ghost hunter,” she said.

      “I am.”

      “You’re a witch.”

      Ofelia’s lips curved into a sly smile. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because I’ve met a witch before and she emitted the same ... vibe, for lack of a better word ... as you. Of course, if you don’t feel comfortable acknowledging you’re a witch, I understand. I don’t see any stakes around, but times haven’t changed all that much when it comes to persecution.”

      Ofelia found that she liked Harper very much despite the fact that they had just met. “Well, thank you for your concern. Honestly, though, this is the Quarter. Anybody who wants to know the paranormal affiliation of anybody else doesn’t have a very hard time tracking it down. As for me, I don’t broadcast what I am or what I can do. I don’t hide it either.”

      “And what can you do?” Zander prodded.

      “All manner of things. Right now, however, I’m interested in tracking down that ghost you were talking to.”

      “Because he was dressed in the same outfit your boyfriend mentioned when you were talking earlier?” Harper’s grin was so wide it almost swallowed her entire face. “We saw you over there a few minutes ago. We might’ve eavesdropped when you were talking, too. The conversation was too interesting to ignore.”

      In theory, Ofelia knew she should be bothered by the fact that she hadn’t noticed anybody was listening. Given the people she was dealing with, she opted to shrug it off. “Ofelia Archer.” She extended her hand for Harper to take.

      “Harper Harlow-Monroe.”

      “And I’m Zander Pritchett,” Zander offered, not getting up. “I’m famous in certain circles.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Ofelia returned her focus to Harper. “How long have you been able to see ghosts?”

      Harper held out her hands and shrugged. “Since I was a kid. I think I was born this way, although I didn’t realize it was a thing until my grandfather died when I was five. He came to talk to me in my bedroom, told me he would miss me, and then my parents got a call in the middle of the night saying he was dead.”

      “Meaning his ghost visited you.”

      “Pretty much.” Harper bobbed her head. “They didn’t believe it had happened at first. They thought I dreamed it. Eventually they came around.”

      “And the ghost you were trying to talk to here?” Ofelia prodded. “Did he say anything of interest to you?”

      “He was confused. He didn’t seem to know where he was, or what happened. He disappeared before I could really talk to him, though. I was hoping he would come back. That doesn’t look to be happening, though.”

      “He might not have left of his own volition.”

      “Meaning?”

      “There’s a ghost trap not far from here. Given the nature of the Quarter, a handful of the local witches set up a trap to collect lost souls. Once a week they make their way around to the spot to deal with those who have been trapped. Given the proximity to that trap, I’m guessing your ghost was sucked there.”

      Harper had no idea what to make of the news. “I’ve never heard of a ghost trap before.”

      “Do you want to see it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then come on.” Ofelia waved her hand for Harper to follow. The blonde immediately fell into step with her.

      Zander, still comfortable on the bench, made a grumbling sound as he rolled to his feet. “It’s too hot for this,” he complained. “We should be getting to know one another over hurricanes and pralines.”

      “There’s always time for that,” Ofelia called out. It didn’t take her long to lead them out of the park. Rather than direct them away from the people, though, Ofelia gestured toward a narrow alley. “This way.”

      Zander immediately balked when he realized where she was leading them. “Hell to the no,” he hissed, grabbing Harper’s arm. “You can’t go into an alley with a stranger. That way lies freaky clown death.”

      Ofelia popped her head back out of the alley. “We don’t have clowns here, just jesters. Also, this isn’t a normal alley.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it’s a lovely alley,” Zander drawled. “I’m sure great things have happened there.”

      “No, people die here all the time. It has a bad atmosphere.”

      “That’s just what I want to hear.” Zander gripped Harper’s arm harder and tugged, insistently. “Just say no to the scary alley, Harp. There’s nothing in the world that could make me go down there.”

      “It’s called Pirate’s Alley,” Ofelia explained. “It has a rich history.”

      “Pirates?” Slowly, Zander unclenched. “I like pirates.”

      Ofelia smirked. “Then come on. I’m not joking about it being a teeny-tiny alley. It’s not like a New York alley or anything. There’s nothing to worry about.” With those words, she disappeared from view.

      It didn’t take Harper long — two seconds to be exact — to make up her mind and follow. Zander sputtered for a beat and then gave chase. “If we die in here, Harp, I’m never going to forgive you.”

      “Duly noted,” Harper said. Her eyes went wide when they rounded the counter into the alley. Sure enough, it was like no alley she’d ever seen. It was clean, windows decorated with flower boxes above their heads, and there wasn’t even a hint of garbage wafting through the confined space. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, it’s not a normal alley,” Ofelia agreed, her eyes narrowing as she peered into the corner. “I think that’s your ghost.”

      Harper moved closer, nodding when she caught sight of the man in question. “That’s him.”

      “Let’s see if we can get him to talk, huh?” Ofelia shifted so she was directly in front of the ghost. “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?”

      The ghost was incredulous. “How’s it going? I’m ... stuck.” As if to prove it, he jerked his shoulders. However, he wasn’t strong enough to break free of the trap. “I don’t want to be here.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Ofelia used her most reasonable tone. “I have a question for you, though, and I need you to answer it.”

      “Yeah, I’m a little busy.” The ghost jerked against the trap a second time. “This is ... ridiculous.”

      “Maybe we should get him out of there,” Harper suggested as she surveyed the scene. She’d never seen anything like the ghost trap before, but in some ways it reminded her of the dreamcatchers she’d fashioned to trap — and then release — ghosts at home.

      “I can’t spring the trap,” Ofelia explained. “I can call one of the other witches to do it, though. The magic that made the trap needs to be used to spring it. He won’t be stuck here long.”

      “Another second is too long,” the ghost hissed.

      “I’m sure it is.” Ofelia was calm. “Were you killed on Bourbon Street last night?”

      Harper was flabbergasted by Ofelia’s blunt nature, but she didn’t say anything to stop her.

      “So what if I was?” the ghost demanded. “Is that a crime?”

      “Technically, yes,” Ofelia replied. “Whoever killed you committed a crime.”

      “Oh, right.” The ghost straightened. “Well, then yes. I was killed. I didn’t remember it at first — thought it was a horrible dream — but I’m pretty sure I’m dead.”

      “You’re definitely dead,” Ofelia agreed. “I don’t suppose you know where your body is, do you?”

      “No. I would really like to find it, though. I kind of miss it.”

      Ofelia had no idea what he planned to do with his body so she opted to ignore the statement. The possibilities were too weird to entertain. “I need to know what happened to you.”

      “I died.”

      “I know. How, though?”

      “I ... don’t know.” The ghost turned morose. “Everything is cloudy. I can’t wrap my head around what happened. I just ... think it’s all very weird. I can only see the pictures from a great distance away.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s because of the hurricanes you likely imbibed when you were out last night.” There was no judgment in Ofelia’s tone. “It’s okay. This is the Quarter. That’s normal.” She paused for a moment and then barreled forward. “The thing is, people are saying a monster killed you. I need to know what kind of monster.”

      Fear flitted across the ghost’s features. “A monster?” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “A monster,” Ofelia agreed. “Did you see anything?”

      “Just ... eyes. I didn’t know there was evil there until I saw the eyes. Then it was too late.”

      Ofelia swallowed hard. She genuinely felt bad for the guy, even if he was being a pain. “I’m sorry. Did you hear anything?”

      “Just screams.”

      “From where?”

      “From me. The screams, they were coming from me. Even after I died, I kept screaming. Nobody heard me, though.”

      Because she could clearly picture what he was describing, Ofelia nodded. “I’m sorry. We’re going to figure it out, though. You need to trust me.”

      For the ghost, that was easier said than done.
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      Even though he wished Harper was with him, Jared found he enjoyed Shawn’s company. The two men were perfectly happy wandering around the French Quarter looking at shops and bars, making mental notes of places they wanted to take their significant others later in the day, and overall enjoying a relaxed experience.

      “This must be the place where they think the murder happened,” Jared noted when they rounded a corner onto Bourbon Street. Two uniformed police officers stood on the sidewalk talking to the detective they’d overheard chastising the other man at Cafe du Monde hours before.

      “Sully,” Shawn automatically volunteered. “I’m pretty sure that was his name.”

      Jared nodded. “Yeah. He was talking to Bernie. I remember.”

      “I wonder if he got his way with that guy,” Shawn mused. “He seemed pretty determined to get him off the street.”

      “Which makes me nervous,” Jared admitted. “I mean ... I know you can’t really have a murder without a body, but it’s weird, right? The cop seemed genuinely concerned.”

      “I’m willing to bet that New Orleans makes for a strange set of circumstances almost every single day. Maybe a murder without a body isn’t out of the realm of possibility for this detective.”

      “That’s entirely possible,” Jared agreed as he watched Sully cross the street and land on the corner directly next to them.

      For his part, Sully was caught up in his own little world as he placed a call on his cell phone. Whoever picked up on the other end was clearly a superior, because Sully referred to him as “sir” as he pleaded his case.

      “I just don’t think it’s good to dismiss the possibility outright,” Sully insisted after a few minutes of back and forth. “I know the guys who swore out the complaint. They might live on the streets, but I’m not ready to discount them. They’re not prone to making things up.”

      Sully was silent a beat, listening, and then made a growling sound. “No, I don’t think it’s smart to waste assets when we don’t have a body.” More silence. “No, I don’t think it’s wise to look for a body when I have no idea where to search. That’s not what I’m saying.” More silence. “Yes, sir. I’ll head into the precinct. I’m pretty much done out here right now.”

      Sully’s scowl was pronounced as he disconnected his call and shoved his phone into his pocket.

      “No luck?” Jared asked out of nowhere, drawing Sully’s eyes to him. “We couldn’t help but hear what you were talking about. I’m a police detective in Michigan. I know it’s not easy dealing with the brass when they don’t believe you have a case to chase.”

      Sully blew out a sigh, seemingly unbothered at the eavesdropping. “The thing is, they’re right. I have nothing.”

      “Still, it’s not a bad idea to warn the people who might be most vulnerable.”

      “That’s the plan.” Sully flashed a smile. “Enjoy your visit to the Big Easy. I guarantee you’ll have a good time.”

      “That’s the plan,” Jared agreed. He hesitated and then pushed forward. “Should we be worried?”

      Sully immediately started shaking his head. “This area is continuously patrolled, and by hundreds of officers every night. Honestly, there’s no place safer. What happened last night appears to be a fluke ... if it even happened at all.”

      “Well, that’s good to know.”

      “Have fun,” Sully insisted. “That’s why you came here, right? Don’t let me ruin your good time. I didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

      “We’re always careful even when we’re having a good time,” Jared reassured him. “Have a good rest of your day.”

      “You, too.”

      

      OFELIA AND HARPER QUESTIONED THE ghost for a good twenty minutes before giving up. He knew next to nothing, and what he did know was buried under hysterics. After a certain point, he refused to talk until they could remove him from the trap, which Ofelia insisted was impossible without calling the right witch for the job.

      “I’ll handle it,” she reassured Harper upon departing. “He’ll be gone by the time you’re done with your ghost stuff.”

      Harper didn’t look convinced but nodded all the same. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.”

      “Do you hang around here often?” Harper gestured toward Jackson Square, which loomed large upon exiting the alley.

      “I’m here all the time,” Ofelia confirmed. “I expect to be busy for the next few days thanks to your group, though. My bar was mentioned in your brochure.”

      “Oh, really?” Harper brightened considerably. “What bar do you own?”

      “Krewe. It’s only a few blocks away. If, when you’re finished with whatever it is you’re doing later in the day, stop in for a drink. I promise it will be worth your while.”

      “I think we’ll probably do that.”

      Ofelia waved goodbye and then headed down Conti Street. The excursion to Jackson Square to lambast Bernie had taken longer than she envisioned. That meant she had to get back to Krewe and prepare to open for the day. As it stood now, only her father was present and that could mean disaster if nobody was there to rein him in.

      It took her about ten minutes to walk to the bar, and when she entered through the tunnel door that led to the front of the establishment, she found her father pouring drinks for a couple of regulars. Technically Krewe didn’t open for another two hours. Oscar was known to let friendly faces in whether the bar was open for business or not.

      “I see you’ve decided to ignore our operational hours again,” Ofelia said dryly as she wandered behind the bar. There were three tabs open and running on the counter, one for each customer she counted. At least her father had managed to do that correctly.

      “What does it matter?” Oscar demanded. “They’re paying and I served the drinks. I would think you would be happy for the business ... even though you spend more time hanging out with your boyfriend than running your own bar these days.”

      Ofelia was familiar with her father’s brand of mayhem and she refused to engage. “I had to run down to Jackson Square. I left a note.”

      “I saw it. What could you possibly be doing in Jackson Square so early in the day?”

      “Bernie was down there.”

      “So?”

      “So, there was an incident on Bourbon Street in the middle of the night and apparently Bernie has been sneaking out. I wanted to make sure he was okay.”

      “He’s a grown man.”

      Ofelia made a face. “I’m well aware.”

      “He’s a grown man who doesn’t like it when you tell him what to do.”

      “I’m well aware of that, too.”

      Oscar could read the stiff set of his daughter’s shoulders and recognize that she was annoyed. That didn’t stop him from pushing. In fact, that never stopped him from pushing. “I think you should leave that guy to do what he wants to do and mind your own business.”

      “And I think you should follow your own advice and mind your own business,” Ofelia drawled, tapping his chin before moving to check on her three customers. “You guys good?”

      They all nodded, allowing Ofelia to continue arguing with her father.

      “Sully was called out of bed before the sun was up this morning,” Ofelia supplied. “Supposedly some of the regulars on Bourbon Street saw somebody killed.”

      “I heard.” Oscar refused to kowtow to anyone, including his daughter. “I also heard there was no body. I hate to break it to you and your boyfriend — Super Cop Extraordinaire — but there’s no crime without a body.”

      “Yeah, that’s not even remotely true,” Ofelia shot back. “Besides, if somebody did die, there’s a body out there just waiting to be discovered.”

      “Unless somebody ate it,” a voice said from the other side of the bar.

      Ofelia flicked her eyes to the man who said it. “What do you mean, Rusty?” The man might’ve been a regular, but he was a bad tipper. He was, however, occasionally handy when it came to gossip. He was one bad investment away from joining the street people she knew, so he always had his ear to the ground in case a good opportunity arose.

      “I’ve been talking to people, too,” Rusty explained. His shaggy hair, which had been a rich copper color at one time — hence the nickname — was shot through with gray and needed a trim. His eyes were red-rimmed and dull from excessive drinking. He was still sharp, though, and Ofelia knew better than to dismiss anything he had to say.

      “Were you down on Bourbon Street this morning?” Ofelia asked as she topped off his whiskey.

      “I was. I saw your boyfriend down there. He was crabby as all get out. According to Red — he’s one of the street sweepers who has a line on getting me a job with the city — he was complaining about having to leave his girlfriend asleep in bed and come out on a non-murder.”

      Ofelia wanted to argue with the assessment — Sully was nothing if not diligent when it came to his job — but she’d heard the complaining as he shuffled out of her bedroom that morning. He most definitely hadn’t been happy. “Well, I talked to Sully in Jackson Square an hour ago and he’s looking into it.”

      “That’s good,” Rusty said. “Those guys weren’t making it up. They really saw what they saw.”

      “Which was what?” Oscar queried. “All I’ve heard from the delivery drivers is that people heard screaming and supposedly a monster ripped apart some guy. Only when they went to check on the guy after the monster left, there was nothing there. To me, that seems to indicate there wasn’t a murder.”

      “Yes, well, you’re not a detective,” Ofelia reminded her father.

      “What does that matter?” Oscar was defiant. “You can’t investigate a murder if there’s no body. Plain and simple. Those are the rules.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Ofelia said dryly as she turned her attention back to Rusty. “Did you hear anything else? Like how about a name?” No matter how long they questioned the dead man, a name was never given. He either ignored the question or turned the conversation to something else whenever they brought it up. Ultimately, they stopped pressuring him.

      “I don’t think anybody knew him,” Rusty replied. “He was a tourist. Supposedly he had bad shoes or something and that’s how they knew.”

      “I’ve heard the same,” Ofelia agreed. She rolled her neck and momentarily stared at the ceiling. “You’re out on the street a lot, Rusty.”

      “Only because I live with my mother and I’m looking for any excuse to get away from her.”

      Since Ofelia’s relationship with her own mother was strained, she understood that sentiment better than most. “Have you heard of anybody going missing before last night?” she pressed. “I mean ... the street population is our most vulnerable population. It’s possible somebody has gone missing from that group and nobody has reported it to the police.”

      “What are you thinking?” Oscar queried.

      Ofelia shrugged. “I don’t know. If there is a monster out there, I find it hard to believe it lucked onto a tourist at four o’clock in the morning and used him as a first meal. There has to be more to the story.”

      “There are always people going missing from the street,” Rusty said. “Some die in alleys and on sidewalks and are scooped up in the meat wagon, never to be heard from again. Some move to homes because they can no longer survive on the street. It’s not the easiest life.”

      Given the fear she lived with when worrying about Bernie, Ofelia knew that all too well.

      “Nobody ever leaves the streets for someplace good,” Rusty continued. “That’s why, when somebody goes missing, nobody ever questions it. The fear is that we’ll all end up there eventually.”

      Ofelia swallowed hard at the morose look on his face. “I get what you’re saying and I don’t disagree. I just was wondering if you’d heard of anybody specifically going missing in the last week or so.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean they’re not out there. We don’t all know each other.”

      “I guess.”

      

      HARPER AND ZANDER SPENT THE DAY hobnobbing with ghost hunters and getting the lay of the land. As with any other adventure they’d been invited on, there were good and bad aspects to the group that had been assembled.

      “I think there might be one or two authentic individuals with the group,” Harper offered, her fingers linked with Jared’s as they exited a restaurant. She was stuffed to the gills and ready for a bit of adventure now that she was no longer exhausted from traveling. “Most everybody else is just there for the ride.”

      “There are a few frauds, too,” Zander added as he and Shawn filed onto the sidewalk behind Jared and Harper. “There’s always some jerk who wants to take control of the entire operation and be the center of attention. I hate that guy.”

      Harper pressed her lips together in an attempt to keep from laughing as she flicked her eyes to Jared. He could read the merriment lurking in the depths of her eyes and knew exactly what she was thinking. Zander was one of those people who always needed to be the center of attention. He was not, however, an inauthentic individual. He was who he was and made no excuses for it.

      “Do you think you’ll have fun?” Jared queried.

      Harper hesitated, briefly wondering what he was getting at. “Why?” she asked finally. “Did you guys not have fun without us today?”

      “We were fine,” Jared reassured her quickly. “We had a good time. New Orleans literally has something for everybody.”

      “We found a vampire shop and were invited to a speakeasy over the weekend,” Shawn volunteered, grinning. “According to the very attractive woman who slipped us the cards, only those who are really special get invited. She seemed to absolutely love Jared, by the way.”

      Jared’s cheeks burned when he felt Harper’s gaze land on him. “He’s exaggerating,” he replied automatically.

      “I’m not,” Shawn countered. “That woman absolutely loved everything about Jared ... and I mean everything. When he flashed his wedding ring in an obvious way to get her to back off, she seemed to love him even more.”

      Jared was mortified by the story. “You don’t have to worry, Harper, we turned down the invites to the speakeasy.”

      “Oh, it’s cute that you think I’m worried about that,” Harper teased as she snuggled closer to him. Her husband got embarrassed about the weirdest things and she enjoyed messing with him. “Should I hunt this woman down and beat the snot out of her? You know, fight for your honor.”

      “Oh, you kid, but that would be totally hot.” Jared pressed a kiss to her forehead, enjoying the way her body molded against his. “Honestly, we did have a good time, though. There are voodoo stores everywhere. Also, when you’re walking down random streets, people pull out saxophones and start playing them.”

      “We also found out you can throw yourself a parade and it doesn’t cost very much money,” Shawn added. “We were considering hiding that fact from Zander because we figured there would be a parade every single day once he heard the news, but then we decided one Zander parade might be fun.”

      “Oh, there’s going to be a Zander parade.” Zander’s eyes gleamed with glutinous delight. “It’s going to be the best parade ever. Mark my words.”

      Jared snickered. “I think we’re all looking forward to that. Honestly, we spent the bulk of our day just wandering around.”

      “We did stop for some hurricanes on Bourbon Street,” Shawn added. “They were really good. We limited ourselves to one each, though, because we figured you guys might want to go back with us.”

      “Um, yeah.” Zander pushed his mental parade planning to the side and clapped his hands. “I totally want a hurricane.”

      “Then come on.” Shawn tugged on his hand as they took the lead. “The place we went is only two blocks away.”

      Jared and Harper watched with unveiled amusement as the two men led the way. It was only after a few moments of silence that Jared realized Harper was being much quieter than he expected. “Is something wrong?”

      “Hmm.” Harper dragged her eyes to his face and shook her head. “Why do you think something is wrong?”

      “You have that look.”

      “Well, nothing is wrong.” She took a deep breath. “Something did happen today, though.” Before she even realized what she was going to do, Harper unloaded the tale of Ofelia and the ghost on her husband. She left nothing out and the story took longer than she envisioned. “So, things started out weird and it was kind of boring after the fact.”

      “It sounds like it.” Jared brushed his hand over her hair in an attempt to soothe her. “Do you want to do something about this ghost?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what there is to do about it. Ofelia said she was going to call someone, and when I checked later in the afternoon, he was gone so she must’ve followed through. I don’t know where he is now.”

      “I don’t know what we can do about it either. You look bothered, though.”

      “I don’t think bothered is the right word.”

      “What is the right word?”

      “I have no idea. I guess the whole thing just rattled me a bit. I’ll get over it after a few hurricanes.”

      Jared wasn’t convinced, but he decided to let it go ... for now.

      When the foursome rounded the corner to Bourbon Street, they were assailed by a wave of people, to the point where they had to clump together close to a wall so they wouldn’t lose one another.

      “It was not like this when we were here earlier,” Shawn complained, making a face when a woman two feet away lifted her top and shook her chest in his face. “Oh, ma’am, you’re wasting your time. I don’t have anything for you.”

      The woman didn’t look all that bothered because she quickly turned and flashed for another person.

      “I don’t like this,” Zander said on a frown. “I mean ... I like a party as much as the next person, but it smells like hot dogs and urine out here.”

      “It’s too much,” Jared agreed. “We’re not even going to be able to hear one another talk.”

      “So, what should we do?” Shawn queried. “Should we head back and try to find a quieter bar that way?”

      Harper shook her head. She already knew where they were going. “I know of another place. I met a woman today and she invited me.”

      Zander immediately began nodding his head. “Yes, let’s find the attractive woman and her equally hot boyfriend. I guarantee they won’t smell like urine and hot dogs.”

      Jared snorted. “How far?”

      “I think it’s three blocks that way.” Harper pointed. “Then we have to make a right.”

      “Okay.” Jared was prepared. “Everybody hold hands with the person in front of you. We don’t want to get separated in this mess.”

      “Definitely not,” Shawn agreed. “I’m so disappointed. It was calm this afternoon.”

      “Well, it is evening in New Orleans,” Harper offered. “My guess is that nothing here is ever calm once the sun sets.”

      “I’m betting you’re right.”
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      Krewe was hopping, to the point where Ofelia was glad she’d brought in extra staff. The ghost hunters weren’t a particularly rowdy group — especially by New Orleans’ standards — but they did like their cocktails. And theme cocktails? They were selling in spades.

      “You know how I feel about theme cocktails,” Oscar groused when he saw her sending out Monster Martinis. “They’re undignified.”

      “They’re also moneymakers,” Ofelia replied. “I think you’re going to have to get over it.” She flicked her eyes to the door when she saw it open, her heart doing a happy dance as Sully stepped into Krewe. “If you don’t like a theme drink, then don’t have one. I think it’s fairly simple.”

      Oscar scowled at her. “I hate it when you say things like that.”

      “Oh, I know.” Ofelia leaned over the bar when Sully approached. “Good evening, Detective. Can I fancy you something tasty?”

      Sully grinned as he caught her chin and graced her with a deep kiss. “I think you just did,” he said when he finally pulled back. “How is the love of my life?”

      It was a corny question and yet Ofelia couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Busy, but happy.”

      “Do you want to know how I’m doing?” Oscar queried out of nowhere.

      Sully flicked his eyes to the man and shook his head. “Not particularly.”

      “Well, I’m going to tell you anyway.”

      “Oh, good,” Sully drawled. “There’s nothing I like more than an Oscar diatribe. What are you complaining about tonight?”

      “Theme drinks,” Ofelia volunteered before Oscar could answer.

      “They’re undignified,” Oscar insisted.

      “Tourists like theme drinks,” Sully pointed out. “I don’t know what to tell you. Personally, I happen to be a fan of the originals — give me some Sazerac and call it a day — but if people on vacation want Vampire’s Blood Brew, who are we to judge?”

      “Um ... people with good taste.” Oscar was serious. “I think Krewe should be above theme drinks.”

      “And I think you should give it a rest.” Sully was in no mood for Oscar’s crap. His long day was starting to catch up with him. “This place is busy. That means your daughter is making money — something I believe that’s good for both of you — so it’s probably best you stop being a pill.”

      Sully’s admonishment did little to help with Oscar’s mood. “I don’t think I like you right now,” Oscar sniffed as he sipped his beer.

      “I’m crushed.” Sully gave Ofelia another kiss, this one light and airy, and then pulled back. “I’m going to be honest, baby, I’m not sure I can survive a long night. I was thinking I would have one drink and then go caveman and throw you over my shoulder for bed.”

      Oscar worked his jaw. “I can’t believe you just said that in front of her father.”

      “You could always not listen,” Sully pointed out.

      “I have ears. It’s impossible not to listen under those circumstances.”

      “I could get you some earplugs. They sell them at all the Bourbon Street hotels.”

      “Do you think you’re funny?”

      Sully bobbed his head. “My second career track was stand-up comedian. I think I’m hilarious.”

      “And I think my daughter should pick a new boyfriend.” Oscar was serious. “You’re bugging me.”

      “You’ll get used to me.” Sully clapped his shoulder and accepted the drink Ofelia slid to him. “Thank you.”

      Oscar’s hand shot out, landing between their mouths before they could kiss again. “Don’t make me puke.”

      Sully made an exaggerated face but held it together. “If I wasn’t so tired, I would fight you to the death. As it stands, I’m going to let your bad attitude slide for this evening.”

      “Oh, I’m quaking on my stool,” Oscar drawled.

      Sensing trouble, Ofelia decided to change the subject. “Anything on your dead guy?”

      “You mean the dead guy who didn’t leave a body behind?” Oscar demanded.

      Sully ignored him. “We still have nothing. My boss doesn’t want me to devote too much time to looking because he believes that it’s a waste of valuable resources, but he’s given me a bit of leeway. Not much, but a little.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “I have no idea. Tonight, I’m going to drink my cocktail and then carry my woman upstairs. After nine hours of sleep, I’m hoping I’ll be able to better answer that question.”

      “Because you’re so tired, I’m going to let the ‘my woman’ crack go.”

      Sully smirked. “That sounds like a plan to me.” He scooped his hand down the back of Ofelia’s head, briefly resting his forehead against hers. The breeze from the door opening again had him switching his attention to that area, and when he caught sight of Jared and Shawn, he frowned. “Hmm.”

      Ofelia followed his gaze, her smile widening when she saw Zander and Harper. “I see they took my advice and decided to come for a drink.”

      Sully’s eyebrows hopped. “Do you know them?”

      Ofelia nodded. “The blonde and the fussy guy in the pink shirt. I met them in Jackson Square after I separated from you this afternoon. They’re with the ghost hunting group.”

      Sully studied her a beat, debating, and then pursed his lips. “I met the other two guys on Bourbon Street. I was back checking out the scene and talked to them briefly. They seemed amiable enough, although I didn’t realize they were ghost hunters.”

      Ofelia hesitated and then shook her head. “I’m not sure they are. I know the blonde is the real deal. Her name is Harper. I got the feeling the fussy guy — his name is Zander and he’s got a lot in common with my brother — was her sidekick, not a member of the blessed.”

      Sully’s lips quirked into a wry grin. “The blessed?”

      Ofelia suddenly found she was defensive. “That’s what the voodoo women call people who can communicate with the dead. I picked it up from them.”

      “There’s no need to get defensive.”

      “I’m not being defensive.” Ofelia mostly meant it. “I just ... have always called ghost whisperers blessed. I didn’t realize it was weird until you called me on it.”

      “I think it’s fine. Just out of curiosity, how do you know she’s the real deal?”

      “Because we found your victim this afternoon and talked to him ... together.”

      Sully was taken aback. “Excuse me?”

      Ofelia’s forehead furrowed in confusion. “Why are you looking at me as if I have two heads?”

      “Because you just confirmed I have an actual case.”

      “Yes, and I called and left that information on your voicemail four hours ago.”

      “You did not.” Sully pulled his phone out of his pocket and studied the screen, his cheeks heating when he checked his voicemail. “Well ... crap.”

      Ofelia folded her arms over her chest. “What did you say?” She cupped her ear in exaggerated fashion. “Did I hear ‘Ofelia, you’re the smartest and wisest woman in the world and I’m a complete and total ninny’ come out of your mouth?”

