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			From New York Times bestselling author Deanna Chase, the first book in the Pyper Rayne series (a spin-off of the Jade Calhoun Series). 

			

			All Pyper Rayne—medium and coffee shop owner—wanted was the perfect vintage dress. What she got was a dead shop owner and a sexy ghost who’s suddenly everywhere—at her shop, in her car, and even lounging in her bedroom. But he’s not just any ghost. He’s a witch and able to appear in solid form…sometimes. If only he’d stop disappearing on her.

			And Pyper needs his help. When she becomes target numero uno and the prime suspect in the shop owner’s death, it appears her ghost holds the key to solving the murder. In between stolen kisses, Pyper will need to get to the bottom of all of his secrets if she wants to stay alive and out of jail…and maybe finally get that date he keeps promising her.
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			“There is no way I’m letting you wear a completely sheer dress to your gallery opening.” My friend Jade stood with her hands on her hips, scowling at me. 

			“Why not? My models will be naked.” I stood in the common area of the dressing room and twisted to check myself out in the three-way mirror. The silky black vintage dress hugged me in all the right places. 

			“They’ll be covered in body paint. It’s not the same.”

			“Still, compared to them I’ll be downright respectable.” I smirked, knowing I wasn’t swaying her. Jade wasn’t quite the free spirit I was when it came to modesty. 

			“Respectable? Not Pyper Rayne. The illusion will be shattered forever,” a familiar male voice said from behind me.

			I glanced over my shoulder and grinned at the man who was a five-day-a-week regular at the Grind, the café I owned. “Tyler. What are you doing here?”

			“Drooling over you in that outfit.” His eyes filled with lust as his gaze dropped to my behind. “Please tell me that’s your new work uniform.”

			I chuckled. “Keep dreaming, bear-claw boy. This is for a party.”

			“No it isn’t,” Jade said, sitting on the settee with her legs crossed. “It’d be perfect for an event at Kane’s club. But to an art gallery where you’re the featured artist? No. You need something more professional.”

			I bit the side of my cheek to keep from laughing. She was right of course, even if I did love the dress. If I wanted art collectors to buy the photographed prints of my body-painted models, I was going to have to look the part of a serious artist. “What do you think, Tyler? Do you agree with Jade? Or is she being a stuffy old prude?”

			“Prude. Definitely.” He finally tore his gaze away from my ass and met my eyes. “Please tell me you’re buying that dress.”

			“I’m considering it.” I sent him a flirty smile and winked.

			“And that you’ll wear it out on a date with me on Thursday night.”

			“A date?” I twisted to face him and took in his long lean frame, jet-black hair, and dark, hungry eyes. He looked like he wanted to take a bite out of me right there. 

			“Yes. Thursday night. Eight o’clock. I’ll pick you up.” A confident smile spread over his face as the wolfish hunger faded from his expression, replaced by the self-assurance of a man who wasn’t used to being turned down.

			Shock had stunned me into silence, and I glanced at Jade.

			She grinned at me, clearly amused I’d been caught off guard. I narrowed my eyes at her, giving her a thanks-a-lot look. 

			“Don’t forget those stilettos,” Tyler added. 

			I snapped my gaze back to him. “You’re pretty presumptuous, you know that?”

			His lips twisted into a small, sexy smile. “Is that a yes?”

			I wasn’t quite sure why I was hesitating. Tyler was an attractive man, and he had a hint of that bad-boy thing going for him. He was pretty drool-worthy actually. And most importantly, I hadn’t had a date in four months. “Yeah. Okay. But dinner had better be involved.”

			His eyes gleamed with anticipation. He strode forward and clasped his hand lightly over my cheek. Then he leaned down and pressed his lips to mine in the barest whisper of a kiss. “Dinner it is.”

			As he stepped back, a tiny shiver of desire ran through my body, warming my skin. Damn, it had been entirely too long since I’d been touched by a man. Suddenly I felt very self-conscious in the sheer dress, and I crossed my arms over my chest.

			He glanced down and raised one curious eyebrow. “You’re blushing.”

			“No, I’m not,” I said stubbornly.

			“You are. And it only makes me want Thursday to arrive sooner.” 

			“Here you go, Mr. Williams,” Ruby, the store owner said, holding a blue-and-white pin-striped seersucker suit. “You can try it on in here.” She pulled back the curtain to one of the dressing rooms and hung the suit up.

			“Thank you.” Tyler turned to me. “See you Thursday night.”

			I nodded, not at all sure what to say. It wasn’t often I found myself completely flustered by a situation, but for some reason, this one had nearly knocked me on my ass.

			“Wow,” Jade said under her breath.

			“Yeah.”

			She stood up and moved to my side. Pushing her long strawberry-blond hair over one shoulder, she stared at me in the mirror. “It’s a cool dress, but I think we need to keep hunting.”

			I nodded, fingering the ribbon woven through the hem of the dress. “The theme is ribbons and lace. See if you can find me something appropriate while I change?”

			“Sure.”

			“Thanks,” I whispered to her as she shuffled me back into my dressing room. “Can you believe he just asked me out? It’s not like I haven’t seen him practically every day for the past three months.”

			“Seriously?” She shook her head in disbelief. “What did you expect? It’s not like you didn’t know the changing rooms were coed, and a man would have to be blind to not be affected by this.” She gestured to the barely there dress. “You’re wearing a thong for goodness’ sake!”

			I laughed. “I forgot all about my choice of undergarments. And considering I was planning to wear the dress in public, I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

			“You’re hopeless.” Rolling her eyes, she took off back into the high-end secondhand store.

			With Jade gone, I pulled on my white skinny jeans and my formfitting black tank top. The black heels I wore dressed the outfit up quite nicely. My face burned from Tyler’s words. Don’t forget the stilettos. 

			It felt like forever since I’d had anybody to dress up for. My ex, Ian, was off hunting ghosts in the middle of the country somewhere. He’d left four months ago to chase his dreams, and after barely hearing from him at all, I’d had enough. We’d officially broken up three months ago, but it had been over for a lot longer. 

			Sighing, I brushed my dark hair behind my ear and watched as my trademark electric-blue streak slipped forward. I’d considered changing it back to bright pink, but that seemed entirely too upbeat for my current state of mind. I wasn’t depressed so much as I was just pissed. Being blown off sucked.

			Well, screw him. There were plenty of interesting men in New Orleans. Men like Tyler, who clearly appreciated what I had to offer… err, or at least appreciated me in a sheer dress. I put the dress back on the hanger and paled when I checked the price tag. It was easily twice as much as I was willing to spend. Sadly, as much as I liked it, I’d have to pass, especially since I couldn’t even wear it to the opening.

			With my shoulders back, I strolled out of the dressing room area.

			The secondhand store was full of both vintage and designer clothes. It was my favorite place to shop in the French Quarter. Dressing fabulously was sort of my thing when I wasn’t working, and there was no better place to find unique pieces than Ruby’s. 

			I spotted Jade across the store, rifling through a rack of one of-a-kind designer dresses. The contemporary stuff was much more suited for her than me. There was no way she was going to find something that excited me in that section. I headed for the retro racks and zeroed in on a nineteen fifties pinup dress. It was white with a cherry print. Adorable. And within my budget. But not at all sophisticated enough for my opening. I pulled it off the rack anyway. There was always room in the closet for one more. Right?

			“Someone needs to find me,” a soft voice whispered in my ear. 

			I spun. No one. The store clerk was in the men’s section helping a short balding man, and Jade was still across the store.

			“I’m trapped,” the voice whispered again, barely audible.

			“Where?” I asked.

			She’s gone. The answer came from one of my guides. She was a sweet older woman whom I’d come to know as Tru. Not too long ago, I’d developed the ability to see and hear ghosts. Tru, along with Lily, were my two spirit guides who showed up when I needed answers or to communicate with another spirit I couldn’t reach on my own. 

			“Who was she?” I did my best to keep my volume down. Looking like a crazy person wasn’t exactly on my to-do list for the day.

			Not sure. She just popped in and then popped out. No one on this side recognized her either.

			I bit my lip and glanced around. The spirit’s message was too ominous to ignore. Trapped? Needed to be found? What did that mean? The spirit had just been here in the store a minute ago. How could she be trapped? Did she mean she was trapped in the store? “We need to find her,” I said to Tru.

			I can’t. Like I said, she’s gone.

			“Who?” a familiar voice said from behind me.

			I jumped and clutched my chest. “Tyler. Jeez. You scared me. That’s one way to get my blood pumping.”

			His lips twitched and spread into a cocky grin as he ran two fingers lightly down my arm. “I can do way better than that.”

			My entire body went cold with unease, and I took a step back, putting plenty of space between us. 

			Raising his hands in front of him, he shook his head and lost the swagger. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 

			“No. You’re fine. Don’t worry about it.” But even as I said the words, I didn’t mean them. After years of working at a strip club, I’d learned to never ignore that internal creep alarm. Except I hadn’t felt anything odd while we’d been in the dressing area. He’d even kissed me. And I’d known him for months without ever getting a weird vibe. What was going on? Had the ghost vibe put something strange in the air that was affecting me? Anything was possible, I guessed.

			“I better go check out so I can get back to work.” Tyler gestured to the suit he was holding. “I’ll see you later this week, sooner if I stop in for coffee.”

			He strode away before I could respond. The air-conditioning chilled me, and I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to reclaim some warmth. I stood still, my gaze locked on Tyler as Ruby ran his credit card. He smiled easily at her, dazzling her with his impossible good looks. What had that vibe been about? He was charming, easygoing, and an excellent tipper… at least judging by the bills he put in the coffee shop tip jar. And he’d always seemed genuine. Disappointment that I was going to have to cancel sucked all the joy out of shopping. 

			Ruby laughed at something Tyler had said and her eyes sparkled with pleasure as she watched him head for the door. He paused and gave me a wave before he slipped outside. I wiggled my fingers and suppressed a frown.

			Sighing, I turned my attention back to the rack in front of me.

			“Have you found anything yet?” Jade asked, strolling toward me, her arms full of dresses.

			I nodded and held up the cherry pinup dress.

			She stopped and eyed it. “For the opening?” A heavy dose of skepticism laced her tone.

			“No. But it’s too cute to leave here. I might need to look somewhere else for the ribbons-and-lace party.”

			“Go somewhere else?” Ruby asked in disbelief as she hurried over. “No. I’m sure we can find something.” She held her hands out for our selections. “What are you looking for?”

			I handed her my dress and glanced around again. “I’m not sure. Something sexy.”

			“And tasteful,” Jade added.

			“But not conservative.” I smirked at Jade.

			She gave the owner a rueful smile. “And it should be unique, just like Pyper.”

			Warmth spread in my chest, surprising me. I didn’t know why the fact that Jade seemed to know me so well moved me the way it did. Maybe it was because I wasn’t close to very many people outside of Kane, Jade’s husband, who was like a brother to me. Sure, I had a lot of friends, but I had a hard time letting them get close to me. I was positive some psychoanalyst would’ve had plenty to say on the subject. I preferred to blame my issues on my father, who’d spent more time with his whisky bottles than he had his family.

			“Sexy, but not too sexy, and unique. I think I can handle that. Right this way, ladies.” Ruby flipped her long, salon-dyed dark hair over her shoulder and led us toward the register. “I’ve got some pieces that came in late yesterday. I haven’t had a chance to tag them and put them out yet. You’ll get first crack.”

			“Ooh, first crack,” I mimicked teasingly. “How exciting.”

			Jade elbowed me in the gut, and I grunted. 

			“Trust me. You’re going to love these.” Ruby hung our dresses up on an empty rack and then led us into the back room. Waving to a stack of garments on a large table, she said, “Here they are.”

			Jade gasped. “Wow. They look like they belong on a movie set.”

			The shopkeeper grinned. “They came to us from the granddaughter of a costume designer for one of the old studios.”

			I ran my hand over a black-and-gold sheath dress. There was sheer netting on the top and bottom, with elegant gold beading on the bodice. “This is gorgeous.” I held it up to myself. “But not quite right.”

			Jade shook her head. “No. I don’t think so either.”

			We shuffled through a few more until the manager handed me a fitted white dress adorned with crystals. “This one would make a statement.”

			I ran a hand over the heavy dress, considering. She was right. It would make a statement. It wasn’t at all something I’d normally wear, but it was intriguing. 

			Frances is here. She’s insisting the stove is on. Lily’s voice rang in my head this time.

			“Who’s Frances?” I asked without thinking.

			Ruby stilled. “That’s my mother’s name.”

			I bit my lip as Jade stared at me with a mixture of pity and amusement. She was a witch with empath abilities and could sense other peoples’ emotions. She knew what it was like to know things about people when you really just wanted to block everyone and everything out. I took a deep breath. “I know this is going to sound awful, but is your mother still living?”

			Ruby shook her head. “No. She passed a few years ago.”

			I dropped my hand from the white beaded dress. She says Sadie left it on this morning. Smoke is filling the kitchen.

			“Do you know a Sadie?” I asked, cringing on the inside. This was so awkward, but I couldn’t ignore the message.

			“Who are you?” The owner took a step back, eyeing me with suspicion.

			“Just a customer. I swear.” I stood up straight and squared my shoulders. “I’m a medium, and sometimes spirits communicate with me. Right now Frances is telling me Sadie left the stove on. Smoke is filling your kitchen.”

			“What?” Ruby frowned and gave me a look of total confusion. Then horror filled her big brown eyes as she clasped her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God!”

			A second later, she spun and ran out of the back room. 

			“That was kinda blunt,” Jade said, her eyes crinkling at the edges. She always seemed to find me amusing.

			I shrugged. “She needed to hear it.”

			“No doubt.”

			I put the white dress down and backed up, ready to go. “These dresses are gorgeous, but none of them are speaking to—” My eye caught a silver-beaded dress hanging on a rack in the corner. Something about it caused a physical draw and I moved forward.

			“Pyper?” Jade asked, concern in her tone.

			“Hold on.” The top of the dress was a lace-up bustier. The bottom was a straight skirt that stopped a few inches above the knee and was overlaid with elaborate bead fringe. “It’s perfect,” I breathed.

			Jade came up behind me. “It’s gorgeous.”

			I ran a light hand down the front, letting my fingers linger on the beads.

			“Try it on,” Jade urged and nudged me.

			I knew as soon as I touched the dress it was mine. It was just a feeling, a deep-seated knowledge that it was somehow meant for me. Like when you see someone across the room and have an instant attraction. That was me when I looked at the dress. I laughed.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. I’m just a little enamored with it.” I pulled the dress from the rack and strode back to the dressing room. In no time, I had the dress on and it felt… perfect.

			“Get out here,” Jade said after a few minutes. “I’m dying to see what you look like.”

			I stuffed my feet back into my stilettos and then strolled out into the common area.

			“Oh my,” Jade said, her eyes wide and her tone hushed. “You’re beautiful.”

			I grinned and stood once again in front of the three-way mirror. The reflection that stared back at me positively glowed with joy. The dress was sexy, unique, and felt like it had been made for me. “This is the one.”

			I turned back to Jade, but I caught movement from the corner of my eye and glanced around, finding no one.

			“Uh, Pyper,” Jade said hesitantly.

			“Yeah?”

			She pointed to the mirror. “Do you see what I do?”

			Frowning, I followed her gaze. Then my mouth dropped open in pure shock. Standing right beside me in the mirror was Julius, the sexy ghost I’d made out with at a Halloween party three months ago. 
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			“Julius?” I forced the word out, my voice high-pitched and not at all like my normal low register.

			His gaze met mine, longing and regret filling his dark eyes.

			“You see him too?” Jade asked.

			I nodded, taking in the man I’d been dreaming about ever since I’d last seen him. Ever since he’d kissed me with more passion than I’d ever known was possible. He had intense onyx eyes, shoulder-length dark wavy hair, and a five-o’clock shadow to die for. “Where have you been?”

			He shook his head, scanning my body from head to toe.

			I smiled at the appreciation in his eyes. “You approve?”

			Not saying a word, he nodded, and in the next second he vanished from the mirror. I glanced around, frantically searching for him. But the only person there was Jade. All the hope and excitement of seeing him again fled, leaving me totally deflated. A sudden weight settled over my heart, and I pressed my hand to my chest as if I were trying to hold myself together. What was wrong with me? Julius was a ghost for goodness’ sake.

			“Holy cow,” Jade breathed.

			I turned to her, swallowing the frustration lodged in my throat. It’s not like she’d never seen a ghost before. Hell, she’d even seen him before. “What?”

			“He’s smokin’ hot.”

			Right. I sighed. “He is, isn’t he?”

			“Too bad he’s dead.”

			And there it was. I’d broken up with my boyfriend Ian months ago and the only man I really wanted to date wasn’t even alive. Although when I’d made out with him, he’d certainly appeared to be one of the living. He’d been a witch when he was alive, and for some reason that meant he could appear in solid form even if it was only for short bursts of time. Shit crackers. I closed my eyes and rubbed at my temple. 

			“Sorry,” Jade said, gently guiding me back toward the dressing room. “That wasn’t very sensitive of me.”