      Despite his embarrassment, Sully grinned. “You are the smartest and wisest woman in the world. You must’ve called when I was in with the boss. I silenced my phone then and the only notification I got after the fact was that my mother called. I decided, given my lack of sleep, that I was going to deal with her tomorrow.”

      Ofelia liked Sully’s mother and didn’t necessarily understand why Sully had so much attitude with her. Now wasn’t the time to bring that up, though. “Well ... I called. I’m sorry you didn’t get it.”

      “No, it’s my fault.” Sully dragged a hand through his hair. Even though he was tired, having something to focus on reinvigorated him a bit. “I need to know what the ghost said.”

      “Well, I think we should join the ghost hunters for that story.” Ofelia waved at Harper’s group. “In fact, maybe we should all head out to the patio together. Nobody can hear what we talk about out there. I could use a break and I called in enough people to handle the floor.”

      Sully nodded in agreement. “If I get to spend time with you and get answers over cocktails, that makes me a happy man.”

      “You’re easy to please,” she teased.

      “Honestly, before you, I don’t think anybody would’ve said that about me. You’ve made my life better so I rarely complain.”

      Oscar made a snorting sound. “I’m totally going to puke.”

      Sully flicked his ear. “Help the bartenders and shut up about the theme drinks. Give your daughter a break tonight, huh?”

      Oscar let loose an exaggerated sigh. “If you say so.”

      “Thank you so much for your cooperation.”

      

      HARPER DIDN’T PUT UP A FIGHT WHEN OFELIA suggested they take drinks to the patio. The blonde couldn’t help but notice the brunette’s scowl when she turned her attention to the corner of the enclosed area, to where a sleeping bag was folded and wedged between a chair and the wall.

      “Is something wrong?” Harper asked.

      Ofelia lowered the tray she carried to a table and shook her head. “Not exactly.”

      Sully rested his hand on Ofelia’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I can go look for him if you want.”

      Ofelia immediately started shaking her head. “No, that’s a bad idea. He’ll melt down.”

      “At least he’ll be alive.”

      “Yeah, well ... .”

      “Are you talking about the guy you were with at the coffee place this morning?” Jared asked as he held out Harper’s chair so she could get settled.

      Sully’s forehead creased. “How do you know that?”

      “We were there, one table over. You probably didn’t notice because you were too busy arguing.”

      “Yes, well, Bernie is ... Bernie.” Sully let out a sigh as he sank into the chair next to his girlfriend. “He doesn’t like being bossed around. Ofelia set up this spot in here so he could still have privacy, but he chafes.”

      “I own the building next door, too,” Ofelia explained. “The plan is to have him take over one of the units while we’re doing renovations. We haven’t quite gotten that far yet.”

      “What sort of renovations?” Harper queried. She had plans for expanding her business model, too, and she was always happy to meet another entrepreneur.

      “I’m going to turn it into a retail center with some mixed-use apartment units,” Ofelia replied. “I’m also going to expand my apartment.” She pointed so Harper could follow her train of thought. “That’s my apartment up there. It’s nice, and the patio is gorgeous, but there’s not a lot of room. We’re going to knock down the wall between and make one huge unit.”

      “And live there together?”

      Ofelia hesitated. “Um ... .”

      “Yes,” Sully answered, shooting Ofelia an annoyed look. “You’ll have to excuse Ofelia, she’s watched too many rom-coms and believes that if she says she wants to live with me that suddenly I’ll change my mind and take off. She falls into the fallacy that playing hard to get is the way to go.”

      Now it was Ofelia’s turn to scowl. “I don’t believe that.”

      “No?” Sully folded his hands on his lap. “My bad.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Ofelia let loose a sigh. “You’ll have to excuse Zach. He’s full of himself sometimes.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Harper beamed at her. “Two of my three are full of themselves, too.”

      Ofelia couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “It’s as if you have your own reverse harem.”

      “I know, right?” Harper shot Jared a cheeky grin. “Technically Zander and I have been attached at the hip since kindergarten. We met on the first day of school and fell in love.”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t give her one little thing she needs,” Zander explained. “Well, it’s not little.”

      Jared flicked his ear. “Don’t be gross. These are new people. You don’t want to scare them off before Harper has a chance to bond. We both know that’s why she’s really here. She needs the company of estrogen instead of testosterone occasionally.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” Ofelia said. “We’ve already bonded. All it takes is a ghost and a trap to make sure that happens.”

      “Totally,” Harper agreed.

      Jared took a moment to study his wife’s profile and then shook his head. “I forget how excited you get when you actually meet someone like you. I should make more of an effort to get you up to Shadow Lake.”

      “And what’s in Shadow Lake?” Ofelia queried.

      “Another witch,” Harper replied. “We live in Michigan, but the southeastern side. About a year ago I met a witch who lives on the northwestern side. I don’t know if you guys have the same sort of powers, but Ivy and I bonded, too.”

      “Well, it’s always good to have someone to bond with,” Ofelia encouraged. “Here in the Quarter, half the population is supernatural. The other half ... well ... it seems to me they should know about the supernatural elements in town. The fact that they choose to pretend they don’t see what’s going on is on them.”

      “And you’ve lived here your whole life?” Harper asked.

      Ofelia nodded. “Yup. My whole life.”

      “What about you?” Jared asked Sully. “Are you New Orleans born and raised?”

      Sully shook his head. “No. I grew up in Baton Rouge. My parents are big muckety-mucks up there. I decided to strike out on my own as a teenager. They weren’t happy when I opted to become a police officer. I moved to New Orleans not long after I finished my training. They weren’t happy about that either — they think the city is a tourist trap — but I’ve always felt a kinship with Nola.”

      “And obviously with someone else.” Jared inclined his head toward Ofelia.

      “Definitely with someone else,” Sully agreed, collecting his girlfriend’s hand and giving it a squeeze. “To be fair, we only met a few months ago. It seems like a long time ago given all we’ve gone through together, but we’re still new and shiny.” He smirked as Ofelia shifted on her chair, clearly uncomfortable.

      “You guys seem to fit well,” Harper said.

      “Totally,” Zander agreed. “When I pointed you guys out to Harper earlier, I said that it was obvious you guys belonged together.”

      “I believe you said if you were straight you would totally end up with Ofelia,” Harper corrected. “You also mentioned you wouldn’t kick Zach out of bed.”

      Shawn pinned his fiancé with a dark look. “Oh, really?”

      “Way to blab, Harp,” Zander groused. “I’m going to have to make you pay for that one later.”

      “Oh, I’m so scared,” Harper drawled.

      “I want to hear all about you guys,” Ofelia said as she sipped her cocktail and got comfortable. “Talking to ghosts is a rare gift, even in the Quarter. I want to hear how it came to fruition ... and how you ended up together. I adore a good love story.”

      “We can do that,” Harper agreed. “I want to hear about you guys, too. I think it would be amazing to be in love in New Orleans.”

      Ofelia sent Sully a fond smile. “It has its moments.”

      “It does,” Sully agreed. “Of course, we have our fair share of monsters, too.”

      “Like the one stalking the streets now,” Harper surmised.

      Sully hesitated and then nodded. “It appears we do have a problem. What that problem is, however, is still up for debate.”

      “Then we’ll talk about all of it.” Harper found she was more comfortable than she likely should be and yet she didn’t care. “We can start.”

      

      IT TOOK THE COUPLES A GOOD TWO HOURS to tell their stories, and by the time they were finished, everybody had turned into fast friends. Even though Sully was used to watching Ofelia interact with the regulars in the Quarter, there was something magical about watching her bond with Harper. It was only after a long conversational stretch — an extremely long stretch where they couldn’t stop talking to one another — that Sully realized Ofelia needed the female contact as much as Harper did. She had friends in the Quarter who were female, but she spent the bulk of her time with her father, brother, a snarky vampire, and himself. Obviously, the female bonding was good for both of them.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Harper asked as Ofelia showed them out through the tunnel. “How are you going to figure out who is doing this?”

      “I have no idea.” Ofelia held out her hands. “I called the coven to remove the ghost and I think they did.”

      “They did,” Harper confirmed. “I checked just to make sure.”

      “That’s good.” Ofelia’s expression turned thoughtful. “They said they were going to question him when he calmed down, but I haven’t heard anything. Given his attitude, I think it’s entirely possible he’ll never calm down.”

      Harper couldn’t help but agree. “Well, if you need help ... .” She found she was reluctant to say goodbye to Ofelia even though it was late.

      Jared smoothly inserted himself into the conversation, sliding his arm around Harper’s shoulders. “Guys, this isn’t goodbye. We’ll make sure you see each other again. Maybe you can do one of those spa things or something.”

      “Not without me,” Zander huffed.

      Jared shot him a quelling look. “Will you give it a rest?”

      “Not likely,” Zander replied dryly. “I ... .” Whatever he was about to say died on his lips as a woman’s scream erupted from somewhere out on the street.

      Jared’s first instinct was to shelter Harper and he extended his hand to shove her behind him. Sully and Ofelia, however, took off at a dead run. There was no hesitation from either of them. Once Harper saw they were running into danger rather than away from it, she pushed Jared’s arm out of the way and followed.

      The scene on the street was utter chaos. Drunken revelers stood on the sidewalk and watched as a huge shadow descended on a terrified woman. The woman in question had thrown her hands over her head as a defense mechanism — perhaps because she was missing a shoe and seemed to have nowhere to go — but the shadow wasn’t slowing down as it approached her.

      Ofelia shook her hands, her fingers igniting with purple fire. Harper was already moving, though. Her instincts told her to dive in, and the only thing she had to offer was the dreamcatcher she’d stuffed in her purse.

      Harper slid around Jared even as he tried to haul her back into the tunnel and tossed out the dreamcatcher. It didn’t make it quite far enough, and the frustration lining her features told Ofelia the blonde was about to put herself in danger to get the contraption closer to the shadow.

      “No,” Ofelia said, shaking her head. “I’ve got it.” The witch had no idea what the dreamcatcher would do but, she implicitly trusted Harper. That’s why she waved her hand and allowed the purple magic to shove the dreamcatcher closer to the attacking darkness.

      The second the device was within reach, it ignited in a wave of white light. The men – other than Sully – sheltered their eyes, but the women didn’t look away.

      Harper was grim as the white light turned black and the door that opened showed a shadow world instead of the peaceful expanse she was used to seeing when she engaged a dreamcatcher. She’d seen the dark world a handful of times and it never failed to give her chills.

      Ofelia, who was not used to watching a dreamcatcher in action, cocked her head as the dark creature let loose an unearthly scream. Within seconds, it had been sucked into the bleak world. The dreamcatcher flashed one more time and then closed.

      All that was left on the street in the wake of the door closing was chaos ... and drunken applause.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Sully mused as he started for the woman in the middle of the street.

      Ofelia nodded. “And you only know the half of it.”
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      “What was that?” Sully waited until the woman was on her feet and reunited with her friends — a smooth lie that the shadow monster was part of New Orleans' robust street performance offerings rolling off his tongue — to ask the obvious question. He was, however, the only one questioning the flash.

      “What was what?” Zander asked blankly.

      “That ... flash.” Sully glanced between Ofelia and Harper. “It was bright when it opened, looked like a door, and then turned dark.”

      Curious, Jared moved closer to Harper. “You could see what she did?”

      Sully hesitated and then nodded. “Yes. Are you saying you can’t?”

      Jared’s smile was rueful. “No. I wish I could see it. She’s described it for me but ... I’ve never been able to see it.”

      “Me either.” Zander had a few drinks under his belt, but he was suddenly sober. “I guess it begs the question why you can.”

      Sully was calm despite the interest in his background. “As Ofelia told you, our population skews to the paranormal quite often.”

      “But ... what are you? Are you witch, too?”

      “No, I’m not.” Sully didn’t expand, which was enough to agitate Zander.

      “Are you a male witch?” Zander pressed.

      The question threw Sully. “I’m not a witch. I just told you that.”

      “Yes, but I asked if you’re a male witch.”

      “You mean a warlock? No, I’m not a warlock.”

      “How can I be sure?”

      “I don’t know.” Sully feigned patience, although it took effort. “I can promise I’m not a witch.”

      It wasn’t lost on Jared that Sully had yet to explain what he was. It occurred to him that it didn’t matter. If Sully wanted to share, he would. If he didn’t, that was also up to him. The whole reason the group had found each other was because Harper and Ofelia saw something in one another that intrigued them. What mattered was the women’s relationship.

      “Yeah, I think you’re being purposely vague,” Zander pressed.

      “It’s none of your business,” Jared interjected out of nowhere. He was desperate to preserve Harper’s bond with Ofelia … especially since she seemed to need it.

      “I happen to think everything is my business.”

      “Which is why we’re constantly fighting.” Jared shot Zander a quelling look before reaching for Harper. “Are you okay?”

      Harper nodded. She was still shaken from seeing the dark place, but Jared’s voice was enough to snap her back to reality. “I’m fine.”

      “You look pale.”

      “Well, I’m fine.”

      “You still look pale.”

      Harper glared at him. “Are you trying to irritate me?”

      Jared cracked a smile. “Not last time I checked. Sully’s reaction has me thinking that something out of the ordinary happened, though. I guess I’m curious enough to be worried.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” Harper reassured him quickly. “The dreamcatcher worked as it was supposed to.”

      “Yeah, speaking of that, how did you know to throw it?” Ofelia queried. “Where did you even get it?”

      Harper shrugged. “I use them for work. I ... created them.”

      “To do what?”

      “To open a door. You see, when a soul stays behind it’s rarely by choice. Most souls that don’t crossover are forcefully separated from their bodies by a violent end. Like anything else, there are always exceptions. Some souls choose to stay behind because they’re afraid of what’s on the other side. Most of them don’t even realize they’re dead right away, though.”

      Ofelia nodded in understanding. “How did you know to throw the dreamcatcher at the shadow, though? I mean ... you jumped to the conclusion that we were dealing with a ghost of some kind. Obviously you were right.”

      Harper hesitated and then shook her head. “I don’t think it was a ghost. I do think it had a soul. Given the flash we saw, I’m pretty sure it was a dark soul, too.”

      “You seemed surprised by what you saw on the other side,” Ofelia persisted. “How come?”

      “Usually when I send a soul over, the flash I see through the door is light ... and peaceful.”

      Now Ofelia was intrigued. “Like Heaven?”

      Harper worked her jaw. “I don’t know that I would call it Heaven. I mean ... organized religion is always iffy to deal with. I think it’s a better place. I don’t necessarily believe it’s associated with one religion.”

      Ofelia waved off the statement. “I get what you’re saying. Still, what about the other place? If there’s a good place, obviously there’s a bad place, too.”

      “I’ve only seen the dark place a handful of times, and a few of those instances had me wondering if it was a trick of the light. Almost everybody I’ve ever helped cross over has gone to the light place.”

      “And yet our shadow monster went to the dark side.” Ofelia flicked her eyes back to the road. “It didn’t have a physical form. Not really. You don’t think it was strictly a ghost, though.”

      “I think that’s unlikely,” Harper confirmed.

      Ofelia pursed her lips, debating. “So ... what are we dealing with?”

      “Nothing good,” Sully replied. “If bad things come for a bad creature then we have to be dealing with something extremely evil ... and if it’s not alive, that means it’s going to be all the more difficult to get rid of.”

      Jared cleared his throat to draw attention to him. “I know I’m out of the loop here because I couldn’t see what happened, but if the creature is gone, why aren’t we celebrating? It’s over and done with.”

      “That would be great,” Sully said, opting for honesty. “The problem is, we have no way of knowing how many of these things are out there.”

      “Why can’t it be just one?”

      “It can. In Nola, though, things are rarely that simple.”

      Jared nodded. He understood what he was saying. “So ... this might just be the beginning.”

      “Yes, and we need to be ready in case there are more of them to deal with. That means figuring out what they are.”

      “And how do we do that?”

      Sully held out his hands and shrugged. “I have no idea. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      

      OFELIA CHECKED ON THE BAR before allowing Sully to cajole her upstairs. She was exhausted enough that she didn’t feel guilty about leaving her workers to deal with the ghost hunters. She was so tired, in fact, she barely had the energy to crawl into bed after washing her face.

      Sully took the time to strip off her pants so she would be comfortable and then rolled her so her head was on his shoulder. “I love you,” he murmured as his lips brushed her forehead.

      “I love you, too.” She was quiet for a beat. “You know there’s going to be more than one of them, right?”

      He nodded into the darkness. “Our luck won’t let anything be as easy as what happened tonight.”

      “I happen to think we’re both lucky individuals. I mean ... we found each other, didn’t we?”

      He smiled into her hair. “Good point, baby. I need you to turn off that busy brain of yours and sleep, though. Tomorrow is an entirely new day. We’ll figure out what needs to be done then.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      That was the last thing Sully heard before sleep dragged him under. When he woke, it was nine hours later and the sun was just beginning to peek through the window. He took a moment to stretch, his muscles thanking him for a good night’s sleep, and then he turned his attention to his sleeping girlfriend.

      All that dark hair should have her looking like a devil, he mused as he watched her. That snarky tongue of hers should reinforce the stereotype. Whenever he looked at her, though, all he could think about was angels. It was weird, and maybe a little corny, but he enjoyed the visual.

      As if sensing him staring at her, Ofelia stretched her arms over her head as she stirred. When her eyes snapped open, they were already fixed on Sully’s face. “Good morning, stud muffin.”

      The corners of his mouth lifted into a smile as he regarded her. “Good morning, sex kitten.”

      She matched his grin. “While I think the nickname is cute, if you ever use it in front of my father he’s going to lose his mind.”

      “What else is new?” Sully was calm as he brushed her hair away from her face. “You slept okay, right?”

      She nodded. “I was down for the count pretty fast. I don’t even remember what we were talking about when I slipped under.”

      “How hot I am.”

      “Oh, really?” She hiked a dubious eyebrow. “That doesn’t seem like a very long conversation to me.”

      “You also wanted to talk about how I’m the smartest man you’ve ever met and, from now on, you’re always going to do exactly what I say in a fraught situation and never put yourself in danger.”

      “Oh, well, that really sounds just like me.”

      He smirked at her sarcastic tone. “Do you know what else you said?”

      “What?”

      “You’re going to let me fund the building renovations and pay for a vacation for us together and not make a stink about either one.”

      Ofelia’s smile disappeared. “We talked about that.”

      “We did, but you keep putting off a date. I want to go on a vacation with you. I want a week of sun and fun. I want time for just you and me, no fathers or brothers constantly interrupting. I’m not going to let it go until you agree to let me take you away from all this.”

      Ofelia made a protesting sound. “I have agreed to let you take me away.”

      “You haven’t picked a date. I want a date.”

      Ofelia’s face contorted into a pout. “You know I hate it when you pressure me into things.”

      “See, that’s not how I see it. I happen to think I’m the best kind of boyfriend. I bolster you constantly. I’m okay with you being stronger than me. I want you to succeed in your business endeavors. I don’t give you crap for working late nights.”

      “Oh, that’s not fair,” Ofelia shot back. “You’re a cop. Your hours are just as screwed up as mine.”

      “They are.” He saw no sense in denying it. “However, I don’t think asking that you pick a date for our vacation is unfairly pressuring you.”

      She made a grumbling sound under her breath, but he couldn’t make out the words.

      “We’ll let it go for now,” he said after a beat. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Then why do you pick fights?”

      “Because you’re fiery and I like it when your blood is pumping.”

      “I see you woke up feeling romantic this morning,” she teased.

      “Every morning with you,” he confirmed, taking a moment to check the clock on the nightstand. They had thirty minutes before they had to hop in the shower. “There is one thing I want to talk to you about.”

      Curious about the shift in his tone, Ofelia propped her chin on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s nothing wrong,” he replied hurriedly. “I just ... need to ask you a favor.”

      “Does it involve getting me naked?”

      “That’s a gift from the heavens. This is something else.”

      “Just tell me. You’re making me nervous.”

      “You don’t have to be nervous. It’s just ... your new friends.”

      “You don’t like them.” Ofelia propped herself on an elbow. That was the last thing she expected. “How come?”

      “I like them fine. Er, well, I like all of them except Zander. He seems like a lot of work to me, and even though he’s funny, he also strikes me as a wild card and that always makes me nervous.”

      “Fair enough.” Ofelia tugged on her bottom lip. “If you like them, I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “It’s me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Last night it became apparent that the only one in their group who is supernatural is Harper. We both are, though, and now they all know that I could see the door.”

      Ofelia immediately understood. “You don’t want me to tell them what you are.”

      “I think they’re trustworthy. It’s just ... Jared is a police officer, too. He covers for Harper. What I am is completely different, though.”

      “You’re afraid he would somehow make a stink about it, file a complaint or something.”

      “I think it’s unlikely. He’s a stalwart guy. He’s also a rule-follower.”

      Ofelia nodded in understanding. “I would never share your secret without you being okay with it. That’s not who I am.”

      “I know.” He gave her a soft kiss. “I just don’t want to risk it. I trust them and yet ... you know.”

      Ofelia nodded. She did know. “If the wrong person finds out you’re a shifter, it could end your career.”

      “That sounds melodramatic, but yes. I like my job. I happen to love my life ... with you. I just don’t want to have to worry that the wrong person is somehow going to find out.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Yeah?” He allowed a sly grin to slip over his features. “What if I decide to torture you with tickles? Will you still keep my secret then?”

      “Do you want to find out?”

      “You read my mind.” He moved to roll on top of her. “We have twenty-five minutes if we want to be on time for the breakfast you set up with your new friends. I think you should let me set the pace.”

      That sounded like zero fun to Ofelia. “And here I thought I was going to make my kitty purr at my pace.”

      “Let’s both go for it and see where we end up.”

      “That sounds like a plan to me.”

      

      OFELIA AND SULLY WERE ALL SMILES when they let themselves into Oceana, their fingers linked and their moods high. Harper, Jared, Zander, and Shawn were already seated. They all looked amused when the couple joined them.

      “You guys look none the worse for wear,” Harper noted as she regarded them. “I take it you didn’t have another attack or anything.”

      “It was a quiet night,” Ofelia replied as she signaled the waitress for two coffees. “We were out about five minutes after you guys left.”

      “More like ten minutes, but she’s not far off,” Sully said. “What about you guys? Have you seen or heard anything?”

      Jared shook his head. “It only took us ten minutes to walk back to the hotel last night. We were out just as quickly as you guys.”

      “I checked in with dispatch this morning and there were no calls of monster sightings last night,” Sully offered. “Before you laugh, we have an actual log that registers monster and witch sightings. Because we deal with drunk tourists more often than sober ones, you would be surprised at some of the stories we’ve heard.”

      Jared made a face. “I hadn’t considered that but ... I get it.”

      “My favorite was about two years ago.” Sully adopted a far-off expression as his lips quirked. “There was a group of college students from Ohio of all places. They got served some bad absinthe. It has to be made right or there are risks. They bought their batch from a guy on the street for ten bucks, which is never a good idea.

      “Anyway, in their inebriated state, they came to the conclusion that the world was on fire and the only way to survive was to strip naked and jump into the river,” he continued. “The problem is, they were too lazy to walk to the river so instead they jumped in a fountain over on Conti Street. That’s where I found them. Guess what they told me.”

      “I’m afraid to ask,” Harper said on a giggle.

      “They told me that the Hulk joined forces with Pyro from the X-Men movies and they were laying waste to the world, starting with New Orleans,” Sully replied. “They also said they saw the Cenobites from that horror movie running around and that’s why they stripped naked.”

      “I’ve seen those movies,” Zander offered. “Getting naked when they have all those wires and knives would be the exact opposite of a good idea.”

      Sully cracked a smile. “I’m just saying that seeing monsters in the Quarter is an everyday thing.”

      “Speaking of monsters, what’s the plan today?” Jared queried. “Are we supposed to just go about our business as if nothing happened last night?”

      “Pretty much,” Sully confirmed. “I have to run to the office and go through the reports. According to the dispatchers, there was nothing to pique my interest. A lot of our reports don’t come in until end of shift, though, which is happening right now. I need to go through those reports.”

      “What about us?” Harper asked. “We’re supposed to go with the ghost hunters, but if you need us, we can blow it off.”

      “Actually, I think it’s best if you do go with them,” Ofelia replied. “I mean ... if anybody saw anything weird last night, it’s likely to be those who can see and talk to ghosts, right?”

      Harper shifted on her chair, uncomfortable. “Except most of the people in that group are frauds.”

      “Most, but not all,” Ofelia agreed. “You guys need to stick with your group. I don’t want you wandering around looking for something when we don’t even know if there’s another one running around.”

      “I agree with Ofelia,” Jared said. “You guys have been looking forward to this thing for a long time. There’s no reason to break ranks yet.”

      “Okay.” Harper was fine heading out to meet with the other ghost hunters. “What are you going to do, though?”

      “Check with my regular sources.” Ofelia’s smile turned into a grimace. “I know the players in the Quarter quite well. If anything is going on, they’re likely to know.”

      “And then what?”

      Ofelia held out her hands and shrugged. “And then we play it by ear. Until we have more information, we’re stuck. My goal is to find that information.”

      “And you’ll call me if you find something, right?” Harper demanded.

      Ofelia nodded without hesitation. “You’ll be the first one I call. You have my word.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Eight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ofelia headed toward Frenchman Street first. The old witch she was going to visit was particular, and the longer the day stretched, the more cranky she got. On top of that, Ofelia wanted to get the visit out of the way. If she put it off too long, she would simply end up regretting it.

      The magic shop Dora Landry owned was bustling with activity when Ofelia let herself through the front door. Dora no longer ran the counter or helped the customers, instead choosing to sit in front of the old fireplace and look important, so that’s where Ofelia pointed herself.

      “Well, if it isn’t the Quarter’s favorite witch,” Dora cackled when she saw Ofelia. They had a tempestuous relationship at best. That didn’t mean information couldn’t be exchanged. Dora was persnickety, but she didn’t want anyone ruling the Quarter except her, and that included monsters.

      “I thought that you were the Quarter’s favorite witch,” Ofelia said as she sat next to Dora. “That’s the word on the street anyway.”

      “Oh, now you’re just sucking up.” Dora gave Ofelia some extended side eye. “I heard you had some action over at Krewe last night. The reports are sketchy, though. I’m assuming that’s why you’re here so early in the morning.”

      Ofelia flicked her eyes to the clock on the wall. “It’s ten o’clock. I don’t think that’s considered early in most circles.”

      “In the Quarter it’s practically dawn.”

      Since Ofelia spent a decent amount of time on Bourbon Street before the sun came up, she recognized that was an apt description. “How’s life?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Oh, obviously you want to get the formalities out of the way,” Dora cackled. “Well, I guess it’s okay. My arthritis is acting up. The humidity down here this time of year is obnoxious.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Ofelia genuinely meant it. She had no interest in seeing the old woman suffer. “So, this thing happened last night.”

      Dora chortled. “You don’t say?”

      Ofelia ignored her tone. “There’s some sort of shadow monster attacking people.”

      “A shadow monster, huh?” Dora pursed her lips. “It’s hardly the first shadow monster to grace our fair streets.”

      “No, and I think we often give the designation of ‘shadow monster’ to things we don’t understand. It’s an overused phrase.”

      “You’re the one overusing it.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know how else to describe what I saw.” Ofelia laid it all out, leaving nothing out. She didn’t go into specifics about Harper’s identity — or what she could do — but she explained about the dreamcatcher and what happened when it flared to life. “So, as you can see, it’s most definitely a shadow monster because it was actually sucked into the shadows.”

      “So it would seem.” Dora stroked her chin. “That’s interesting, huh? Who was the woman with you?”

      Ofelia hesitated and then held out her hands. She was going for casual disinterest, but she had no idea if Dora would buy it. “She’s with the ghost hunter group that’s hanging around the Quarter right now. She’s been hunting ghosts for most of her life and fashioned the dreamcatcher herself.”

      Dora waited, to the point where Ofelia felt uncomfortable.

      “What?” Ofelia squirmed in her chair. “What’s the big deal?”

      “The fact that you’re hiding this woman’s identity suggests that you believe she’s powerful. You’re not fooling anybody.”

      “I’m not trying to fool anybody.” Ofelia opted for honesty. “She’s a good woman, not a witch. Her only ability seems to be to see and talk to ghosts. I don’t think it’s my place to reveal her identity to others.”

      “Uh-huh.” Dora didn’t look convinced. “Well, that’s ... interesting. As for only seeing and talking to ghosts, I’m willing to bet she can do more than that if she puts her mind to it. That’s neither here nor there, though. It’s none of my business.”

      “That’s never stopped you before.”

      Dora snorted. “That’s true. She’s obviously not a local, though.”

      “She’s not. We met in Jackson Square yesterday. I saw her talking to the first victim. He disappeared. She kept looking. We ultimately found him in that ghost trap over in Pirate’s Alley.”

      “That thing is stupid.” Dora made a face. “I’ve never understood why the coven set that thing up in the first place.”

      “I think it was a safety precaution,” Ofelia admitted. “The Quarter is a tourist draw. If ghosts take it over, there could be problems ... especially with the homeless community.”