			I let out a bark of laughter. “No, but it’s true. He is dead. Hard to date a man without a pulse.”

			“At least you have a date with Tyler. He’s not hard on the eyes, either.” 

			I shook my head sadly. “I have to cancel. I got a creep vibe from him before he left.”

			“Damn.” She patted me on the arm, her eyes full of pity.

			“Stop it.”

			“What?”

			“Reading my emotions.” I shrugged her off, hating she was privy to my moment of weakness. My life was exactly as I wanted it. Mostly. ’Cause I sure as heck wasn’t one of those girls sitting around waiting for a man to make me happy. I did my best to keep my tone light. “I know you don’t invade my emotions on purpose, and normally I don’t care, but the way you’re looking at me is pissing me off. I’ll live.” I added a forced smile for good measure.

			She bit her lip as her face flushed in mild embarrassment. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and concentrated. I knew from experience she was erecting some sort of emotional barrier. When she was done, she opened her eyes and gave me a weak smile. “Sorry. I know it’s an invasion. Sometimes it just happens when I’m not paying attention. I’ll try harder to keep it under control.”

			“Really. It’s okay.” I hadn’t wanted to make her feel bad. After becoming a medium, I knew firsthand what it was like to be saddled with a gift. It was hard enough having guides speak to me periodically. Being battered by everyone’s emotions all the time must suck donkey balls. “It’s all right. I’m just a little touchy after seeing Julius.” 

			“You’re a godsend!” Ruby exclaimed as she hurried into the dressing area. “Thank the heavens you were here.” She came over and wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me tight. 

			“Um…” I hugged her back, not sure what else to do.

			“Honestly, I have no idea what would’ve happened if you hadn’t been here. My daughter was able to go in and get the stove turned off before we had a major disaster on our hands. I don’t know how to thank you.”

			I pulled away and smiled. “Just knowing I was able to help is thanks enough. I’m so glad everything’s all right.”

			Her wide blue eyes misted. Then she glanced at the dress I had on. “Are you getting this?”

			I nodded. “It’s lovely.”

			“Then I’ll thank you with a generous discount.” She gave me another hug and then bustled out of the room.

			“That was sweet,” Jade said.

			“Yeah.” Still, there was a ball of unease in my stomach. And I didn’t think it had anything to do with seeing Julius again. There was something about this shop… I gestured toward the dressing room. “Let me get out of this so we can pay and go get lunch.”

			Jade nodded, but her expression was troubled as she turned to retreat out of the dressing area.

			She was worried about me. Well hell. I was just going to have to do something about that.

			***

			After an excellent lunch at Acme Oyster House, Jade and I parted ways. She was headed home to catch up on some computer work, but for once, I had nothing scheduled. Holly, my assistant manager, had the café covered, and I didn’t have any body-painting appointments scheduled. 

			It was rare when I found myself without any commitments. And the day was glorious. Cool, but warm enough in the sunshine. I enjoyed every bit of it as I strolled by the shops on Royale. I was in such a good mood that I decided I needed that sheer dress from Ruby’s. Price be damned. I’d saved money from the discount she’d given me earlier, right?

			I deserved something scandalous. If I couldn’t have a date, at least my clothes would make me feel sexy. Chuckling at my ridiculous rationalization, I strolled back into Ruby’s, ready to burn up my credit card.

			The place was eerily quiet, devoid of customers, and Ruby was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she was working on the stock she’d shown us in the back. As I ventured forward, a tingle of unease started at the base of my neck and sent a chill through my entire body.

			Something was very wrong. 

			“Ruby?” I called.

			Nothing.

			“Hello?”

			She’s gone. Tru’s sad voice echoed in my mind.

			“Like gone home?” I asked, praying that’s what she meant.

			No. Her light has been taken. Her soul is gone.

			I ran. Bursting through the door to the storage room, I let out a loud gasp and then came to an abrupt stop. “Ruby! No.”

			The woman who’d looked to be in her late thirties was lying crumpled on the floor, her glassy eyes staring at nothing. There were fresh scratches on her face and a ring of bruises around her neck.

			She’d been strangled.

			I stumbled backward into the shop, tears filling my eyes. “Do you know what happened?” I asked Tru.

			She’s gone. No one else is here.

			That didn’t make a lot of sense. People who’d recently died rarely moved on that fast. They didn’t know they should. And for no other spirits to be around seemed almost impossible. This was the French Quarter. There were spirits everywhere.

			I fumbled with my phone, and after almost dropping it twice, I finally got my fingers to work. The phone rang three times before the emergency responder answered.

			“Nine one one, what’s your emergency?”

			“I’m at Ruby’s Vintage Fashions on Royale. You need to send an ambulance. It looks like Ruby’s been strangled.”

			“Can I get your name, please?”

			“Pyper Rayne.” I pulled the phone away and grimaced at it. Honestly, this was an emergency. Couldn’t we do the interview later? “Please hurry. It doesn’t look like she survived.”

			“How do you know the victim?”

			“I’m just a customer. I came in to buy a dress and found her in the back room. An hour and a half ago she was just fine and now…” A sob got caught in the back of my throat. Ruby was dead.

			“You were with the victim an hour and a half ago?”

			“Yes, dammit. I was in her shop. Then I went to lunch. I stopped back in to buy a dress I looked at earlier. Can you please send someone?”

			“The first responders are on their way, ma’am. Please stay on the line with me until they arrive.”

			I slumped back against the checkout counter and swiped my hand across my eyes. 

			“Ma’am?”

			“Yes?”

			“Is the victim breathing?”

			I sucked in a shaky breath. “No. I don’t think so.”

			“Okay, do you know CPR?”

			“I took a class in high school. That was twelve years ago.” I remembered something about tilting the head back to clear the windpipe, but not much else.

			“Okay, please check the victim’s pulse.”

			“All right.” I ran to the back and dropped to my knees. Ruby hadn’t moved, but I hadn’t expected her to. Tru had said her spirit was gone. I already knew there was nothing that was going to help her. I pressed two fingers to her wrist and waited. “No. I’m not finding a pulse.”

			“All right, hold tight.”

			Should I try CPR anyway? Could I really just sit here and do nothing while I waited? What if Tru was wrong?

			The sirens interrupted my thoughts and I jumped up, running for the front of the store. “She’s back here!” I waved both hands at the fireman who’d burst through the front door. “In the back.”

			He hurried by me as another guy scanned the store and then followed him.

			“The firemen are here,” I told the operator. 

			“Okay, thank you. Have a good day, Ms. Rayne.” The line went dead.

			I pulled the phone away from my ear and scowled at it. Have a good day? Was she out of her ever-loving mind? Someone had died!

			There was nothing you could’ve done, Tru said.

			I nodded absently. “I know.”

			An ambulance had pulled to a stop outside the store and the EMTs were rolling in the gurney when a policeman arrived. He stood near the front door, scanning the store. “Ms. Rayne?”

			“Yes?” My voice cracked a little and I cleared my throat.

			“You were the one who called in the homicide?”

			“Yes,” I said again. “I just found her.”

			He nodded and made a note. “Please step outside for a moment.”

			Clutching my bag from earlier with both hands, I passed him on my way out onto the busy sidewalk.

			He gripped my upper arm as if guiding me… or apprehending me. I narrowed my eyes and stared at his hand on my arm. 

			“Is that necessary?” I asked.

			“I just have a few questions for you.” He tugged me through the door and pulled me to the side. 

			A crowd had already gathered and was rubbernecking to see what was going on.

			“I heard there was a murder,” a round woman with a mountain of Mardi Gras beads around her neck said loudly. “Is she the one who did it?” Her eyes went wide as she stared at me.

			I glared. 

			“I bet it was a crime of passion. Cheating most likely.” The woman raised her voice and called, “Was she sleeping with your husband? Is that why you offed her?” There was a low murmur that filtered through the crowd and a few nods of agreement. Another woman pointed her phone at me, taking multiple pictures. Freakin’ tourists with nothing better to do.

			“Will you let go of me?” I yanked my arm from the officer’s grip. 

			He raised one eyebrow, irritated. “Are you going to be difficult?”

			“What? No. I’m the one who called you guys.” Holy cripes. No wonder everyone talked shit about our boys in blue. 

			“Fine.” He flipped his notebook open. “At what time did you arrive?”

			I glanced at my phone. “About fifteen minutes ago.”

			He nodded and then spent the next ten minutes asking me the same ten questions over and over again, no doubt trying to see if I would change my story. By the time the EMTs rolled Ruby’s body out of the store, my feet were aching and I was one more question from punching the cop in the nose. Because that would be helpful.

			I had to get out of there. “Can I go now?”

			He shoved his card at me. “Call us if you think of anything else you want to tell us.”

			Like what? That he needed to lose thirty pounds and he might want to pick up a nose-hair trimmer next time he was out? I gritted my teeth and nodded. 

			The crowd parted like the Red Sea as I stumbled down the street, my feet screaming. I needed a hot bath and a bottle or three of wine. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			By the time I made it to my apartment on Bourbon Street, I was carrying my shoes. There’s no denying how disgusting it was to walk the streets of the French Quarter barefoot, but I just couldn’t take it anymore. My arches were screaming and there was a blister the size of Texas on my heel.

			My place was above the Grind, the café I owned and managed, and as I walked through the front door of my apartment, I breathed deeply, taking in the faint coffee aroma. The scent never failed to soothe me, constantly reminding me that the café downstairs was everything I’d worked so hard for the past seven years. And it was all mine. 

			After stashing my dresses in my bedroom, I hurried to the bathroom and filled the tub just enough to soak my feet. As I sat there, I pulled out my phone and called Kane.

			Voice mail.

			I hit another number and when Jade answered, some of my tension eased.

			“Hey, you,” she said. “What’s up?”

			“Ruby’s dead.” The words came out choked.

			“What?” Her voice was high-pitched and full of disbelief. “We were just with her. What happened?”

			I told her what I’d walked in on, doing my best to stay calm and not get choked up again. I’d hardly known Ruby, but finding her like that had been… traumatizing.

			“I’m coming over.” I heard rustling on the other end.

			“No. You don’t have to do that. I’m fine really. I’ve got my feet soaking in the tub and then I think I’m going to go bake. I just want to relax and put everything out of my head.”

			“Well, if you’re sure.” She didn’t sound convinced.

			“Really. I’m okay. See you in the morning?”

			“Of course. But make sure you call if you need Kane or me. He’s at the club tonight.”

			“Will do.” I paused and clutched the phone tighter. “And thanks for offering. It means a lot.”

			“You know I’d do anything for you. Just like you would and have for me.” It was her turn to pause. “I hate that I can’t do anything from here.”

			I chuckled. Jade always was a Mrs. Fix It. “I’ll be okay. And if not, I’ll let you make the therapist appointment.”

			“You better believe I’ll be holding you to that.”

			“There was never any doubt in my mind.”

			***

			Even though I had to get up at the ass-crack of dawn every day, the café was still the one place I felt truly happy. It was my peace, and after the day I’d had, the urge to do something, anything, in the small kitchen in the back of my shop was overwhelming. After I doctored my blister, I stuffed my feet into my most comfortable shoes and then took off downstairs to play in the bakery kitchen.

			I slipped in through the door that connected to the downstairs hallway, pulling the door closed behind me. The place was pitch-black and silent. No music, no customers, no sound from the steamers. I couldn’t even hear the partygoers outside on Bourbon Street. Not in the kitchen anyway. I flipped the light switch on and headed to the double oven I’d recently had installed. In the past, we’d had pastries delivered from a local bakery, but I’d always loved baking and was thrilled to finally have the equipment to make my own.

			Tonight I was going to prep one of Jade’s favorites so they’d be ready to go when she arrived to work in the morning. Chocolate chip cream cheese cupcakes. They were chocolate cupcakes with a cream cheese chocolate chip filling. To. Die. For. We’d be on a serious sugar high all morning, but it would be worth it to see her smile when she realized what I was up to.

			I’d just dipped the electric beaters into the chocolate batter and turned the mixer on when “Love Shack” by the B-52s came blaring over the sound system. I jumped and batter splattered all over me and the counter from the rotating beaters. “Son of a crapster!”

			My heart pounded against my ribs as I tried to calm myself from the adrenaline seizing my body. I doubted anyone with plans for nefarious activity would choose the B-52s, but one never knew. Faint laughter sounded as the volume lowered to bearable levels.

			“Who’s here?” I wiped my sweaty palms on my apron and glanced around, catching the faint outline of a spirit forming right before my eyes.

			“That’s quite the mess you’ve made there, Pyper,” Ida May, a ghost who’d recently started showing up in the café at random times, sang as she twirled around the kitchen. She wore a lacy sleeveless nightgown that stopped a few inches above her black thigh-high stockings. High-heeled black Mary Jane-style shoes completed her look. She’d died sometime in the 1920s and had been one of the ladies of Storyville—the red-light district of New Orleans that had been legal until the government shut it down in 1917.

			“You could’ve warned me.” I shut the mixer off and grabbed a towel to wipe the counter down.

			“It’s so much more fun to surprise you.” She leaned over my shoulder, eyeing the cupcake batter. “I’d die for a taste of that right now.”

			I rolled my eyes. Ida May Silks had been dead for more than eighty years and still hadn’t gotten over the fact she could no longer have sweets. Or attractive men. Usually she only showed up when a particularly handsome one entered the café. “What brings you here this evening, Ida?”

			“You and that yummy man of yours.” She tried to stick her finger in the bowl but scowled when she wasn’t able to scoop up any batter. “Damn. I really wanted a taste.”

			Even though she always failed, she never stopped trying to sample whatever pastry we had to offer. Had to give her credit for that. “What man, Ida May?”

			Laughing, she floated through the swinging door that led into the main shop. I pushed the door open and poked my head out. She was gone. I shook my head and let the door close. 

			As I finished mixing the cupcake batter, I wondered if Ida May was referring to my best friend Kane. He was the only man in my life at the moment, and according to Jade, he was next door at Wicked, in his office. If he knew I was here working, he’d likely stop in. But I hadn’t talked to him. Unless Jade sent him, he likely wouldn’t even know I was here. 

			And sure enough, an hour later as I was finishing prepping the cupcake pans, the back door swung open. Kane strolled in, holding a file in one hand and two beers in the other. 

			“Hey, you.” I shut the door on the oversized fridge and took the bottle of Turbodog he handed me. “How’d you know I was in here?”

			He leaned against the far counter, his left foot crossed over his ankle. “Jade, of course.”

			“Of course.” I gave him a wry smile. “Before you ask, no I don’t want to talk about it and I’m fine. Really.”

			He studied me, his chocolate eyes seeing past the thin façade I used to keep everyone else out. “You’re sure? You don’t need a hug?”

			I shook my head, a genuine smile claiming my lips. “Maybe later.”

			“Hard alcohol?”

			“This will do.” I held up the beer. “Now, did you come over for anything else other than to make sure I wasn’t wallowing in a pool of tears?”

			“Actually, yes. I just finished up some paperwork. Can you look it over for me?” His eyes crinkled with humor and he wore a self-satisfied smile.

			I stared at him with suspicion. “What’s going on?”

			“Just read this.” He handed me the file.

			“Fine.” I hopped up on the freshly cleaned counter. “Did you finally rent out the apartments next door?” There were three apartments above Wicked, and he’d been trying to find tenants to occupy them for months now, but the fact that one had been haunted and another had been the site of a recent possession had put most renters off. The only ones willing to rent them hadn’t passed the background checks.

			“Not yet. But I’m considering turning them into short-term rentals for private parties anyway.”

			“That sounds like a solid plan.” Considering we were on Bourbon Street, I was surprised he hadn’t decided to do that already. I took a swig of the ice-cold beer and flipped the file open. Inside were pictures of my café, one of Jade and me behind the counter with our arms draped over one another’s shoulders, and happy customers sitting in the overstuffed chairs by the window. Underneath was an article written by Kane that highlighted my business and my background.

			“It’s for a special New Orleans edition of Favorite Haunts Magazine. They wanted great eateries that had ghost sightings. I submitted and your café was picked. What do you think?”

			I scanned the article, noting Kane had written a bit about my humble beginnings and how I’d virtually built the business myself while also pursuing my body painting by offering my services to virtually every Mardi Gras krewe in New Orleans. It made me sound almost superhuman, but also very interesting. Tears filled my eyes that he’d done this for me, and I choked back the sob clogging my throat.

			“Kane…” I forced out a laugh through my tears.

			Smiling a crooked grin, he pulled me into a bear hug. “They said they want to come take professional pictures of the shop and interview you a bit for the final article. They want to come next week sometime.”

			“I can’t believe you did this,” I said into his shoulder.

			“Jade’s the one who read about the call in the magazine, so really you have her to thank.”

			I pulled back and gazed up at him. “I will thank her, but it looks to me as if you wrote this. She doesn’t know about my childhood or all the details of how we started our businesses. This has you all over it.”

			He shrugged, a blush coloring his cheeks.

			“You’re such a good guy.” I pushed up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. This is amazing.”

			“Okay. That’s enough. I have to get back to work. Just needed to make sure you were really okay.” He glanced at the file. “And that you approved of the article. Let me know if there’s anything you want me to leave out, all right?”

			I nodded. “I’ll read it over carefully tonight and get back to you.”

			“Good. The editor is supposed to call you sometime tomorrow to schedule the shoot. She’ll call the café line.” 

			“Got it.”

			He winked and headed to the back door, but just as he pulled it opened, he jumped and let out a gasp, clasping his hand over his butt cheek. “What the hell?”

			Ida May had reappeared and was standing right behind him, practically drooling.

			I laughed. “The resident ghost just copped a feel.”

			Kane scowled. “Dammit, Ida May. My wife isn’t going to be very happy.”

			Ida May stuck her tongue out at Kane even though he couldn’t see her and then disappeared.

			“She’s gone.” I walked over to Kane and held the door open.

			His scowl deepened. “I think she bruised my ass.”

			“It’s amazing how she never manages to sample the pastries or desserts she covets every day, but when a sexy man is around, she seems to have no problem causing trouble.”

			“You just called me sexy,” Kane said, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “Jeez. Don’t ever say that again.”

			I chuckled and pushed him out the door. “Shut up, you ugly turd. I was just trying to make you feel good about yourself.”

			“That’s better.” He grinned and strode back to his office while I locked up.

			With the file tucked under my arm, I climbed the stairs to my apartment. The light was out in the hall and I made a mental note to change it the next day. It was eerie being there in the dark by myself. And I didn’t have any neighbors to call on should anything go down. Not that I’d ever felt unsafe. I just didn’t like how dark it was. Not after finding Ruby. My bravado had definitely left the building.

			My apartment took up the entire second floor. It was actually the nicest place I’d ever lived. And at one point, in the early days, Kane had been my roommate. That was before his mamaw had passed and had left him her house a few blocks away.

			I hurriedly unlocked the door, ready to be curled up on my mocha-colored couch. The apartment was just as dark as the hall. I flipped the switch, flooding the place with light as I kicked my shoes off. But the moment I glanced up, I stilled as a shock of pleasure wound through me. 

			Julius. He was here. Sitting in my armchair. I moved forward, helpless to resist the draw I always felt around him. My chest constricted as I held my breath, terrified he’d vanish again.

			“I’m sorry I disappeared earlier.” He stood, solid and as real as any other man I’d ever known, and held his hand out to me.

			And when our fingers finally touched, I blew out a breath and whispered, “Julius.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			I’d met Julius two times before. The first brief encounter had been on a job I’d done for Ian just after he left town to work on the traveling ghost hunting show. The client had been the owner of the Jean Baptiste Hotel in the French Quarter, believed to be haunted, and he’d wanted me to get a reading on a ghost. Julius had walked me down the stairs, and I hadn’t even realized he was a ghost until later. The second time had been on Halloween, three months ago. It wasn’t a night I’d forget anytime soon. And as I studied his chiseled face, the memory came flooding back as if it had been just yesterday.

			I stood on the drop cloth with a paintbrush in one hand and a sketch of an idea in the other. Julius was standing in front of me, his shirt unbuttoned already.

			“Are you sure about this?” I asked hesitantly. But really I was buying time. Julius had shown up in the conference room of the hotel out of the blue, and when I’d said I was going to body-paint some models for a party, he offered himself as one of my subjects. “I mean, will you be able to stick around that long?”

			He was a ghost after all, even if he was solid at the moment.

			“Yes, I’m sure, and I’ll be here.” He was gazing at me with an intensity that made me fidget. 

			I was used to being ogled and objectified. I’d managed a strip club to put myself through college and to save money to open my own business. It wasn’t the most respectable job in the eyes of the general public, but it had paid well, and that choice had gotten me out of the shitty apartment building where drugs were more common than water. I wasn’t ashamed in the least. 

			But I’d never been so completely consumed by someone’s gaze the way I was right then. Julius was taking me in, studying me as if he was memorizing every detail. Or seeing straight into my soul.

			“I want to be your subject,” he said, his tone hoarse.

			My mouth went dry with anticipation. I licked my lips. “Okay.”

			His gaze dropped to my mouth and lingered there.

			Holy sex on a stick. I couldn’t remember the last time my hormones had been so active. “All right. Just put your shirt over there.” I pointed to a chair near the drop cloth.

			Once he was naked from the waist up, I focused on his well-defined chest and started sketching a rough outline of a skeletal hand ripping his heart out of his chest. My brush strokes were slow and deliberate, and when I got to his ribs, he visibly shuddered.

			I stopped and glanced up at him. “Everything okay?”

			He nodded, but when I pressed the brush to his skin again, he clasped his hand over my arm and stopped me. A zing of excitement grabbed hold of my insides. My breath quickened, and for the life of me, I never wanted him to let go.

			“Julius, I…”

			Our faces were inches apart. His warm breath tickled my cheek, and as we locked eyes, I completely lost myself. One minute I was caught up in the sketch on his chest, and the next, all I could think about was pressing my lips to his.

			“I’ve never seen a woman with so much life before.” There was longing in his tone. “It’s… overwhelming.”

			I felt my lips quirk into a small smile. “You’re a little overwhelming yourself.” The knowledge that he was a ghost was right there in the back of my mind, but in that moment, I couldn’t have cared less. Just by standing before me and holding my arm, he was doing things to me I’d never experienced before. And I wasn’t ready to give it up.

			“Kiss me,” I whispered.

			He gave me a slight shake of his head but pulled me closer so our bodies were touching. “It’s probably not a good idea.”

			“I don’t care,” I said boldly and then pressed my mouth to his.

			He hesitated for just a moment, but then his arm went around my waist and reality slipped away as I got lost in the man who had reawakened a long-lost desire I’d forgotten I even had.

			The kiss was still flashing in my mind as Julius’s hand tightened around mine. I gazed into his dark stormy eyes, wishing I could unravel all his secrets. How was it possible he could appear before me, solid, a flesh-and-blood man, when he was dead? 

			“Pyper,” he said with a nod and then bent at the waist. His warm lips brushed over my fingers, sending tingles of pleasure straight to my heart.

			“How did you get here?” I asked, letting him lead me to the couch. I sat while he stood with his hands in his pants pockets. He wore dark trousers, a white linen shirt, and a checkered vest. He looked every bit a man from the roaring twenties. All he needed was a bottle of moonshine and a cigar.

			He shrugged. “I’m not sure, exactly. Something happened earlier today when I saw you in the hotel mirror. A force I can’t explain drew me here. Are you displeased?”

			“What? No. Not at all.” I bit my lip. “What do you mean you saw me in the hotel mirror? Jade and I both saw you… Oh. You mean we were each seeing the other’s reflection from two different mirrors. You didn’t just show up in mine.” 

			“Yes, that’s correct.” He started to pace. “And now I’m here. It feels like there’s a reason, but I don’t know what that is.”

			“Because you can’t resist me?” I grinned at him.

			His eyes lit with wicked humor. “There’s no question about that.” His amusement faded away as he gazed at me. “I’m not sure how much time I have.” 

			“I know.” Julius had been a witch when he was alive, which seemed to be the reason he could appear in solid form even though he was a ghost, but he had no control of it. At least that’s what he’d told me last time we met. According to Lucien, a witch in Jade’s coven, the phenomenon was extremely rare.

			He glanced around. “Is this where you live?”

			I nodded and stood up, not sure what else I was supposed to do. “Want a tour?”

			He shoved his hands in his pockets and nodded. “Sure. I haven’t seen much except the inside of the Jean Baptiste Hotel for the past ninety years or so.”

			The question of exactly why Julius was able to show up in my apartment when he’d never been there before nagged at the back of my mind. But I didn’t want to waste whatever time we had together. 

			Time together. I was an idiot. He was a ghost, and I knew nothing could ever even start between us. I just couldn’t help whatever this magnetic attraction was that I had to him. I shook off the thoughts and led the way to my galley-style kitchen. It had marbled countertops and stainless steel everywhere. Very modern for a building that was more than two hundred years old. 

			Julius ran his hand over the cool counter. “This is quite grand.”

			I grinned. “Well, it is a high-end kitchen. But grand? No. It’s just nice compared to most modern kitchens these days.” 

			“It is compared to the kitchens at the hotel. Everything is stark and utilitarian.” 

			“Sure. But they have to be.” I gestured to the fridge. “Would you like something to drink?” He could eat, right? I had no idea how that worked.

			A wistful look claimed his face. “Do you have any scotch?”

			I raised one eyebrow. “Single malt?”

			He practically drooled as he nodded.

			I laughed. “How long has it been since you’ve had a drink?”

			“Not since the Halloween party.”

			That was three months ago. “Julius?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Is that the last time you were in solid form?”

			“Yeah. It doesn’t happen very often. Only when I’m drawn to someone.”

			Warmth took up residence in my chest, and I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips. I brushed past him on the way to my generously stocked liquor cabinet. I actually didn’t drink that much. I’d have cocktails with the girls or a beer with Kane, but in general I was a coffee drinker… in the extreme. We’re talking four or five cups a day. But since Kane’s club was downstairs, it was easy to get whatever I needed. And those bottles never seemed to make it back to the bar.

			I poured two tumblers of scotch and handed one to Julius.

			He lifted his glass in a salute. “To the lovely hostess who doesn’t mind an uninvited houseguest.” 

			“My door is always open.” The glasses clinked when I knocked mine against his, and then our eyes locked as we both took a long sip.

			He gulped down the amber liquid, quickly draining his glass. The tension eased from his shoulders as he relaxed against the counter. “Thank you. I’ve waited a long time for that.”

			“Another?” I asked, waving to the bottle.

			“That’s very kind of you, but I better not.” He put his glass in the sink and jabbed his head toward the kitchen door. “Want to finish that tour?”

			I’d barely sipped any of my scotch but discarded it anyway. The last thing I needed was to be tipsy around him. With the way my body was already swaying toward his, who knew what I’d do? I felt the blush creeping up my cheeks and slipped past him, back into the large living room. The dining room was off to the left near the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over Bourbon Street.

			“Nice balcony,” Julius said, passing by the windows.

			“It’s fun during Mardi Gras.”

			His eyes lit with excitement. “I always did love the parades.”

			I smiled. “Were they as crazy as they are now?” Shaking my head, I said, “No. I bet there wasn’t much boob flashing.”

			His expression turned to one of shock. “Heavens, no. The parades didn’t run through Storyville.”

			He was referring to the red-light district where anything was possible. I raised one eyebrow. “But they did run on Bourbon Street, right? From what I understand, it’s never really been a family-friendly place.”

			He laughed. “You’re not wrong about that. Once Storyville shut down, most of the ladies just migrated to the French Quarter. But they had to be a lot more discreet in order to avoid being arrested.”

			Storyville had been located just behind the French Quarter. It was where one went for legalized prostitution and other vices in the city. After it was shut down, some of the prostitutes either left town or sought other employment, but many of them just opened up illegal places of business right here on Bourbon Street. 

			“And did you know any of these ladies?” I laughed as I led him to the guest room.

			His lips turned up into a rueful smile. “I might have been friendly with a few, but I didn’t know them in the biblical sense.”

			“Too poor?”

			He chuckled, clearly enjoying our banter. “Perhaps.”

			“Well, don’t look for any action in here. This is my guest room slash painter’s studio.” I opened the door and waved Julius in. Just as he was brushing past me, my phone went off. The screen had Jade’s smiling face. “Give me a sec.”

			Julius nodded and continued into the room without me.

			“Hey, what’s up?” I said into the phone.

			“The police were just here. They had a lot of questions about Ruby. It appears they think we might have some information you weren’t willing to say earlier.”

			“Oh son of a… you can’t be serious.” How stupid were they? Didn’t they check Ruby’s security camera? It had to have shown us leaving and then later me arriving by myself.

			Julius appeared beside me and placed his hand on the small of my back. “What’s wrong?”

			I held up one finger in a wait motion.

			“The police heavily implied you were hiding something from them and that I might know about it. Apparently we were the last to enter her shop before she was attacked.”

			“The security video doesn’t show anyone but us?” Son of a monkey. So they had seen the video and were still trying to blame us. “That makes no sense.”

			Jade said something, but I couldn’t hear her over the sound of my doorbell.

			Fear crawled up my spine. No one should’ve been able to enter the building without me buzzing them in. Not unless Kane had let them up. “Hold on, Jade. There’s someone at the door.”

			Peeking through the eyehole, I let out a string of curse words. “Jade, the police are here.”

			“Yeah. They want to corroborate our stories.” There was a heavy dose of sarcasm in her tone.

			“They can shove their questions up their—”

			The knocking on the door grew more insistent.

			“Call me after they leave,” Jade said, sounding tired all of a sudden.

			“I will. Thanks for the heads-up.”

			As I ended the call, I glanced back at Julius. He was standing in the doorway of my guest room. 

			“Do you need to get that?”

			The doorbell rang again.

			“Unfortunately.” I pulled the door open to a middle-aged female police officer and a young male who looked like he couldn’t have been on the job for more than ten minutes.

			“Ms. Rayne?” The woman had a perma-scowl on her face.

			“Yes?”

			“I’m Officer Dell, and this is my partner Officer Brant. We’re here to ask you a couple of questions.”

			“About?” Even though I already knew why they were here, I resented the way she was looking at me. It was as if she’d already deemed me guilty.

			“It’s about the homicide of Ruby Charles. You were one of the last people to see her before her unfortunate demise.” She stretched her neck, trying to see into my apartment. The invasion of my privacy had me bristling.

			I pulled the door closer to my body, blocking her view. “Yes. I’m also the one who found her.” I swallowed the lump forming in my throat, suddenly choked up. I’d liked Ruby, and finding someone so brutally attacked wasn’t something anyone should have to endure. “Excuse me. This is a little overwhelming.”

			“Ms. Rayne,” young officer Brant said with a sympathetic smile, “I know this must be an intrusion, but if you’ll accommodate us for just a few moments, we’d appreciate it. We’re trying to piece together Ms. Charles’s day.”

			The female officer let out an irritated huff and fingered her handgun.

			“I’m sorry,” I said to her. “Is there a problem?”

			“Not at all, except that you obviously knew we were coming and are acting as if you didn’t.” She narrowed her eyes. “What is it you don’t want us to know?”

			How the heck had she known that? Did she have a superpower that allowed her to hear my conversation with Jade or something? I clamped my mouth shut.

			“Dell,” the young officer said, “Ms. Rayne is not a suspect.”

			“Yet.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared.

			Jade had been right. They were trying to pin the murder on the easiest target. Most likely me since I was the one who called 911 and they knew I’d been there earlier in the day. But why? Were they that lazy, or was someone trying to cover something up by deflecting blame elsewhere? Well, I had nothing to hide. Flinging the door open, I waved a hand. “Come in.”

			I turned and caught Julius’s eye. His fists were clenched and he was scowling. 

			“Who is this?” Dell asked, whipping out a small notebook.

			I held my hand out to Julius, not sure what to say. He’s my ghost crush didn’t seem like the best answer. “He’s just a friend.”

			“Well, friend. I’m going to need your name for our records.” Dell held her pen poised, waiting for him to answer.

			Julius took a step toward me. He opened his mouth to say something, but before he could get the words out, he vanished once again into thin air.
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			Dell whipped out her gun and held it with both hands, scanning it across the room. “Show yourself!”

			“Shit,” I mumbled.

			“Where did he go?” she asked me, still waving her gun.

			I raised my hands in surrender. “I have no idea.”

			“Watch her,” she said to Brant and crossed the room, checking behind the sofa and the chairs. When she came up empty, she headed to the guest room. She kicked the door open and stood with her feet shoulder width apart, pointing that damn gun in every direction as she cleared the area. 

			“He’s not in there,” I said to Officer Brant.

			Both of his eyebrows were raised as he stared at me, his clear blue eyes cautious. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

			“Sure. Julius is a ghost.” There was no reason to lie. Either they believed me or they didn’t. Unless Julius reappeared, they weren’t going to find him.

			He rolled his eyes. “Seriously? That’s what you’re going with?”

			I shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

			Dell reappeared from the guest room. “Anything?”

			We both shook our heads. 

			The pure contempt in her expression made me wish I could disappear just as Julius had. Lucky bastard. 

			Dell took a few moments to check my room and the kitchen. When she returned, she had her gun holstered. “I want his name, address, and place of business.”

			I considered giving her the address of the Saint Louis Cemetery and had to stifle a laugh. Being inappropriate would get me nowhere with these two.

			Brant cleared his throat. “She says the gentleman is a ghost and that’s why he disappeared.”

			She clenched her jaw and all but sneered at me. “This is not a game, Ms. Rayne.”

			“I’m well aware of that,” I said, losing my temper. “Julius is a ghost. I have no idea what his last name is or where he might have worked when he was living, which according to him was in the nineteen twenties.” I placed my hands on my hips and matched her glare. “Not that it should matter to you anyway. What could you possibly want with him? He wasn’t anywhere near Ruby’s this afternoon.”