      Dora tilted her head, considering. “You have a point. I hadn’t considered that. If the homeless start seeing ghosts and going nuts, it’s going to put off the tourists.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, I still think it’s stupid. What did the ghost say, though? Did he give you a description of what attacked him? Maybe there was a reason the shadow went after him first.”

      “I asked. He was distracted. He’s still coming to grips with being dead. I wanted to talk to him further, but the coven forced him to cross over.”

      “They are militant about that.”

      “Well, after Katrina the city was overrun. It took them months to put all those ghosts to rest. I think they just don’t want things to get out of hand.”

      “I guess.” Dora leaned back in her chair and crossed her feet at the ankles. “I don’t know what to make of any of it. These dreamcatchers this girl has, they’re meant to open doors. I’m assuming she has no idea how rare a gift it is to be able to do that.”

      Ofelia had been considering the same thing. “I don’t think she does. It was instinctive for her when she created the door. She could jump planes if she wanted, something that’s coveted in certain circles, but she doesn’t. She’s never tried to cross to the other side.”

      “Which either makes her an idiot or a genius.”

      Ofelia hesitated and then held out her hands. “I don’t think she’s an idiot. In this particular instance, I don’t think she’s a genius either. She has a specific goal when she goes out on a job. She always achieves her goal. She’s driven, and the dreamcatcher was extremely helpful last evening.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. Do you think there’s more than one shadow monster?”

      “We don’t have proof that there is.”

      “But?”

      “But ... it seems a decent possibility to me. Nothing in my life ever ends as easily as that scuffle last night. Even the tourists were easy to deal with. They were all drunk and clapped as if we were putting on a show.”

      Dora snorted. “That’s typical when you’re dealing with inebriated tourists. Still, you got lucky the woman wasn’t hurt. Did she ask for an explanation?”

      “No, but we still have a dead man and a missing body. There has to be a reason for that. Even if the shadow is sucking life essences — which seems to be the natural conclusion here — where are the bodies going? They have to be ending up somewhere.”

      “I don’t disagree. I have heard whispers over the past few days, although I don’t know if the two things are connected.”

      Ofelia smiled. This was why she visited the old witch on a frequent basis. She had her ear to the ground when it came to gossip. “What do you have?”

      “One of the tour guides who handles the cemetery stuff was in here the other day. She said that she’s heard rumblings.”

      Ofelia’s forehead creased. “In the cemeteries?”

      Dora bobbed her head. “Yup. Supposedly some of the tourists have reported feeling the presence of evil.” She held up a hand to still Ofelia before she could say anything. “We all know the tourists sometimes see things that aren’t there, but she said she’s heard it from multiple people at this point, enough so that she’s worried. She’s considering asking the coven to do a cleansing.”

      Ofelia chewed on her bottom lip. “Do you think the coven can actually cleanse away shadow monsters?”

      “In theory. It depends on what we’re dealing with. The fact that the girl managed to send this dark shadow through a door — and it was a dark world you saw on the other side — seems to suggest we’re dealing with the dead.”

      Ofelia didn’t disagree. “So ... poltergeist?”

      “I’ve never heard of a poltergeist taking the shape you’ve described. The activity in the cemeteries and the sucking of life essences — if that’s what we’re really dealing with — seems to suggest ghouls to me.”

      Ofelia was taken aback. “Ghouls?” Ofelia was familiar with the creatures, although only in a vague sense. “Ghouls have physical bodies.”

      “You’re thinking of those disgusting grave-robbers that eat human flesh.” Dora wrinkled her nose to let Ofelia recognize how abhorrent she found the concept. “Those things are scavengers and only dredged up when local witches decide to abuse their magic. They want minions and those things are almost always the things conjured.”

      Ofelia nodded in understanding. “They are gross. I haven’t heard reports of them from anybody, though.”

      “No, but like anything else, there’s more than one type of monster. If I had to guess, given the limited information we have going for us, I would wager that we’re dealing with ghost ghouls. They’re going to be a problem if there’s more than one.”

      “What are the odds that we’re only dealing with one?”

      “Like physical ghouls, they travel in packs. I’m willing to bet the odds aren’t good.”

      Ofelia let loose a heavy sigh. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

      

      “I KNOW THIS IS GOING TO SOUND obnoxious — and I’m never obnoxious so it’s going to be a shock — but I’m bored.”

      Zander threw himself on one of the Jackson Square benches and fixed Harper with a serious look. “Entertain me,” he demanded.

      For her part, Harper wasn’t any more enamored with the ghost hunting activities than her whiny best friend. She didn’t, however, want to encourage Zander to be an ass. “You’re fine,” she automatically answered, her gaze on the steps that led to the riverwalk. There, a crowd had gathered to watch a street performer pretend he was Michael Jackson, complete with a glittery glove and some rather impressive dance moves. “It’s not as if you don’t have things to distract you.”

      Zander made a face. “Did I say I didn’t have things to distract me?”

      “No, but you’re being whiny.”

      He let loose a huffy sound. “I’m not being whiny. I’m never whiny.”

      “Oh, yeah right.” Harper rolled her eyes. “You idle at whiny.”

      “I’m pretty sure there’s an insult buried in there.”

      “Honey, it’s not buried.” She grabbed his cheek and gave it a jiggle, grinning when he slapped her hand away and glared.

      “You’re not funny,” he snapped, irritation rolling off him. “I’m simply being honest. These people are boring and I wish we were hunting shadow ghosts. There’s something I bet you thought you would never hear.”

      Harper smirked. He wasn’t wrong. “We’re supposed to be on vacation,” she reminded him.

      “So?”

      “So, if we’re hunting legitimate ghosts and putting ourselves at risk, that doesn’t seem like much of a vacation.”

      “I guess.” Zander said the words but there wasn’t much conviction behind them. “We should sneak away and find some food. I’m a big fan of the beignets.”

      “That’s because they’re made from piles of sugar and you love getting hyped up on sugar.”

      “That there is a true story.” Zander winked at her. “I happen to think I’m an absolute delight when I’m hopped up on sugar.”

      That made one of them. Still, Harper couldn’t deny that, much like her best friend, she was losing interest in the ghost hunting shenanigans. “We signed up for this trip years ago,” she reminded him. Actually, she was reminding herself of that, too.

      “I know. That doesn’t mean we have to spend every moment of every day when we’re here with them.” Zander waved at the group of people over in the corner of the park. “I mean ... look at them. They’re looking for ghost footprints. That’s not a thing.”

      “Actually, given the fact that ghosts can affect this world, it is a thing,” Harper countered.

      Zander narrowed his eyes to agitated slits.

      “However, the odds of there being ghost footprints in this park given the amount of people who regularly wander through here seem slim,” she acknowledged after a beat.

      Zander smirked. “I believe that you’re saying I’m right.”

      “Oh, I’m not saying that.”

      “No, you can’t take it back.” Zander rolled to a sitting position and regarded her. “Admit it. You’re just as bored as me.”

      Harper didn’t want to admit it on principle alone, but she didn’t see where she had a choice. “Fine. I’m bored. I think we have to stick with the group, though.”

      “See, I think the exact opposite. Let’s go someplace where we can get cocktails.”

      “We can’t drink in the middle of the day.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says everyone who believes in being responsible.”

      “So ... you’re your mother?”

      Harper scowled. Her mother was a righteous pain in the behind, to the point where Harper sometimes pretended she was an orphan coming into her superpowers as a child. That didn’t change the fact that it was her mother’s voice she heard whispering in her ear when Zander brought up day drinking. “That’s not important.”

      “Ha, ha.” Zander jabbed a finger at her. “You’re becoming your mother.”

      Harper punched him in the stomach to show him what she thought of that statement.

      “Ow.” Zander ruefully rubbed his abdomen and glared at her. “There’s no reason to get violent.”

      “I can think of a few reasons,” Harper shot back. “You’re being a complete and total pain in the ass.”

      “Or I’m being a guy who wants to do something fun. And, yes, I think looking for monsters sounds more fun than watching those guys look for ghost footprints. Let’s get out of here, Harp. There are so many other things we could be doing. This is New Orleans, for crying out loud. If you want to see ghosts, I’m sure we can find some.”

      Harper hesitated. She was most definitely bored with the ghost group. That didn’t mean she wanted to encourage Zander.

      “I’ll be your best friend,” Zander crooned, batting his eyelashes.

      That’s all it took. Even before he was done speaking, Harper knew he’d won. She wanted to be anywhere else besides where they were. “Fine. Let’s find cocktails and maybe do some shopping.”

      Zander immediately hopped to his feet. “That’s what I want to hear. I saw some cute stores when we were walking here after breakfast. Royal Street. It looks divine.”

      “Then let’s go.” Harper cast a final look over her shoulder to where the other ghost hunters were working before they departed the park. Nobody noticed that they were striking out on their own. That was probably for the best.

      They took the time to study the street merchant wares outside the park, talked about getting their fortunes read — although ultimately deciding to wait until Jared and Shawn were with them – and then cut down a side street. They were almost to Royal Street when a commotion on the corner caught their attention.

      It took Harper a moment to realize what she was looking at, and when she registered the action, her heart dropped to her feet.

      “Isn’t that the guy Sully was talking to yesterday?” Zander asked when his gaze fell on the individual in question.

      Harper licked her lips and nodded. “Yeah. Bernie.”

      “What’s he doing?” Zander cocked his head, as if having trouble reading the situation. “Is he running from ... wait, is that another of those shadow things?” Zander’s voice turned unnaturally shrill when he realized what he was actually looking at.

      “Yeah.” Harper was grim as she glanced around. There were two police officers half a block down on Royal Street, but they weren’t looking in their direction. Even if they were, Harper mused, there was likely nothing they could do to fix the situation. Sully had mentioned that some members of the police force were aware of the paranormal world. Some weren’t, though, and Harper didn’t want to waste time explaining a shadow monster to non-believers.

      She reacted on instinct, digging in her bag until she came back with a dreamcatcher. She’d only packed two when leaving Whisper Cove. She figured that was all she would need. Now, seeing the shadow monster descend on Bernie, she felt otherwise. As much as she didn’t want to use her last weapon, it was the only choice she had. Bernie was in trouble and she only knew one way to get him out of it.

      She started across the street without looking both ways. Zander leapt in front of her to stop an oncoming car, offering an apology to the belligerent driver tossing F-bombs in their direction. Harper was already across the road, though. She couldn’t be bothered with the driver.

      “Get back!” Bernie snapped when he realized trouble was descending on him. He held up his hand to ward off the shadow monster, although Harper had no doubt it wouldn’t stop the creature from killing him no matter how emphatically he waved it.

      She was precise when she threw out the dreamcatcher. This time it landed on the road directly beneath the creature. When the magic of the trap ignited, the shadow let out an unearthly scream and went rigid.

      Harper’s eyes automatically moved to the celestial door when it opened. There was no light on the other side of the opening. It was as dark as the one the previous evening.

      Bernie rolled into the sheltering shade of the building behind him, his eyes going wide as the shadow made a lunge for him. The trap ultimately did its job and sucked the creature through the door. It made a hissing sound as it disappeared, but within seconds, the entire ordeal was over.

      Bernie blinked several times in rapid succession and then flicked his eyes to Harper, who was busy scanning the passing faces to see if anybody was about to panic.

      “Well, you don’t see that every day, huh?” he said finally.

      A laugh bubbled out of Harper as she shook her head. “No.”

      “That thing was evil.”

      “Definitely.”

      Bernie rubbed his forehead and let loose an exaggerated sigh. “This isn’t good.”

      “Nope.” Harper knew what she had to do as she dug for her phone. “It’s not good at all.”
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      Sully was the first on the scene. He glanced between Harper and Bernie and then went to Harper first.

      “What happened?”

      She told him, in halting terms, and when she was finished he was as calm as ever.

      “Well, that’s not really a surprise.” He flashed a smile that he didn’t feel. “We figured that there had to be more.”

      Harper nodded, marveling at how blasé he was. “Well ... I just thought you should know.”

      “I’m glad you called me instead of 911.” Sully glanced around at the people moving up and down the street. “Did anybody see this go down?”

      “Yeah, like twenty people. None of them seemed to think it was out of the ordinary.”

      “You have a very weird town here,” Zander noted as he licked an ice cream cone. He’d been worked up after the initial battle, but now he seemed fine. “If this happened in Whisper Cove, all the blue-haired women would be melting down and calling for exorcisms.”

      This time when Sully smiled, it was genuine. “Well, this is the French Quarter. For most of these people, that’s not even the weirdest thing they’ll see all day.”

      “If you say so.”

      Sully flicked his eyes back to Bernie, who rested under an awning with his arms folded over his chest. “How did he react?” he asked in a low voice.

      “He was afraid,” Harper replied. “He hasn’t said anything since then. I tried to talk to him, but he ignored me. I know it might seem weird given the circumstances, but I think he’s more angry than frightened.”

      Sully let loose a weary sigh. “I have no doubt. I know exactly what he’s angry about, too.” He licked his lips and regarded Harper with a speculative gaze. “Did you call Jared?”

      The bristles on the back of Harper’s neck immediately went up. “I don’t need to call him. I’m fine.”

      “I can see you’re fine. That doesn’t change the fact that you were caught up in a fraught situation. I don’t want to tell you your business ... .”

      “But he will,” Zander surmised.

      Sully ignored him. “Jared loves you. He has a right to know that you were in danger.”

      Harper found she was agitated by the suggestion. “Just out of curiosity, would you be saying the same thing to Ofelia if she were the one this happened to?”

      Sully nodded without hesitation. “I most definitely would. The thing is, with Ofelia, she would’ve already called me because we’re partners in all of this.”

      Harper balked. “Are you saying Jared and I aren’t partners?”

      “Of course not. You’re very clearly partners. However, I believe you don’t want to tell him because you don’t want him to worry. He’s going to worry regardless. It’s better to tell the truth and let the chips fall where they may.”

      “I’ve never understood that saying,” Zander noted. “I mean ... who lets chips fall? They’re delicious, especially when they taste like dill pickles.”

      Sully cracked a smile. He recognized what Zander was doing, trying to redirect Harper’s annoyance away from the detective and to her best friend. “I’m not telling you what to do,” he said, sobering again. “If Ofelia were in the same situation, though, I would want to know.”

      Harper made a face. “I’ll consider it.”

      “Great.” Sully flicked his eyes to the corner, to where Jared and Shawn had appeared. “You might want to think fast.”

      “What?” Harper wrinkled her nose and followed Sully’s gaze, scowling when she realized exactly who had caught his attention. “You called him.”

      “I did. I thought he would want to check on you himself.”

      “You’re a butthead,” Harper muttered, shaking her head.

      “Total butthead,” Zander agreed as he continued working on his ice cream. “There’s little we hate more than a tattletale.”

      Sully merely smiled at the statement. “You’ll live.” He stepped off the sidewalk and moved toward Bernie. “I’ll leave you guys to talk. I won’t be far, though.”

      “You’re lucky you’re hot,” Zander called to his back. “Otherwise you would have nothing going for you.”

      “I thank my hotness every day,” Sully said on a grin.

      

      JARED SLOWED HIS PACE WHEN HE saw Harper and Zander standing together. He’d been annoyed when he received the call from Sully — there was nothing worse than hearing your wife was in mortal danger from somebody other than her — but now looking at her in the bright light of the baking New Orleans sun, all he could think was that he was grateful she was alive.

      That didn’t mean there wasn’t agitation bubbling just beneath the surface.

      Jared moved directly toward Harper and pulled her into his arms for a hug. He stroked his hand down her hair, kissed her forehead, and centered himself before pulling back to study her features.

      “I’m fine,” Harper volunteered before he could say anything. “I’m absolutely, positively, fine.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jared leaned in and gave her a soft kiss before pulling back. “Sully says you took on another one of those monsters.”

      “Well, Sully is a big, fat tattletale,” Zander said, offering his ice cream to Shawn, who had yet to say anything. ‘“It’s praline flavored and delightful.”

      “I don’t have much of an appetite right now,” Shawn said dryly, shaking his head when Zander immediately started licking the ice cream again. “How come you didn’t call us when this was going down?”

      “We didn’t have time to think,” Harper replied. “It happened really fast. I had a dreamcatcher in my bag so ... I just threw it.”

      “And it clearly worked,” Shawn noted.

      “It did.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you didn’t call us right away,” Jared prodded. “Once you knew Bernie was safe and the threat had been eliminated, why wasn’t I your first thought?”

      “Who says you weren’t?” Harper challenged. “Just for the record, you’re always my first thought.”

      “Except when she’s thinking about me,” Zander countered.

      Jared glared at him. “Don’t make this worse than it already is.”

      “If I don’t make things worse, I’ll have absolutely nothing to do,” Zander pointed out.

      Rather than snap at the other man, which would only give Harper a reason to side with her best friend, Jared tugged on his limited patience. “I’m not trying to act like anybody’s parental figure,” he started.

      “But you will,” Zander said.

      Jared pretended he didn’t hear the dig. “I just want to know when my wife is in danger.”

      “Well, as you can see, I’m fine.” Harper was belligerent as she crossed her arms over her chest. “There’s no reason for you to get worked up.”

      Jared could think of a reason, but he wisely kept it to himself. “What does Sully have to say?”

      Harper glanced across the road, to where the detective had his head bent together with the homeless man. “I think he’s more worked up by the fact that Bernie was on the street again. I would give them a few minutes. I think whatever is being said over there is even more unpleasant than what’s happening here.”

      Jared nodded in agreement. “I think you’re absolutely right.”

      

      “I DON’T NEED ANY LIP FROM YOU,” Bernie warned when Sully closed the distance between them. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “No?” Sully found himself in a difficult position. He was genuinely fond of Bernie, to the point where he constantly worried something was going to happen to the older man and he would end up broken-hearted. He was also much younger than Bernie, and he agreed the street aficionado had paid his dues. He deserved to make his own choices in life, however stupid.

      “I’m definitely not in the mood,” Bernie reiterated. “I’m fine.”

      “I can see that.” Sully flicked his eyes to the pile of stuff on the ground at Bernie’s feet. He recognized it as a collection of Bernie’s meager belongings. “Have you completely moved out of the patio area then?”

      Bernie rolled his eyes. “Why do you care?”

      “You know why.”

      “Well, Mr. Busybody, I haven’t moved out of the patio. I simply alternate between staying there and spending my time with my friends.”

      “What’s the ratio of time you spend in each space?”

      “How is that any of your concern?”

      “Bernie ... .” Sully threw up his hands, frustration evident. “I don’t want to tell you your business.”

      “But you will.”

      “But I care about what happens to you. So does Ofelia. How do you think she would feel if something happened to you?”

      “Oh, that’s so manipulative.” Bernie was having none of it. “You know I love that girl.”

      “I know you do,” Sully said solemnly. “That’s why I thought we had an agreement.”

      “Your agreement involves smothering me.”

      “No, our agreement involves keeping you safe and making it so Ofelia can sleep at night because she’s not worrying herself sick over you. Between her father and brother, I think she has enough on her plate.”

      “I notice you’re not including yourself in that calculation,” Bernie said dryly. “I mean ... falling in love with a cop is nothing to worry about, right? Nothing bad ever happens when you hitch your wagon to a police officer in the Quarter.”

      Sully scowled. “Listen—”

      “No, you listen.” Bernie had given it a lot of thought and he wasn’t backing down. He couldn’t. “I love both of you. That doesn’t mean I can live my life how you want me to live it. I’m doing the best I can. I would think you would be happy with that and give me some breathing room.”

      “I want you to be safe.”

      “And I want you to be safe. I can’t control what you do, though. I understand that. I think I deserve the same respect from you. The same goes for your girlfriend. She runs headlong into danger all the time. Does she ever stop to see how I feel about it?”

      Sully worked his jaw. “See, I know you’re manipulating me and I don’t like it.”

      “Yes, but your problem is that you know I’m right.” Bernie turned smug. “You want this relationship to be one-sided. That’s not how it works in the real world.”

      “And how does it work?”

      “You have to realize that I’ve been taking care of myself for a really long time, longer than you’ve been alive. I have to accept that you’re going to check up on me ... often. We have to compromise where we can and let things go when there’s no compromise to be had. That’s all there is to it.”

      Sully scowled and then shook his head. “You’ve seen what’s stalking the streets.”

      “I have, and it doesn’t matter if I spend nights in the patio or not. That thing attacked in the middle of the day.”

      “Yes, well ... I still want you to promise to spend your nights in the patio until we have this thing under control.” Sully extended a warning finger when it looked like Bernie was about to start arguing. “It’s what’s best for Ofelia and me. We can’t worry about you when there are so many others to protect. We’re talking about your friends.”

      “Oh, that’s even more manipulative,” Bernie groused.

      “It is,” Sully agreed. “I’m not even remotely sorry about it either.”

      Defiance lighting his eyes, Bernie stared down Sully a beat longer and then nodded. “Fine. I’ll lock myself in the patio area between midnight and five o’clock every night until you’ve killed all these things. The rest of my time is just that, my time.”

      Sully begrudgingly held out his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      Bernie took it. “That means you can’t call your girlfriend to guilt me,” he warned. “The agreement is null and void if you two try to tag team me.”

      “You know I can’t control Ofelia.”

      “I’m just telling you how things are going to be.”

      “I will do my best to keep Ofelia from harping on you. I can’t make any promises.”

      “Then I will do my best to stick to the populated areas so you have less to worry about,” Bernie said.

      “Great.” Sully rolled his neck until it cracked. “That sounds like a plan.”

      “It sounds like compromise.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      

      SULLY GATHERED HARPER, JARED, Zander, and Shawn when he was finished with Bernie and ushered them down Royal Street.

      “I texted Ofelia,” he explained. “She’s on her way. She’s hungry and I could use some lunch, too.”

      “I could always use some lunch,” Zander enthused. “The food here is amazing. I’m surprised you’re not all fat.”

      Sully’s lips quirked as he pointed toward Tableau. “This place has a great balcony Ofelia loves. We’ll get settled up there.”

      “It looks nice,” Harper enthused as Sully led them through the restaurant, nodding at the waitstaff as they passed. “Do you know everybody in the Quarter?”

      Sully chuckled dryly as they got settled at one of the balcony tables. “Not even remotely. Ofelia and I are food-oriented individuals, though. We love eating and we hate cooking. That means we eat almost every meal out.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad to me,” Jared said as he draped his arm over the back of Harper’s chair and grabbed a menu with his free hand. “What do you recommend here?”

      “The truffled crab claws are great for an appetizer. I’m partial to the duck confit hash and eggs here for lunch, if you like that sort of thing.”

      Zander made a face. “Like ... quack, quack?”

      Sully chuckled. “Yes. Quack, quack.”

      “Ugh.” Zander shook his head. “I can’t eat a duck. I find them annoying, especially when they crap all over Harper’s yard close to the river, but I still can’t eat them.”

      “I can’t really either,” Harper admitted. “I think I’m going with the gumbo.”

      “That sounds good.” Sully allowed his gaze to drift to Jared, who had been quiet for the bulk of the walk. There was an air of agitation wafting off him. “What about you?”

      Jared shrugged. “I’m easy, although I don’t know that I can eat duck either.”

      “Not that. You’ve been quiet since you arrived on the scene. I figure that’s because you’re mad. It’s probably best if you vent and get it over with.”

      Harper flicked her eyes to Jared. “Is that true? Are you still mad?”

      “Mad is not the right word,” Jared replied hurriedly. “It’s more that I’m ... confused. Why were you guys even in that area of town? I thought you were supposed to be with the ghost hunters.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Harper squirmed on her chair and avoided eye contact.

      “We got bored,” Zander volunteered. “They were looking for ghost footprints — which I contend aren’t really a thing — and we decided to take a walk for cocktails. We just happened upon that intersection when it was all going down.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jared studied Harper’s profile. “You got bored? You’ve been looking forward to this trip for years, right? How can you be bored on the first day?”

      “Technically it’s the second day,” Harper hedged.

      “Harper.” Jared made a growling sound deep in his throat. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know you are.” Harper chewed on her bottom lip and then blew out a sigh. “We were excited for the event. It’s just ... now we’re more interested in finding information on these shadow monsters. They’re more exciting.”

      “They’re definitely more exciting than ghost footprints,” Zander readily agreed.

      “This is a networking thing, though,” Jared protested. “You’re supposed to be making connections.”

      “We will.” Harper hated feeling defensive. “There’s no reason to get worked up. We just wanted to do something decadent, like get a cocktail in the middle of the afternoon.”

      “She thinks day drinking makes us losers,” Zander explained. “I tried telling her that it doesn’t count in New Orleans and that’s when she agreed to wander. Of course, now that she found actual trouble, she’s never going to day drink with me again. She’ll believe it’s karma.”

      Despite himself, Jared smirked. “Listen, I don’t want to tell you what to do, especially since everybody seems to be saying that to everybody today, but ... .” He started.

      “Then don’t,” Zander interjected.

      “I just want you to be safe,” Jared insisted. “I think that means you have to stick with the ghost hunters, even when you’re bored. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      Harper was morose but she nodded. “I guess.”

      Jared slid his arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “Thank you.”

      Ofelia picked that moment to arrive. Her face was flushed and she looked as if she’d run through the Quarter to arrive at lunch on time. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s fine,” Sully said as he patted the empty chair next to him. “We haven’t even ordered yet. Why are you so ragged? Did that old witch chase you or something?”

      Ofelia shook her head. “She was actually helpful. She said that people have been seeing things in the cemeteries and she thinks it’s ghouls.”

      Sully made a face. “Ghouls? It can’t be.” He vehemently shook his head. “Ghouls are grave robbers and flesh eaters. That’s not what we’re dealing with here.”

      “She says there’s more than one type of ghoul. Apparently there’s a physical kind and a spiritual kind.”

      “Does that mean these things are eating the bodies?” Harper asked on a frown. “I mean, if so, I don’t think I can eat the gumbo, let alone the duck.”

      Ofelia chortled. “Apparently spiritual ghouls don’t eat the dead. They do eat the life force of the living, though, which is what kills them.”

      “That sounds delightful,” Jared drawled. “I mean ... absolutely delightful.”

      “Well, it has given me an idea,” Ofelia said, her gaze shifting to Harper. “Do you have more of those dreamcatchers?”

      Harper shook her head. “I used the last one I brought to save Bernie earlier.”

      “Yeah, we’re going to talk about that.” Ofelia’s attention briefly landed on Sully. “Why is he just wandering around again?”

      “Because he feels he has that right and I can’t argue with him,” Sully replied. “He’s an adult. He’s agreed to stay in the patio area between midnight and five. That’s all he’ll capitulate, too, though. At least it’s something.”

      Ofelia’s lip curved. “Yeah, it’s a big pile of crap is what it is. You leave him to me. As for the dreamcatchers, I guess that we’re going to have to figure out a way to fashion something different if we expect to trap these ghouls.”

      “I can make more traps,” Harper offered. “I just need the supplies. I don’t suppose that you know a place where we can get dreamcatchers, do you?”

      Ofelia smirked. “Honey, this is the Quarter. There are dreamcatchers on every corner.”

      Harper brightened considerably. “Then I can make traps.”

      “But what about the ghost hunters?” Jared whined.

      Harper waved off the question. “It shouldn’t take too long to make what we need once we have the supplies.”

      “So, we’ll go shopping right after lunch.” Ofelia was all smiles as she leaned into Sully’s side. “I want the cheeseburger and onion soup.”

      Sully smirked. “So, you want to torture me with stinky kisses for the rest of the day. That’s essentially what you’re telling me, right?”

      Ofelia shrugged. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Not in the least. I love your stinky kisses.”

      “I thought you would say that.”
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      “What is this place?”

      Jared was flabbergasted as he studied the ornate exterior of Pascal’s Vampire Emporium. The external walls were black and the window trim was bright red.

      Sully exhaled heavily and shook his head. He knew the second Ofelia turned the corner after their lunch that she was heading to the shop. “It’s ... a store.”

      “A vampire store?” Jared turned a set of incredulous eyes to Sully. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, well ... can you come here a second?” Sully gently wrapped his hand around Ofelia’s elbow and tugged her several feet away. His expression was grave. “Do you really think this is a good idea?”

      Ofelia knew exactly what he was worried about. “Pascal would never hurt them. Besides, I think he’s absolutely going to love Zander.”

      “Yes, I think Zander is right up his alley,” Sully agreed, not missing a beat. “That doesn’t change the fact that they’re not used to ... people like Pascal.”

      “They’re not,” Ofelia agreed. “However, I don’t think we need to get into the truth regarding Pascal so that will be a moot point.”

      “Basically you’re saying that you’re not going to tell them that Pascal is a real vampire pretending to be a human pretending to be a vampire. That’s what you’re saying, right?”

      “Pretty much.” Ofelia refused to be embarrassed about her plan. “It’s not important.”

      “Maybe to you, but I guarantee Jared would prefer knowing the truth about Pascal.”

      “To what end?” Ofelia used her most pragmatic tone. “What does knowing the truth about Pascal mean for them over the long haul?”