			Her lips formed into a triumphant smile as if I’d just given her a gift. She opened her black file and pulled out a computer scan picture of me in the silver-beaded dress. I was standing in front of the mirror and right there in the reflection was both Julius and me. Oh, double dammit on a cracker. How was I going to explain this? 

			I bit the inside of my cheek. 

			“Well, Ms. Rayne, we got this off the security camera. Seems your memory is faulty. Or are you trying to say this man is not the same one who just disappeared from your living room?” Dell waved the photo in front of my face.

			I was getting really tired of her attitude. There seemed to be no other solution than to answer her questions as best I could. Biting back a snarky reply, I waved to the couch. “Maybe we should all have a seat.”

			Dell’s smile turned self-satisfied.

			I sat in the armchair to the right of the couch. “You know, if you’d been a tiny bit more pleasant, we could’ve skipped the hostility and gotten right to it.”

			Dell opened her mouth to no doubt put me in my place, but Brant cut her off. “Thank you for taking time to speak with us. We apologize for the intrusion.”

			I nodded. What else was I going to do? Offer them coffee? Hell no. Maybe if Dell weren’t around. Brant seemed pleasant enough. He reminded me of a carefree surfer boy with his natural tan and sun-kissed blond hair.

			Dell flipped a piece of paper over the top of her notepad and proceeded to ask me a bunch of mundane questions, such as how long I’d known Ruby, when was the last time I’d seen her, how often I frequented her store. Then she ended with, “Why did you want her dead?”

			My mouth fell open in shock. “Excuse me?”

			“I believe you heard me.” Dell’s gaze didn’t falter as she studied me.

			“You’re barking up the wrong tree, Officer Dell.” I stood up. “Unless you plan to arrest me, then I think it’s time for you to go.” A small quiver of unease took up residence in my gut. What if they did haul me off to jail? They couldn’t, could they? There was no evidence to speak of.

			“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.” Brant sent his partner a warning glance.

			She ignored him as she pushed a lock of her dirty-blond hair from her forehead. “Are you sure you want to stick with your ghost story? That’s not going to look good to the judge, especially after I produce the picture of you two together.”

			My hands curled into fists as I tried my best not to throw her ass out. “Yes. It’s the truth. Besides, Julius wasn’t in the shop. He only appeared in the mirror. You can ask my friend Jade. She was there as well.”

			“We already did.” Dell stood up and stuffed her pen into her shirt pocket.

			“And?”

			“Your stories do not match.”

			Of course they didn’t. Jade wouldn’t want to bring the supernatural into things if she didn’t have to. Witches weren’t exactly a secret in New Orleans. But most of the mundanes didn’t really believe. They liked to pretend the paranormal was all just part of the city’s lore. “Well, I don’t know what to say to that. Maybe Jade didn’t realize he was a ghost.”

			Dell let out a snort and moved toward the door. “Don’t leave town, Ms. Rayne. If you try to, we’ll be forced to bring you in.”

			I didn’t bother to hide my scowl. She could bite me.

			Brant followed her to the door but abruptly stopped and turned to me. He held out another photo scan. “One more thing. Have you ever seen this woman before?”

			I took the photo and peered at it. A tiny gasp escaped my lips before I could stop it.

			Brant cocked his head to the side, his expression full of curiosity. “You know her.” He wasn’t asking.

			I shook my head. “No. Sorry. It’s just that I…” 

			“You what?”

			Damn. I’d gone and opened my big mouth. If I didn’t elaborate, I’d only make things worse. 

			“Hold on. I’ll be right back.” I hurried to my bedroom and grabbed the silver-beaded dress I’d brought home from Ruby’s. In no time at all, I was back in my living room, clutching the hanger. “This looks like the same dress.”

			Brant glanced from the picture to the dress and pursed his lips. “So it is.”

			Dell grabbed the photo scan and studied it and the dress. “Why do you have it and where did you get it?” she demanded.

			I’d had just about enough of her. “Look, Officer. I’m only trying to help. I’ve already told you I have nothing to do with any of this. I’m a customer of Ruby’s and picked this up today. She did mention it had just come in yesterday if that helps you at all.”

			Brant nodded and scratched some notes in his notebook. “Thank you, Ms. Rayne. That information is indeed helpful.”

			“It is?” I laid the dress over the end of the couch. “Why, is the past owner a suspect or something?”

			“That’s police business,” Dell said and disappeared into the hall.

			Brant gave me an apologetic smile, working his boyish charm for all it was worth. “Sorry about that. She’s had a rough day.”

			I gave him an incredulous look. “Not as rough as Ruby.”

			“Or Ms. Shelby Crow.” He waved the photo, indicating the previous owner of my dress. “She was found strangled earlier this morning. It’s possible the same person killed both her and Ruby.”

			My hand flew to my throat. “My God. That’s terrible.”

			Brant’s expression turned somber. “My partner knew her. She was the girlfriend of a friend of the family.”

			A deep sadness ran through me and settled in my soul. The woman was so young, early twenties. And beautiful. Why would anyone want to kill her? At least that explained Dell’s attitude. Not that it was an excuse to be so bitchy, but it did put things into perspective. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

			“Actually, Ms. Rayne, you’ve given us quite a lot to go on. Thank you.” He pulled out his card. “Don’t hesitate to call if you think of anything else Ruby might have said to you or if you find you need help with your ghost problem.” He winked. “I’ve had a little experience with banishing spirits.”

			I forced myself to not frown. Eliminate Julius? No way. Besides, if my place was cleansed, it might make it harder to access my guides. And the truth was, I kind of liked having them around. “Thanks, but I’m okay for now.”

			“Sure thing. You’ve got my card just in case.” He gave me a genuine smile and then left, closing the door gently behind him.

			“Holy crap.” I picked up my dress and then sank into the oversized chair. 

			“You’re upset.” Julius’s voice came from behind me.

			“Julius!” I jumped up. “Where the hell did you go? That woman officer almost lost her mind when you vanished.”

			He gave me an apologetic smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. They were cold and hard, full of hatred. “I have history with the NOPD.”

			“Recent history?” I found that hard to believe. Even though he sometimes appeared in solid form, like he did now, he was still a ghost. What kind of issues could he have had?

			“No, but I’ve seen enough over the years to know nothing has changed.” His hands fisted and his arm muscles bulged. There was a raw fierceness to him I hadn’t seen before. It was as if he was ready to strike at any moment. 

			And it scared me. I took a step back, putting distance between us. It was the first time since we’d met that I hadn’t felt completely safe around him.

			His gaze followed me, and after a moment, he blew out a breath, visibly calming himself. He rolled his shoulders and rubbed a palm over the back of his neck. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Do you want me to leave?”

			I hesitated. Did I? No. Not really. I liked having him around. He made me feel… alive. And after hearing about the death of two women, I wanted that. I shook my head. “Maybe we could sit and talk a bit?”

			His easy smile slid back into place. “I’d like that. More than you know.”

			I took a seat at the end of my couch and Julius sat next to me, his body turned in to face me. “What did they want?”

			“The police?”

			“Yeah.”

			I sat back into the cushions. “You didn’t hear?”

			He shook his head, a lock of his dark hair falling over one eye. “No. I wasn’t here, was I?”

			I narrowed my eyes and studied him. “Are you saying that when you disappear, you’re really gone? Like, you’re not spying on me or eavesdropping or anything?”

			A gleam lit his dark eyes. “That would be scandalous. And it’s very tempting, but no. Even if I could, I wouldn’t invade your privacy.”

			“But you showed up right as they left. How did you know?”

			“I was in the hall. I saw them leave.”

			“And they didn’t see you?”

			“Nope.” He chuckled. “Let me explain. I can stay concealed from mundanes, but not those with paranormal abilities. See, I couldn’t hide myself from you even if I wanted to. Not as long as you are blessed with your medium ability. You’ll always be able to see me.”

			Thank God. The thought of him watching me while I was showering or dressing or, damn, even just lounging in my holey sweatpants was unnerving. “That’s good to know.”

			“So,” he said, “are you going to tell me why they were bothering you?”

			“Oh. That.” I relayed the information about Ruby and the young woman who’d owned my dress. 

			“They were both strangled?” A troubled expression claimed his features.

			“That’s what they said.”

			He studied me. “And you have a dress Shelby owned?”

			“Yeah.” The more I thought about that, the more uncomfortable it made me. I wasn’t sure why since I’d bought it secondhand, but knowing the owner had died hours before I’d purchased it was more than a little bit creepy. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to wear it.

			“If you do a reading, you might be able to solve the mystery yourself.”

			“You’re asking me to use the dress to talk to Shelby?” 

			He nodded. “Or even Ruby. Technically they both owned it. The dead have a lot of answers if you ask the right questions.”

			The dead. That was my life now. Always conversing with those who had passed. It was depressing if I stopped to think about it. Even more depressing when I reminded myself this man in front of me was one of them. “All right.”

			I reached for the dress, suddenly nervous. I wasn’t sure why. Ghosts didn’t scare me. Not anymore anyway. Mostly. About a year ago, I’d been terrorized by an evil spirit that had left me traumatized. My way of dealing with it was to face ghosts head-on. It had worked. And these days, since I’d developed my medium abilities, I had my guides to warn me of any dubious activity. 

			“Pyper?” Julius asked, studying me.

			“Yeah?”

			“Are you all right?”

			“Sure,” I lied. I was barely willing to admit to myself I was getting nervous, much less tell Julius that. “Why?”

			“Something changed. You’re hesitant, a little nervous.” He stepped forward and covered my hand with his. “As long as I’m here, nothing can happen to you. I won’t let it. You’re too bright a light.”

			There was a protective vibe coming from him I had never experienced from anyone except Kane. Only this was more intense, more connected. I felt exposed, stripped of all my barriers, as if he was seeing the real me. Not the ex-stripper, sexy café owner, or eccentric body painter. Just me. Pyper. The girl who could talk to ghosts. The one who felt completely at ease with the man in front of me. For once, I felt unconditionally accepted by someone other than Kane. It nearly brought tears to my eyes. I swallowed. “That’s an awfully nice thing to say.”

			“It’s the truth. I’ve never seen a more vibrant soul.”

			“Thanks.” I averted my eyes, unable to look at him any longer, suddenly shy and awkward, a state I’d never been afflicted with before. I had to do something, anything, to get out of this conversation. Clearing my throat, I clutched the dress. “I’m going to call my guides now.”

			“Sure.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “If you need me to leave or anything, just say the word.”

			“Leave?” I asked, startled. That was the last thing I wanted him to do. “No. You’re fine. I just need a sec.”

			He nodded and shifted, giving me a little more space.

			I focused on the unlit candle on my coffee table just to have something to occupy my mind. Everything went quiet, and there she was. 

			Hi, Pyper, Tru said, her tone cheerful.

			“Thanks for coming,” I said. “I’m trying to reach the original owner of this dress. Is that something you can help me with?”

			Absolutely. She’s already here. The image of a young woman with long light blond hair and a waifish frame flashed in my mind.

			I frowned. She was smaller, more delicate, than the woman in the picture Brant had shown me. “Are you sure that’s her?”

			Yes. She says the dress was handmade for her.

			I ran my hand lightly over the beads and the lightbulb went off. I’d asked for the original owner of the dress. This was a vintage garment. “I see. What year was that?”

			Nineteen twenty-four.

			Wow. I stared down at the dress. It had been incredibly well cared for. It couldn’t have been worn more than a couple of times. Not unless it had been reworked over the years, but I didn’t think so. “Tell her it’s gorgeous, and I’m proud to own it now.”

			Grace says she’s pleased it’s in the hands of someone who appreciates it. It was her favorite dress.

			I smiled at that. The name Grace was a little bit too wholesome for a girl who loved such a sexy little dress. “Tell her I love it. And then can you ask her if she knows anything about the woman who sold it to Ruby?” 

			She says the woman’s name is Shelby. But… 

			That was what Officer Brant had said as well. “But what?”

			She’s agitated. Hold on. She says you’re in danger. He’s coming for you next. 

			“What?” I said again, alarm setting my pulse to rapid-fire. “Who’s coming?”

			The murderer. Be diligent. Don’t let him finish the ritual.

			“Who is he?”

			She’s gone. Tru’s tone was hushed. Her energy was waning. I doubt she’ll be back anytime soon.

			“Okay. Thank you, Tru.”

			My guide whispered good night, and as she faded away, my surroundings came into focus. I immediately jumped up and ran across the room to my desk.

			“Pyper?” Julius called.

			I held my hand up as I searched for my sketchpad and a piece of charcoal. Perched on the edge of my desk, I quickly sketched Grace’s image. My strokes were rapid and hurried, but when I finished, the result was an almost identical likeness of the image Tru had shown me. 

			I stared at it, feeling an odd connection to the ghost. It was something about her eyes. They were the same shape, the same innocent expression, my mother had.

			There was a slight movement to my right, and I jumped. “Jesus, Julius. You startled me.”

			He was focused on the drawing, his eyes wide with shock. “How did you do that?”

			“I’m an artist. I paint.”

			“No.” He glanced up at me, his expression troubled. “How did you know about her?”

			I stood still, holding the sketchpad. “I just contacted her. She spoke to me.”

			He closed his eyes and let out an audible sigh that sounded a lot like regret. “I was going to tell you. When the time was right.”

			That panic was back again. Whatever he had to say, I was certain it didn’t have anything to do with the dress. “Tell me what?” I forced out.

			His eyes flew open. “You mean you don’t know?”

			I frowned and shook my head, searching those onyx eyes of his. 

			“But you said you talked to her.”

			“I did. She was the original owner of the dress.” I didn’t go into the details of what she’d said. I had to hear what he had to say first. We stared at each other for a moment. “What is it I don’t know, Julius?”

			His pained expression intensified. “I’m responsible for Grace’s death.”
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			“You killed Grace?” My voice was a high-pitched squeak as I backed up, my instincts completely jumbled. How could I still feel comfortable around him after that revelation?

			“For God’s sake, Pyper.” Julius raised both hands and shook his head. “Is that really what you think of me?”

			“Is that a no then?” The outrage on his face implied he was more than a little offended I’d believe such a thing about him, but he hadn’t exactly answered my question, had he?

			“No. I never said I killed her, though I might as well have, considering it was my fault.” His anger fled and all that was left in his sad gaze was regret. 

			My heart started to ache for him and his obvious pain. I moved forward and touched his hand as I sat back down on the couch. “What happened?”

			He stared at our connection and then reluctantly pulled his hand away. And instead of sitting next to me, he chose the chair, putting distance between us. “When I was alive, I was an agent of the Witches’ Council.”

			“Okay. Was Grace a witch too?” Jade’s stepfather worked for the council, but I didn’t know anything about what they did other than hunt down black-magic users and regulate the use of dark spells. 

			He shook his head. “No, but another witch, a bastard of epic proportions, had formed an obsession with her. His idea of a good time was to brew black-magic potions that forced women to do whatever he wanted. And Grace was his target.”

			I shuddered and wrapped my arms around myself. “A rapist.”

			He nodded gravely. “And torturer. With powerful magic.”

			“The worst kind of nightmare,” I said so quietly I wasn’t sure he even heard me.

			Julius leaned forward, staring me in the eye, a fresh wave of guilt filtering over his chiseled features. “I would’ve died for her. Did in the end, and my sacrifice still didn’t save her.”

			I wanted to reach out and hold him. To soothe him, take away the awful regret still haunting him ninety years or so later. “It sounds like you did everything you could.”

			A storm rolled through his eyes at my words, and he stood up abruptly. “No. I didn’t.” His footsteps echoed off my hardwood floors as he paced around my living room. 

			When he didn’t expound further, I sat up straight and said, “Julius?”

			He cast me a quick glance and paused, still saying nothing.

			“Grace had a message.”

			His shoulders hunched. “For me?”

			“No. She said he was coming for me next.”

			He crossed the room in two large strides. Dropping to his knees in front of me, he grabbed both my hands. “Who is?”

			“The murderer, I suppose. The one who killed Ruby and Shelby, the last owners of my dress. She said not to let him finish the ritual.”

			He went perfectly still as he took in what I’d said. “Ritual?”

			I nodded. “She’s talking about whoever killed her, isn’t she?”

			“Dammit.” Julius stood and glanced around. “This can’t be happening. Not again.”

			“Again?” A cold reality washed over me. “You think the murders are a copycat crime?”

			“Yes.” He glanced away, balling his hands into fists. And when he met my gaze again, there was determination and shame in his eyes. “Part of the pattern is the same. Two women murdered first, with the third one completing a ritual. The only thing different is the lack of sexual abuse this time around. I know because it was my job to stop the ritual from happening. I failed. Grace and I were both destroyed.”

			“You need to tell me everything. Start from the beginning.” My tone was measured. There was no room for the fear that was inching its way into my mind, doing its best to take over any rational thought. “Julius. Now.”

			He started pacing again, and I was about to lose my cool when he stopped and gave me his full attention. “It was February of nineteen twenty-four, and in the first week two women died. Each of them strangled. The New Orleans Police Department was busy sweeping the tragedies under the rug because one of the murders happened at a well-known house of ill repute right here on Bourbon Street.”