      Sully hesitated. He recognized that she’d backed him into a corner and he wasn’t happy with his predicament. “I hate it when you make it out as if I’m being unreasonable. I’m the most tolerant boyfriend in the world.”

      Ofelia snorted, and then realized her mistake when it was too late to take it back. “I happen to think you’re the best boyfriend in the world — and I’m not grading on a curve or anything — but I also think you have a tendency to turn morose. There’s no reason to get worked up. We’re basically going to be working on a craft project all day.”

      “And then what?” Sully was honestly curious. “What happens when you finish your craft project?”

      “We go to dinner. I was thinking Commander’s Palace. Their food is great.”

      “It is. I didn’t realize we were going to the Garden District, though.”

      “They haven’t seen the Garden District.”

      “Okay, but that’s not why we’re going over there.” Sully narrowed his eyes as he studied her face. “You want to hit Lafayette Cemetery.”

      “What makes you say that?” Ofelia was the picture of innocence.

      “Oh, that doesn’t work on me.” Sully wagged his finger in her face. “That old witch told you something you’ve yet to relate to the rest of the group.”

      “She might’ve told me that Lafayette Cemetery has received four times as many complaints about weird shenanigans over the past week than the others.”

      “How awesome.”

      “I just think it might be a fun outing. They haven’t seen a cemetery yet. Those are always big draws with tourists.”

      “And if we happen to find a few of these ghoul shadows, you wouldn’t complain.”

      “Not a bit.”

      Sully sighed as he dragged his hand through his hair. “I don’t think it’s a bad idea. I don’t suppose you could talk Harper into just giving you the dreamcatcher things so we could hit the cemetery alone after dinner, could you? I would feel better if it was just the two of us.”

      Ofelia hesitated and then shook her head. “I don’t think that’s fair to them. They’re just as invested in this as we are. We need to include them.”

      Sully wasn’t convinced that was true, but he nodded all the same. Ofelia had her stubborn face on, and he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt he wasn’t going to be able to turn her to his way of thinking at the present moment. “Fine. Make the dreamcatchers. Try not to find any trouble.” He leaned in and gave her a kiss. “I have to head to the precinct and talk to the boss.”

      “Do you think he can help?”

      “Probably not. I still need to inform him of what I’m working on.”

      “Well, good luck with that.” Ofelia beamed at him. “Call when you’re off work and we’ll pick a time to meet for dinner.”

      “At least we’ll have good food before the big battle.” Sully ran his hands up and down Ofelia’s arms, pausing when his gaze landed on Zander. “You don’t think he’s going to be as loud as he normally is when we’re on the hunt, do you?”

      Ofelia cast Zander a speculative stare. “I think it’s likely.”

      “Well, great. That doesn’t sound like a disaster in the making or anything.”

      Ofelia snorted. “I think it will be fine.” She rolled up to the balls of her feet and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I love you. Be safe at work.”

      He cupped the back of her head and stared into her eyes. “I love you. Don’t let this get out of hand.”

      “When do I ever let anything get out of hand?”

      “Um, always.”

      “That’s a gross exaggeration.”

      “And yet I love you anyway.” He smacked a kiss against her lips and then pulled away. He recognized that if he didn’t leave now, it would only be harder to separate. “Be good. Keep them in line.”

      “I can’t work miracles.”

      “And yet you have me believing you can. What’s up with that?”

      “I think you’re just a smitten kitten.”

      He grinned. “Forever.” After one more kiss, he offered the other members of their group a wave. “I have to head into the precinct. We’re all going to meet up for dinner before the outing Ofelia has planned this evening.”

      “And what outing is that?” Jared was instantly on alert. “Is it something bad?”

      Sully shook his head. “No, but there’s a possibility you might think it is.”

      “Well, great.”

      “It’s going to be an interesting evening,” Sully promised. “Trust me. I guarantee you won’t ever forget it.”

      

      PASCAL FONTAINE SAT IN HIS usual chair, which looked more like a garish throne than anything else, and flipped through a heavy tome when Ofelia led her small group into his store.

      “We welcome the living as much as we love the dead,” he offered in a deadpan voice. “We do not judge either in the halls of the Vampire Emporium.”

      Zander’s eyes went wide when he caught sight of Pascal in his crushed velvet cape. “I need one of those.”

      “The cape?” Jared asked blankly.

      “And the throne.” Zander was breathless. “All he’s missing is a wand. Oh, and a crown. Actually, he could use some heeled boots and some nice cufflinks, too.”

      Harper shot her best friend a dubious look. “You might want to wipe the drool off your chin.”

      “He’s awesome,” Zander insisted. He looked positively awestruck. “He’s also reading an ancient magic book, because when the sun goes down, he’s going to race into the night and save the world from the evil that’s encroaching.”

      Ofelia had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. She knew darned well what was tucked away inside the pages of the book and it wasn’t the key to some magical rescue mission. On top of that, as a vampire, Pascal had unbelievable hearing. There wasn’t a word of the conversation that he’d missed.

      “He’s supposed to be a vampire,” Jared pointed out. “He’s not a superhero.”

      “He’s both,” Ofelia countered as she stepped forward, sending the man in question a soft smile. “He’s saved me a few times, including when I was little and Hurricane Katrina had my father and me cut off from safety. He walked miles in torrential rains, the streets flooding, and he didn’t stop until he was certain I was safe.”

      “Oh, he’s a romantic superhero,” Zander enthused.

      “Well, he’s brave and true,” Ofelia countered. “I think you’re giving him too much credit, though.” She strode to Pascal’s throne and plucked the book he pretended to read from his lap. Sure enough, an US Weekly tumbled from between the pages. “Who are you obsessing about this week? Is it still Brad and Jen?”

      Pascal made a face. “They’ve been over for years. Even I don’t care about them any longer. I’m much more interested in Miley and Liam.”

      Ofelia made a face. “Why would you care about them? It’s not as if you’re a fan of Miley’s music.”

      “Definitely not. Her hairstyle is atrocious, too. I mean ... a mullet? I miss the days when having a bad hairstyle was a deadly offense.”

      “Me, too,” Zander intoned. “The mullet is the worst thing ever invented. And the female mullet? It’s a crime against fashion.”

      Pascal smirked at the exuberant man. “I see you brought friends. I can’t help being intrigued, especially since the rumors on the street have you chasing a new foe.”

      “The new foe is why we’re here,” Ofelia said. “We need your help.” She launched into the tale, leaving nothing out. When she was finished, Pascal was thoughtful. “So, I was hoping we could raid your dreamcatcher collection. I will pay for them, of course. We need to completely empty you out, though.”

      “You don’t need to pay for them,” Pascal said automatically. “I get them from a wholesaler. I don’t care about the money.”

      “Still, it’s not your job to provide me with weapons for a fight.”

      He smirked. “It’s hardly the first time I’ve done that either. If I remember correctly, that sword I lent you three months ago cost a lot more than the dreamcatchers and I never got that back either.”

      Ofelia balked. “It’s not my fault that the gargoyle ate it and then flew off.”

      “You fought a gargoyle?” Zander’s eyes were the size of saucers. “That’s amazing.”

      “It was more like a cement puppy with chewing issues,” Pascal replied. “It wasn’t a real gargoyle. Some drunk witch enchanted a statue and set it loose in the Quarter. Ofelia took it upon herself to fix the situation ... and my sword was lost in the process.”

      “I said I would pay for the sword,” Ofelia groused. “I’ve told you that like ten times now.”

      “Yes, and I’ve told you the sword was from the ancient Carpathians and it can’t be replaced. We should forget about the sword.”

      “You’re the one who brought it up.”

      “As an example.” Pascal tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair, his expression hard to read. “The old witch on Frenchman said she thought it sounded like ghouls, did she?”

      “Yeah.” Ofelia bobbed her head. “I don’t have any reason to doubt her, at least in this instance. She said there were two types of ghouls, and it sort of makes sense.”

      “She’s right about there being two types of ghouls,” Pascal confirmed. “In this particular case, however, I’m not certain that we’re dealing with ghouls. It sounds more like demons to me.”

      Zander made a sputtering noise as he sipped his iced tea. “Demons? Demons aren’t real, are they?”

      Pascal and Ofelia exchanged a heavy look, something silent passing between them. However delighted Pascal was regarding Zander’s attitude, it was obvious he found the group’s lack of knowledge when it came to the supernatural world suspect.

      “Demons are real,” Ofelia confirmed. “I saw the creature attacking, though. It didn’t have a body. It wasn’t corporeal. That means it wasn’t a demon.”

      “Unless it’s a demon that has been banished from this world to the next and it got stuck.”

      Ofelia’s forehead creased. “You’re talking about a demon that’s been trapped between planes.”

      “I am.”

      “What does that mean?” Harper queried. “If it’s not a ghost, then why do the dreamcatchers work on it?”

      “Because they open doors,” Ofelia replied. “Trapped demons managing to affect this world from the next do kind of make sense. When engaging the dreamcatchers, you’re essentially shoving the demons into the world they were supposed to land in.”

      “But ... how many of them are there?” Jared asked. “I mean ... I can’t think there would be as many of them as we’ve seen. Maybe one, although I have trouble believing in demons. We most definitely can’t have two of them.”

      Ofelia knew better than that. “There are more than you might believe.” She rubbed the back of her neck, considering. “I’m betting there’s some sort of half-phased door in one of the cemeteries. That’s how they’re managing their invasion. It has to be a new thing.”

      “That would be my guess, too,” Pascal confirmed. “Lafayette Cemetery makes the most sense.”

      “Well, that’s convenient, because after dinner at Commander’s Palace tonight, we’re heading over there.”

      Pascal beamed. “Look how that worked out.”

      “Yes, it’s a magical meeting of the minds.”

      “It’s still dangerous,” Pascal cautioned. “If these dreamcatchers help, then we have to get you loaded up.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      COMMANDER’S PALACE WASN’T WHAT Harper was expecting. She found she was charmed at the prospect of the restaurant, which was set in the middle of a residential area with a cemetery located basically across the road. Inside, there was plenty of space to spread out, and if the cocktails being delivered by the waitresses were any indication, it was going to be a fun evening.

      “One drink for everybody,” Sully cautioned as he pulled out Ofelia’s chair. “We can’t afford to head into the cemetery drunk.”

      “Oh.” Zander made a pouty face when he caught sight of a purple drink decked out with Mardi Gras beads. “That’s just cruel and unusual punishment.”

      “We can come back,” Sully promised. “Heck, if things go as planned in the cemetery, we can come back tonight and celebrate.”

      “That sounds like a plan to me,” Jared said as he grabbed a menu. “What’s good here?”

      “Everything,” Ofelia and Sully said in unison.

      Jared grinned. “Good to know.” He perused the menu with genuine joy. “Turtle soup?” he asked after a beat, his smile slipping. “That’s not made from actual turtles, is it?”

      Sully nodded. “It is and it’s good. It’s a local delicacy.”

      “I can’t eat a turtle.” Jared turned a plaintive look to Harper. “I’ll have nightmares.”

      She laughed. “I can’t eat a turtle either. Since we have a big night, I’m going light. I’m having the gumbo and a salad. If I’m still hungry ... after ... then we can come back for cocktails and dessert.”

      “That sounds good to me.” Jared leaned in and pressed a kiss to her cheek. He was more keyed up than he wanted to admit about their upcoming adventure. “How did things go for you at work, Sully?”

      “They were fine,” Sully replied, his hand resting on the back of Ofelia’s neck. “I haven’t been able to find any missing person cases that fit the set of facts we have going for our creature, but that doesn’t mean they’re not out there. Given our homeless population, it’s easy for me to believe that they could be the ones targeted at this point — that the tourist who went missing that first night was a fluke — and that our demons are hunting the most vulnerable because they know it’s less likely for their actions to be discovered if they go that route.”

      “How many homeless individuals do you have here?” Jared queried.

      “Oh, thousands.” Sully’s smile was rueful. “I don’t think we have an accurate count. The transient nature of the population makes that impossible. On top of that, they have a pipeline between here and Florida.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jared hedged. “A pipeline?”

      “Ships,” Ofelia explained. “Oil is a big deal in the Gulf. They need workers to go from point A to point B. The homeless population is considered a godsend in this department because all they have to do is move barrels. Then, when they get to their second location, they take the money they’ve earned and set up shop in their new location until the money runs out. Then they take another gig and come back. There are certain faces here that I only see every six months. It makes keeping track of the regulars impossible.”

      “On top of that, not everybody who arrives in New Orleans stays in New Orleans,” Sully added. “If you’re from a colder climate and trying to survive on the street, New Orleans makes for an exciting destination. The competition for tourist change is fierce here, though.”

      “We also have a group of street performers who think they’re going to get famous,” Ofelia said. “They perform around Jackson Square, all the while hoping that some executive on vacation will discover them. That makes for a crowded field, where only the fittest survive. Those who can’t hack it because they’re not personable enough ultimately move on to other locations because it’s easier for them to stand out in a smaller crowd.”

      “Huh.” Harper rubbed her cheek. “I’ve never really thought about it before. We don’t have the same problems with the homeless you do. I mean ... we have people on the streets who are struggling, but that’s mostly in Detroit. In Whisper Cove, nobody struggles like that.”

      “Then you’re lucky.” Ofelia leaned her head so it rested against Sully’s shoulder. “Human suffering is on display here, on every street corner and in every alley. We don’t have enough money to take care of the vulnerable, so they’re left to fend for themselves ... and very few of them have the strength to see it through to the other side of this particular hurdle.”

      “Baby, we’ll find whatever is attacking our people and get rid of it,” Sully promised, brushing his lips against her cheek. “Don’t get yourself worked up.”

      “Definitely not,” Zander agreed. “We’re going to fix this problem in no time. Just you wait. We should talk about something else over dinner, though, because this conversation is a bummer. Nobody wants a bummer conversation when there are awesome cocktails and appetizers.”

      “True story,” Sully teased. “What would you like to talk about?”

      “I’ve decided I want to be a vampire when I grow up,” Zander replied, not missing a beat. “I want a throne ... and a crown ... and a cape. I also want my own store.”

      “Oh, well, of course.” Sully shook his head. “I guess I should’ve seen that coming.”

      “You definitely should have,” Jared agreed. “I saw it coming the second we walked into that shop.”

      “Live and learn.”
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      Harper found she was excited as Sully led them to the side entrance of the cemetery after dinner. Unlike the cemeteries in Whisper Cove, which were surrounded by fences, Lafayette Cemetery No. 1 was walled in, something that gave the property an otherworldly air.

      “The cemeteries are on our list of places we want to visit,” she noted as Jared stood behind her and rubbed his hand over her back. “At least we get to say that we saw them.”

      Jared nodded. “Yup.”

      “At night to boot. We didn’t think we would be able to get to see them at night.”

      “Nope.”

      Harper frowned as she angled her body to stare directly into his eyes. “You seem to be in a bad mood. Is there something you want to say to me?”

      The question caught Jared off guard. “I’m not in a bad mood,” he replied automatically. “I’m just ... thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “About how much I love my wife.”

      Harper’s eye roll was pronounced. “Oh, come on.”

      He cracked a grin despite his serious mood. “What? Are you saying you don’t believe that?”

      “Not even for a second,” Harper replied. She shifted so she was closer to him. “I know you’re angry that we took off on our own this afternoon. Honestly, I wasn’t looking for trouble when it happened.”

      “I’m not angry,” Jared reassured her ... and he meant it. “I just ... worry sometimes. I can’t help it. The thing is, we thought ghosts were going to be the worst thing we would ever face. Now we’re about to break into a cemetery looking for demons. I don’t even understand how that happened.”

      Harper took pity on him. “First off, Sully has a key.” She pointed for emphasis to where Sully was pulling open the door. “Secondly, I never thought that ghosts were the worst thing we were ever going to have to face.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “We’ve come across a lot more evil people in the flesh than we have in ghost form.”

      “Well, that there is a fact.” He pulled her to him and hugged her against his chest. She had a point, which was a sobering thought. “You’re going to be careful once we’re inside, right?” he whispered.

      Harper nodded. “Yeah. I think I’m actually out of my element on this one. I’m used to being the focal point of an exercise like this. I’m usually the only magical one.”

      “And now there’s Ofelia.”

      “Well, and Sully. They’ve been very careful about not saying what he can do.”

      “How do you know he can do anything?”

      “Because he saw the gate. You and Zander didn’t see the gate. Only him.”

      “That’s true.” Jared pressed a kiss to her forehead and released her. “You need to be careful once we’re inside. Stick close to me.”

      “That’s the plan, man.” Harper let loose a playful salute that was designed to make her husband smile. It worked.

      He squeezed her hand. “Let’s do this, huh? Afterwards, we’ll load Zander up on cocktails and then designate Shawn as his keeper tonight. Then we can go back to our hotel room and I’ll romance the crap out of you.”

      Harper enthusiastically nodded. “Now that sounds like the perfect evening to me.”

      “I’m right there with you.”

      

      OFELIA WAS ON ALERT AS SHE SCANNED the cemetery upon their arrival. Sully made sure to close the gate once they were inside, which would ensure nobody from the neighborhood followed them into danger.

      “What’s the deal with this cemetery?” Shawn asked as he fell into step with Zander behind Sully.

      “What do you mean?” Sully queried, his eyes constantly moving as they hopped from tomb to tomb.

      “It looks old.”

      “It is old. It’s the oldest cemetery in this part of the city.”

      “Ooh, I bet that means there are some good stories about it,” Zander enthused.

      “Any cemetery worth anything has good stories,” Ofelia confirmed. “In the grand scheme of things, this particular cemetery is more boring than the others. I’m not sure if you’re in the mood for a history lesson, though.”

      “Actually, I think a history lesson is a good idea,” Jared said. “Everybody is on edge. Hearing about the cemetery will calm people.”

      “Okay.” Ofelia licked her lips. “Most of this is from memory so it might not be completely accurate. The cemetery was started in the early 1800s in what was once the City of Lafayette. It was the city’s first planned cemetery and was notable for the tombs and mausoleums as well as an organized layout that allowed for funeral processions, which everybody knows are a big thing in New Orleans.”

      Several heads bobbed in agreement.

      “It wasn’t in the best shape for a long time in the 1990s, was considered very dilapidated,” she continued. “National watch groups came in and gave it a spruce. Then, after Hurricane Katrina, it needed another spruce.”

      “Has anyone famous been laid to rest in here?” Harper queried.

      “Um ... not really. John Howard Ferguson, the defendant in the Plessy v. Ferguson court case that upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation laws for public facilities is in here. There’s also an army officer who was popular during the Civil War in here, too.”

      “That’s it?” Zander couldn’t hide his disappointment. “What a bummer.”

      Ofelia chuckled. “If it helps, Interview with a Vampire, Double Jeopardy, and Jonah Hex were filmed here.”

      “That’s at least something.” Zander glanced around. “I thought there were supposed to be voodoo queens and stuff in these places.”

      “If you want to see Marie Laveau’s tomb, I can take you to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 before you guys leave. That’s actually my favorite cemetery in the city ... despite the fact that Nicolas Cage purchased the most garish pyramid tomb known to man there. It’s a real eyesore.”

      Zander clapped his hands. “I want to see the eyesore. Heck, I want to be buried in a pyramid.” He shifted his gaze to Harper. “You should write that down in that binder I gave you for when I die. I have very specific plans. I think a pyramid would fit right in.”

      “Of course you do,” Harper muttered, blowing out a sigh. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Awesome.”

      The group dynamic made Ofelia grin as she turned back to face the front. Sully had moved so he was in front of the pack, his shoulders squared. It was a deliberate development, although she wasn’t entirely certain why.

      “Do you sense something?” she asked as she moved closer to him. He kept extending and retracting his fingers, like a big cat kneading his claws. She recognized he was preparing himself for battle.

      “Sense? No. I hear something, though.” His voice was low enough that only she could hear him. “It’s not far.”

      Ofelia nodded, risking a glance over her shoulder. The rest of their group were engaged with one another, completely oblivious as to what was about to happen. “You wish they weren’t here, don’t you?”

      “I believe I said that earlier.”

      “I know but ... I still feel they need to be part of this.”

      “Well, you’re going to get your wish.” They turned the corner and pulled up short, both of them zeroing in on the same mausoleum at the end of the row. It was dark, set back from the other mausoleums and tombs, and it was buzzing with malevolent energy.

      “I guess we found our demons,” Ofelia noted in a raspy voice, her heart rate picking up a notch. “I just ... wow. That’s a lot of buzzing.”

      “It is.” Sully exhaled heavily and glanced around. “If you want to turn back, now is the time.”

      “We can’t turn back.” They both knew it, although she was the one giving voice to the sentiment. “We have to do this together. It’s going to take more than me to take it down. I’m going to need Harper, too.”

      “Okay.” Sully shifted his gaze to her. “No unnecessary chances. No hotdogging.”

      Ofelia made a face. “I don’t hotdog.”

      “Oh, you’re the queen of hotdogging.”

      “That’s vaguely dirty.”

      He cracked a grin. “We keep this one by the book. Are we agreed?”

      Ofelia wanted to argue just so she could say she could, but she knew better. “We’re agreed. Let’s take this puppy down.”

      

      HARPER FOUND HER NERVES WERE CRACKLING as she stood next to Jared. She couldn’t see any activity around the mausoleum in question, but she trusted that Ofelia and Sully knew what they were talking about. Next to her, Jared was coiled and ready for action.

      “Maybe you should stay back with Zander and Shawn,” Harper suggested out of nowhere, her voice low.

      Jared shot her the dirtiest look in his repertoire. “I think not.”

      “But—”

      “No.” He was firm when he shook his head. “That will not be happening. We’re a team.”

      “I know, but Ofelia seems to know what she’s doing. All she needs me to do is toss out the dreamcatchers when it’s time. You don’t need to be close for that to happen.”

      “There are twenty dreamcatchers in there,” he pointed out reasonably. “You only have two hands. That means you can’t throw out the dreamcatchers by yourself. You need help.”

      Harper considered arguing further, but he had a point. “Okay, we’ll do it together.”

      “We most definitely will.” Jared stood close to Harper, his eyes narrowed as he tracked Ofelia and Sully. They were the ones getting close to the mausoleum, something he felt vaguely guilty about. They claimed it was their turf, though, and that meant they made the decisions. He was willing to let them call the shots for that reason alone.

      “Do you see where Ofelia went?” Harper asked after a few moments. “I lost her in the darkness. There’re no lights in here.”

      Jared let loose a low chuckle. “Yes, if only they would properly light the historic cemetery. That wouldn’t detract from the ambiance or anything.”

      Harper shot him a dirty look. “That’s not what I was saying.”

      “What were you saying?”

      “I don’t ... you know what?” She changed tactics quickly. “You need to focus on Sully. He’s the one sending the signal.”

      “I’ve got it.” Jared’s hands automatically moved to Harper’s shoulders so he could rub at the tension pooling there. “I don’t think it will be much longer.”

      “Good. I hate waiting.”

      “Oh, and here I thought patience was your finest virtue.”

      “Not even close.”

      

      OFELIA AND SULLY SPLIT AS THEY APPROACHED the mausoleum, Ofelia going to the right and Sully the left. Ofelia had grabbed a handful of dreamcatchers, but they were stuffed in the back of her pants because she wanted to keep her hands free. She was starting to think it would’ve been smarter to leave all the dreamcatcher action to Harper.

      There was no going back now.

      Sully was far enough away that she would’ve had to yell out for him to hear her. She would’ve preferred hearing his voice again before they started. Since it wasn’t an option, she focused on the task at hand.

      The closer they got, the louder the whispers inside the mausoleum became.

      The nearer they grew, the more the hair on the back of her neck stood on end as the magic inside the small structure became more apparent.

      A ripple went through the mausoleum when the entities inside registered they were no longer alone. Oddly enough, Ofelia was convinced they sensed Sully first. They knew she was there, too, though. An order went through them, a central voice telling them to scatter, and that’s when Ofelia knew she had to act.

      “Now!” she roared as she withdrew the dreamcatchers from the back of her pants and tossed them at the building.

      Sully, who had positioned himself at a side door, allowed his hands to shift and he lashed out with his claws as the shadow ghouls tried to make their escape. They blew past him without a second look. They were non-corporeal, which meant he couldn’t hurt them.

      Harper and Jared tossed out the dreamcatchers they’d made, throwing them as far as they could manage. Ofelia caught them with her magic and drew them toward the mausoleum, casting them like sizzling shrapnel at the escaping creatures.

      The response was instantaneous.

      The ensuing explosion rocked Ofelia back on her heels, slamming her against another mausoleum and allowing her only a glimpse of the dark world before it disappeared into the smoke. Across the way, she lost track of Sully thanks to the bright flash of light. It took her a moment to regroup, and when she did, the first thing she noticed was the scent clinging to the air. It reminded her of a fire she’d witnessed once, one where thirty people died. They’d all been overcome by flames during an underground party in an abandoned building.

      That’s what she smelled today.

      “Ofelia?” Sully bellowed her name through the smoke.

      “I’m here,” she reassured him, although she didn’t move to join him. Walking through the thick haze of smoke held little appeal. “I’m fine. I was just blown back a bit.”

      “Me, too.” When he coughed, Ofelia realized he was coming to her. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but there was a great deal of sentimentality attached to the realization. “Hey.” He looked none the worse for wear when he appeared at her side. In fact, he looked amused more than anything else. “That was ... interesting, huh?”

      “It was,” she agreed, letting him draw her into his arms. “Do you think we got them all?”

      Sully hesitated and then shrugged, his expression hard to read as he pulled back. “I’m not sure. It’s possible some of them escaped. They were fast when they were coming through the door. I’m not sure why they decided to flee when they did, but they were almost panicked.”

      “They sensed us,” Ofelia replied, rubbing her hands over her cheeks. “Right before I called out for the dreamcatchers to be thrown, they most definitely sensed us.”

      Sully pressed his lips together and nodded. “Well, that explains that.” He shifted his attention to the walkway, to where Jared, Harper, Zander, and Shawn were hurrying in their direction. “I wonder how they sensed us.”

      “It could’ve been the magic. The thing is, I think they sensed you before they sensed me.”

      “Why would that be the case?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Ofelia sent a smile to their approaching teammates. “That was fun, huh?” She issued the statement with more bravado than she felt. In truth, she was worried that more half-ghouls had escaped than they’d managed to send over.

      “It was like the Fourth of July,” Zander agreed as he looked Ofelia up and down. He was much more muted than normal. “Are you guys okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Sully replied. “It was loud, but we’ve been through worse.”

      “Did we get all of them?” Shawn queried. He looked hopeful.

      “We were just talking about that.” Sully flicked a pointed gaze toward Ofelia. “Right before Ofelia engaged the dreamcatchers, the shadow entities recognized we were here and tried to flee. I think it’s unlikely we got them all. One or two of them must’ve escaped.”

      “So ... what do we do?” Harper asked. She was much quieter than everybody else, to the point where Ofelia felt sorry for her. It was obvious the ghost hunter had been shaken by what happened.

      “You don’t have to do anything,” Ofelia replied automatically. “You can be done if you want. This isn’t your job.”

      For some reason, the other woman giving her the option to leave had Harper straightening. “No, we’re all part of this. I’m not going to quit until we’re done.”

      Ofelia cracked a smile. “Well, I think the first thing we need to do is check this mausoleum. There has to be a reason they’re all congregating here.”

      “Oh, I think I know the reason,” Sully replied. He’d moved to stand directly in front of the structure. “Right as they were leaving, I noticed the foundation of the building had been shifted. I think that the vaults inside have been cracked.”

      “But how is that possible?” Jared queried.

      “This cemetery is constantly undergoing renovations. A couple of weeks ago — or I guess it could be months now — I remember reading a story. They had heavy equipment in here to move some things around and one of the mausoleums was damaged in the process. It made all the newspapers.”

      Ofelia lifted her chin. “Now that you mention it, I remember that story, too.”

      “The mausoleum is slightly off the original tracks for the building,” Sully explained. “I noticed that before they came rushing out. I’m willing to bet the building was moved and not restored properly.”

      “Is there anything we can do about that?” Harper asked. “I mean ... will returning the mausoleum to its original location fix the problem?”

      Ofelia hesitated and then held out her hands. “I honestly don’t know. I need to do some research ... and maybe make some calls. These cemeteries have historical commissions. On top of that, they tend to have covens protecting them ... for obvious reasons. I need to find the coven that handled this cemetery.”

      “And then what?” Zander asked. “I mean ... are we done here or not?”

      That was a good question, Ofelia mused. Unfortunately, she didn’t have an answer. “We’re going to have to play it by ear,” she said finally. “For now, I think it’s safe to say we’re done for tonight. Tomorrow is a new day, though. We’ll see where it leads us.”

      “Okay, well ... .” Harper licked her lips and glanced around. “Does that mean we can head back to Commander’s Palace and have some of those theme drinks Zander was salivating over?”

      Zander perked up. “Now you’re talking. There were like eight drinks on that menu I wanted to try.”

      Even though she remained worried about what might happen later, Ofelia found herself nodding. Honestly, a few cocktails and good conversation sounded good to her, too. “I think theme drinks sound like a great idea.” She flicked her eyes to Sully. “Are you okay with that?”