			“They were both prostitutes?”

			He shook his head. “Only the first one. She worked at a high-class place that was frequented by the most respected businessmen of the city. The ladies and their patrons were very discreet. Officials were bought off. They operated regardless of laws. And the night the first victim died, it’s rumored the police chief himself was frequenting the establishment. No one wanted that to get out, so the murder was swept under the rug. And because she was a prostitute, there was no one to miss her except her employer. The mistress was mad as hell and contacted a client she knew to be a detective for help. Only he wasn’t. He was from the Witches’ Council, so when he went to investigate, he felt a strong magical signature and got the council involved.”

			Julius fell silent as he bent in thought. My insides felt hollow. Had today’s murders been magical? I should call Jade. She would want to know. 

			I reached for my phone, intending to text her, but Julius started talking again. “Two days later, the second young woman was found.”

			“Was she connected to the first one in some way?” There had to be some sort of pattern. Multiple murder victims were rarely random.

			“No.” Julius frowned. “She was a young woman from uptown who was engaged to be married. There was nothing to connect her to the prostitute other than the fact they were both strangled and the magical signature left behind.”

			“Nothing?” I asked incredulously and perched on the edge of the couch, staring at him intently. “Then how did you end up Grace’s watcher? How did you know she was in danger?”

			He unconsciously undid the top button of his white linen shirt. “Grace was a seer. She saw her own murder, and since she had ties to the witch community, the word got out. Then the council assigned me.”

			I bit my lower lip, not sure I wanted to ask my next question, but I didn’t have a choice. If I was next, I needed to know what I was up against. “You said you and Grace were both destroyed. How?”

			He walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window and stared out at Bourbon Street. Then he turned and let out a humorless laugh. “You mean how did that bastard get past me—the so-called powerful witch whose only job was to keep her safe?” He cleared his throat. “I was out at a speakeasy. That’s how.”

			I opened my mouth to speak, but then clamped it shut. There was nothing I could say to that. No wonder the guilt had been eating him alive ever since. 

			Julius turned again and then he took a step, vanishing right through the window.

			I jumped up and ran to the place he’d been standing. Peering outside, I scowled. He wasn’t there. He’d dropped a bomb and disappeared, leaving me as the target for some sort of magical ritual. Freakin’ perfect. 

			With steam practically coming out of my ears, I stomped back over to the coffee table and picked up my phone. I hit a button and waited.

			“Pyper?” Jade said, her voice gravelly with sleep.

			I glanced at the clock and winced. It was past eleven. And we were both working at the café in the morning. “Dang it. Sorry. I didn’t realize it was so late. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

			“Huh?”

			“Never mind. Go back to sleep.” I hit End Call and stood in the middle of my living room, not sure what to do. Bed? A bath? Go downstairs and see if Kane was there? It’s what I should’ve done. He’d want to know. He deserved to know. But I really didn’t want to leave my apartment and go into the club. There was no doubt I’d be stopped by at least half a dozen people before I got back up here. Dammit. 

			The phone started singing “Raise Your Glass” by Pink. It was Jade. 

			I didn’t have a good grip on the phone when I hit the Accept button, and it flew out of my hand. “Shit!” I chased it as the thing toppled end over end until it landed facedown on the floor. After I picked it up, I stared at a cracked black screen. “Oh, son of a…”

			I pressed the button at the bottom. Nothing. Still a black screen. I groaned. The phone was only a few months old. If only I hadn’t cheaped out and skipped getting a case. I didn’t have a landline, so there was no way to call her back.

			It looked like I was headed to the club after all. I glanced down at my jeans and T-shirt, spotting a mustard stain. It figured. Well, it wasn’t like I was looking for a date. Not at the strip club. That was a hell no. I’d just slip in, talk to Kane, and slip out. Hopefully.

			I crossed the room, but as soon as I got to the door, Tru’s voice rang in my head. She says not to go.

			“Who? Grace?” I glanced around, hoping to see her, but nothing.

			No. Ida May. She says it isn’t safe.

			“Ida May?” She’d never showed up in my apartment before. Only the café. “Why doesn’t she just tell me herself?”

			She’s uncomfortable. Something about lingering magic giving her the creeps. But she’s adamant you don’t leave the apartment.

			I blew out a breath. The lingering magic had to be from Julius popping in and out of my apartment. It was weird that it bothered Ida May though. I wondered what that was about. Even so, since she’d gone out of her way to warn me not to go out, I wouldn’t. “Okay.”

			After Julius’s revelation and finding out I was in danger, even I wasn’t stupid enough to go traipsing off when a killer was on the loose.

			My guide went silent and all of a sudden I felt really alone. Like my place was too big and too quiet for me. Which never happened. I spent so much time with people that my apartment had become a sanctuary of peace. But not tonight. All it did was make me feel trapped.

			Out of sorts, I hurried into the bedroom and flipped open my laptop. After dashing off an e-mail to Jade to let her know my phone was dead, I clicked on one of my playlists and headed into the bathroom to draw a bath.

			In no time, the large claw-foot tub was full of steamy water and citrus-scented bubbles. I slipped out of my clothes and climbed in. Sighing, I closed my eyes and let the warmth ease the tension of the day from my muscles. 

			“Pyper?” Julius’s voice called from the other room.

			My eyes popped open and I sat up, the chill of the air making me shiver. Or was that from the anticipation from seeing him again? Hard to tell. I slid back into the water, the suds from the bubble bath covering me. “Julius? I’m in here.”

			He appeared in the doorway, a sheepish smile on his face, but he didn’t avert his eyes. “I wanted to apologize for the way I left earlier. That wasn’t—”

			“Pyper?” Kane called, and the front door slammed closed.

			Julius glanced over his shoulder and into my bedroom. “I’ll be back,” he said as he stepped through the wall.

			“Goddammit,” I mumbled and glanced down at myself to be sure the bubbles were still doing their job. “I’m in the bath.”

			“Jade sent me.” I heard him walk into my bedroom. His footsteps stopped just outside the bathroom. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. And it’s safe to come in. I’m mostly decent.”

			He poked his head around the corner. “What’s going on?”

			“Well, my nosy friend, I’m soaking in the tub and I was just about to get busy with Mr. Happy.” I waved my hand underwater as if I might have some sort of sex toy at the ready.

			One eyebrow rose in skepticism. “Really? Mr. Happy? I thought his name was Jack.”

			I laughed and brought my empty hands out of the water. He was referring to a conversation we’d had about a gift for Jade’s wedding shower. I’d told him to keep her satisfied or I’d get her a vibrator named the jackrabbit. “You’re right. Mr. Happy is so two thousand and four.”

			He leaned against the sink. “Seriously, you want to tell me why you called sounding freaked out and then wouldn’t answer her calls?”

			“I wasn’t freaked,” I insisted. “I didn’t mean to wake her up, and I figured I’d just talk to her in the morning. Then I dropped my phone and it died.”

			He just stared at me like I had two heads.

			“Stop it. I sent her an e-mail.”

			He pursed his lips as his brow furrowed. “There’s something going on. I can tell. What is it?”

			I sighed. “Yeah, there is. Go wait for me in the living room. I’ll be out in a minute.”

			“Should I make coffee?”

			“If you want.”

			With a nod, he moved toward the door. Then he paused and turned back, his lips twitching. “Tell Mr. Happy he’ll have to wait. I don’t want to be sitting in the other room while you take care of business.”

			“Shut up.” I swiped my arm across the top of the bath, splashing enough water to soak through his shirt. 

			He glanced over his shoulder at the water stain down his back. “I don’t think I was the one who needed to cool down.” Chuckling, he slipped out of my bathroom, closing the door behind him.

			“Julius?” I whispered. Since he’d walked through a wall, I wasn’t sure he’d actually left.

			No answer.

			A wave of equal parts relief and disappointment fluttered through me. I still had questions for him, but if I were honest, that wasn’t the main reason I wanted to see him. The fact was I felt safer having him around. Even when I was taking a bath.

			Without hesitation or fear of being seen, I stepped out of the tub, toweled off, and got dressed. I had to fill my best friend in on the latest bad news. 
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			I stumbled into the kitchen of the café at five minutes after six the next morning. Kane hadn’t left until well after one a.m. the night before. And even then I’d had to push him out the door. After I’d filled him in on the warning Grace had sent, he’d been dead set on staying the entire night, insisting he’d sleep in the guest room. But I wasn’t having it. Jade was at home waiting for him. 

			He’d finally relented but had left his phone just in case I needed either one of them. By the time I’d gotten to sleep, I only had four hours before I needed to be up. Too bad I’d overslept an entire hour. 

			“Good morning, sunshine,” Jade called from the doorway that led to the front of house. 

			I peered at her, bleary-eyed. “Why are you so chipper?”

			“I might have had a perk me up.”

			“Oh, God. The last thing I need is a mental image of you and your ugly husband making the beast with two backs.”

			Jade rolled her eyes and then chuckled. “Seriously? Beast with two backs?”

			I shrugged, a smile pulling at my lips. “It’s early. I’ll come up with something more creative when I’m more awake.”

			“Please don’t.” She handed me the coffee cup she was holding. “Besides, that’s not what I was referring to. I spiked the coffee with an energy potion from the Herbal Connection. I figured after your late night, you might need it.”

			“Oh, well in that case…” I took a large sip of the coffee and let out a satisfied moan. “Damn, this is good.”

			“Just give it a minute or two. You’ll feel like your old self in no time.” 

			I eyed her. “Did Kane fill you in?”

			Her smile faltered, and I realized then her morning cheer had been forced. I had to give her credit for trying to put me at ease. “Yes. Briefly, last night. So later I’m going to want the full details, and then we’ll come up with a plan. No one goes after the people I love and gets away with it.”

			I stared at my feet, overwhelmed by the feeling in her tone. Kane was like a brother to me and had been for years. Now Jade was the sister I’d never had. And after growing up an only child with an absentee father and a mother who’d worked herself to death, I was used to fending for myself. It was always a shock to realize I wasn’t really alone. “I can do that. Thanks.”

			She smiled and disappeared back into the café to help a few morning regulars.

			I downed the rest of my coffee and got to work. A zap of energy shocked my system and my fatigue melted away. Dang—that pick-me-up herb, whatever it was, really did the trick. I felt fresh and ready for anything. Well, except for maybe a sacrificial ritual, but no one was ever ready for that. 

			The thought threatened to depress me. But I put my worries out of my mind as I filled my double ovens with pre-prepped cupcakes and then bustled around the small kitchen area, making sure we were ready for the day.

			It wasn’t long before I was standing at the cash register taking orders while Jade filled them. Mardi Gras was just a few short weeks away, and the tourists were already in full swing. Even at seven in the morning. So when the timer went off for the ovens, I was busy prepping the two coffee machines for fresh batches between waves of customers. 

			“I’ll get it,” Jade said and hurried into the back.

			The bell chimed on the door, and without looking up, I called, “Be right with you.”

			“I’m sure you’re worth the wait.”

			Tyler. I stiffened, remembering the unease I’d felt the day before. I was going to have to tell him I couldn’t go on that date. Guh. Awkward. I turned slowly and gave him what I hoped was a friendly smile. “You’re in early today.”

			The sparkle was back in his eyes. “I sort of couldn’t wait to see this pretty brunette I know.”

			Crap. He was flirting with me. And even though he was full of cheese, it was sort of endearing. No creepiness within a mile radius. Had I been wrong? Maybe the feeling I’d gotten hadn’t been about him.

			I felt a genuine smile take over as I worked on his double-shot espresso. “Really? And why is that? Would it be because she enables your addiction?”

			“Exactly. And she has the best pastries outside of Café du Monde.”

			“Well, who can compete with deep-fried dough smothered in two pounds of powdered sugar?” I asked as two college-aged girls wandered in. 

			Both of them had glazed, bloodshot eyes. They were still dressed in their barely there outfits, appearing to have just stumbled out of one of the many bars on Bourbon Street. Neither of us acknowledged them. 

			His expression shifted to that of a starving man as he gazed at me. “I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you could make something that would render those beignets a distant memory.”

			There was an easiness to him that was really inviting, and instead of canceling our date, I found myself chuckling. “I do bake a mean cupcake.”

			Jade burst through the swinging door, a tray of said cupcakes in her hands and chocolate smeared on her lips. “Holy cripes. These are amazing.” 

			“Looks like it,” Tyler said, eyeing her with amusement.

			Laughing, I shook my head. “Get a grip on yourself, Jade. You look like you just dipped your head in the chocolate river.”

			She set the tray down and wiped the back of her hand across her lips, smearing the mess further. “Better?”

			“Oh dear.” I shook my head and pointed her toward the restroom. “You might want a mirror to clean up that mess.”

			“That certainly was a fine endorsement,” Tyler said. “Add a couple of those to my order.”

			“Sure thing.” I passed him two cupcakes and his espresso. After ringing him up, I turned to the partygoers. “What can I get for you?”

			 The taller one squinted up at the menu. “Um, just a regular coffee. Hairy-nut blend.” She stared me dead in the eye, her body shaking with silent laughter as her companion burst into a fit of giggles. 

			“Excuse me?” I asked, not amused. It was way too early for twelve-year-old humor.

			She pointed to the chalkboard on the wall. “I want to try the hairy-nut blend.” She couldn’t help her sputter of laughter and bent over, clutching her middle.

			I turned to look at what she was pointing at. “Oh, son of a biscuit.” The word hazel had been crossed out and replaced with hairy. I spun around and called, “Ida May!”

			Tyler glanced around the shop while the two girls continued to giggle.

			“Who’s Ida May?” Tyler asked.

			I am! she said merrily as she appeared right next to him and placed her small hands on his biceps.

			I glared at her but said nothing. I’d look like a complete loon speaking to someone no one but me could see or hear. 

			Oh, lighten up, Pyper. It’s a joke. She ran both hands down Tyler’s arm. He’s yummy isn’t he?

			Tyler shifted and rubbed his arm where she’d touched him. Then he caught my look and glanced behind him. When he saw no one, he asked, “What are you glaring at?”

			I didn’t shift my gaze from Ida May. She knew I was pissed. She also knew there was nothing I could do about her at this very minute. “Nothing. Sorry. I thought I saw something outside.” I turned to the girls. “Sorry about that. It appears I have a prankster employee. Did you want hazelnut or something else?”

			The giggling had died down and both were back to swaying on their feet. “Two caramel mochas with extra whip. The largest you have,” the taller one said. She slapped a twenty down on the counter and then helped the other girl to a round table near the window. 

			Jade reemerged from the bathroom, her face once again presentable. 

			“Oh, good. You got some cupcakes,” she said to Tyler, who was still standing at the bar. Then she reached behind the counter and retrieved a paper bag. As she stuffed the cupcakes inside, she added, “Here, you’re going to love them.”

			“I’m sure I will.” He winked at me, thanked Jade, and strode out the front door. 

			Jade stood there for a second, then she gasped and let out a small giggle when she noticed the sign. “Since when did we start serving hairy-nut blend coffee?”

			“Since this morning, I suppose. Ida May decided it was something we should try.” I slipped from behind the counter and delivered the two caramel mocha lattes with extra whip. 

			As soon as the first girl took a sip, she turned positively green. 

			“Oh, no you don’t,” I said, pulling her up by her arm and pointing to the street. “No drunken retching in the café. Go find your hotel and sleep it off.”

			The two girls stumbled outside, leaving me alone with Jade. Even Ida May had disappeared. 

			I rejoined Jade behind the register and slumped against the counter. 

			“Cheer up.” Jade handed me a cupcake. “At least we caught it early this time.” She waved to the chalkboard. “Last time she did something like this, we didn’t see it until the end of the day.”

			Without saying a word, I pulled out the stepladder and climbed up to fix the inappropriate signage. When I was done, I called out, “Ida May, if you do anything like that again, I’ll get the entire New Orleans coven in here to perform the biggest cleansing you’ve ever imagined. Sage everywhere. Got it?”

			Chuckling, Jade shook her head. “That would be a shame. Ida May is always good for a laugh.”

			“Why do you find this so entertaining?” I grabbed one of the cupcakes and tore it in two.

			“Because it’s funny.” 

			I had to admit that on any other day, I probably would’ve agreed with her. Today, my patience had left the building. And frustration wasn’t a good look on me.

			“What is it? Tyler?” Jade was peering at me the way she did when she read people.

			“No. And stop it. I’m just in a mood.”

			“Sorry.” A sheepish look settled over her features. “I didn’t mean to invade your energy. I’m worried about you is all. But you have to know, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I’ll send that murdering asshole to hell before I let him get to you.”

			Warmth spread through my chest, and some of the tension drained from my shoulders. She’d do it, too. “I know. And I love you for it.”

			I expected her to smile and say something sappy back. That was her MO. But she joined me in leaning against the counter and said, “I think you should go out with Tyler.”

			“What?” Where had that come from?

			“You haven’t broken off the date yet, right?”

			“No. But I need to. I told you about the vibe I got from him at the shop.” 