      “Absolutely.” He bobbed his head and slid his arm around her shoulders. “I’m even willing to try theme drinks. That’s how excited I am about this idea.”

      Ofelia laughed. “Cocktails and dessert it is.” She cast another look toward the mausoleum. “We’ll figure out what to do about the ghostly ghouls tomorrow. Heck, for all we know, we managed to get them all.” Even as she said it, she didn’t believe it. Nothing in their world ever worked out that easily.
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      Despite the cocktails, Harper found it hard to sleep. Once she was certain Jared was down for the evening, she moved into the small living room area of their suite and stood at the window surveying the city.

      From her vantage point, she couldn’t see Bourbon Street. They’d purposely selected a hotel that wasn’t located on the main drag of the city, something she was thankful for the first night she witnessed the hoopla in that area. The conference had given them three hotels to choose from, and once seeing the carousel bar — which they’d yet to drink at — she knew that was the location she wanted. Now, though, she wished there was some hustle and bustle to focus on because her mind was busy and needed a distraction.

      “What are you doing?”

      She hadn’t heard Jared rise and join her in the living room so she almost jolted out of her skin when his arms slipped around her waist. He was quiet when he wanted to be, stealthy like a cat. His bare chest was warm pressed to her back and she found she relished his proximity.

      “Just thinking,” she replied. “I also grabbed a bottle of water and some aspirin so I won’t wake up with a hangover tomorrow.”

      “That’s probably smart.” Jared brushed his lips against the back of her neck. “Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      “What makes you think anything is bothering me?”

      “I’ve met you. Oh, and I live with you.”

      Curious despite herself, Harper shifted in his arms so she was facing him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re usually out the second your head hits the pillow. You sleep hard, love of my life. Sometimes there’s drool involved you sleep so hard.”

      Harper pinned him with a dirty look. “I don’t drool.”

      He cocked his head and waited.

      “Often,” she corrected. When he still didn’t say anything, she made an exasperated sound deep in her throat. “Fine. I drool. Does it make you happy when I admit it?”

      “Being with you makes me happy.” He stroked his hand down her hair. She was agitated. He could read her body language better than most. When he’d passed out an hour before, he thought she would join him in restful slumber. Obviously he’d been wrong. “Are you bothered by what happened at the cemetery?”

      Harper hesitated and then shook her head. “No. I mean ... it went better than could be expected, right? We weren’t even near the danger.”

      And that, Jared realized, was the problem. “I think you’re mad about that.”

      Harper was affronted. “I’m not mad about being safe. Only an idiot would be mad about that.”

      He chuckled. “I didn’t say you were mad about being safe.”

      “So, what am I mad about?”

      “That you weren’t at the center of things. You’re used to being the heart of the operation ... as well as my Heart.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That was completely and totally cheesy.”

      “It was. That doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      “That I’m your Heart?”

      “You are my Heart.” He was earnest. “As for the other stuff, I don’t know what to tell you. I get that you’re used to being the one who coordinates and takes the risks but, honestly, I was happy Ofelia took the lead this evening.”

      “Yeah.” Harper rubbed her cheek and turned again to stare out the window. “Will you think less of me if I admit that I’m irritated that I wasn’t the one yelling ‘now’ and calling the shots?”

      “No. I understand it. You’re the boss. You like being the boss.”

      “I am the boss.” Harper was morose. “Ofelia is a better boss than me, though.”

      “She’s not a better boss,” he argued. “She’s ... a different sort of boss. I think the one thing that’s become apparent about New Orleans is that it’s crawling with the paranormal. All we’ve really seen in Whisper Cove is ghosts. Sure, we’ve seen different kinds of ghosts, but it turns out there are a lot of other things out there.”

      Harper nodded, licking her lips. “I knew about witches. Ofelia is much stronger than Ivy, though.”

      “I don’t know. I think Ivy is pretty strong. I talked to Jack a few days ago and mentioned I would like to set up a weekend to go up there so you guys can spend some time together this spring and he told me her powers have been expanding.”

      “Yeah. We’ve talked about it, too. She seems frightened ... and maybe a little exhilarated.”

      “That’s basically what Jack said. He also sounded impressed.”

      “Even with Ivy’s growing powers, though, Ofelia is somehow ... bigger.”

      Jared chuckled. “I think Ofelia grew up in a city where the paranormal was actually normal. That gives her a leg up on you. Your parents didn’t want to believe you were talking to ghosts. They held you back.”

      Harper made a face. “They didn’t hold me back. I mean ... not on purpose. They did the best they could.”

      Jared was glad she couldn’t see his eye roll. She was the one who complained about her parents left and right — especially since they’d decided to give their marriage another chance and were busy flaunting their love all over town — but occasionally, out of the blue, she decided to stand up for them. He could never tell when those rare instances would happen.

      When Jared didn’t respond, Harper angled her head so she could look up at him. “Aren’t you going to say something?”

      “I’m thinking no. You’re in a mood, and it’s one where no matter what I say, you’re not going to like it.”

      She scowled. “That’s not true.”

      “It is.” Jared moved his hands up to her neck and massaged her tense muscles. “It’s okay. You had a long night. Honestly, though, once you have a chance to sleep on things, I think you’re going to feel better.

      “You’re right about how things went down,” he continued. “They couldn’t have gone smoother, especially given the fact that we were dealing with an entity we weren’t familiar with. I was afraid going in. I feel better now that it’s done.”

      “We don’t know it’s done.”

      “We don’t,” he agreed. “There could be a few of those things still running around. The good news is that Ofelia and Sully know how to deal with those things. If there are a few left, something tells me that they can handle it.”

      Harper recognized he was trying to make her feel better. His words had the exact opposite effect. “I don’t want to leave them to do everything on their own. I want to be part of the solution.”

      “You have been part of the solution. You made the dreamcatchers.”

      “Which Ofelia used.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?” He gave her a sidelong look. “Are you mad that Ofelia used your technology?”

      “I’m not mad. I mean ... maybe a little mad. I’m not really mad, though. You need to stop saying that.”

      “Oh, geez.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Personally, I think it’s great that you managed to teach Ofelia something new. Now she can use the dreamcatchers when she’s dealing with stuff in the French Quarter. It’s a big area and she’s one witch. You helped her.”

      “Yes, but I was barely part of the action.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to learn to live with that. In this particular instance, Ofelia was better equipped to deal with what was happening. I know you don’t want to hear that, but it’s the truth.”

      “I definitely don’t want to hear it.”

      He blew out a sigh. “Wow. You’re definitely in a mood tonight.”

      “I don’t want to hear that either.”

      Rather than pick a fight, one he knew wouldn’t go his way, he tickled her ribs.

      “Stop it.” She squirmed in his arms, but he refused to release her. “I want to pout. You’re supposed to let me pout. That’s in the marriage handbook.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t read a marriage handbook so I’m going to call bull on that. As for what happened tonight, it’s done. Everybody is okay. That’s a win in my book.”

      Harper wrinkled her nose. “I know it’s a win. Did I say it wasn’t a win?”

      “You’re not saying much of anything that’s very pleasant.”

      “Well, I’m hopped up on cocktails and feeling sorry for myself. What did you expect?”

      “You have to let it go.” Jared was firm. “You did what you were supposed to do. Ofelia did what she was supposed to do. You look at her as if she was the star of the show, but I know it was you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You’re always the star of my show.”

      Harper heaved out a sigh. “It’s hard for me to be angry when you say romantic things like that.”

      “That’s why I say them.”

      “Ugh.” Harper pressed her eyes shut. “I know I’m being unreasonable. I blame Zander and the cocktails.”

      “I always blame Zander and the cocktails. It’s fun.”

      She laughed, just as he’d intended. “I honestly don’t know what’s wrong with me. I feel guilty about having my nose out of joint. Ofelia is impressive. I like her a great deal. She’s just ... more ... than me.”

      “She’s not.” Jared gripped Harper’s shoulders and forced her to turn and face him. “You’re the best person I know, and I’m not just saying that because you’re my wife. You really are. You have the biggest heart. I would say you have the biggest personality, but we both know that Zander has a lot of skin in that game.”

      He was serious as he rested his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry you feel as if you were left out of the action tonight. Truthfully, I’m glad it worked out the way it did. Ofelia and Sully are obviously used to dealing with situations like this on a regular basis. It’s … easier … for them.”

      “Obviously,” Harper said dryly.

      “Now it’s done. Even if there is a little cleanup to finish up, it’s not the end of the world. You and Zander can return to your conference tomorrow and everything will be perfectly fine. It’s all good.”

      Harper hadn’t gotten that far yet. “Right. The conference.”

      “That is why we’re here.”

      “Totally.” She fervently nodded her head. “I’m looking forward to heading back to the conference tomorrow. It sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “Good.” He snuggled her close. “As for the rest, I think you’ll feel better when you get some sleep.”

      “Is that your sly way of telling me to get my butt back in bed?”

      “I wasn’t trying to be sly.”

      Laughter bubbled up. “Fine. I reserve the right to pretend that this conversation didn’t happen come tomorrow morning. I’m blaming it on pumpkin martinis and Zander’s mouth.”

      “I think that’s the smart way to go.”

      

      OFELIA WOKE UP ENERGIZED THE next morning. She grew up in the Quarter so there was no way a few theme drinks were going to force her into hangover mode. The locals knew which drinks packed a wallop, and while she’d enjoyed the cocktails for what they were, she was in no way feeling sluggish the next morning.

      “You’re in a good mood,” Sully noted as he opened a can of food for a ravenous Baron and dropped it in the kitten’s food dish. In truth, the small feline had doubled in size in the past month alone, and while he was still playful and into everything, Sully wasn’t certain he could still be referred to as a kitten.

      “I am in a good mood,” Ofelia confirmed, stopping at his side long enough to press a kiss to his mouth. “We eliminated a threat last night, had a good time with friends, and I didn’t even ruin my pants.”

      He barked out a laugh. “That is a good night. I don’t know that we eliminated a threat, though. I think we put a dent in it, at the very least, but as for eliminating it ... .” He left the sentence hanging.

      “I know.” Ofelia tweaked his nose. “I’m well aware that there could still be trouble out there, Debbie Downer. We still did a good thing and I didn’t ruin an outfit or mess up my hair.”

      “Oh, well, those are the important things.” He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her deeply. “Honestly, those drinks gave me weird dreams. Do you think it means something that I dreamed you wanted to wait on me in nothing but a coconut shell bra?”

      Ofelia’s smile slipped. “You’re such a man.”

      “No, I’m being serious. I’ve never been into the servitude thing. I mean ... I don’t want you to dress up in a French maid’s costume or anything because I think that’s demeaning, but there was something titillating about the dream. You don’t think there’s anything wrong with me, do you?”

      “See, I know what you’re doing.” Ofelia poked his chest. “You’re going to see if you can get me to wear one of those bras so you can test your theory. Just FYI, that’s not going to happen. I’m betting those things chafe.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “Then we’re never going to find out.”

      They were still sparring about the shell bra when they landed in Krewe. Ofelia knew from a text her father had sent that he had breakfast waiting, and she found she was ravenous when the scent of eggs and hash browns hit her like a wave of home-cooked goodness.

      “Oh, where did you go?” Ofelia asked.

      “Brennan’s, around the corner,” Oscar replied. “I got enough for your little homeless friend, too. I didn’t do it because I like him or anything, but I thought I would be polite.”

      Ofelia gave Oscar a hard glare. “Don’t refer to him as my ‘little homeless friend’,” she demanded. “I don’t like that.”

      “Oh, what would you call him?” Oscar demanded.

      “A person.”

      “A homeless person.”

      “So what?”

      “So ... so ... .” Oscar looked toward Sully. “Are you going to help me out here?”

      “Absolutely not.” Sully slipped behind the bar so he could grab some juice. “I think you’re doing a bang-up job expressing yourself. I have no interest in helping you out.”

      “This is why I don’t like you,” Oscar groused. “You have an ego the size of my Buick.”

      “You have a Ford,” Ofelia pointed out. “It’s been parked in your driveway for six months. I don’t even see why you have that thing if you’re not going to drive it.”

      “We live in the Quarter. There’s no need to drive.”

      “I happen to agree. Why not sell the car?”

      “What if I need it?”

      Ofelia bit back a sigh. Her father was work even on the best of days. Truth be told, he wasn’t being overly difficult — especially for him — so there was no reason to explode. “How about you go and collect Bernie for breakfast, huh? We’ll table this discussion until ... well ... never.”

      “I don’t want to get him.” Oscar plopped down in one of the chairs. “I picked up breakfast. I feel my work here is done for the day.”

      “You would.” Ofelia’s gaze was dark as she turned toward the patio. “I’ll get him. You just sit there and look pretty. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds like something I was born to do.”

      Ofelia grumbled to herself the entire way, and when she opened the patio door, the grumbling turned to something darker. By the time she returned to the main bar area, she was in a foul mood. “He’s not there.”

      “Hmm.” Sully looked up from where he was delivering juice glasses to the table. “What do you mean?”

      “Bernie,” she replied. “He’s not there. If I have to guess, he didn’t sleep in there. The sleeping bag is still rolled up in the corner the exact same way.”

      “Well ... he could’ve slept there and folded it the same way,” Sully hedged. “There are only so many ways to roll up a sleeping bag and Bernie is a creature of habit.”

      Ofelia shot him a withering look. “He didn’t sleep in there and you know it. I thought you made a deal with him.”

      “I did.” Sully did his best to tamp down his agitation. “He said he would stay in the patio area between midnight and five in the morning. We shook on it and everything.”

      “I don’t understand what the problem is.” Oscar’s mouth was full of food and he didn’t seem to care that he was putting his masticated breakfast on display for everybody to see. “He’s a grown man. Why do you care what he does?”

      “Because there’s a predator out here,” Ofelia replied.

      “What sort of predator?”

      “We’re not entirely sure.” She sank into the chair next to her father. “It’s some sort of mystical ghoul. There’s more than one. We headed over to Lafayette Cemetery last night because we heard a rumor they might be originating from there. We found an infested mausoleum and cleaned it out.”

      “So, what’s the problem?” Oscar’s face was blank. “It sounds to me like you’ve eradicated the danger.”

      “We think we’ve eradicated it,” Sully corrected. “We don’t have any proof of it. A few of them could’ve escaped.”

      “And you think they made a beeline for your little homeless friend?”

      “Stop calling him that,” Ofelia growled. “I hate it when you turn into a bigot.”

      “I’m not being bigoted. I’m just saying that he’s homeless and he’s also your friend. What’s wrong with that statement?”

      Ofelia pretended he hadn’t spoken. “I can go out looking for him after breakfast. He always hangs out in the same area. It shouldn’t take long to find him.”

      “Unless he’s hiding from you,” Sully pointed out. “He might realize we’re angry and that will have him hiding.”

      “Well, he can’t hide forever.” Ofelia was pragmatic about the situation. “I want to research that mausoleum a bit — just to be on the safe side, so don’t go crazy — and I can do both at the same time. I’ll take my book to Jackson Square and wait for him to show himself.”

      “And then what?” Sully queried. “Are you going to yell at him?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Sully smirked. “Well, since I feel he has it coming to him, I’m okay with you doing that. Remind him that he made a promise. I don’t expect him to do everything I say whenever I say it, but I do expect him to hold up his end of a bargain.”

      “Oh, I’ll make sure he realizes that.” Ofelia’s eyes flashed dark. “It’s not okay for him to make us worry. I will be explaining that to him in no uncertain terms.”

      “Good.” Sully leaned in and kissed her. “Then, after you’re all hopped up after yelling at him, you can buy a coconut shell bra and find me. I think I have the perfect way for you to work out your aggression.”

      “You would.”

      From his spot across from the detective, Oscar made a disgusted face. “Did you just say what I think you said?”

      “Shut up and drink your juice,” Sully replied. “You didn’t hear anything.”

      “Sadly, I’m comfortable playing that game.” Oscar shook his head. “I’m not even sure how this happened. I’m a man on the edge, though. I hope you’re aware of that.”

      Sully was blasé. “I can live with that.”
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      Jackson Square served as the start of another grueling day of ghost hunting delight.

      That’s how Zander termed the day, not Harper. He was determined to make sure they had fun ... even if both of them were feeling lackluster about the conference organizers’ choice of activities.

      “I don’t believe in tracking a ghost’s essence,” Zander announced to Harper as she stood at the back of the group and listened to Audrey Hardy explain how ghost essences had turned the French Quarter into a poltergeist paradise.

      That was also a phrase Zander had come up with. Unfortunately, Audrey was nowhere near clever enough to come up with something that amusing. That only heightened the level of boredom washing over the duo.

      Of course, since Zander was the one voicing his frustration, Harper felt it was necessary to argue with him. “I think ghosts totally have essences.”

      Zander made an exaggerated face. “Oh, you do not.”

      “I do so.”

      “You do not.” Zander was adamant. “If you believed in ghost essences, you would’ve told me before now.”

      “I’ve told you about ghost essences.” Harper was totally making that up. That’s how bored she was. She was willing to pick a fake fight with Zander just to alleviate the ennui weighing her down. “That shows how much you listen to me. Or rather, how much you don’t listen to me.”

      Zander narrowed his eyes. “You’re full of crap and I don’t like it. There’s no such thing as a ghost essence.”

      In front of them, a young woman — she wasn’t old enough to drink if Harper had to guess — whipped around to glare at them. She had her hair tied in two half pigtails, although somehow looped, and there were blue streaks dotting her blond hair. “Shh.”

      “I’m sorry,” Harper said automatically.

      Rather than apologize, Zander narrowed his eyes. “Do you believe in ghost essences, Pippy?”

      The girl made a face. “Zaya.”

      “What’s Zaya?” Zander looked around. “What are we missing?”

      “That’s my name,” the girl snapped. “I’m Zaya, not Pippy. I don’t even think that’s a real name.”

      “Uh-huh.” Zander looked her up and down with fresh eyes.

      “I hate it when people make up names,” Zaya continued. “It’s ridiculous. There are plenty of real names to choose from.”

      “Well, Zaya, that’s quite an interesting argument you’re mounting there.” Zander flicked his gaze to Harper. “Seriously, I’m so bored I’m going to debate names with a chick named Zaya.”

      “It’s a family name,” Zaya shot back. “I’m named after my great-great-great-however many great-grandmother.”

      “Awesome,” Zander drawled, his tone indicating he felt anything but amused.

      “She was a Navajo princess,” Zaya said. “So ... you might say I’m descended from royalty.”

      “There were no Navajo princesses,” Harper replied out of nowhere. “Actually, as far as I know, there were no Native American princesses. European settlers gave the designation to people like Pocahontas because it promoted Eurocentric values.”

      Zander stuck his tongue in his cheek as Zaya broke out in a frown. “Oh, I’m sure this will end well,” he drawled.

      “I’m sorry, but are you a Navajo?” Zaya demanded.

      Harper shook her head. “I’m not.”

      “Well, then I don’t think you can speak for my ancestors.”

      “I’m willing to bet if we ran your DNA through one of those history programs that it would turn out you’re not Navajo either,” Harper argued.

      “I’m descended from a princess!”

      “Even though I don’t want to get in a fight, which is rare for me to say because I’m fiery, I have to agree with my partner,” Zander said. “You’ve got ‘Irish white chick’ stamped all over you. I’m willing to bet the only brown in your lineage came from someone with a tan.”

      “I don’t have to take this.” Zaya turned huffy. “I paid a lot for this conference. I’m here to learn. I don’t need you two ... ruining things.”

      That’s when Harper realized that they were the problem. “You know what?” She offered up a rueful smile. “You have a point. We’re ruining your good time. I’m sorry.”

      “You should be sorry,” Zaya shot back.

      “I believe that’s why I just said I was sorry.” Harper grabbed Zander’s arm and gave it a tug. “We’re going to go now.”

      “We are?” Zander’s features lit with confusion. “Where are we going? I want to hear more about the Navajo princess. Did a prince come looking for her with nothing other than a perfectly-fitted moccasin?”

      Harper elbowed him in the stomach. Hard. “We’re done with this topic. You’re going to say something racist if I don’t stop you now.”

      Zander was affronted. “I’m not racist.”

      “Of course you’re not. You don’t think before you speak, though. That makes you ignorant. I refuse to encourage purposeful ignorance.”

      “I’m pretty sure there’s an insult hidden in there.”

      “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t hidden.” Through tremendous effort, Harper managed to drag Zander outside the park. She didn’t stop until they were in the midst of the colorful kiosks and art displays that were set up around the external fence. “You can’t pick a fight with random people,” she admonished when it was just the two of them.

      “Um ... I’m pretty sure that you were the one picking a fight.” Zander’s lips curved as he regarded her. “Why are you so feisty today? I don’t dislike it or anything but ... you were kind of mean to that girl.”

      Harper had to admit, if only to herself, that he was right. “I’m kind of grumpy,” she admitted, dragging a hand through her blond hair. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “I think I know.”

      “If you say I’m jealous of Ofelia I’m going to have to pop you one in the face,” Harper warned.

      Zander’s forehead creased. “Um ... who said anything about you being jealous of Ofelia? That came out of nowhere.”

      “Jared said it last night,” Harper admitted as they moved past the paintings and took shelter in the shade. “He said that I had my nose out of joint because Ofelia was the center of attention last night and that’s usually my spot.”

      “Well, that’s just ludicrous.”

      “I kind of think he may be right.” Harper was ashamed to admit it, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I didn’t do anything but throw out some dreamcatchers last night. Ofelia is the one who did all the heavy-lifting.”

      “Well, to be fair, Ofelia is a witch. That means she has to do the heavy-lifting.”

      “Since when is that the rule?”

      “Um ... since forever.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re just making that up.”

      “And I think you’re feeling sorry for yourself for no good reason.” Zander slung his arm around her shoulders. “Harp, you’re a goddess amongst peasants. That’s not to be confused with a princess amongst Navajo princesses. You should know that. You’re always the hero in my book.”

      “I wasn’t last night.”

      “Weren’t you? Ofelia didn’t know how to make the dreamcatchers. That was all you.”

      “Yeah, but she was the one in danger when it came to throwing them out.”

      “That’s true.” Zander could’ve lied, made something up to cover, but he knew Harper would see right through him. “The thing is, what you can do and what she can do are vastly different. Her world is more dangerous than our world.”

      “We live in the same world.”

      “We don’t, though.” Zander refused to back down. “Our world isn’t nearly as colorful as this world.” He took a moment to glance around. “I like a colorful world. This world, though, frightens me a little bit. I’m not sure you and I would survive over the long haul in this world.”

      Harper was taken aback. “What do you mean?”

      He held out his hands. “Our world doesn’t move as fast as this one. That’s okay. There’s nothing wrong with living life at a slower pace. Ofelia’s world moves faster than ours, so fast it’s almost a blur. There’s no blame to go around because of that.”

      “I guess. I just don’t like being cut out of the action loop.”

      Zander snorted. “Welcome to my world. You always steal my thunder when we’re on a case at home.”

      Harper was having none of that. “I’m the one who can see and talk to ghosts.”

      “So?”

      “It’s not stealing your thunder if I’m the only one who can do it.”

      “Well, I feel differently. It doesn’t matter, though. Ofelia’s world is hardly perfect. She might’ve been at the center of things last night, but I get the feeling she’s always at the center of things. We get breaks between our ghosts. I don’t think she gets very many breaks.”

      In truth, Harper had been wondering about that herself. She deflated a bit. “Yeah.”

      “Plus, she has to take care of her father, who is very clearly mentally ill,” Zander continued, not missing a beat. “I know we make jokes about our parents being crazy, but Ofelia’s father is really crazy.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to use the word ‘crazy’ unless you’re using it as a non-specific insult.”

      “I’ll be careful not to use it in front of Ofelia’s father,” Zander said dryly. “I’m just saying that I think you should give Ofelia a break. She wasn’t trying to be a thunder-stealer.”

      In her heart, Harper knew that to be true. “Why do you think I’m mad at myself? I’m jealous of a woman who hasn’t earned it. That makes me a terrible person.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Zander was firm. “It makes you human. You stand above us mere mortals, Harp. You got used to the view. Now there’s someone standing slightly taller than you. You’re still above everyone else. Ofelia isn’t the enemy here.”

      “No,” Harper agreed. “Those shadow ghoul things are the enemy.”

      “Good girl.” Zander tapped the tip of her nose. “So, where did we land on cocktails?” he asked, straightening.

      Harper shot him a dubious look. “We can’t day drink two days in a row. That’s got to be against the law or something.”

      “Oh, you’re such a prude.” Zander tugged Harper around the fence corner and pulled up short when his gaze landed on a bench about thirty feet away. There, oblivious to the traffic and noise around her, Ofelia sat sipping an iced tea and reading a thick book. “Ah, speak of the non-thunder-stealer.”

      Harper followed his gaze, surprise washing over her. “What do you think she’s doing out here?”

      “I honestly have no idea.” Zander glanced around. “I don’t see Sully anywhere. Do you think she’s alone?”

      Harper shrugged. “There’s one way to find out.” She set off in Ofelia’s direction, wrinkling her nose when they passed the huge horses attached to the carriages on Decatur Street and casting Zander a dubious look. “That’s another thing we couldn’t live with. It smells like horse dookie over here.”

      “I agree.” Zander was pinching his nose so he talked in a nasal voice. “I kind of want to heave.”

      “I would appreciate if you didn’t do that.”

      “No promises.”

      Thankfully, by the time they reached Ofelia, they were upwind of the horses and no longer suffered from the rancid scent. Ofelia didn’t look up as they approached, but she greeted them all the same.

      “The locals know to come up the other side,” she said blandly. “That way you don’t have to smell it.”

      “Now we know.” Harper plopped down on the bench beside Ofelia. “Do you spend a lot of time hanging out in this corner of the world with the horses?”

      Ofelia’s chuckle was dry. “Not so much. I wanted a spot in the shade, though. Bernie didn’t come home last night. He’s likely to show up here at some point today. I’m never in this spot, so he’s unlikely to look for me here.”

      “Are you going to yell at him when he shows up?” Zander asked as he sat on the adjacent bench. “Are you going to smack him around?”

      “I rarely smack people around.” Ofelia thought better of the statement the second she uttered it. “Actually, I smack people around all the time. If you ask my brother Felix, he’ll tell you I was abusive to him as a small child.”

      “You keep bringing up this brother,” Harper pointed out. “When are we going to get to meet him?”

      “You can meet him now if you want.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Harper’s smile never diminished. “Are you going to conjure him out of thin air?”

      “Kind of.” Ofelia pointed toward a gold statue. “That’s him.”

      Harper’s stomach constricted as discomfort rolled through her. “Excuse me?”

      “I think she’s saying that someone turned her brother into a statue,” Zander offered in a stage whisper. “I told you this world was a lot more colorful than the one we live in.”

      Ofelia made a face as she glanced between them. “I have no idea what you guys are talking about, but that’s not a statue. Er, well, it is. It’s simply not the sort of statue you’re picturing. That’s a human statue.”

      “Meaning what?” Harper asked, her gaze returning to the statue in question. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means that my brother can’t hold down a job,” Ofelia explained. “It’s not that he’s lazy or anything — mostly — but he doesn’t know what to do with his life. That means he jumps from gig to gig.

      “Sometimes he runs the carriages with my stepfather Henri,” she continued, waving to a man as he led a carriage past them. “That’s him right there. He married my mother after she divorced my father because he refused to get professional help for his mental issues. I think Henri might be a saint because there are times my mother is more difficult to deal with than my father.”

      “I hear that,” Harper drawled.

      Ofelia grinned. “Felix works the carriages sometimes. He runs the tours sometimes. He’s even given readings on tarot card row now and again. He’s often one of the statues, though.” She cocked her head and stared at the gold figure. “Hey, Felix, my friends don’t believe that you’re a real person,” she called out.

      To Harper’s utter surprise, the statue talked back. “Well, I don’t believe you have friends so I guess we’re both living in a topsy-turvy world today.”

      “No way.” Zander’s mouth dropped open as he hopped up from the bench. “That’s a real dude.”

      “It’s performance art,” Ofelia explained. “Everything in the Quarter is a performance. That’s why you see kids playing the drums on buckets and old men living on the street while trying to protect their saxophones.”

      “Performance art,” Harper mused.

      “Pretty much,” Ofelia agreed, her eyes drifting back to her book.

      “What do you have there?” Harper asked. “I figured the book was just a cover until you found Bernie, but obviously you’re interested.”

      “It’s a cemetery book,” Ofelia explained. “We have them for all the cemeteries, sell them as souvenirs. I invested in all the books years ago because the money goes for conservation. You’d be surprised how often they’ve come in handy.”

      Realization dawned on Harper. “You’re researching the mausoleum from last night.”

      Ofelia nodded. “I am. Sully isn’t convinced this is over. If I’m telling the truth, I’m right there with him. I don’t think this is even close to being over with.”

      “Have you found anything?”

      “Maybe. The mausoleum supposedly belongs to Jacques St. Germain.”

      Harper’s face was blank. “I don’t know who that is.”