			“Yeah, you did, except here’s the thing… he has really bright energy. It’s rare and pure, and I have a really hard time believing he’s some sort of creeper.” She patted my arm. “I think you should reconsider calling it off. My gut tells me he’s one of the good guys.”

			Her shoes squeaked against the tile as she strolled into the back again.

			I gaped after her. Then I shoved a cupcake into my mouth. What the hell? I liked him. And if Jade said he was worth it, then there wasn’t much more I needed to hear. She was the empath after all. If anyone had a good read on a person, it was her.

			The only problem was every time I imagined us at dinner, I didn’t see Tyler sitting across from me. I saw Julius. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 8
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			A crowd of conference attendees jostled me as I stood in front of the Grind talking to Jade. We’d turned the shop over to my assistant Holly for the closing shift. “I have a couple of models booked that I need to paint, and then Maze is going to do a photo shoot. It’s the last one before the opening. I’m supposed to be there in about twenty minutes.”

			Jade checked the time on her phone. “When do you think you’ll be done?”

			I shrugged. These things didn’t run on a time limit. “Eight? Nine maybe? It depends on how smoothly it goes.”

			She pursed her lips. “All right. Meet me at Lucien’s after you’re done. I wanted to see if he can dig anything up on Julius’s case. The Witches’ Council should have something they can give us.”

			I’d walked Jade through everything Julius had told me, and now she was determined to help me get to the bottom of whatever was going on ASAP. Lucien was part of her coven and well-versed in research. 

			“Sure. But I’ll need his address.”

			Jade tapped a message into her phone and then hit Send. “You should have it now.”

			The new phone I’d picked up on my lunch break vibrated, and after I glanced at it, I nodded. “Got it.”

			“Great.” She tucked her phone into her purse and then leaned in, hugging me. “Afterward I want you to stay with us until we can be sure you’re safe.”

			My gut reaction was to say no, even though I didn’t normally mind staying at her house. She and Kane had a lovely shotgun double with a dedicated guest room and second bathroom. And I felt completely at home there usually. So why the reluctance? 

			You know why, I told myself. Julius. I wanted to see him, talk to him, touch him even. But I wasn’t sure he’d show up at Jade’s. The only place I knew to find him was at the hotel or in my apartment. Something told me that as long as I was at home, he’d find a way to be there too. 

			“Pyper?” Jade touched my arm. “Did you hear me?”

			“Hmm? Oh, yes. Sure. After we’re done at Lucien’s, I’ll come to your house.”

			She smiled and squeezed my wrist. “See you later.”

			I watched as she weaved through the growing afternoon crowd. I was about to turn and head for my car when there was a commotion and her limbs flailed. Her strawberry-blond head disappeared as she went down, taking two people with her. The contents of her purse spilled out onto the asphalt.

			“Holy cowbells,” I said under my breath, hurrying toward her. But by the time I reached her side, she’d already hastily repacked her bag and was pushing herself to her feet. “You okay?”

			She wiped at her knees and scowled. “Yes. Someone tripped me and now my pants are torn.”

			I glanced down at her jeans. Her knee looked a little angry, but honestly, the jeans looked better with the tear. They’d been too perfect before. “Don’t worry about it. Just think of it as being fashionable.”

			She rolled her big green eyes. “Right.”

			“Go on. Get to where ever you were off to. Be safe.”

			The frustration left her face as she gazed at me. “You too. Don’t do anything that feels off. Listen to that voice inside you… especially now. Got it?”

			“Yes, mom.” I gave her a tiny salute and took off through the crowd.

			***

			Maze adjusted the spotlight for the hundredth time while I shuffled my feet. The models were beyond ready to be done with the shoot judging by the fatigue lining their eyes. Being a model for a body-paint artist was no joke. First they had to stand for however long it took the artist to finish the piece, then they had to pose in hundreds of different positions while the photographer snapped every angle in every lighting setting he could think of. 

			If I’d had to stand up for five hours straight, taking direction from a man named Maze who took a pot break every thirty minutes, I’d have thrown my coffee at him. ’Cause pot? Yeah, that helped things along.

			If he weren’t brilliant, not to mention cheap, I’d have found someone else in a hot minute. But he was and the results were often stunning. The process was just exhausting. 

			“That’s it. I got what we need.” Maze put his camera down and grabbed his Sherlock pipe and headed for his courtyard where he’d no doubt spend the next twenty minutes chilling out. Whatever, man. It was his place.

			“Thanks for everything,” I said to the two models and handed them their checks. “I’ll see you Friday for the opening?”

			“Sure thing, Pyper,” said the man, who was covered in paint that depicted blue herons in the swamp. 

			The woman, covered in sunflowers, smiled. “Looking forward to it.”

			After I said good-bye to Maze, I let myself out. Maze’s place was in Uptown on a street with limited parking, and my VW Bug was parked a block away. I was halfway there when my phone buzzed with a text from Jade.

			Change of plans. I’ve got a new address for you. We’re there now.

			She followed up her text with a location that was in the Irish Channel, much closer than the Bywater where Lucien lived. What were they doing there? 

			I shrugged and texted back. See you soon.

			The chill in the air had me rushing to my car. Earlier in the day it had been warm, but as soon as the sun had set, the temperature had dropped. And sure enough, I’d forgotten a sweater. 

			“Brr,” I said as I slid into the driver’s seat and slammed the door against the breeze.

			“You’re cold,” Julius said.

			I jumped, nearly hitting my head on the roof. “Julius! What the hell are you doing in my car, scaring the crap out of me like that?”

			“Sorry.” He grinned at me, not at all concerned with my irritation. “I was worried when you didn’t come home.”

			I raised an eyebrow. He’d said home as if it was a place we shared. “I didn’t realize I needed to check in with you.”

			His grin vanished. “I’m only trying to keep you safe, Pyper. Your life is in danger.”

			Damn. And just when I’d managed to stop obsessing over that particular piece of bad news. Once I started painting, I’d been able to turn my mind off and find a little bit of normalcy. That tiny smidge of calm had just flown out the window. “Thanks for the reminder, coach.”

			“It’s not something to joke about.”

			I started the car and rolled my eyes at him. “I know. That’s why I’m meeting Jade so we can start researching this ritual. If we can figure out the end goal, that might lead us back to who’s doing this.”

			He sat back in his seat. “Oh. That’s good then.”

			Putting the car in gear, I glanced over at him. “How did you get here?”

			He lifted one shoulder. “I’m not sure. I was concentrating on you, and the next thing I knew, I was in your car. It appears we might be connected.”

			A tingle of excitement hit my nervous system at that juicy revelation. But just as quickly, alarm hit. I was tied to a ghost. If he could show up here, he could show up anywhere. On my date with Tyler, first thing in the morning when I looked like hell on earth, in my bed… that tingle of excitement came rushing back. I shook myself. Stop it, Pyper.

			“Am I intruding?” His tone was suddenly very formal.

			“No,” I said quickly. “It’s unusual is all. First the hotel, then my apartment, now in my car. I didn’t know you could travel so far.”

			“Neither did I.” He gazed out the window as we flew down Saint Charles. “The city has changed a lot.”

			“It has?” Most of the pictures from the twenties depicted a remarkably similar landscape. This part of the city was big on preserving the past.

			“Yes. And no. A lot of the buildings look the same. But everything else is so… modern. It’s the same, but not.”

			“I can see that.” I took a right turn onto Jackson. “Where did you live when you were, ah…?”

			“Alive?”

			I nodded, not sure why I felt so weird about bringing up the fact that he was dead.

			He chuckled. “The French Quarter. Near Jackson Square. I worked over at the docks. Back then most of the commerce came by boat.”

			“Interesting. What was your business?” I took a left turn onto the street Jade had indicated and started looking for the house number.

			“Imports mostly. Nothing exciting.”

			Well, wasn’t that vague. I glanced at him, noting his twinge of a smile. He was keeping secrets. Why? There wasn’t time to ask, though, because we’d arrived.

			I pulled over, parking in front of a dark house. Was this it? I glanced at my phone and the house number one more time. Yep. That was it. I opened my door. “Come on.”

			Julius didn’t move as he stared at the house. “Why are we here?”

			“I’m not sure. We were supposed to meet up at Lucien’s house, but Jade told me to meet her here. So let’s meet her.”

			He shook his head. “No. Do not go into that house.” He reached over and pulled my door shut. “Let’s get out of here.”

			I pushed him back over to his side. “What are you talking about?”

			“It’s too dangerous, Pyper. Trust me. Start the car. Let’s go. Now.” He had one hand on the dash and the other on the headrest of my seat. His forearm muscles bulged as his grip tightened on the dash.

			“I can’t just go. If there’s something not right, then I need to check it out. Jade could be in trouble.” There was no way I was leaving her there. I’d never forgive myself. It didn’t matter that Lucien was with her and that they were both powerful witches. If they were caught off guard, anything could happen.

			“Pyper—”

			I held my hand up. “Here, I’ll text her to let her know we’re here and make sure she’s okay.” My fingers flew over the keyboard. A second later, she texted back.

			Everything’s fine. We’re out back in the courtyard. 

			I showed Julius the message. “See, it’s all good.”

			“You don’t understand.” Julius’s face turned red with agitation. “This place is full of dark magic. It’s not safe.”

			Unease finally settled in the pit of my stomach at his words. “Okay, but let me tell Jade.” I sent one more text asking her to come to the car, that something wasn’t right.

			Then Julius and I sat there. Two, three minutes ticked by as Julius became more and more insistent that we leave. 

			“I can’t,” I said again, fear for my friend overriding my flight instinct as I touched her name on my phone and waited for it to ring. “Jade is in there. She clearly hasn’t gotten the text or she would’ve been out here already.”

			The call went straight to voicemail.

			“I have to go get her.” I was out of the car before Julius could launch another protest. Halfway up the walk, I heard the passenger door slam shut. 

			“Wait,” he said.

			I paused. 

			“I’m coming with you.”

			“Good.” I didn’t much want to go in by myself considering he felt so strongly about it. As long as he didn’t disappear again, he could come in really handy in an emergency. His knowledge of the supernatural was as much an asset as his large, muscled frame.

			Remembering Jade had said they were in the back, I led him to a wood-planked fence and tested the gate with a nudge. It swung open easily.

			“I don’t like this,” he said in my ear.

			There weren’t any lights on and no sound of voices. I didn’t like it either, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. “Jade?” I called.

			Nothing.

			Julius’s hand slipped into mine, squeezing my fingers. I squeezed back. My bravado was waning quickly.

			“Anyone home,” I called again, my voice rising in high-pitched panic.

			More silence. Even the air was still. The weak moonlight was just enough to help us work our way over a brick pathway. The side of the house was thick with unwieldy trees and bushes. It was such a departure from the tidy yard out front of the center-hall home with the precious deck and gingerbread details. Hadn’t these people ever heard of a gardener before? 

			The faint sound of glasses clinking finally reached me, and I let out a small breath of relief. Jade must not have heard me. “Hear that? We’re close.”

			Julius didn’t respond as we rounded the corner.

			And then out of nowhere, a sharp pain slammed right into my chest. I stumbled backward, unable to breathe. My lungs felt weighted down as if I were drowning. 

			“Pyper!” Julius cried, his voice fading away into nothing.

			My vision blurred, and I saw nothing but the soulless black eyes of the witch who’d just cursed me.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
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			Breathe, darling. Come on. You can fight this. Tru’s voice rang in my head. Don’t let the witch take you. You’re stronger than this.

			“Tru?” I croaked, fighting hard to suck air into my immobile lungs. Tears streamed down my temples. This was it. I’d walked right into the middle of a trap like a sacrificial lamb. And I’d pay for it with my life.

			Focus! Deep breath. 

			“I…” There was no getting the words out. My fingers clawed at my throat, desperate to make something happen. Then I was floating, staring down at myself as I watched the fight start to fade from my body. 

			Julius was gone. All that was left was an evil witch cloaked in full dress robes. Nothing was visible, not even the color of her skin. His skin? I couldn’t even tell. The witch wore dark gloves. All identifying features had been hidden. The witch was busy stirring a potion in an honest-to-God cauldron over a fire pit. One ingredient after another was added to the pot, each new addition sending red sparks into the atmosphere.

			Pyper! This time it was Lily. She stood next to me, staring down at my lifeless body. Is this how you’re going to die? By a witch’s hand?

			I turned to her, taking in her bright red hair, her almost translucent skin, and pale gray eyes. “I can’t breathe. I will die and there is nothing I can do about it.”

			Like hell. Fight this. Now. It’s not your time.

			I floated down to myself, unsure what it was Lily wanted me to do.

			Breathe, dammit!

			I couldn’t make myself do anything. In my floating state, I only had control over my spirit self. 

			My spirit self. 

			Holy crackers. The realization that I was actually going to die hit me full force. Panic set in, and I flung myself back at my body, praying my physical and mystical selves would reconnect. But it didn’t work. I couldn’t feel my limbs. Couldn’t feel the pain that had been in my chest. I watched as my eyes rolled into the back of my head and my fingers went limp, no longer clawing at my throat.

			This was the end. I was dying. Right there before my eyes. 

			“No!” I cried out and hovered over my body. The only way to save myself was to get air into my lungs. I had no idea how to do that. Mouth-to-mouth? I was in spirit form. There was no reason why that should work. But I didn’t know what else to do. 

			Using my thumb and forefinger, I pinched my physical self’s nose and blew into my mouth. My chest rose. Whoa. It worked. I did it again and again and again. 

			“Come on, breathe,” I said to myself. I forced in one more breath and almost cried when my chest continued to rise and fall.

			“You need to merge with yourself.” Julius had reappeared and was standing in front of me.

			He didn’t even surprise me this time. “How?”

			“Imagine your two selves are joined and they will be.” He ran a light hand down my arm, sending a tingle of what had to be magic through me.

			I nodded and closed my eyes, focusing on myself. Sharp stabs of pain shot through my chest and I bolted upright, grabbing for my heart. Air came in short gasps as I tried to fill my battered lungs.

			“You’re supposed to be dying,” the witch said in a gravelly tone.

			My eyes watered from my struggle to breathe, blurring my vision. I barely made out the cloaked figure coming for me.

			God, no. I couldn’t fight the witch in this state. I was less than helpless. Rolling to my side, I got my knees underneath myself, intending to crawl if I had to. 

			But then there was a ball of blue light, followed by strong arms lifting me up. “Time to go, my lovely Pyper,” Julius whispered to me.

			I stared up at him, awestruck that a ghost was rescuing me from a crazy witch. We rounded the corner to the side yard, barely avoiding another magical attack. Light shot past us and crashed into the house next door, blowing a hole right through the wall.

			Julius growled and picked up the pace, sprinting through the gate. He paused for just a second to kick it closed, once again saving us from a magical attack. The gate burst into wood fragments that flew all around us. Julius grunted and stumbled but didn’t slow until he got to the driver’s side of my Bug. He pulled the door open and dumped me in.

			“Go. Now. Don’t look back.” He slammed my door shut and turned to face the magical onslaught. 

			My hands shook as I fumbled for my keys, and then I froze as the witch launched a heavy stream of black magic right at Julius. It hit him square in the chest. His body vibrated with the invasion.

			My fingers wouldn’t work. How was I supposed to leave him there to endure the torture? I had to help him somehow. But then Julius turned to me, his expression full of anguish, and he mouthed, “Go.”

			I heard his voice in my mind and felt a nudge as if he’d spelled me. My fingers tightened around the keys, and without any more thought, I fired the car to life. 

			He nodded his encouragement.

			And with tears streaming down my face, I took off down the road. When I got to the intersection, I glanced back. 

			Julius was standing in the middle of the street, his hands held out, taking in every last ounce of the witch’s magic. They seemed to be locked in a death match, with the witch growing weaker by the second until the magic completely vanished. The witch fell to one knee, his head bent. Had he drained all his magic into Julius? Was he too weak to continue to fight? A venomous streak of hatred pulsed through me, and I wished with all my heart that was true. That Julius would send him to hell where he belonged.

			Julius stared down at the black-magic user, and then just when I thought he was going to release the magic back into the witch, he held his hands out to his sides and burst into a fiery ball of flame.

			“Julius!” I cried, already twisting the wheel to turn around.

			He’ll be fine, Pyper. Do what he asked and just get out of here, Lily demanded. You’re running out of time.

			My eyes widened as I watched the robed witch rise and turn toward me. Magic was already crackling over his cloak.

			I slammed my foot down on the accelerator and drove as fast as my Bug would go. I made it a half a block before another onslaught of panic set in. 

			Jade!

			She’d been at that house and Julius and I had left her there. What was wrong with me? I fumbled around the console until I found my phone. The car jerked as I pulled to a sudden stop on the side of the road. With shaking hands, I frantically scrolled through my contacts until I landed on Jade’s name.

			The phone immediately went to voice mail again.

			“Dammit!” I couldn’t go back. I could barely sit upright, much less fight a rogue witch. I needed someone fast.

			“Kane,” I breathed and instantly felt better. Why hadn’t I thought of him before? He was an incredibly powerful demon hunter with the ability to enter the shadow world—the place where lost spirits roamed—at one point and exit it at another. He could be with Jade within seconds.