      “You’re not local, so you shouldn’t be expected to know. I know, though, because he’s a big deal here. They cover him on tours.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Was,” Ofelia corrected. “He’s dead ... or at least he’s supposed to be. Basically, in a nutshell, he moved to New Orleans in 1902, taking up residence at the corner of Ursulines and Royal. He was known for throwing fancy parties with exquisite food, which he never ate.”

      “How come he didn’t eat it?”

      “I guess it depends on what theory you hold to,” Ofelia replied. “He drank red wine throughout the event. He was described as charming, charismatic to a fault, with a hypnotizing gaze. Despite his delight in fancy food and drink, he was never accepted amongst the elites. They thought his friends were low-class.

      “He was the quiet sort, not drawing attention to himself, until a screaming young woman was picked up by police one evening,” she continued. “She was taken to the hospital, where she claimed Jacques took her to his home and attacked her with inhuman speed and strength. She escaped when someone knocked on the door and distracted him. She made that escape by leaping from a window.

      “The police went to his home and Jacques said she was drunk and didn’t know what she was talking about,” she said. “The cops believed him but asked he come to the station for questioning the next day. He never showed up.”

      Harper was utterly transfixed by the story. “What happened?”

      “The cops went back to the house but found he’d packed up in the middle of the night. There was no food in the house but a bunch of wine. There were also blood stains on several items in the house. When they tasted the wine, they found it was a mixture of blood and wine.”

      Harper made a face. “That’s disgusting. That sounds like vampire lore, though. That’s not what we’re dealing with.”

      “No, but Jacques was never heard from again. That mausoleum carries his family name. Technically nobody ever saw that individual again, but there are rumors of a Jack showing up trying to bite people.”

      “I don’t understand how that vampire story coincides with our ghouls,” Harper admitted.

      “I don’t either. I might know someone who can help us, though. He’s a tour guide and he’s big on the vampire tours. He knows a lot about Jacques that didn’t make the books.”

      “Do you know where to find him?”

      Ofelia nodded. “Can you and Zander get away? I mean ... are you okay leaving your tour?”

      “Absolutely.” Harper bobbed her head. “We’re both unbelievably bored. We would much rather chase vampires.”

      “Are you sure?” Ofelia didn’t look convinced.

      “Watch this.” Harper held up her finger and called out to Zander, who was busy studying Felix with a trained eye. “Zander, do you want to go back to the conference or chase vampire stories for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “That’s not even a contest,” Zander called out. “Bring me the vampires.”

      Harper was smug when she turned back to Ofelia. “I told you.”

      “Okay then.” Ofelia shut the book. “I’ll drop this off at Henri’s stand so I don’t have to carry it around. I can pick it up later. Let’s see if we can track down some vampire lore.”

      “Finally, something that doesn’t make me want to go to sleep.”
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      Ofelia decided to turn the excursion into a tour, which meant skating by some of her favorite places.

      “The locals only hit up specific bars,” she explained as they walked down the street. “Most of them head over to Frenchman Street because the music is top notch and there’s not a theme drink in sight.”

      “I don’t know what the prejudice is against theme drinks,” Zander sniffed. “They’re delicious. I happen to love a good theme.”

      “He also loves a good theme party,” Harper offered, her gaze drifting between buildings. “Two years ago, he actually hosted an Under the Sea party just because he wanted to see if I would dress up like a mermaid.”

      Ofelia snickered. “Did you?”

      “Nope.”

      “It was very disappointing,” Zander lamented. “I expected more from her.”

      “To be fair, he was trying to launch me back on the dating scene,” Harper explained. “He was convinced that I was going to spend my life alone if I didn’t get it together.”

      Ofelia found she was amused by the story. She had multiple friends who could be considered eccentric. Zander was all of them wrapped up in one pretty package, however. “Obviously this was before Jared. Or ... did you meet Jared at the party?” For some reason, the idea tickled Ofelia.

      “Oh, no. I met Jared when he first transferred to Whisper Cove. I was chasing a ghost and broke into a house. He caught and interrogated me. My mother showed up at the police station. It was a whole big thing.”

      Zander snickered at the memory. “It was. It was glorious. Jared’s first run-in with Gloria was the stuff of legends.”

      “My mother’s name is Gloria,” Harper offered helpfully. “She’s ... something.”

      “My mother’s name is Marie and I guarantee she’s worse,” Ofelia said. “When did Jared realize you could see and talk to ghosts?”

      “Right away. I don’t hide it. I mean ... I run a ghost hunting business. There’s really no reason to hide it.”

      “I guess that’s true. Was it love at first sight?”

      “No.” Harper’s answer was automatic and then she thought better of it. “I guess it was lust at first sight, though. We were both attracted to one another.”

      “Totally,” Zander agreed on a solemn nod. “The second she saw him it was as if she came alive again. After what happened with Quinn, I wasn’t sure that would ever happen. I was relieved … until Jared started bossing me around.”

      Ofelia arched a curious eyebrow. “Who is Quinn?”

      Harper’s chuckle was hollow. “Oh, he’s my ex-boyfriend. He’s ... the devil.”

      “I have one of those, too,” Ofelia said darkly.

      “I bet my ex-boyfriend is worse than yours,” Harper teased. “My ex-boyfriend faked his own death, had me looking in the fields for his ghost for years, and then only returned because he was looking for hidden money. He was willing to kill me for it.”

      Ofelia’s mouth dropped open. “No way.”

      “Yeah, he was a jerk.”

      “A total jerk,” Zander echoed. “He’s in jail now, awaiting trial. Given the convoluted nature of the case, they say it could be another year before he actually has his day in court.”

      “Wow.” Ofelia found she was impressed. “That’s quite the story. This Quinn guy makes Sebastian look like a saint.”

      “Is Sebastian your ex?” Harper asked.

      “Pretty much. He owns a rival bar. It’s called Envie ... and he’s a warlock.”

      Harper slowed her pace. “Like ... an evil warlock?”

      Ofelia held out her hands. “That depends on who you talk to. It could be that he’s just an egomaniac who loves attention. Sully thinks he’s evil, however, and is constantly threatening to kill him.”

      “I like Sully’s take on this,” Zander said.

      “You don’t even know Sebastian,” Ofelia pointed out.

      “I don’t care. I hate douches, and Sebastian sounds like a douche.”

      “He is.” Ofelia blew out a sigh. “So, I figured I would give you guys the tour while we’re looking for Hack.”

      “Yeah, who is this Hank guy?” Zander smoothly shifted gears. “Is he a friend of yours?”

      “Hack,” she automatically corrected.

      “I don’t believe Hack is a real name.”

      “It’s not. It’s a street name. A lot of the guides and performers here go by street names.”

      “Because they’re running from the long arm of the law?” Zander queried.

      Ofelia laughed. “I guess that’s possible. A lot of them are simply looking for a fresh start, and to them, that requires a new name. Plus, a street name adds to the mystique if you’re making your money with tourists.”

      “I can see that.” Harper was thoughtful as Ofelia stopped moving and gestured toward a huge mansion. “Is this where the vampire lived?”

      Ofelia shook her head. “This is where Delphine LaLaurie lived. Do you know who she is?”

      Harper hesitated. “That name sounds familiar, although I can’t remember why.”

      “She was in American Horror Story Coven,” Zander offered helpfully. “Kathy Bates played her.”

      Harper’s forehead creased. “Wait ... she was real?”

      Ofelia nodded. “She was real, although her dastardly deeds weren’t quite as bad as they were depicted on that show. There was no paranormal element, but she did kill off a great many slaves. People today say the LaLaurie Mansion is haunted because of what she did.”

      “Do you believe that’s true?” Harper studied the smooth facade of the building. It looked like a normal house to her. Er, well, an opulent and impressive house, but a house all the same.

      “The people who live here come and go,” Ofelia explained. “They’re not here year-round. They don’t like that the tours always pass by here and are sometimes rude when out on the patio. Honestly, I can see why it would be irritating to them. There’s nothing worse than tours interrupting a quiet evening.

      “The house has a rich history,” she continued. “Before he lost all his money, Nicolas Cage bought it. It’s been updated since then, completely re-done. It’s always a draw when people come into town, even more so since that American Horror Story shoutout. As for ghosts, I don’t know. There have been times I’ve thought I saw something when passing at night. That could be a trick of the light, though.”

      “Right.” Harper rubbed her cheek. “It kind of feels evil, doesn’t it?”

      “It most definitely does.”

      “Do you believe a place can turn evil?” Harper was genuinely curious. “I mean ... do you think that murder and fear can mark a place?”

      “Yup.” Ofelia bobbed her head without hesitation. “After Katrina, a lot of the buildings here shifted. The people left behind ... well ... they had more to deal with than rising water and the loss of their homes. There were lawless bandits left behind and many were prepared to rape and kill their way through the city.”

      “Were you here for Katrina?” Harper couldn’t picture what the city was like during that time. She’d read about it of course, but it was almost impossible for her to imagine.

      “I was a child,” Ofelia replied. “My father didn’t want to leave. He thought he would lose everything if he did. When it became apparent that he had to leave if he wanted to survive, it was too late to drive out. We had to walk out. Pascal helped him.”

      “The Pascal from the store?” Harper’s lips quirked. “He seemed fun. Although ... wouldn’t he have been a child, too?” She tried to picture the man in question. “He can’t be older than you.”

      Ofelia merely shrugged. “He’s older than he looks. Come on. There’s more to see.”

      They rounded a few more corners and Harper found she was completely turned around. She was glad to have Ofelia as a tour guide. Ofelia pointed out the vampire house to them, which was owned by others now and looked refreshed and nice, and then she pointed out some of her favorite bars and storefronts. It wasn’t until they turned one final street that Ofelia threw up her hands.

      “There he is.”

      Zander peered in the direction she was looking, frowning when he caught sight of a man in a crushed velvet suit and matching top hat. “Is that Hack?”

      “That’s him,” Ofelia confirmed. “He’s finishing up a tour. I know his route.” She checked the clock on her phone. “He should have about five minutes left. We’ll pace him until he’s done. I don’t want to interrupt his tour.”

      “I’m fine with that.” Harper fell into step with the other woman. “Have you ever left New Orleans?”

      “Like ... ever?” Ofelia chuckled. “Of course. I’m not afraid to leave my home. Sure, I happen to think that New Orleans is the greatest city in the world. I’m up for visiting other places, though.”

      “You should come to Michigan.” Harper was earnest. “I could give you a tour.”

      “I’ve never been to Michigan. It sounds cool, though.”

      “It’s okay,” Zander said. “It’s boring if you don’t know the right people. Thankfully for you, you’ve already met the right people.” He smoothed the front of his peach polo shirt. “I’m an awesome tour guide.”

      “Somehow I can see that.”

      

      HACK FINISHED UP HIS TOUR RIGHT ON schedule and, without looking at Ofelia, he addressed her out of the blue as he was pocketing his tip.

      “Are you in the mood for murder and mayhem, Fe? It seems a little early for that.”

      Ofelia laughed as she moved to join him. “I’m always in the mood for murder and mayhem. You know me.” She extended her hand for him to shake. “It’s been a few weeks. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m feeling great. Why? Don’t I look great?”

      Ofelia dubiously eyed his suit. “You look like a fashion victim, but that’s neither here nor there.”

      “I happen to think I look dapper.” Hack flicked his eyes to Zander and Harper. “Who are your friends?”

      Ofelia slid directly into introductions. When she was finished, she turned serious. “I need info on Jacques St. Germain’s tomb in Lafayette Cemetery.”

      “You don’t stand on preamble, do you?” Hack shook his head. “Why do you care about that tomb? There’s debate whether it’s the real deal or not.”

      “I care because a bunch of creepy shadow ghouls were taking up refuge in that place until last night and I’m trying to figure out exactly why they picked that location.”

      Harper’s mouth dropped open. She was unable to hide her surprise at Ofelia’s forthcoming nature.

      “Don’t worry about Hack,” Ofelia volunteered automatically. “He’s in on the big secret. He can see ghosts, too.”

      “Why are you spreading my private business?” Hack complained. “You can’t tell the tourists about that. They’ll think I’m a nut and try to have me locked up.”

      “Harper can see ghosts, too,” Ofelia volunteered. “That’s how we hooked up. That’s not important, though. I need to know about that tomb. You used to be in charge of the Lafayette tours until they shut them down for refurbishment. I figure you’re the man to ask.”

      “Yes, well ... .” Hack worked his jaw as he studied Harper and then let loose a sigh. “There are a lot of rumors about that mausoleum. Somebody found that old registry with the St. Germain last name on it and insisted that meant our local vampire was buried there. I don’t know that I believe it. There was nothing off about that mausoleum until they tried to say there was something off about it.”

      “That’s a good point.” Ofelia swung around the lamppost, her mind working. “Do you think it’s possible, though?”

      “Anything is possible. There are multiple stories floating around about good old Jacques. You know that as well as anybody.”

      “I told Harper and Zander one of those stories. You know the other one better, the one about him being caught.”

      Hack scowled. “I don’t know that I believe that story either. I just whip it out when my group looks bored.”

      “I still think they would like to hear it,” Ofelia prodded.

      “Fine.” Hack threw up his hands. “Ofelia told you the story about Jacques disappearing in the middle of the night. That’s the local legend, the one everybody feeds on and purports as truth. There’s little Nola loves more than a good urban legend. The other story is even more frightening.”

      Hack glanced around, as if making sure nobody was eavesdropping. “You have to remember, back in the times when Jacques roamed the streets here, it wasn’t as easy to travel as it is now. You couldn’t just hop in an automobile and take off.

      “So, that means the cops had a few places to look when Jacques wasn’t in his house,” he continued. “One of the first places they looked was the port.”

      Harper nodded in understanding. “He was rich enough to book passage someplace else, right?”

      “He was, and that wasn’t easy to do right on the spot,” Hack confirmed. “According to the story, they found him on one of the ships heading to Europe. It wasn’t a luxury liner or anything. It was supposed to transport goods between us and France. We’re talking spices and other stuff.”

      “Okay.” Harper wasn’t certain where he was going with the story, but she was eager to listen. “If they found him on the ship, why does the mystery still linger?”

      “Well, that depends on who you ask.” Hack leveled a dark look on Ofelia. “Ms. Archer and I have debated what happened to Jacques late into the night on more than one occasion. We both love our ghost stories.

      “Some people claim that when the cops found Jacques on the ship, they tried to take him into custody,” he continued. “Supposedly he fought off six armed men, killing them all, and left with the ship as originally planned.”

      “He killed six armed police officers by himself?” Harper had trouble swallowing the story. “And that’s because he had vampire strength, right?”

      Hack shrugged. “I guess. The people who tell that story say he went back to France — which was supposedly his homeland — and went right back to killing. There’s another story, though.”

      “Oh, this must be good if there’s this much buildup with it,” Harper teased. “You tell a story like Zander.”

      “Oh, don’t listen to her,” Zander admonished on a hand wave. “You tell a story beautifully. She simply doesn’t understand the need for nuance.”

      Hack snickered. “I like you.”

      “Somehow I knew you would,” Ofelia said. “Finish the story.”

      “Okay, but I don’t know that this final story holds more weight than any of the others,” Hack warned. “As it stands, the story differs slightly when the police officers get to the ship. They tracked down Jacques without much difficulty, but then a huge battle ensued. Several police officers were killed, but not all of them.

      “When the ship workers realized what Jacques likely was — you can’t be a fan of the high seas without loving yourself a good tall tale — they joined with the police to take him down,” he continued. “Jacques was unable to flee the ship because it was daylight hours, which meant he was racing here and there below deck.

      “Some witnesses said he showed up in the engine room and lifted equipment that weighed more than two tons by himself to make an escape. Other witnesses said he could jump entire flights of stairs without taking a single step. This game continued on the ship until right before the sun set.

      “The cops knew they had one shot to stop Jacques before he took control and managed to escape in the darkness, so they set a trap with the boat workers. They managed to lock him in a container, which they proceeded to bind with garlic cloves and crosses. Then they lowered the box to the bottom of the sea.”

      Harper waited for him to expand. When he didn’t, she turned her attention to Ofelia. “I don’t get it.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Ofelia reassured her.

      “It was a wooden box,” Hack supplied. “It was a wooden box in the Gulf of Mexico, where the currents are strong. The box didn’t last. The crosses fell off and drifted away. That allowed Jacques to escape after several months ... and he was hungry and wanted to exact his revenge when he finally made it back to shore.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zander drawled. “This guy is great with a story.”

      Harper snorted. “He tells a story like you. That doesn’t mean it’s not a good story.”

      “Supposedly Jacques started attacking the police officers one by one upon his return to the city,” Hack said. “He would go after a family every night and wipe them out. After a few nights, the police figured out what was happening and lived in fear ... so they fashioned another trap.

      “This time when they caught him, though, they supposedly put him in the mausoleum in Lafayette Cemetery,” he continued. “It was covered with crosses and holy water. They cursed it so he could never leave. Then they made sure nobody could ever figure out he was the one laid to rest there.”

      “Huh.” Harper slowly tracked her eyes to Ofelia. “That mausoleum was covered in crosses.”

      “It was,” Ofelia agreed. “It was also off its track. It had been moved during the restoration.”

      “What do the ghouls have to do with your long-forgotten vampire?”

      “That I don’t know.” Ofelia rolled her neck until it cracked. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard about any shenanigans at the cemeteries of late, have you, Hack?”

      “Maybe a few,” Hack hedged. “Lafayette has been getting a lot of the love. They say St. Louis is bursting at the seams with noises at night these days, too.”

      “Is that another cemetery?” Zander asked. “Wait ... is that the one with Nicolas Cage’s garish pyramid? I so want to go there.”

      “That is the same cemetery,” Ofelia confirmed, pursing her lips. “Activity in multiple cemeteries seems to indicate we’re dealing with more than an old vampire legend.”

      “I don’t know what you’re dealing with,” Hack replied. “You couldn’t pay me to go into any of those cemeteries after dark right now given the rumors going around. You’re not me, though.”

      “I’m not,” Ofelia agreed, reaching into her pocket and coming back with a twenty. “Thank you for your time. You do tell a good story.”

      Hack chuckled as he pocketed the money. “Stories are different than reality, girlie. You need to be careful if there’s real evil afoot out there. You’re not infallible. You can be hurt ... and killed.”

      “Oh, I never forget that.” Ofelia managed a smile. “The problem has to be dealt with, however. It can’t be ignored.”

      “Well, good luck.” Hack tipped his hat for Harper’s and Zander’s benefit. “Have fun, guys. Don’t let Ofelia talk you into doing something stupid, though. She’s good at being a bad influence.”

      “I happen to like a bad influence,” Harper countered.

      “Then you two should get along just fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

        

    

    







            Fifteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ofelia continued with the tour, although most of the conversation revolved around Hack’s vampire stories. To Harper, they sounded ridiculous. The fact that Ofelia wasn’t dismissing them outright gave her pause.

      “So, what’s the plan?” the blonde asked as they waited for Zander to collect his hurricane slushie from one of the Bourbon Street locations. “Are you going to head out to the other cemetery tonight?”

      Ofelia nodded. “I don’t see where I have much choice. If entities did escape from Lafayette last night, it’s likely that they ended up regrouping with the others in St. Louis.”

      “Right.” Harper looked up and down the street, considering. “You’re going to need more dreamcatchers.”

      “I am,” Ofelia confirmed. “I thought we could get lunch and then fashion some ... unless you have other stuff you need to do. I know a guy at a voodoo shop over on Decatur. He can shove some dreamcatchers my way for us to modify.”

      “We’re bored with the conference stuff,” Harper admitted. “We want to be involved in this. It’s just ... well ... .”

      Ofelia waited. When Harper didn’t finish her thought, she prodded her. “It’s okay for you to tell me what you’re thinking. I’m open to all suggestions.”

      “You are,” Harper agreed. “That’s one of the things I like best about you. There’s not a judgmental bone in your body.”

      “But?”

      “But nothing. It’s just ... .” Harper knew she shouldn’t push things and yet she couldn’t stop herself. “I want to be more involved tonight. I felt like an outsider looking in last night and it wasn’t for me. I know it sounds ridiculous — it does to me and I’m the one saying it — but I don’t like being the sidekick.”

      Ofelia blinked several times in rapid succession and then barked out a laugh. “How do you figure you’re the sidekick?” she asked when she’d recovered. “You’re the one who creates the dreamcatchers. Without you, we wouldn’t even have a plan to follow.”

      “I know but ... you were the one close to the mausoleum last night,” Harper pressed. “You were the one who took out those shadow things. I just threw out some dreamcatchers and called it a day. Then there were cocktails after.”

      “Well, I don’t really look at it that way, but I can see where you’re coming from,” Ofelia hedged. “Um ... I have no problem with you being more involved. I don’t even know what we’re going to be dealing with, though, so it’s not as if I can make any promises when it comes to level of involvement. For all we know, St. Louis Cemetery might be a dead end.”

      “Do you really think it’s going to turn out that way?”

      “No.” Ofelia shook her head. “Hack is a good source. I tap him quite often for a reason. Still, the fleeing ghouls last night could’ve warned the other ghouls. Or to be fair, the noises coming from St. Louis Cemetery might be vastly different from the ones coming from Lafayette. St. Louis is much closer to the action on Bourbon Street. Unfortunately, we’ve had more than one drunken group decide it’s a great idea to try and break in.”

      “And if it’s what we’re dealing with, I’ll retract my request,” Harper promised. “You and Sully can deal with all the drunken hooligans we find. If there’s more than that, though, I want to be involved.

      “You’re like this badass witch and you never think twice about running headlong into danger,” she continued. “I want to be more like you.”

      Ofelia pressed her lips together, debating, and then released a sigh. “I grew up magical in a place where the magical run rampant. I have no choice but to throw myself into danger if I want things to turn out. It sounds like you’re the only magical one in your town. That’s not a bad thing.”

      “I didn’t say it was bad,” Harper replied hurriedly. “I don’t think it’s bad. I just ... envy the fact that you can be so open about who you are here.”

      Ofelia thought about Sully, the fact that he preferred hiding his true nature from their new friends, and then bobbed her head. “Yes, well, nothing is perfect. I may be open about who I can be — and see a lot of action — but that means I feel responsible for a lot of things that likely shouldn’t fall under my umbrella. I can’t help myself, though.”

      “Oh, I get it.” Harper’s smile was rueful. “I feel responsible for a lot of things back home. Whenever somebody dies, I’m out there right away trying to find answers. It drives Jared crazy. He thinks I’m a masochist ... or maybe a martyr.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that.” Ofelia’s eyes twinkled. “Jared loves you. He admires you. He’s proud of what you can do. He’s still a man, though, and when he thinks about the danger you could find yourself in, it drives him to distraction. He doesn’t want to see you beating yourself up because he always wants to lift you. I would go easy on him.”

      “Oh, I know.” Harper held out her hands. “I do my best. I just ... want to be involved tonight. Whatever it is, I want to be part of it. I’ll beat myself up if I’m cut out of the action.”

      “Well, we can’t have that.” Ofelia patted Harper’s arm and then grinned when Zander emerged from the building with a huge slushie cup. “That’s going to put you on your ass. I hope you know that.”

      “I can drink better than most,” Zander reassured her.

      “Uh-huh.” Ofelia wasn’t convinced. In truth, she believed Zander was likely a lightweight ... especially by New Orleans standards. “There’s a place around the corner with étouffée that’s to die for. How about we head there for lunch? You can fill your stomach with something other than alcohol. Then we can talk strategy.”

      Harper nodded in agreement. “That sounds like a plan to me. I just love the food here. I can’t get enough of it.”

      

      THEY SPENT THEIR AFTERNOON MAKING DREAMCATCHERS, Ofelia explaining more of the local lore to them. Before they realized it, the afternoon had slipped away from them and they were on their way to Bayona.

      Sully was already at the hostess stand when they arrived. He turned right away, as if sensing Ofelia, and leaned in to give her a kiss when she arrived at his side. “Where have you been all day?”

      Ofelia was the picture of innocence as she regarded him. “What do you mean? I’ve been good.”

      “I didn’t ask whether or not you’d been good, although your insistence on jumping straight to the fact that you’ve been good suggests to me that you haven’t been good at all. I asked where you’ve been. You were supposed to text me when you found Bernie.”

      Guilt clouded Ofelia’s features. “I didn’t find him.”

      Sully’s expression shifted into one of concern. “You don’t think something happened to him, do you?”

      “I don’t think it’s likely,” Ofelia reassured him as she ran her hand up and down his arm. “I wasn’t in Jackson Square very long, though. I ran into Harper and Zander when I was there ... and then I got a lead on the mausoleum, so I had to track down Hack. Then we made a bunch of dreamcatchers and had lunch. I might’ve given them a tour, too.”

      “Well, that sounds like a busy day.” Sully stroked his hand over her hair, debating. “Wait ... why did you make more dreamcatchers?”

      “Well, because we have a mission after dinner.”

      “Oh, man.” Sully made a face. “I hate it when we have a mission. Why can’t our mission ever be climbing into a bathtub with a pint of chocolate ice cream?”

      “We do that sometimes.”

      “Very rarely, and usually after a fight so our muscles are too sore to enjoy the bath.”

      He had a point, which had Ofelia extending her hands on a shrug. “I’m sorry. I promise to make the bathroom thing happen later in the week if it’s that important to you.”

      “I would be happy with a mission that involved us vegging on the couch and watching The Mandalorian.”

      “Well, I can make that happen, too.” Ofelia took the opportunity to rub her finger over his cheek. “I’m sorry. Hack mentioned he heard there was some upheaval in St. Louis Cemetery No. 1. Given everything that’s been happening, I think we need to check it out.”

      “Of course we do.” Sully slipped his arms around her and tugged until she was flush with his chest. “Fine. You’re going to owe me a massage when we’re done tonight, though. It’s been a trying few days and I need to relax.”

      Ofelia arched a dubious eyebrow. “What makes you think that I’m not the one who is going to need the massage?”

      “I called dibs.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      

      JARED AND SHAWN ARRIVED SEVERAL minutes after they’d been seated. Apparently they’d visited the World War II Museum and were excited to share stories about their day. Their exuberance died when they discovered Harper and Zander had skipped out on the conference early.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” Jared’s tone was accusatory.

      Harper had a choice. She could either launch into an apology straight off the bat or put him on the defensive. She opted for the latter ... mostly because she was in no mood to apologize.

      “I didn’t realize I was on such a short leash,” she said in an icy tone. “Last time I checked we were partners. Somehow I ended up subservient to you, though. I wonder how that happened.”

      Jared made a face. “That’s not what I was saying and you know it. Don’t be difficult.”

      “I don’t believe I’m the one being difficult,” Harper said primly.

      “No fake fights,” Zander warned, wagging a finger to get their attention. “If we’re doing another late-night cemetery excursion, then we’re all going to need to be on the same page.”

      “Another cemetery excursion?” Jared’s forehead creased. “I think I’m behind here.”

      “You are,” Harper agreed as she patted the chair next to her. “I have every intention of catching you up.” She leaned in to give him a kiss as he settled. “Have I mentioned that I love you more than anything?”

      “Except me,” Zander interjected.

      Jared made a face. “This must be worse than I thought if you’re going through all this effort to butter me up.”

      “It’s fine.” Harper took a breath and then launched into the tale of her day. When she was finished, Jared looked more weary than worked up. “So, as you can see, we were never in any danger and we behaved ourselves the entire day.”

      “I didn’t,” Zander countered. “I had a hurricane the size of my head and it was glorious.”

      “How awesome for you,” Jared said dryly, accepting the menu Sully slipped him. “I’m not sure what to say about all of this ... mostly because I thought we were done. Do we really think this second cemetery trip is necessary?”

      “Necessary?” Ofelia raised her shoulders and let them drop. “I think it’s the smart way to go. If they’re regrouping, we don’t want them to get a foothold. I don’t think it’s necessary that you come if you don’t want to, though. That’s not up for me to decide.”

      “She’s right.” Harper used her most pragmatic tone. “It’s not necessary for you to go. I’m going, though, and I already explained to Ofelia how I hate being cut out of the action so I’m going to be paired with her this time.”

      “Of course you are.” Jared gave her a stern look and then sighed. “Fine. We’ll go to the cemetery. I’m going to want some vigorous doting when we get back, though. I’m thinking you’re going to have to massage me with scented oils or something.”

      Ofelia shifted her eyes to Sully and smirked when she caught his gaze.

      “I think there are going to be massages all around,” Sully agreed as he draped his arm over the back of Ofelia’s chair. “First up is dinner, though. I want the rabbit pierogis and smoked duck sandwich.”

      Zander’s mouth dropped open in horror. “Rabbit pierogis? There’s no way that’s a thing.”

      Ofelia chuckled. “The menu here is ... eclectic. The food here is really good if you open your mind.”

      “I’m not eating rabbit pierogis,” Zander hissed. “It’s just not going to happen. I mean ... bunnies are fluffy little creatures.”

      “They’re delicious, too,” Sully said.

      “I’m getting the lamb,” Ofelia said.

      “Ugh. I can’t believe I’m actually missing coneys,” Zander grumbled.

      “You enjoyed lunch,” Ofelia pointed out. “I don’t think they offer a lot of crab boils in Detroit, unless I’m mistaken.”

      “We don’t actually live in Detroit,” Harper cautioned. “We live in the very white suburbs. There’s not a lot of culture in Whisper Cove. It’s all bland white people with no flair.”

      “Except for me,” Zander automatically interjected.

      “Except for Zander,” Harper confirmed. “He provides flair for the entire town.”

      “Still, the town sounds cool,” Ofelia noted. “I mean ... you live on a river and there’s a huge lake. Your high school boyfriend owns the best restaurant in town and constantly steals Zander’s thunder. Your other ex-boyfriend came back from the dead and tried to kill you. That hardly sounds dull to me.”

      Jared’s eyebrows migrated toward his hairline. “I see you guys shared some stories today. Did Ofelia like the dastardly tale of Quinn the jerkiest of all jerks?”

      Harper giggled. “She did. Apparently she has an ex-boyfriend who is almost as bad.”

      “She does,” Sully agreed, his eyes on the door of the restaurant. “And, believe it or not, he’s here right now.”

      “What?” Ofelia snapped up her head and glared in the direction Sully was fixated. Her disgust was obvious when she caught sight of Sebastian Gendry. He stood with another man, waiting for the hostess to gather menus and usher them to a table. “Why is he here?” She knew she sounded whiny, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “I would suggest he’s stalking you, but we don’t come here very often so it would have to be the guess to end all guesses as to how we ended up here tonight,” Sully said dryly, making a face when Sebastian turned in their direction. “God, I just want to punch him.”

      Jared camouflaged a laugh beneath a cough, looking up politely when Sebastian ambled over to the edge of the table.

      “Well, look who it is,” Sebastian drawled, his gaze bouncing from face to face. To Jared’s consternation, he lingered a bit longer on Harper than he was comfortable with. “I didn’t know you guys came out here to eat on a regular basis. I thought you just tossed slop in a trough for this one and watched him suck it down.” He jerked a thumb toward Sully.

      “Keep it up,” Sully warned. “I think it’s about time for that bar you love so much to have a liquor license review. I mean ... it has been three years, right?”

      Sebastian’s expression turned decidedly dark. “Excuse me? How can you possibly know when my liquor license is up for review?”

      “I’m a dedicated police officer for the city of New Orleans,” Sully said with false gravitas. “That means I’m interested in the standing of all our businesses. I want them to thrive, because together, we can make New Orleans the greatest city in the world.”

      “Oh, you read that right off the brochure,” Sebastian said on a sneer. “I don’t even know why I put up with you people.”

      “We’re not certain why you do either,” Ofelia agreed. “It seems to me that you would be better off wasting your time elsewhere. In fact, if you wanted to go to a different restaurant, I think we would all appreciate that.”

      “Definitely,” Sully agreed.

      “Well, too bad for you,” Sebastian shot back. “I want the duck. That’s the reason we came here in the first place.”

      “Well, then quack yourself over there.” Ofelia pointed toward a table in the corner. “We don’t want you close to us.”

      “Like I want to be close to you anyway,” Sebastian shot back, his gaze moving back to Harper. “You, though ... well, you are interesting. Have you ever considered a job in hostessing? I’ve got a position open at my bar — that would be the top bar in the French Quarter according to the Bayou Weekly Advertorial Board — and I think you and those legs of yours would fit in quite nicely.”

      “What did you just say?” Jared demanded as he straightened in his chair.

      “Ignore him,” Sully admonished. “He likes to get a rise out of people. He knows Ofelia and I are used to him and won’t fall for his crap. He’s hoping you’ll feed his need for negative attention.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing,” Sebastian drawled, rolling his eyes. “You really do know how to suck the fun out of a conversation, don’t you, Detective Sully?”

      “I can either suck the fun out of a conversation or beat you to death with your own arm after I rip it off,” Sully offered. “The choice is yours.”

      Harper had to press her lips together to keep from laughing at how quickly the conversation had spiraled out of control.

      “Nobody wants to deal with you right now, Sebastian,” Ofelia interjected, taking control of the situation. “It would be best if you ... went elsewhere.”

      “Well, you’re not the boss of me.” Sebastian’s smile was sunny. “Last time I checked, I was the boss of me. You have no control over what I do.”

      “We could put that supposition to the test if you want to keep pushing things,” Ofelia warned, her gaze dark.

      “Or we could just ignore one another and pretend we’ve never crossed paths,” Sebastian said. “I’m voting for that outcome this evening.”

      “Then let’s go for that, huh? Go over there and make yourself invisible.”

      “Only if you do the same over here.”

      And just like that, Sebastian was off. That didn’t stop the glares from following him.
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      They had time after finishing dinner to make the rounds in the Quarter again. They couldn’t risk entering the cemetery until after dark, when all the workers would have left for the day, so they had to distract themselves with something other than revelry.

      “Let’s head back down to the Square,” Ofelia suggested to Sully. “We can leave your vehicle here and walk, then pick it up when we’re finished. It will be fine.”

      “I guess I could use the walk,” Sully confirmed as he linked his fingers with hers. “I ate enough to make me sleepy.”

      “You and me both.” Jared and Harper fell into step behind Sully and Ofelia, ceding the lead to them since they seemed to know where they were going. “Are we looking for Bernie?”

      Ofelia hesitated, unsure how she should answer, and then she let loose a shrug. “I would feel better if I knew where he was. I’m angry that he didn’t follow through on his promise to stay in the patio area last night.”

      “I’m a bit angry, too,” Sully admitted. “I expect better of him. He’s supposed to hold to his word. I don’t expect much from him, but I do expect that.”

      Even though he knew it was none of his business, Jared couldn’t stop himself from pressing the issue. “Have you guys tried getting him into a home?”

      Sully let loose a hollow snort. “So many times. He won’t move to a home. He says those places suck your soul, and I don’t know that he’s wrong. The street culture here is very weird. It’s also pervasive and powerful. I would be surprised if you had anything similar in Michigan.”

      “We have a significant homeless population,” Harper replied. “It’s mostly in Detroit, though. They set up shop outside the casinos and try to hit up people who are riding high after a win. Then they migrate to the parks to sleep at night, under a bridge maybe, and sometimes they take over abandoned buildings. We have a lot of abandoned buildings, something you don’t seem to have here.”

      “Oh, that’s not true.” Sully shook his head. “Honestly, you’ve only seen the French Quarter so far. The buildings along Bourbon Street never stay empty long. If a business goes out, it’s replaced relatively quickly. We do have that going for us. In other areas, though, the commercial real estate business is struggling just like anywhere else.”

      “Sometimes I think Detroit is known as the abandoned warehouse capital of the world,” Harper admitted. “We used to be a thriving industrial community. People could always get jobs, no matter their level of education. With the changing automotive market, though, that’s no longer the case.”

      “I think each city has its own problems to grapple with,” Sully acknowledged as he led them across Bourbon Street. He gave the revelers a wide berth as they passed, not speaking again until they were clear of the noise. “New Orleans is seen as decadent, but that’s a veneer that can be chipped away relatively easily.”

      “Definitely,” Ofelia agreed. “Hospitality workers can eke out a living here if they can manage to stay employed, but a lot of our jobs are seasonal. Tourists overtake the city January through May roughly, but the summer months aren’t like that. Heck, there are days in the summer when Bourbon Street is virtually empty.”

      Harper couldn’t picture that. “Does that worry you? I mean ... you own a bar. If you don’t have tourists, there’s no money coming in.”

      “My bar appeals to the locals more than the tourists really,” Ofelia admitted. “The tourists have to look for my bar to be able to find it thanks to the tunnel, but they rarely do that. If they’re drunk, they definitely don’t bother. That’s why I was excited that your conference group put Krewe in the brochure. That will mean a lot of extra dollars to tuck away for the leaner months.”

      “A conference that you haven’t been attending, Harper,” Jared noted, his gaze speculative when it landed on his wife. “All I heard about for the weeks-long run-up to this trip was how excited you were. You’ve barely spent any time with these people, though.”

      Harper knew she should feel guilty — especially given the amount of money she’d spent to be part of the conference — but she couldn’t muster the energy. “They’re boring. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “They’re totally boring,” Zander agreed. “Today they spent the entire morning looking for ghost essences. Like that’s a thing.”

      Harper shot him a quelling look. “I told you it was legitimately a thing. It’s just not a thing we’re interested in.” She turned her attention back to Jared. “The truth is, I thought they would have interesting and new techniques on display. These people are behind me, though. I know more than they do.”

      “Okay, well, then don’t go back to the conference,” Jared said. “You don’t have to pretend to want to go just to make me happy. We’re on vacation together. Have you considered that maybe we could spend time together? I know it’s a wacky idea, but you should consider it. We’re away from home with nobody harping on us ... well, except for Zander. Why not do some romantic stuff?”

      Now Harper felt doubly guilty. “I should’ve done that. I didn’t want to admit that I wasn’t having fun at the conference. I figured that would make me look bad.”

      “You never look bad in my eyes.” Jared leaned in and gave her a kiss. “I don’t want you to suffer. The thing is, as much as I like Shawn — and I do like him a great deal — I would still like to spend time with my wife. As it is, you’ve spent more time with Ofelia this trip than with me.”

      Harper flashed a sheepish smile. “I can’t help it. I like the girl-bonding thing. I rarely get to engage in it because my life is all men.”

      Jared had to bite back a sigh. “Fine. Keep up with the girl bonding. Just remember you have a husband at some point.”

      “I could never forget that.”

      The group lapsed into amiable silence, and by the time they arrived in Jackson Square, they found themselves surrounded with activity.

      “What’s going on here?” Zander asked, his eyes lighting up as they landed on the steps at the far side of the Square. “Is something happening over there?”

      Sully followed his gaze. “It looks like there’s going to be a performance of some sort. That’s pretty normal. The officers in charge of this area will shut them down exactly at seven o’clock so they’ll get in one last extravaganza for the evening. It’s usually a big deal.”

      “It’s usually Michael Jackson songs,” Ofelia offered. “I have no idea why they go for him so often, but they do. Personally, I would like some Joan Jett or Pink, but I don’t get a say.”

      “Ooh. I love Pink.” Zander grinned at her. “You totally look like a Pink girl. You have the attitude.”

      “Yes, well, I want to put my attitude on display with Bernie this evening.” Ofelia slowed her pace and carefully scanned the benches in front of Jackson Square. “I want him under lock and key tonight. That means we have to find him so I can warn him of exactly what my wrath will look like if he doesn’t fall in line.”

      “That sounds terrifying,” Sully murmured as he ran his finger up and down her arm. “I’m right there with you, though. I thought for sure you would’ve found him earlier. I expected him to be in the patio area already to appease you. I didn’t realize you never found him.”

      “Yes, well, I fell down on that particular job,” Ofelia admitted on a rueful smile. “I got distracted with the girl power stuff.”

      “Girl power is the best,” Zander agreed, guileless.

      Sully chuckled. “Well, you can’t be expected to watch Bernie every hour of every single day. He’s an adult, as he’s constantly reminding us. He made a promise, though. He’s going to keep it tonight even if I have to cuff him inside of that patio.”

      “I’m right there with you,” Ofelia agreed. “I ... .” She trailed off when a female figure stepped into her sight line and fixed her with a hard glare. “Oh, well, crap. No good deed ... .” She trailed off in listless fashion.

      Sully followed her gaze, groaning when he caught sight of Marie Charles. The middle-aged woman was dressed to the nines — expensive pumps offsetting a tailor-made suit — and she looked none too happy.

      “Don’t you return calls?” Marie demanded of Ofelia. “Do you have any idea how rude it is when you don’t bother to acknowledge the existence of another person?”

      “I don’t know what’s going on here but I’m terrified,” Zander stage-whispered to Shawn.

      Marie’s eyes snapped to Zander. “Who are you?”

      “Mother, these are friends of ours,” Ofelia said in a firm tone, stressing the word “friends” and fixing Marie with a stern look. “We just came from dinner and now we’re taking a quick turn around the Square.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you haven’t been returning my calls,” Marie insisted.

      “I haven’t received any calls from you,” Ofelia shot back. “I think I would know if that were the case.”

      “I called your landline.”

      Ofelia wrinkled her nose. “I haven’t had a landline in years.”

      “Um ... you do at Krewe.”

      “Well, I haven’t been in Krewe much over the past few days,” Ofelia admitted. “I’ve been distracted by other things. If you’ve called the bar, you must not have told anybody it was important for me to get back to you because I haven’t received any messages.”

      “Of course I didn’t tell them it was important for you to get back to me,” Marie snapped. “Our personal business is none of their business. You know how I feel about busybodies.”

      “Yes, it’s only appropriate if you’re the busybody and never to be commented on,” Ofelia replied, not missing a beat.

      Marie’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “I’m not in the mood for your jokes, Ofelia. I have something very serious to talk to you about.”

      “Well ... knock yourself out.”

      “Alone.”

      “I very much doubt there’s anything you need to talk to me about that can’t be mentioned in front of my new friends,” Ofelia argued.

      “Alone,” Marie stressed.

      Before Ofelia could snap a retort back at her mother, Sully grabbed her wrist and gave it a squeeze.

      “It’s okay,” he reassured her, using his calmest voice. “I’ll take the others and we’ll do a loop looking for Bernie. By the time we get back, your mother will likely be done ... with whatever this is.”

      “Hello, Zacharias,” Marie drawled when she caught his eye. “It’s been a long time.”

      “You saw me two days ago when you stopped in at Krewe to make sure Ofelia ordered the perfume you wanted from the wholesaler she knows.”

      “Oh, was that you?” Marie feigned being shocked. “I had no idea. Still, it’s nice to see you.”

      “Is that my cue to leave?” Sully asked dryly.

      “I would never be so rude as to say that.”

      “Uh-huh.” Sully flicked his eyes to Jared. “Let’s leave Ofelia to her mother and look for Bernie, huh? By the time we’re finished, we should be able to head out on our little adventure.”

      “Lead the way,” Jared instructed, his polite nature insisting that he offer Marie a smile before leaving. “It was nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      “Yes, I’m very nice to meet.” Marie eyed each individual in turn as they filed behind Sully and headed around the corner. Once they were gone, she asked the obvious question. “Where did you meet your new friends?”

      “They’re in town for a conference.” Ofelia reminded herself that wasn’t a lie so there was no reason to feel guilty for brushing her mother off. Technically it was true. “I met them the other day. They’re quite amusing and I enjoy their company a great deal.”

      “The man is quite attractive.” Marie gestured toward Zander, who was just visible between the fence grates. “What does he do for a living? He’s not a cop, right?”

      It took everything Ofelia had not to laugh directly in her mother’s face. “He’s not a cop.”

      “Well, that’s good. Are you two dating?”

      “Do you really think I made Sully go out with me and another guy when we were on a date? You can’t really think that.”

      Marie held out her hands. “Well, who am I to say? I don’t judge. I thought maybe you guys consciously uncoupled or something. That would be the new and fresh thing to do.”

      Ofelia snorted. “Yes, well, we’re not uncoupled. Besides, that guy you’re pointing out hunts ghosts for a living. I’m willing to bet that’s worse than being a cop in your book.” Ofelia leaned closer. “Oh, and he’s gay.”

      Marie’s shoulders jolted. “You’re making that up. A gay ghost hunter? That sounds like something straight out of a fiction novel.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Ofelia held out her hands in a placating manner. “Sully and I are still together, though. That’s not going to change anytime soon. I think you should just wrap your head around that and let it go.”

      “Well ... we’ll talk about it at a different time. I really do have something specific to talk to you about today.”

      “I can’t wait to hear what it is.” Ofelia feigned enthusiasm. “Are you going in for another nip and tuck? If so, I need you to come up with a better cover story this time than you’re getting the Congressional Medal of Honor. Nobody believed that last time and I felt like a fool when I said it.”

      If looks could kill, Ofelia would be dead.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Ofelia,” Marie snapped. “I don’t get nips or tucks.” She gestured toward her face. “This is an example of good genes and pure living.”

      “Right.” Honestly, as much as Ofelia enjoyed messing with her mother occasionally, she was at the end of her rope now. “Can you just tell me what you want? I have a long night ahead of me and I don’t want to deal with your stuff on top of everything else.”

      “I just love what an open and adoring daughter you are,” Marie said dryly. “As for what I need to talk to you about, it’s very simple. Henri’s birthday is next week. I’m throwing him a party at Krewe. I’m going to need you to cater and make a toast.”

      Whatever she was expecting, that wasn’t it. Ofelia immediately started shaking her head. “Yeah, that’s not going to work.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because ... you’re supposed to ask. That’s my business, which means I hold all the cards. You can’t just demand a birthday party without asking.”

      “Oh, I knew you would be like this.” Marie crossed her arms over her chest, annoyance obvious. “You’ve always had attitude where Henri is concerned. I can’t believe you would be so cruel considering all he’s done for you.”

      Ofelia was incredulous. “First off, Henri is a perfectly nice guy, but he hasn’t done anything for me but keep you busy.” She paused for a beat. “Actually, I owe him a party for that alone. That’s neither here nor there, though. You didn’t tell me you wanted a party. I’m not going to be in town next week.”

      “Oh, really?” Marie scoffed. “Are you suddenly taking a trip for the first time ever? How convenient.”

      Ofelia swallowed hard, making up her mind on the spot. They’d talked about it. Sully wanted a date. She was giving him a date. “Actually, I am. Sully and I are going to some island he knows about next week. I’ve already arranged for Dad and Felix to take over Krewe while I’m gone. Felix is taking care of Baron, too.”

      Marie straightened her shoulders. “Are you being serious?”

      “I am.”

      “Felix didn’t mention you were leaving town.”

      “That’s probably because he knows I would throttle him to within an inch of his life if he spread my business to you. That doesn’t change the fact that it is happening.” Ofelia was already nervous about the trip so she didn’t need her mother to comment on her plans. “We’re going and we’re going to have a great time.”

      “Well ... I ... .” It was clear Marie didn’t know what to say.

      “If you want to yell, you should get it out of your system now,” Ofelia suggested. “I have other things stacking up to deal with tonight so I can’t hang around for a really long diatribe.”

      “I’m not going to yell at you.” Marie made a face. “That’s not my job as your mother.”

      “What is your job as my mother?”

      Marie ignored the question. “I think a vacation is a wonderful idea. I wish you weren’t going with Zacharias because I think falling for a cop is a bad idea, but if he managed to talk you into relaxing — even for a bit — I happen to like him today.”

      That was not the reaction Ofelia was expecting. “Well, that’s great. Does this mean you’re not angry about Henri’s birthday party?”

      “I can find another place for the birthday party. You will be expected to leave a gift at the house before you go, though. It’s only polite.”

      “Well, sure.” Ofelia darted her eyes to a returning Sully, frowning when she recognized the worried look on his face. “Didn’t you find him?”

      Sully hesitated, darting a look toward Marie, and then shook his head. “I’m sorry, baby, but I didn’t. I asked around, too. Nobody has seen him since yesterday.”

      Ofelia’s heart shuddered. “Well, that can’t be good.”

      “No, it’s most definitely not good. I think we should leave on that other adventure we talked about. Sooner is probably better than later at this point.”

      Ofelia nodded. “Yeah. I think you’re right. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Yes, that’s my motto.” Sully held out his hand for her and met Marie’s gaze. “I hope you guys were done.”

      “For now,” Marie confirmed, nodding her head. “I have no idea what you guys are up to — and I honestly don’t want to know — but I hope you have a good trip next week.”

      Sully was caught off guard. He hadn’t expected Ofelia to tell her mother about the trip … or for her to set a date out of the blue. “I promise she’ll have fun. As for tonight, you’re better not knowing.”

      Marie bobbed her head in agreement. “That’s been my philosophy for a very long time.”
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      Sully led the way to St. Louis Cemetery. He kept a close eye on Ofelia, who trudged behind him, but didn’t attempt to draw her out of her bad mood. He knew better. Her mind was elsewhere. Truth be told, so was his.

      “Are you okay?” Jared asked as he appeared at Sully’s side. They were about three blocks from the cemetery and the Michigan detective sensed that his New Orleans counterpart wasn’t particularly happy.

      “I’m fine,” Sully replied automatically. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because you and Ofelia are handling things separately right now, which is something I haven’t seen much of since we met.”

      Sully hesitated and then shrugged, holding his hands out. “She’s upset.”

      “You’re upset.”

      “I am, but she feels things more intensely than I do when it comes to the innocent,” Sully explained. “I’ve been walking the streets for a long time, pounded a beat before I became a detective, and I can more easily grasp that the innocent aren’t always protected. Ofelia refuses to believe that.”

      “I don’t know her all that well, but I don’t think it’s that she refuses to believe it,” Jared countered. “I think it’s that she wants to be the champion for people who she believes are being overlooked. That’s not something to dissuade.”

      “No,” Sully agreed. “It’s definitely not something to dissuade. I fell in love with her because she feels the way she feels ... and acts the way she acts, for that matter. I’m the one who brought Bernie into her life, though. If something happens to him ... .” He trailed off.

      “I think if something happens to him, you’re both going to be broken-hearted.”

      “Yes, but Ofelia will take it to heart more deeply than me. I know that l can’t ultimately save Bernie. I’ve tried to get him into rehab. I’ve tried to get him into a home. Ofelia has this idea about getting him in an apartment in that building she’s renovating but I very much doubt he’s going to agree.”

      “He’s a grown man,” Jared agreed. “He’s going to do what he’s going to do.”

      “And that drives us insane.” Sully sent Jared a rueful smile. “It’s difficult when you care about people you know can’t truly be helped. Sometimes I wish I could close myself off to everybody who has the potential to hurt me.”

      “If you did that, you wouldn’t have Ofelia.”

      Sully cracked a smile. “No, I wouldn’t.”

      “Would you trade her for anything?”

      “Nope. I’m completely infatuated with her.” Sully risked a look over his shoulder and smiled when he realized Harper was trying to cheer up Ofelia. “She’s such a good woman.”

      Jared’s chuckle was dry. “I know all about that. You have a lot on your plate with her, though. It sounds like her father is no picnic ... and we all got to meet her mother.”

      “Oh, Marie is a total pain in the ass,” Sully complained. “I mean ... total. She’s so full of herself I can’t stand her sometimes.”

      “But she’s Ofelia’s mother so you have to be nice to her. I know about that. Trust me. Harper’s mother is a pain, too.”

      “Oh, Ofelia doesn’t care if I’m nice to Marie or not,” Sully countered. “Once Marie left Oscar, Ofelia’s attitude regarding her mother ... shifted, or at least that’s how Felix explained it to me. I think that’s the nicest way to phrase it. Shifted. Ofelia has almost zero respect for her mother and she doesn’t care how I treat her. There have been times when Marie and I have yelled at each other — rather loudly — because she feels the need to constantly nitpick Ofelia and I don’t like that. In general, though, I try to be respectful.”

      “Simply because she’s Ofelia’s mother?”

      Sully shook his head. “Because my mother raised me to be respectful to people whether I liked them or not. Whenever I get close to losing my temper with Marie, I can hear my mother whispering from somewhere out there.”

      Jared chuckled. “My mom raised me the same way. Our elders are meant to be respected. Harper’s parents make it hard sometimes. When we first got together, they were mired in the most contentious divorce you can imagine. They were actually arguing over decorative spoons.”

      “Nice.”

      “It had been going on for years. Harper was used to it and basically ignored them. It was harder for me. Then, one night after we’d bought our house, her mother was staying with us and we thought we heard a noise in the guest room. It turned out to be Gloria and Phil ... and they were going at it like rabbits.”

      They were about to embark on a serious mission, but Sully couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “I see. That must’ve been ... uncomfortable.”

      “Oh, you have no idea. Then we found out they apparently fell back into bed from time to time and thought nothing of it. It was a regular occurrence.”

      “Which is why they were fighting over the spoons,” Sully offered. “They didn’t really want to get divorced.”

      “I see that now. When the spoon thing was happening, I legitimately thought they were nuts. Now they’re giving their marriage another go but fighting just as much as before.”

      “Sometimes there’s no accounting for chemistry.”

      “I know but ... it drives Harper crazy. How are we supposed to raise children with them as grandparents? They’re going to set a bad example. I don’t want my kids thinking that’s normal.”

      “Oh, I can see that.” Sully offered up a cheeky grin. “I plan on being honest with our kids when it’s time. ‘Grandpa needs medication. Grandma needs eight mint juleps to be tolerable. Your other grandma is going to try to bribe you with toys so she’ll be your favorite, but you can’t let her buy you off. Oh, and Uncle Felix is a deadbeat who needs to get a real job.’ I think our kids are going to have an extremely pragmatic outlook on life.”

      Jared barked out a laugh. “That sounds ... all kinds of weird.”

      “Yes, well, we’re surrounded by weird people.”

      “It could be worse. You could have Zander living across the road from you.”

      Sully spared the man in question a glance, shifting his gaze over his shoulder so he could watch Zander and Shawn interact. Even though they were potentially going into battle, the two men seemed calm and collected.

      “Most men wouldn’t put up with a Zander stealing so much of their wife’s time,” he noted after a beat.

      Jared followed his gaze. “Yes, well, Zander was here before me. He and Harper have been best friends since kindergarten. Nothing will get between them.”

      “Are you worried about putting your foot down?”

      “No. I’ve put my foot down on several things, including the fact that he was climbing into bed with us five times a week so he could gossip with Harper before the sun came up.”

      Sully pressed his lips together, amused.

      “Now they get one day a week and I pretend I’m sleeping while they’re whispering about Zander’s latest fashion debacle, or how Harper’s toenails need to be painted.”

      Sully studied Jared’s face with great interest. “You don’t just put up with the morning ritual. You like it.”

      Jared made a protesting sound. “Who said that?”

      “It’s written all over your face. You might find it annoying to share your bed with another man, but you find joy in listening to them.”

      Jared considered arguing, but instead he held up his hands and shrugged. “I like the way he makes Harper giggle. I don’t know what it is, and I’ll deny it if Zander ever suggests it, but they find joy in one another. It’s ... innocent and it shouldn’t be.

      “I mean if you heard the things Zander complains about, you would be horrified,” he continued. “Before he hooked up with Shawn, he once dumped a guy for having hair on his toes and another guy for having a muffin top. He described it in great detail, which was altogether gross.”

      Sully snorted. “I don’t know. That sounds kind of fun.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t be fun,” Jared argued. “It should be pretty freaking far from fun ... and yet I pretend to sleep and float on waves made out of Harper’s laughter for some reason. They love each other so much that I would never want to take her away from him. I think both of them would be despondent without one another.”

      “It’s good that you recognize that. It’s also good that you set boundaries.”

      “For all the good it does.” Jared’s gaze turned dark. “Did I mention he showed up when we were on our honeymoon?”

      “No, but I can’t believe he’s still alive after a maneuver like that.”

      “I’m a little surprised too. I—” Jared broke off when he realized they were approaching the cemetery. “Is this the place?”

      Sully nodded, glancing up and down the street before moving to the wall that blocked the cemetery off from the street. “It is. Hold on.”

      Jared lifted his finger to silence the others, watching with overt interest as Sully pressed his ear to the cemetery wall. To him, that seemed like a weird thing to do considering the obvious thickness of the cement barricade.

      “Does he really think he can hear through that?” he asked Ofelia as she approached.

      “He’s got a keen sense of hearing,” Ofelia replied as she watched her boyfriend work his magic. “He’s almost magical he’s so amazing sometimes.” Her smile was soft.

      “Oh, you guys make the same expressions when talking about one another,” Jared teased. “It’s so ... cute. It’s like you’re in a cartoon and have hearts bulging out of your eyes.”

      “Yes, we’re straight out of a Scooby-Doo episode,” Ofelia agreed as she moved closer to Sully. “Anything?” she asked in a low voice.

      He shook his head. “I don’t hear anything. I’m certain the workers have left. As for if there’s anything else present ... I honestly don’t know.”

      Ofelia nodded. “Well, we’re locked and loaded with dreamcatchers. That means we’re ready if something happens. I think we should just go in and figure it out from there.”

      Sully nodded. “Okay. Let me go in first, though.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      He made a face. “No. Not even remotely.”

      “Well, there’s a first time for everything, huh?”

      “That’s what they say.” Sully briefly rubbed his hand over her back and then flicked his eyes to Jared. “Everybody ready?” He didn’t wait for a response and instead moved to the gate, searching through his keyring until he found what he was looking for.

      The gate door was heavy and swung open with a rusty protest. Sully was the first through the gate, as he demanded, but Ofelia was directly on his heels. They exchanged a weighted look before venturing inside.

      “Close that door,” Sully ordered Shawn and Zander as they brought up the rear. “We do not want random civilians following us in here.”

      “Definitely not,” Jared agreed.

      “Well, hold up,” Zander countered, raising his hand. “I’m actually okay with the idea of civilians joining us. Do you want to know why? I’ll tell you why. They make great fodder if monsters attack. The civilians won’t realize what’s happening, and when those ghoul things are sucking them dry we can make our escape.”

      “That sounds like a lovely idea,” Jared drawled. “You’re a selfless wonder.”

      Zander rolled his eyes. “I was being serious.”

      “So was I.” Jared shifted closer to Harper, his eyes on her as she studied the cemetery. “Do you see anything?”