			I should’ve called him the moment Julius had said it was dangerous. But I hadn’t really believed him or understood the danger. Idiot. I hit Kane’s number. “Please pick up. Please pick up. Please—”

			“Hey, Pyper. What’s up?” The sound of light chattering filtered over the phone. 

			“It’s Jade. She’s in trouble.”

			There was a pause, then Kane cleared his throat. “What do you mean?”

			“Take this address down.” I rattled off the location Jade had texted to me and added, “She told me to meet her there, but when I did, I was attacked. I had to leave before I could find her. You need to get there ASAP before anything happens. There’s an out-of-control black-magic witch on a rampage.”

			My heart was pounding against my ribs as I sucked in a breath. My head spun and I was afraid I’d pass out.

			“Where are you now?”

			“Huh?” I glanced in my rearview mirror, terrified the witch was still coming after me. I saw nothing but eased out onto the road anyway. 

			“Where are you?”

			“Jackson Street. I’m headed home.”

			“Pull over.” His tone was insistent.

			“Why?” I sped up, going through a yellow light. A small dog darted out into the road and I swerved to the right, barely missing it. “Oh my God!”

			“Pyper! What is going on?”

			I stopped the car, my entire body trembling. “I almost hit a dog.” Tears burned my eyes and fell silently down my cheeks. The only thing I wanted right then was my bed.

			“What’s the cross street?”

			I glanced up. “Prytania.”

			“Hold on.”

			“No. You have to get to Jade.” But the line was full of static and I wasn’t sure he’d heard me. “Kane?”

			A knock on my window sent me almost through the roof. I cried out, dropping the phone in my surprise.

			“It’s me. Open up.”

			I focused on the man outside my car door and pushed the door open. “Kane!”

			His arms wrapped around me, half holding me up as I clung to him. “Are you okay?”

			I nodded into his chest. He had shadow walked. But not to where I’d told him to go. I pulled back abruptly. “You have to go to Jade. Get in the car.” I pointed to the passenger’s side and started to climb back in.

			“No.” He clasped his hand over my arm, stopping me, and shook his head. “Jade’s been at Lucien’s. I was with her when you called.”

			“That’s not possible. She texted, saying she was at that address and to meet her there. I was there within ten minutes.”

			He frowned. “I’ve been with her all night. She doesn’t even have her phone. She lost it.”

			I opened my mouth and closed it, not sure what to say. I glanced down the street. But I didn’t even know what I was looking for. The witch? Julius? Neither was anywhere to be seen.

			Kane slipped his arm through mine and led me to the passenger door. Holding it open, he said, “Let’s go. We’ll figure this out once we get home.”

			I nodded and got in. Kane shut the door while I searched the floorboards for my phone. Jade’s last messages stared back at me. If she didn’t have her phone, then those had come from someone else. But who? The witch?

			Kane slipped into the driver’s seat, and without saying another word, put the car in gear and took off down the street. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
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			By the time we pulled to a stop in front of Kane’s house, Jade and Lucien were already there. They were standing on his porch waiting for us.

			“What happened?” Jade asked as Kane practically carried me inside. I was tucked against him with his arm around my waist. 

			I grimaced. 

			“She could use an energy boost,” Kane said and deposited me on the couch in the living room.

			“I’ll get it,” Lucien said quietly to Jade. His normally perfectly groomed blond hair was sticking straight up, and he had a red wine stain on his pale blue shirt.

			“Thanks. Can you bring a glass of water too?” she asked.

			“Sure.” He took off toward the back of the house, his dress shoes clicking against the hardwood floors.

			“What happened to him?” I asked.

			Jade sat beside me and placed her hand on my forehead. “You’re cold.”

			Was I? I could barely feel anything anymore. I tucked my feet up, pressing into the arm of the couch. “I’m fine.”

			Jade studied me, her eyes narrowed in disbelief. 

			I averted my gaze, not ready to talk about what had happened. Now that I knew Jade was safe, all I wanted to do was curl into a ball and forget the horrors of the past hour.

			“Pyper—” Jade started.

			“What’s with Lucien? He looks like you just dragged him out of a whorehouse.”

			Jade chuckled at that. So did Lucien, who’d reappeared without my noticing.

			“I was working on a new potion and overheated one of the ingredients. It exploded and sent a bolt of magic back at me. I took a decent shock, but I’ll survive.”

			“And the wine stain?” I raised one eyebrow, fully aware I was stalling.

			Jade grinned. “That was after, when he was trying to calm his nerves.”

			Lucien narrowed his green eyes and cast her a sidelong glance. “You don’t have to sound so gleeful.”

			“I’m not gleeful.” But her dancing eyes betrayed her. 

			When we all just stared at her, she shrugged. “Oh, okay fine. Maybe I’m a little gleeful. I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen you flub a spell. It’s nice to know you’re human.”

			Lucien rolled his eyes and sat on the coffee table in front of me. “She’s heartless.”

			I knew he was joking. They both were. And normally I’d be right in the thick of it, but I didn’t have the energy or the will to engage. Instead I was horrified when the tears started to fall again. I wiped at my eyes and mumbled, “This isn’t happening. Forget you saw anything.”

			Jade’s hand slipped into mine. I fully expected her to ask more questions, to do her best to get the story out of me, but she didn’t. She just sat there, waiting. And watching. Damn her.

			Lucien handed me a green pill I recognized as an energy enhancer from the Herbal Connection. I popped it in my mouth and took the glass of water he offered.

			My body started to come to life as a peace settled over me. I straightened and pulled my hand from Jade’s, mortified at my breakdown. “I’m fine.”

			“Good.” Kane sat in a chair, crossing his leg over one knee.

			He had a no-nonsense air about him that made me smile. He was done coddling me, and it was exactly what I needed. 

			I passed the phone to Jade. “I got those texts from your phone right after I was done with the photo shoot, but judging by the events of the past hour, I’m guessing they didn’t come from you.”

			Her brow furrowed as she shook her head. “I lost my phone. It happened sometime after we left the café. I noticed it was gone a few hours ago.”

			The lightbulb went off and I said, “It happened right after we left work when you dropped your purse. Everything spilled all over the place. You must have lost it then.”

			Her frown deepened. “You’re saying someone found it and randomly texted you?”

			“No.” Kane leaned in. “Not random. It sounds like you were targeted and your phone stolen on purpose.”

			“I agree,” I said, rubbing at my temple. The herbal pill was working, but it didn’t stop a stress headache from forming. “Especially since the person who attacked me was a black-magic user.”

			Jade’s eyes went wide as her entire body tensed. “A witch attacked you?”

			I nodded. “She or, hell, he—I’m not even sure—tried to magically strangle me. I would’ve died if it hadn’t been for my guides urging me on and then Julius carrying me out of there.”

			“Julius!” Jade jumped up. “He was with you?”

			“Yeah. It appears he has a connection to me and can sometimes show up wherever I am.” I gnawed on my lower lip, trying to force the image of him exploding into millions of pieces from my mind. Would I see him again? My heart ached a little at the thought.

			“Start from the beginning.”

			Lucien took notes as I walked them through the events of the night. By the time I was done, Jade was pacing. “Do you think the witch was trying to complete the ritual?”

			“I guess. I was being strangled, but I have no idea what the endgame was.” I pressed my hand to my throat, wondering if I had bruises. It felt like I should, but when magic was involved, one never knew what to expect.

			Jade turned to Lucien. “This is exactly what we wanted to talk to you about. I was just waiting for Pyper. Is this something we can research? Find out from the Witch’s Council if there’s any information from when Julius was on the case?”

			“We can try. They aren’t well-known for sharing information though. Likely they’d want to deal with the black-magic user themselves.”

			“Like hell,” I said. “Unless they’re going to start investigating tomorrow, I’m not going to sit back and do nothing. Waiting to be murdered isn’t on my to-do list. Not this week.”

			Jade stopped in her tracks and placed her hands on her hips. “I think we should at least ask first.”

			“That’s one way of approaching things,” I said dryly.

			Jade let out a sigh. “I know you don’t want to wait around. Neither do I, but short of barging back into the witch’s house, I’m not sure where else to start.”

			“We can find out who owns that house and do a background check,” Lucien said, surprising me. He almost always sided with Jade’s suggestions, being that she was the leader of their coven.

			Jade pressed her lips into a thin line. “That’s true. We can see if there’s any other connection between Shelby and Ruby as well.”

			I stood. “It’s settled then. I’m going home.”

			Everyone stared at me as if I’d just said I was an alien with larvae babies.

			Smiling, I waved toward the door. “Anyone want to walk me?”

			Kane cleared his throat. “You’re not staying here?”

			I forced a smile. “Well, no. All I want is my own bed and a fresh change of clothes.” Mine were dirty and still damp from my attack on the lawn.

			“I’d prefer it if you stayed here,” Jade said glancing from me to Kane. She met his gaze and jabbed her chin at me, clearly intending for him to talk me into staying.

			I stifled a sigh. I should stay. I knew that. Jade and Kane were extremely powerful. If the witch came for me again, they were more than capable of keeping me safe. But the urge to go home was rendering me irrational. 

			Liar, Tru said in my head. That’s not why you want to go home.

			Frowning, I ignored her. 

			You’re hoping Julius will be there.

			I waved my hand as if I were swatting away a fly. She was right, but dammit, it was none of her business. “At least let me go home for fresh clothes and my toothbrush.”

			“I’ll go with you.” Jade gave Kane a look and they did that thing where an unspoken communication passed between them. I knew Kane well enough to know he hated the idea of letting either of us out of his sight after what had happened. And I also knew Jade was going to do whatever she wanted. She was that kind of witch.

			Lucien walked to the door. “I can access the Witch’s Council database from the house. If anything comes up, I’ll call. If not, we’ll have to wait until an official inquiry can be made.”

			“How long does an official inquiry take?” I asked.

			“Could be days, could be months. It all depends on what it is and how much information they’re willing to part with. There has to be something if Julius was officially assigned to Grace as her guardian.”

			“Gotcha.”

			Lucien clasped his hand on my shoulder as he slipped out the door. 

			“Thanks, Lucien,” Jade called.

			He raised his hand in acknowledgment but didn’t turn around.

			“Well,” Jade said, “it looks like we’re all taking a trip to casa la Rayne.” She glanced at Kane and smirked.

			I laughed. “Of course we are.” 

			Kane gave us a satisfied smile. “Let’s go.”

			The three of us filed out of the house. It didn’t escape me that Jade walked half a step in front of me and Kane was behind us. My two best friends were tag-teaming me. And I had to admit it was nice. My heart warmed. If I’d been a more sentimental person, I’d have hugged them both. Instead, I purposely brushed my arm against Jade’s, knowing she’d sense my emotions from the small contact. 

			And sure enough, her eyes softened as she gazed at me, and her lips curled into a pleased smile. “You know—”

			“Stop right there.” I held my hand up. “There’s no need to say anything.” Winking, I waved for her to take the lead through the thickening crowds on Bourbon Street.

			She let out an amused huff and stepped in front of me.

			By the time we made it to my apartment, I’d stepped in beer at least twice and had barely avoided being knocked down by two women scrambling for a strand of Mardi Gras beads someone had thrown from a balcony. 

			“Son of a monkey,” I said, unlocking my door. “It’s already ugly out there.”

			“It’s good for business,” Kane said. 

			“Can’t argue with that.” I waved for them to wait in the living room while I scurried into my bedroom. I pushed the door closed and leaned against it, just breathing. The cool air rushed past my lips and filled my battered lungs, causing a tightening in my chest. As much as I wanted to forget, there was no ignoring the fact I’d been viciously attacked. 

			I ran my hand lightly over my neck, pressing gently. The flesh was tender and raw. Reluctantly, I dragged myself to the bathroom and peered into the mirror. I winced at the reflection staring back at me. 

			My hair was ratted as if I hadn’t brushed it for days, a streak of dirt covered my forehead, and my poor neck, while it wasn’t black and blue, was definitely swollen, resembling an allergic reaction. At least that would be easier to explain than someone trying to strangle me. I hastily washed my face, trying desperately to ignore the dark bags under my eyes. Good gracious. I looked horrible.

			“Pyper?”

			Julius? I spun, my heart nearly bursting out of my chest. 

			“I made coffee. Want a cup?”

			My heart sank as disappointment set in. It was Kane. “Yeah, sure,” I forced out, not interested in the least. It was what he expected me to say and was better than explaining that even though I’d been attacked, my biggest worry was that I might not see Julius again. Lily had been right. The only reason I’d insisted on coming home was because I was hoping Julius would be here waiting.

			Sighing, I pulled out my toiletry bag and started stuffing it with essentials. When I retreated to the bedroom, I spotted my favorite coffee mug sitting on my dresser. It was prepared exactly the way I liked. With Baileys Irish Cream. Did my friends know me or what?

			I downed the contents of the mug, grabbed my bag, and wandered back into the living room. Jade hovered near the door while Kane sat in one of my linen chairs, his hands clasped and his head down. His worry for me was coming through loud and clear. 

			“Hey,” I said softly. “Ready to take me back to Chez Rouquette, where you and Jade can tag-team keeping me safe?”

			He jumped up from the chair and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “You have no idea. I’d lock you in the guestroom if I didn’t think you’d call the cops on me.”

			I let out a wry laugh. “Lucky for you, the NOPD is on my shit list right now. But don’t even think about it.”

			His arm tightened around me as he kissed the top of my head. “Let’s get out of here.”

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 11
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			I sat at Jade’s kitchen table, a steaming cup of fresh coffee in front of me. The non-Irish kind. “The Internet is failing me,” I said to Jade and winced as I turned her direction. My neck had stiffened up overnight, and I could barely move it. I’d had to call Holly to get her to cover the café for me.

			Jade shuffled over, still wearing her bathrobe. She had a piece of toast in one hand and a chai tea in the other. “What are you looking for?”

			“Not what. Who.” I typed in Ruby’s Vintage Treasures and came up with nothing but listing after listing of her shop. Her death hadn’t even made the news. Which was unheard of and highly suspicious. I twisted the laptop in Jade’s direction. “See, it’s just odd. I can’t find anything about Ruby at all. She has virtually no online presence.”

			Jade sat in the chair next to me and studied the screen. She tried another search, then another, and when she came up empty, she sat back, crossing her arms over her chest. “No luck.”

			“Maybe Ruby isn’t her real name.” I pulled the computer back and went to the city’s assessor site and typed in Ruby’s shop address. “Aha!” I pointed to the owner of record. Estelle R. Charles. “I bet the R is for Ruby.”

			“Even if Ruby wasn’t the owner of the building, I bet Estelle would have some information. What are we looking for exactly?” Jade grabbed a pen and jotted the name down.

			“Ruby’s place of residence would be a start. We know she has a daughter. Maybe she knows something. After my visit with the NOPD the other night, I doubt they’re going to do anything to help me. And I can’t see going to them and saying, ‘Hey, I was the victim of a magical attack. I think I’m next.’”

			Jade frowned. “No. That won’t work. Besides, it’s smarter to go to the council for protection if that’s what you’re after.”

			“Isn’t that what I have you for?” I smirked and then turned my attention back to the computer, searching for Estelle.

			“Well, actually… yes.” Her soft tone was full of conviction.

			I glanced at her. “I know. I wasn’t joking around. Why would we call in a bodyguard when I have you and Kane?” And Julius, I hoped, but I couldn’t say that out loud without sounding like a pathetic loser.

			“Exactly.” She took a sip of her chai.

			I went back to my searching. Estelle didn’t have an Internet presence either. Again I went to the assessor’s site and ran a search for any property Estelle owned. The shop came up and so did one other listing. A surprised gasp got caught in my throat. “Holy shit crackers.” I pointed to the screen. “Do you see that?”

			Jade peered over my shoulder and studied the search page. “What am I looking at?”

			I thrust my hand out, jabbing my forefinger against the computer screen. “The address. Do you recognize it at all?”

			She squinted. “No, I… Wait a minute.” Recognition dawned in her eyes and she grabbed my phone that was sitting in the middle of the table. After a quick confirmation, she put it down and stared openmouthed at me. “The place you were lured to last night. It was Ruby’s place.”

			She said it as if she knew for sure. 

			I shrugged. “Maybe. If Estelle is Ruby. But why would someone lure me there?”

			Jade tapped her pen on the notebook and rubbed the back of her neck with two fingers. “It’s too coincidental, unless Estelle is the murderer. Which doesn’t make a lot of sense to commit the crime at her own house.”

			“No. But it looks like we have a place to start anyway.”

			Jade stood. “I’ll get dressed and we’ll go see what’s what.”

			My heart started to pound as panic seized my limbs. Go back there? To the scene of the crime? It was the last thing I wanted to do. And even though Jade would be with me, I didn’t want to be anywhere near that place. “What if the witch is still there?” 

			Jade’s eyes narrowed and her lips twisted to give her a truly frightening expression. “Then he or she will learn exactly what happens when you mess with my family.”