      “No.” She almost looked disappointed. “It’s quiet. I would’ve thought a cemetery this old would be crawling with ghosts. I don’t see any, though.”

      “You’re not likely to see them either,” Ofelia offered. “The coven does a cleansing once every six months. Any ghosts who have accumulated in that time are removed from the premises.”

      Harper was horrified at Ofelia’s choice of phrasing. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that the ghosts are trapped and removed. I have no idea what goes into the process.”

      “Do they open gates to allow them to cross over?”

      Ofelia hesitated and then shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. Before meeting you, I didn’t know there was a way to open a door and shove souls through it. I’m not sure the coven knows either.”

      “I’m worried that something bad happened to those souls,” Harper admitted. “You should at least ask.”

      “I promise it’s on top of my to-do list.” Ofelia held her gaze for an extended beat and then gestured inside the cemetery. “Come on. We should get moving. It might take some time to cover the entire cemetery.”

      Since there was nothing she could do but worry about the ghosts, Harper nodded. “Yeah. Let’s keep moving.”

      Harper and Jared held hands, but Ofelia and Sully spread out to either side of the walkway. They were both poised and ready should something jump out at them, but the first leg of the walk transpired without anything of note happening. It wasn’t until Ofelia took a hard right turn down another pathway that things became noisy.

      “Do you hear that?” Sully asked, hurrying to Ofelia’s side. His nose was in the air and for some odd reason it reminded Harper of an animal scenting the air. The thought was gone as quickly as it surfaced, though.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Jared said after a beat. “What do you hear?”

      “Whispering.” Sully flicked his eyes to Ofelia. “I think we’re in the right place.”

      “I figured we were.” She was grim. “It makes sense, in a truly terrible way.” She cocked her head. “I can’t hear whatever you’re hearing. It must be on a different frequency or something.”

      “I think I can hear it.” Harper was dumbstruck as she stepped between the couple, her eyes riveted on a mausoleum about halfway down the pathway. “I think ... um ... I think there are a lot of them. They’re talking to one another. It’s almost like a normal conversation.”

      Ofelia pursed her lips and then nodded. “Okay, well ... then I guess we know where to look. We need to be more organized this time.”

      “And how do you suggest we do that?” Jared queried. He’d moved closer to Harper when nobody was looking and now stood as a protective shadow at her back. “What is it you want us to do?”

      Ofelia darted a look toward Harper, something unsaid passing between them. “Well, for starters, Sully won’t be taking the lead this time when we get close.”

      Sully balked. “And why not?”

      “Because they sensed you last time,” Ofelia reminded him. “I knew the moment they sensed you and it was before they sensed me. I think that means Harper and I can get closer with the dreamcatchers this time. We can place them outside the mausoleum and then allow you to grow closer and trigger them. This time, by the time they know to run, it will be too late because we’ll have all the dreamcatchers in place. There will be no stragglers this go-around.”

      Jared immediately started shaking his head. “I don’t like that idea one bit.”

      “Well, Harper and I talked about it this afternoon and that’s the plan we settled on.” Ofelia was firm. “It honestly makes the most sense ... if you take a moment to consider it.”

      Jared’s nose wrinkled. “Yeah, I can see what you’re doing, and I don’t like it,” he groused. “I mean ... I don’t like it at all. This has nothing to do with those things sensing Sully first. It has to do with Harper feeling left out last time. Don’t bother denying it.”

      “I might’ve brought it up to her,” Harper admitted. “I know you think I’m being weird about it, but I can’t help feeling as if I was cut out of the action last night. I don’t want it to happen again.”

      “I’m not lying about the ghouls sensing Sully first last night,” Ofelia added. “I noticed it right before the dreamcatcher hit the fan. It was too late to do anything about it by the time it happened, but we don’t have to go in blind this time. We know what to do.”

      Jared didn’t look convinced. “I would rather Harper not be on the frontline.”

      “And I would rather you not make decisions for me,” Harper fired back. “I need to be part of this. I told you that last night.”

      Jared made a grumbling sound under his breath, but nobody could make out the words.

      “Ofelia is telling the truth,” Sully said finally. He didn’t look any happier than Jared about the turn of events but he was resigned. “She told me right after the fight that they seemed to react to me and not her. This was long before she and Harper hatched their plan to take over this evening.”

      “Oh, you make it sound as if we staged a coup,” Ofelia countered. “We didn’t, by the way. Harper voiced her concerns from last night. I coupled it with my concerns. Here we are. Nobody was plotting against anybody else.”

      Sully rolled his eyes. “Please. You always get what you want.” To her considerable surprise, he leaned in and kissed her. “Do your thing. Tell me when you want me to alert the ghouls. I’ll be ready.”

      Ofelia beamed at him. “You’re such a good boyfriend.”

      “I know.” When Sully turned to look at Jared, he found the other man glaring at him. “What?”

      “I can’t be unreasonable if you’re going to be reasonable,” Jared complained. “That will make me the bad guy and I don’t want to be the bad guy.”

      Sully held out his hands. “I don’t know what to tell you. This is their show.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” Jared threw up his hands and then focused on Harper. “You need to be extremely careful with whatever you’ve got planned. I’m going to be mad forever if something happens to you.”

      Harper was giddy as she smacked a kiss against his lips. “Things will be absolutely perfect. You have nothing to worry about. Trust me.”

      And, because he did, Jared simply nodded. “Be careful.”

      “Aren’t I always?”

      “No. I need you to be ten times more careful than normal.”

      “You have my word.”
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      Ofelia insisted that she and Harper work in tandem — it was the one thing she refused to budge on — so that meant sweeping left to right. They dropped dreamcatchers at the front of the mausoleum and then worked their way around the building. By the time they’d made it to the front again, Ofelia had managed to take in the entire mausoleum.

      “St. Germain,” she murmured to herself as they stood in front of the small building.

      “Hmm.” Harper’s cheeks were full of color as she turned to study Ofelia. “Did you say something?”

      “It’s the same last name,” Ofelia replied. “The one from the mausoleum in Lafayette Cemetery.”

      Harper stared at the placard on the side of the building. “Lydia St. Germain,” she said. “Do you think that’s a relative of that Jacques guy?”

      Ofelia shrugged. “I don’t know. None of the stories mention any family for Jacques. He was your standard weird dude who lived alone.”

      “Maybe the stories were wrong. I mean ... it couldn’t have been easy to keep records back then. It’s not like typing something into a computer and then forgetting about it while the system does all the hard work.”

      “That’s true.” Ofelia absently scratched her cheek and then shook her head. “It’s bothersome.”

      “Should we do something about it? Do you think we should change our plan?”

      Ofelia shook her head. “Absolutely not. The plan is sound. It ultimately doesn’t matter if the mausoleums are connected. What’s important is ending the threat.”

      “And we’re ready for that, right?” Suddenly, Harper found she was uncertain.

      “We are.” Ofelia shifted her gaze over her shoulder and nodded toward Sully to tell him it was okay for him to approach. “Once they start stirring and try to escape, we’ll combine our powers and ignite the dreamcatchers. Easy-peasy.”

      “Except I don’t have any powers.”

      “Oh, Harper, you’re magical ... and a lot more than you realize. Just wait.”

      Sully and Jared approached together, leaving Shawn and Zander to watch the outer perimeter. Jared was more leery than Sully, who carried himself with enough swagger that Ofelia had to smile. She found herself admiring his form as he stepped lightly on the pathway. The admiration only lasted a few seconds, however, because she sensed the exact moment when the entities inside registered his presence.

      They’re here.

      Ofelia frowned at the words. They hadn’t been spoken out loud — more of a thought shared amongst those inside — but it was enough to have her freezing in place.

      “They’re here,” Harper said out of nowhere. “Does that mean they were expecting us?”

      Ofelia turned her wide eyes on Harper. “You heard them?”

      “Yeah. Was I not supposed to?”

      “No, but ... did you hear them last night?”

      “No, but I wasn’t close last night. You kept me much farther away.”

      “Right.” Ofelia worked her jaw as she turned to Sully. “They know.”

      “Okay.” Sully didn’t look bothered by the prospect. “Wasn’t that the plan?”

      “Yes, but ... I think they knew we were coming.”

      His expression shifted in an instant and he flicked his eyes back to the mausoleum, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. “Maybe—” He didn’t get a chance to finish his statement because the shadow entities picked that moment to rush the perimeter.

      It was only because Ofelia was used to fraught situations that she thought fast enough to grab Harper’s hand. “Now!” she ordered.

      Harper was caught off guard, but she reacted on instinct, stomping her foot in time with her first heartbeat and causing the dreamcatchers to flare to life as the ghouls made a run for it. This time when the dark netherworld became visible, it was enough to take the breath away of everybody close.

      “Holy ... .” Sully instinctively tried to move in front of Hannah and Ofelia, as if readying himself to protect them from the creatures that had suddenly become visible through the magically-fueled haze.

      Jared couldn’t see the other world, but Sully’s body language was enough to tell him that something had gone terribly wrong. “What is it?” He was at Harper’s side in an instant, his arm snaking around her waist as he readied himself to drag her away from the mausoleum.

      “I don’t know.” It was rare for Sully to be rendered speechless, but he had no idea what to say in the shadow of the growing door. “Baby ... .”

      Ofelia didn’t need the reality of their situation pointed out to her. Instead, she shoved Sully with enough force to have him stumbling as she strode toward the opening.

      “Don’t even think of walking through there,” Sully roared. He’d managed to keep his footing, but just barely. He never once lost sight of Ofelia during the stumble, however. His gaze was dark now, and completely focused on her.

      “I have no intention of walking through the door,” Ofelia replied. “It should already be closed, though. It’s not.” She peered closer, her lips curving down when she saw the way the shadows moved on the other side. It was as if they were ready to cross over to their world … and yet they didn’t cross the threshold. “We have to shut it.” She turned quickly, focusing on Harper. “Whatever they’re doing, they’ve found a way to use your magic to keep the gate open. We need to reverse it.”

      Harper was flabbergasted. “I don’t have magic. I’ve told you that like three times now.”

      “Yes, you do.” Ofelia was insistent. “No normal person could’ve constructed these dreamcatchers. You might not see it as magic, but it is. You’re magical. You found a way to put lost souls to rest. Now these dark souls want to use your own magic against you and cross back over. We can’t let that happen.”

      Harper’s mouth was dry. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Think.” Ofelia didn’t bark at Harper despite her fear. “You created them. You know how to destroy them. That’s what we have to do. The ghouls — or something else, although I’m not entirely sure what — are holding that door open. We need to shut it.”

      Harper couldn’t make her mind work. Things were happening too fast. She wasn’t used to something so big hinging on a split-second decision from her. She was about to throw out a suggestion when the mausoleum door opened to reveal a human figure. That had the idea – which was really a vague notion – dying on her lips.

      “I think we should call this a draw,” a female voice said. She was backlit so her features were hidden. Still, there was something familiar about her that Harper couldn’t place.

      Then Zander got into the mix. “Hey! That’s the Apache princess.”

      Things slipped into place for Harper at that moment. “You’re right.”

      “The Apache princess?” Ofelia was officially lost. “I don’t understand.”

      “Not Apache,” Zaya snapped, wandering down three steps and not stopping until she was on even ground with the others. “Navajo. I’m a Navajo princess.”

      Harper’s response was automatic. “Native Americans didn’t have princesses. That’s a construct of the European settlers who wanted to force them into a mold of their making.”

      “No, I’m descended from a princess,” Zaya insisted. “Who would know better than me?”

      Her face blank, Ofelia glanced between Harper and the newcomer. “I don’t understand what’s happening,” she said finally. “How do you know this person?”

      “She was with the conference,” Harper explained, her mind a jumbled mess. She couldn’t reconcile what she knew of the woman — which admittedly wasn’t much — with the events of the evening. “We saw her earlier today. In fact, we saw her right before we got really bored and took off. That’s when we found you.”

      “Yes, you guys were an absolute delight to listen to during the ghost essence conversation,” Zaya drawled. “I know I had to pretend that I thought that tripe was interesting in the heat of the moment, but I was right there with you. I couldn’t take the boredom. I mean ... what a load of crap, huh?”

      “But you were with the group,” Harper insisted. “You were part of the whole thing.”

      “I was,” Zaya agreed. “Not for the reasons you assumed, however. I was only signed up for the conference so I would have a reason to visit New Orleans. My mother seems to think the city is evil and has fought my efforts to visit for years.”

      “Your mother?”

      Ofelia flicked her eyes back to the name placard on the side of the mausoleum. “You’re a member of the St. Germain family.”

      Zaya grinned. “I am, although we changed our last name a good seventy years ago because it was causing problems. Believe it or not, even in the northern part of the state, the name St. Germain still frightens people. It's utterly ridiculous. Of course, most of the people around these parts are simpletons. I would expect nothing less."

      Ofelia rubbed the back of her neck as she tried to work out what was happening. "Jacques St. Germain was your ancestor."

      "Do you want a cookie for figuring that out?" Zaya asked dryly. "I'm pretty sure that we've already established that."

      "He wasn't a vampire," Ofelia persisted, pretending she hadn't heard the woman speak at all. "He was a demon."

      Harper's eyes went wide. "Demon?"

      Ofelia nodded. "The doors you've been opening are to the afterlife. That's why you sense goodness and grace the sheer bulk of the time. Only those truly evil go to the other place. It's the demon plane. Er, well, one of the demon planes. There’s more than one."

      "Did she just say that demons are real?" Zander stage-whispered from somewhere behind them. "I don't want demons to be real. This game is no fun at all."

      "That's because it's not a game," Zaya said testily. "It's reality. Jacques was supposed to set up a foundation for our family here. New Orleans was opulent, kept the classes separate, and had access to the Gulf. It had everything we would've needed. Jacques was supposed to set up shop, get the lay of the land, and bring more of our family here to settle. Guess what happened."

      Ofelia didn't have to guess. She already knew the answer. "He couldn't keep his impulses in check and started eating people," she replied dryly.

      "Eating people?" Zaya's eye roll was pronounced. "We don't eat people. Why would you think that?"

      "Fine. You're not the sort of demon that eats people." Ofelia was in no mood to be schooled by a virtual child. "You're not a full demon either. In fact, you're something much less than a full demon." She cocked her head and used her magic to scan the girl. "The demon concentrate in your blood is weak."

      "Yes, well, after Jacques failed to cement our legacy in New Orleans, my people scattered and began ... breeding ... with humans." The expression on her face told Ofelia exactly what Zaya thought of that. "They've bred almost all the pure demon out of our lines. Mine is the first generation that has zero appreciable magic to rely upon."

      "What a bummer that must be," Ofelia drawled. "Is that why you're here? You came to see if you could juice up the demon by visiting the old family mausoleums and helping your ancestors of old cross over and do your building. My guess is you're using blood magic."

      "And why do you say that?" Zaya almost looked amused.

      "Because of the man you took from Bourbon Street." Ofelia almost had it worked out. She only needed a few story holes to be patched. "You conducted a spell that you thought would have demons crossing over. Instead you got ghouls, shadows of the magic you wanted, and you needed to readjust. The ghouls needed to feed on humans to grow stronger. They made the mistake of attacking in front of witnesses, though."

      Zaya offered up a haphazard shrug. "It didn't go how I expected. Sue me."

      "How long have you been here?" Harper queried. "I mean ... if you were part of the conference, you couldn't have been here long."

      "Oh, see, that's where I was ingenious." Zaya tapped the side of her head for emphasis. "I knew my mother would fight me coming to New Orleans — she believes all the stories about demons being in our lineage to be lies — but she wouldn't be able to say anything if I was doing it for a job. So I joined the public relations firm handling the conference and worked for them for six whole months before I managed to wrangle an invitation to New Orleans.

      "Once I managed that, the rest was gravy," she continued. "I arranged it so I was in town a full week early ... and I didn't even have to pay for it. I convinced the conference board that I needed to scout out restaurants and bars that would be friendly to our people. That's how I found you." Zaya leveled her gaze on Ofelia. "I knew the second I entered your bar that I'd found something great. You didn't even notice me when I was there, though. That was a bit of an ego bruise, but I decided I was better off without you being aware of me."

      "I don't remember seeing you in the bar," Ofelia admitted. "I'm sorry. I've been dealing with other stuff."

      "As far as I can tell, the only thing you're interested in dealing with is him." Zaya jerked her thumb toward Sully. "I wanted to feel you out when I arrived, see if you could help me. Your reputation is pretty interesting if you land in the right chatroom on certain boards."

      "Oh, did you hear that?" Ofelia's eyebrows winged up. "I'm famous."

      "I always knew you had it in you, baby," Sully said, his eyes never leaving Zaya's face. "How long were you in town before you went to the mausoleums and tried contacting your ancestors?"

      "Oh, not long." Zaya laughed to herself. "I went on a tour the second day I was here. I had to hide in the cemetery afterwards so nobody would find me. Then I went to the mausoleum, performed a ritual ... and got the disappointment of a lifetime." Her lips curled into a sneer. "The books didn't say the ghouls would come through in ghost form."

      "That's what a ghoul is," Ofelia pointed out. “Ghouls with physical forms have nothing to do with demons and everything to do with raising the actual dead.”

      "Well, I can't know everything. The ghouls told me they needed to feed to grow stronger. I told them to go nuts. At first, they only picked off the homeless. I was worried, but when nobody noticed, I thought it would be okay. Then, two days ago, they made the ultimate mistake."

      "And picked off a tourist in front of witnesses," Sully said.

      "Pretty much." Zaya let loose an exaggerated sigh. "I thought I was going to need Ofelia to fix my problem. I figured she would know some sort of spell to reunite the ghost ghouls with their bodies so they could cross over and help me."

      "Yeah, you're fresh out there," Ofelia fired back.

      "It turns out I didn't need you anyway," Zaya replied, her tone prim. "I needed this one." She beamed at Harper. "I saw what you did at Lafayette Cemetery last night. I'd been monitoring that mausoleum, too, because it had the proper name attached to it. I did my research before coming. The portal here is stronger, though. The Lafayette one was the first one I opened and it was weak. It collapsed quickly, leaving me with a bunch of dark ghosts and nothing to do with them.

      "I saw that flash, though," she continued. "I saw the other side. You can open doors and allow them to walk right over." She gestured toward the still open door. "You did it again here. The ghouls figured out how to keep it open for me as I asked them to do. Now all I need is for those from the other side to walk over." It was with a great deal of frustration that she turned back to the door. "Why won't they walk over?"

      "Because they can't," Harper replied simply.

      Frustration bubbled up and twisted Zaya's features. "What do you mean they can't?"

      "The doors aren't meant to swing both ways," Harper explained. "I created the key to open the doors, but when I did, I was thinking ahead. I made sure that only souls from this plane could cross to the next. I didn't want to be responsible for something bad happening because I screwed up and allowed souls from the other side to flood our world. That seemed like a bad idea."

      "Oh, there's my responsible wife." Jared beamed. "You always think ahead."

      "I do." Harper was rueful. "I like to think I'm a woman of action — and sometimes I am — but I'm also a woman of thought. I always think, probably a little too much sometimes, and I built in a failsafe. Nothing from the other side can cross over into our world."

      Zaya's eyes lit with fury. "Well, if you built the failsafe, you could turn it around. You can make it so they can cross over."

      "I'm not going to do that." Harper shook her head as Jared ran his hands up and down her shoulders. "No matter what, I'll never do that."

      "She won't," Ofelia agreed, moving to stand directly in front of Zaya. "In fact, this little experiment is over. Your friends can't cross over. We sent the other ghouls back when we opened the gate. I'm guessing that you thought they could reclaim their bodies and waltz back over — that's why we're seeing all those shadows over there — but it's simply not going to happen. You've lost."

      Zaya had no intention of ceding defeat. "I'm nowhere near done. I'll just keep the door open until I figure out a way to fix Harper's little defect myself."

      "Oh, that's cute, but that's not happening either." Ofelia waved her hands, fire bursting from her fingertips and igniting the dreamcatchers. She looked triumphant as the flames exploded around the mausoleum.

      "No!" Zaya stomped toward the nearest one, but it was already too late. The dreamcatchers weren't built to withstand fire. As they turned to ash, the door that had been lodged open slammed shut.

      "No!" Zaya was beside herself as she stared at what used to be. "I can't believe you did that."

      "And I'm not done." Ofelia's voice was soft as she moved behind Zaya, slapping her hands to either side of the woman's head and issuing an order in Latin. "Dormio."

      Zaya immediately slumped, although Ofelia caught her before she could hit the ground.

      "I think you should call your little buddies with the paranormal unit," Ofelia said to Sully as he hurried to help her. "We can't just release her onto the street."

      "No," he agreed, grunting when the woman's full weight hit him. "Where are you going?" he demanded of Ofelia when she moved to the open mausoleum door.

      "Just checking a hunch." Sadness lurked in the depths of her eyes when she returned from inside. "There are at least eight bodies in there. One looks like our tourist. The others look like street people."

      Fear coursed through Sully. "Bernie?"

      She shook her head. "He's not in there. It's likely he'll get to withstand yet another 'we're disappointed' speech from us after all."

      "Well, that's something to look forward to."

      "Isn't it, though?"
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      Sully took possession of their prisoner, sending Ofelia away with a kiss and a promise to join the rest of the group at Krewe as soon as he could get away from the paranormal unit. He had Ofelia take his vehicle from the parking lot of the restaurant, explaining that one of the uniforms could drop him off when he was finished. Ofelia had needed little urging to agree. She was exhausted.

      Krewe was bustling with activity so Ofelia mixed drinks and settled the group on the patio. They were barely through their first martinis when Bernie barreled into the area. He looked taken aback to find a crowd of people in his digs.

      “Oh ... um ... hey.” He refused to make eye contact with Ofelia as he shuffled his feet. “I was just ... um ... you know.”

      Ofelia did indeed know what he was doing. “You were coming for your sleeping bag and planning to sneak in and out when the bar was full. You figured it was your best shot of not being seen.”

      Bernie made a protesting sound. “No. I was going to bed early.”

      Ofelia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know better than that.” She studied him for a long beat. “I’m not your keeper, Bernie. You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to.”

      The man jerked up his chin, surprise lining his face. “Really?”

      She nodded. “Really. I’m not the boss of you.”

      “Definitely not.” He was quiet a beat and then allowed suspicion to take over. “How come you’re being so agreeable? That’s not like you.”

      “I happen to think I’m an agreeable person.”

      “Yeah, right.” Bernie let loose a snort and then straightened. “You’re one of my favorite people in the world despite your bad attitude.”

      “Well, that’s always good to hear.” Ofelia exhaled heavily and then leaned back in her chair. “The current threat is over. You have nothing to fear out there ... but the usual stuff.”

      Bernie brightened. “Oh, see! I obviously sensed that. Why do you think I was coming to get my stuff? I knew it was safe.”

      Ofelia could’ve let it go … but the mere idea turned her stomach. Instead, she pressed forward. “What about last night?”

      Bernie stilled. “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t spend last night here.”

      “I did.”

      “Lies.” Ofelia shook her head. “I know you didn’t. We went to collect you for breakfast this morning and your sleeping bag was never slept in.”

      “I just got caught up.” Bernie was sheepish. “I was hanging with some friends. We were having a good time.”

      “And you believed coming back here would ruin your good time.”

      Bernie shrugged. “I know you mean well. The thing is, I look forward to your visits when I’m out there. I’m always happy to see you and Sully when you visit. In here, though, I feel like I’m in a cage ... and you’re the zookeeper. I don’t like waiting for you to throw scraps my way and then wait for me to perform.”

      Ofelia worked her jaw. “That’s possibly the most unflattering thing that’s ever been said about me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t say it was inaccurate.”

      Bernie grinned. “Can I really head out without you guilting me?”

      “I guess. I would prefer if you stayed here, but I know that’s not going to happen. We are still going to talk about you taking over an apartment in the new building at some point, so you still have that to look forward to.”

      Bernie’s smile slipped. “That sounds horrible.”

      “Well, I have to get my enjoyment somewhere.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Bernie skated around the table and grabbed his sleeping bag. “I’m sorry if you’re upset.”

      “I know you are. I think Sully is more upset than me.” That was a lie, but she couldn’t stop herself from uttering it. “He says you made a promise to him but didn’t keep it. He’s understandably annoyed.”

      “I didn’t break my promise. I just lost track of time.”

      “I think that’s a fight you’re going to have to have with him.”

      “Later, okay? I don’t want to have it tonight. Some guys are heading out to the riverwalk for a party.”

      “Then you should leave now. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “Ooh. Good tip.” Bernie hurried to leave the patio, stopping at Ofelia’s side long enough to press a kiss to her cheek. “I still love you.”

      She smiled. “I still love you, too. This fight isn’t over, though.”

      “Well, I’ll carb-load – maybe throw some bourbon in there – and get ready for round twelve ... or whatever it is we’re on.”

      “Good plan.” Ofelia watched the door he exited through for a long time, silence descending over the patio.

      Because he was Zander, he had to be the one to speak first. “So, Bernie is fine and we beat an idiot who thought she was an Apache princess. It’s a good night.”

      Ofelia forced herself to relax. “It was a good night. I’m a little upset that idiot managed to operate for as long as she did without anybody noticing, but I have a few ideas for warding those cemeteries so nothing like that can ever happen again.”

      “You were awesome,” Harper said, lifting her glass to toast her new friend. “I was about to mention fire as a way to bring down the doors when Zaya exited the mausoleum. I forgot all about it until you went with fire all on your own.”

      “They’re made of wood. It just made sense.”

      “It was still smart. You were the hero tonight.”

      Ofelia immediately started shaking her head. “No, you were the hero. You’re the one who thought ahead and built a failsafe into the dreamcatchers. That was an inspired choice.”

      “It just made sense.”

      “Not to everyone it wouldn’t have made sense. There are a whole lot of people out there who would’ve done just the opposite if they had your abilities. You saved the day.”

      Harper’s cheeks burned hot. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Oh, just shut up and take your props,” Zander snapped, shaking his head. “You really were the hero today, Harp. Why can’t you just accept it?”

      “Because I didn’t do anything special.”

      “You are special,” Jared insisted, leaning close to his wife. “You’re the smartest person I know and you put that on display tonight.”

      “I’m the smartest person you know,” Zander corrected. “Harp is a close second, though.”

      “You’re not even in the top ten of the list,” Jared fired back.

      “Did you hear him?” Zander was incredulous as he turned to Shawn. “He’s totally insulting me. Everybody knows I’m the smartest man in the world.”

      “No, I’m the smartest man in the world,” Sully drawled as he entered the patio. His first stop was Ofelia, who he offered a kiss, and then he pinned Zander with a pointed look. “Look at my girlfriend. It’s obvious I’m the smartest man in the world.”

      “Oh, not even close.” Zander rolled his eyes. “I’m so under-appreciated.”

      “How did things go?” Jared asked Sully when he was settled.

      “Zaya is in a pretty cell with a view of ... nothing,” Sully replied as he snagged Ofelia’s martini and took a sip. “The bodies have been forwarded to the morgue. My boss is deciding on a cover story — although I have no idea what he’s going to come up with this time — but we’re all in the clear.”

      “That’s great … and exactly what I want to hear.” Harper let loose a sigh. “We managed to tie things up and we still have three days left in the city. That’s a pretty good deal to me.”

      Sully grinned at her. “Are you going back to your conference?”

      “No way.” Harper leaned her head against Jared’s shoulder. “I’m going to do touristy things with my husband.”

      “And me,” Zander snapped, offended.

      “And Zander,” she automatically added. “I thought I might hang out with Ofelia some, too. She’s really good when it comes to giving a tour. I wouldn’t mind seeing the real New Orleans before I go, the bars where the locals hang out ... and maybe a magic store or two.”

      “I think I can arrange that,” Ofelia confirmed, sliding her eyes to Sully. “And then, maybe next summer or something, Sully and I can come to Michigan. I’ve never been and it sounds like a delightful place.”

      “What makes it delightful?” Zander asked, nose wrinkled.

      “The two of you will be there.”

      His smile was so blinding Ofelia had to blink twice. “See, I knew I liked you. Honestly, if I rolled your way, you would be mine and this guy would be crying in his beer.”

      Sully laughed. “Oh, please. You wouldn’t stand a chance against me. I have mad skills when it comes to the ladies.”

      “The ladies love me,” Zander insisted. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Sully shook his head and smiled at his girlfriend. “I guess it’s good he doesn’t roll your way, huh? We would’ve lost our chance under different circumstances.”

      “I think we always would’ve gotten our chance,” Ofelia countered. “He is kind of handsome, though. I wouldn’t mind seeing him without his shirt on.”

      Zander was smug. “I totally manscape. The ladies love that.”

      “Awesome.” Sully took another sip of Ofelia’s martini. “I think we’re going to need more of these.”

      “We should probably introduce them to some real Nola cocktails, huh?” Ofelia noted. “Maybe some Sazerac … and a mule or two.”

      Sully nodded without hesitation. “Now that right there sounds like a fabulous way to finish out the night. Who wants a hurricane?”

      Zander’s hand shot in the air. “I’m going to drink everybody under the table.”

      “Those are bold words in New Orleans,” Ofelia said. “Are you sure you can back them up?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”
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