			***

			An hour later, Jade and I sat in my VW a few houses down from Estelle’s place. My grip on the door handle was so tight my fingers had started to go numb.

			“You can wait here while I check it out,” Jade offered.

			I stared at the center-hall shotgun, taking in the peeling white paint and the sagging porch. The place was a wreck. It hadn’t looked so bad the night before in the dark.

			“We should’ve brought backup,” I said. “Kane. Lucien. Bea. Anyone.” Bea was Jade’s mentor and was extremely powerful. Not quite as powerful as Jade, but she had knowledge that was unparalleled.

			Jade gave me an apologetic look. “They’re all working. I’m sorry. This was probably a bad idea. We should go. I’ll come back later when Kane’s with me, and we’ll get some answers then.”

			I nodded and turned the key in the ignition. Barging in without a plan was a bad move. As much as I wanted answers, this wasn’t the way.

			The house is empty, Lily said. It’s okay to go in.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Of course,” Jade said. “We can—”

			I held up my hand, cutting her off. “Sorry. I was talking to Lily. Give me a sec.”

			I’m positive. There aren’t even any ghosts around. At least not at the moment. 

			“Okay. Thanks.” I turned to Jade. “One of my guides says no one is there. So looks like we caught a break.”

			“That’s interesting.” She eyed the house, then turned back to me. “Sorry about interrupting. I forget about your new talent sometimes. It must be weird to have people in your head.”

			I shrugged. “Yeah, but they can be useful.”

			Jade climbed out of the car first and waited while I collected myself. PTSD was a bitch. I straightened my spine and joined Jade on the cracked sidewalk. “Let’s do this.”

			We strode up to the house, and even though Lily had told me it was empty, I knocked on the front door. No one ever said guides were right all the time. 

			But sure enough, no one answered. We couldn’t even peek in the windows due to the shutters being closed.

			“This way,” I said, and just as I had the night before, the pair of us entered the yard through the side gate. It wouldn’t do to be seen breaking in, even if Jade could just use a spell to pop the front door lock. Being hauled in for breaking and entering wasn’t a good way to fly below the radar. 

			The trees and other vegetation were massively overgrown. I had to wonder why I hadn’t fled sooner the night before. Honestly, the place would’ve been the perfect set for a horror flick. Run-down, overgrown, and an air of the creepy. 

			“You thought I was hanging out here?” Jade asked, unable to hide her disbelief.

			“Give me a break. It was dark and I’d thought you’d just texted me. What would you have done?”

			The back porch creaked and wobbled as she climbed up the short stairs. She grabbed the railing and held on until she was certain it wasn’t going to collapse. When the danger seemed to pass, she glanced back. “Same as you. It’s just so awful.”

			“No argument here.” I stood in the yard, doing my best to think of nothing as Jade peered through the window of the french door. Just to my left was where I’d almost died the night before. And if I let myself think about it, I’d break down. Right now all that mattered was answers. 

			“Pyper?” Jade turned to me, her eyes wide. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure this place belongs to Ruby. There are three clothes racks full of vintage clothes where the dining room table should be.”

			“Now what?” I asked, trying to settle my stomach. The creepiness that the witch had lured me here was making me nauseated. 

			“We could go in.” She raised her eyebrows in question. “I’m not one for breaking and entering, but we have so little to go on. All I want to do is see if we can find some answers. It’s not like Ruby’s coming home.”

			Oh, crap on toast. Did she have to say that? “Jade, that’s…”

			“Awful, I know. You can wait out here if you want, but I’m going inside. Keep an eye out, would ya?”

			I didn’t even know what to say. Dealing with witches and dark magic really was Jade’s thing. Was it my place to tell her not to do something?

			Jade fiddled with the handle on the door for a moment until a zap of light shot from her hand and the door swung open.

			“Got it.” Jade poked her head in. “Anyone home?”

			Silence.

			She glanced back. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

			I stood there like a fool, my pulse racing. The backyard started to close in on me, and before I knew what I was doing, I scrambled up onto the wobbly deck and followed Jade inside. 

			The place was dark and musty, the stench of mothballs filling the air. And there was stuff everywhere. A hutch sat off to the side, the drawers open and full of jewelry and handbags. Old shoes lined the top. To the right was a large multipronged hat rack with some of the most beautiful chic hats from the twenties and thirties I’d ever seen. I ran a hand over one peacock-blue one and literally felt the excitement of a past owner. 

			It only served to up my anxiety. I couldn’t do a reading right then. If a ghost showed up, I’d probably break out into a cold sweat. I was a wreck. “Jade?”

			“In here.”

			I followed her voice to a small glassed-in sitting room. The space was neat as a pin and decorated in soothing creams and rich maple tones to match the old floors. “Wow. It doesn’t look like this room belongs in this house.”

			“Right?” Jade looked up from a small writer’s desk. “I found a ledger. It lists where all her items came from.” She picked it up and pointed to the sheet. “We’ve found Shelby. She’s Shelby Crow and she lived in the Bywater.”

			I nodded. “That’s useful.” It was probably the only thing we’d find that might help us, judging by what we’d seen so far. Other than needing a major renovation, there was nothing unusual about Ruby’s house. It was about what one would expect from a woman who owned a vintage shop.

			“Maybe we should go,” I said, a chill running down my spine.

			“Just a minute.”

			“No, Jade. Now.” That Spidey-sense that something was terribly wrong went off in my head. 

			“I want to check and make sure—”

			“We. Have. To. Go.” I spun and bolted for the back door. But when I got close to the three racks of clothing, the air thickened and my skin prickled with fear.

			“Who’s here?” I asked, my voice full of a confidence I didn’t actually possess.

			“She’s trapped. Find her and you’ll find the answers.” The smooth female voice was as clear as a bell, but I saw no one.

			“Who’s trapped?” I called, spinning.

			“The one with the ring.”

			What ring? That meant nothing to me. The room darkened as if it was night and the air pressure rose instantly, giving me a massive headache. “Stop it.” I pressed my hands to my head, trying to keep my skull from exploding. “I’ll find her. Just give me an idea of where to start.”

			But no one answered. The darkness only intensified as wind started to blow, followed by a crackle of thunder. A storm was brewing, and it was happening right in the middle of Ruby’s dining room.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 12
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			Lightning scattered across the ceiling, raining plaster down around me while the wind blew clothes and accessories everywhere. The sound of something whizzing right by my head made me duck and cry out in alarm. “Jade?”

			I heard nothing but the roar of the wind and the creak of the old house being battered from within. Son of a… What had happened? Magic? No one was here except for Jade and me and whoever the voice belonged to. Had we tripped some spell? We had to get out of there. I fell to my knees and reached out in front of me as I crawled forward, heading for what I hoped was the back door.

			I’d only inched forward a few feet when a rumble boomed overhead. The entire place shook with such force the floor rolled beneath me and I felt rather than heard a large chest tumble over.

			Sucking in a deep breath, I did my best to ignore the destruction and crawled closer to the door, but the farther I got, the worse the storm raged.

			“Pyper!” I heard the faint call of Jade’s voice over the storm. “Stop!”

			I froze and then slowly turned, trying to peer through the darkness. A faint white glow appeared near the entrance of the sunroom where Jade had found the ledger. It took me a moment to realize it was her.

			And as the light got brighter, the storm eased, the darkness disappearing into Jade’s light. My eyes widened as I watched her absorb the darkness the same way Julius had taken in the black magic the night before. 

			I scrambled to my feet and ran toward her. “Jade, no! It’s too dangerous.”

			She shook her head, both her hands raised and full of the light.

			The sight was amazing. The power she controlled. The idea that nothing could stop her. It was awe-inspiring. But no one was so powerful they were immune to black magic, and I was certain that was what she was dealing with. 

			“It’s going to kill you,” I yelled from across the room. “You have to let it go. Please, Jade. Let it go.” The desperation in my tone must have gotten her attention, because she stood there, arms up, but was no longer absorbing the magic. Everything just sort of hung in limbo.

			I took two steps forward. “It’s what destroyed Julius last night.”

			Her brow furrowed with confusion, but then she shook her head. “I have to finish this.”

			“But—”

			“Release!” Jade cried, pointing her fingers toward the ceiling. A powerful stream of magic sprang from her fingertips, blasting straight through the roof. The white light and black magic both shot out into the universe, leaving Jade and me in the center of destruction.

			She bolted to my side. “Time to go.”

			I was so stunned I didn’t move at first. But as she tugged on my arm, I took off, following her out the back door. We wasted no time sprinting to the side yard.

			We hid behind a tree, watching as the neighbor from across the street ran over and pounded on the door. 

			“Anyone in there?” the older man yelled. 

			“It sounded like a gas explosion,” a woman who’d followed him said.

			“Call nine one one,” the man ordered.

			Pyper and I glanced at each other. We couldn’t be here when the authorities showed. They’d arrest me for sure. 

			The woman ran back into her house as the man proceeded to try to kick the door in.

			“Now,” I said to Jade and darted out onto the street, praying no one else was watching. It was the middle of the day on a Wednesday. Hopefully most people were at work.

			Jade followed, and instead of heading to the car, she ran up to the man on the porch. “Can we help?” She waved to me.

			Oh, son of… this was not good news. What the hell did she think she was doing?

			“I’ve got this,” the burly man said. “Stand back.”

			Jade shuffled backward to the railing, her hands clasped together in front of her.

			The man turned sideways and thrust his foot at the door. The second it hit, a tiny sliver of silver magic shot from Jade’s hands to the doorknob. The man was too shaken from the force of trying to kick the door down to notice anything.

			Jade gave me a tiny nod and inched her way down the stairs. “I think you almost have it.”

			The man took one look at her, then struck the door again. It crashed in, the doorjamb splintering with the force. The man shot inside.

			Jade hurried to the car. “Let’s go before the woman comes back out.”

			We both scrambled to get into the car, but before I could pull out into the street, the sound of sirens filled the air. It was a fire truck.

			“Dammit,” I muttered.

			“It’s okay. Give it a moment. Everyone still thinks it’s a gas leak.”

			The middle-aged woman flew out of her house and met the firemen at the truck. “My neighbor just broke the door down and is in there.” She pointed at the open door.

			One of the firemen walked her to the end of the fire truck, effectively hiding them from our view, while two more sprinted into the house.

			“That’s our cue,” I said and hit the gas. I immediately turned right, desperate to be anywhere other than Ruby’s street. And as I took one last look in the mirror at the spectacle, I swear I saw the outline of Julius standing next to the fire truck. 

			A rush of joy and relief slammed into me. I hadn’t really believed I’d ever see him again. Not after what happened the night before. I was half a second from turning around and going back to look for him, but my foot slipped from the accelerator. The car jerked from the sudden movement, throwing me back into reality. We couldn’t go back there. Not even for Julius. “Crap crackers.”

			Jade glanced at me, her eyebrows raised in speculation. “You okay?”

			“Fine,” I grumbled. “I just saw a ghost.”

			She chuckled. “You might want to try to get used to that. It’s not like the city doesn’t have an abundance of them.”

			I sent her a side-eye glance. “You don’t say.” Then I fell silent, because after what we’d just gone through, I wasn’t sure how it was that she could be so cool. I was shaking with delayed adrenaline. Perhaps she was used to it. She did fight demons from time to time after all.

			“Head to Bea’s.”

			I glanced over at her. She was staring out the window, her knee bouncing. Ah, well then. She wasn’t as cool as she appeared to be.

			“Sure.” Bea lived in the Garden District, one of the most beautiful sections of the city. And it wasn’t too far away. After only four blocks, we crossed Magazine Street, the dividing line between the neighborhoods. The transformation was startling. Old oak trees lined streets filled with Victorian mansions and other large historical homes. 

			Three minutes later, I pulled into the long driveway that led to Bea’s small carriage house. It was behind the grand family house her cousins occupied. “Do you think she’s home?”

			“She’s here.” Jade pointed to her mentor’s Prius. “Wednesdays are usually pretty slow, so unless she’s working on a special project, she doesn’t go in.”

			I put the car in park and realized I was no longer anxious, and the prickly feeling I’d had back at Ruby’s had disappeared. And even though I was still emotionally unsettled, at least I wasn’t ready to jump out of my skin anymore. 

			Bea appeared from the gardens behind her house and waved. Jade jumped out, but I just sat there for a moment. Julius’s image was still burned into my brain. Had he really been at that house? Or had I imagined it? Was he trapped there now? Why would he be hanging around that place unless the magic he’d absorbed the night before had changed his circumstances? 

			My car door opened, startling me.

			Bea held her hand out. She wore capri pants, a loose linen shirt, and plain white sneakers. Her hair was wrapped in a silk scarf, and she looked every bit the Southern lady with her perfectly applied makeup. “Why don’t you come in, and we’ll figure out the answers to your questions?” 

			“That could take a while.” I let out a sardonic laugh as I climbed out of the car. “Lead on, Bea. Lead on.”

			The bright yellow house stood against the clear blue backdrop of the late-winter day. In New Orleans, it felt more like spring than winter, and instead of leading us into the house, Bea waved us around to the back to her screened-in porch. “Sit,” she said. “I’ll get the tea.”

			Jade and I sat facing the already blooming gardens. A few butterflies fluttered across the yard. It was idyllic in the extreme, and I felt as though I’d been transported into another world where mad witches and black magic didn’t exist.

			“Here we go.” Bea set a tray of iced tea and shortbread cookies on the table. “Something told me I’d have visitors today.”

			“Was it a ghost?” I bit into a cookie.

			Bea grinned. “Maybe.”

			I set the cookie down and sat up straight. “Who?”

			Jade turned to her. “Yeah, who?”

			She lifted her hands, palms up. “Stand up. Both of you.”

			Jade and I glanced at each other. Then we both got to our feet and stood in front of her. 

			“Face each other and hold hands.”

			Jade gave Bea a curious look as she held her hands out to me. “What are you up to?”

			Bea waved her question away. “Pyper, call on your guides.”

			I frowned. “I’m sort of not really in the mood—”

			“You want to do this. Trust me.”

			That was all I needed to hear. Bea was a good witch, but she was a great human being. She’d helped all of us on numerous occasions in the past. There was no reason to not trust her now. 

			I sucked in a breath and concentrated. My world turned somewhat gray and a low-grade buzz filled my ears. “Lily? Tru? Are you there?”

			“We’re here,” they said together, their voices clear as day. 

			My eyes flew open and I stared at the spirits I’d so far only spoken to in my head. The one with shocking white long hair and big, clear blue eyes smiled at me, her wrinkles deepening with her pleasure. “I’m Tru. It’s nice to officially meet you in person, so to speak.”

			I pulled my hand from Jade’s and held it out, but then dropped it, realizing she couldn’t shake my hand. “Oops. Sorry about that.” I grinned, pleasure winding its way through me. These two had become a part of me, and it was nice to put a face to the kind soul who was always there for me. “I wasn’t prepared to see you. Hello.”

			I turned to my other guide. I’d seen her the night before when I’d been in my spirit form. She had pale gray eyes and wavy, bright red hair that was still slightly out of control. Her age was hard to pin down, but I’d guess no older than forty. Her face still had a freshness to it that usually disappeared with age. “You’re Lily. If I could hug you, I would. Thank you for your help last night.”

			She nodded but didn’t smile at me. There was a grim expression in her eyes.

			I frowned. “Is there something wrong?”

			She glanced at Bea. “Not exactly, but you should know I don’t approve of what she’s about to do. I don’t think it’s good for either of you.”

			“Oh, Lily. You worry too much,” Tru said, knocking her with an elbow.

			Lily ignored her as she gazed at me. “You remind me a lot of my daughter. She was spunky and full of life. It’s a pleasure to walk through this time with you.”

			“Thank you.” I nodded, completely touched. 

			She glanced at Bea once more, shook her head, and then vanished.

			Tru hovered near me. “She’ll be back eventually. Until then, I’ll keep an eye on you.”

			“That’s kind of you,” I said, warmed by her heartfelt expression.

			Jade squeezed my fingers lightly. Her eyes were slightly misty with emotion. 

			I shook my head at her. “You’re such a girl.”

			“Look who’s talking.” She used her free hand to swipe my cheek. “Tears. This is just… not you. I mean tears? Come on.”

			Oh. Well. I hadn’t even realized I was crying. 

			I must have looked horrified because Jade laughed and said, “Don’t worry. You’ll live. I hear there’s a first time for everything.”

			I smirked at her. It’s not like I never cried. But it was a rare occasion, until lately. Jade had probably seen my waterworks maybe two or three times in the past year, and one was after I’d been physically attacked by an evil ghost… prior to acquiring my guides.

			“Ladies, please,” Bea said. “We’re not finished.”

			Right. Lily had said she didn’t approve of whatever Bea had planned. “What’s going on, Bea?” I asked, mostly curious. I trusted Lily, but I trusted Bea more. 

			“Shh. I’m concentrating.”

			Jade half shrugged. She clearly wasn’t in on the secret.

			“Face each other and make sure you’re holding both hands.” Bea had her arms straight out and her head back. She was either calling on a spell or was possessed. I hoped it was a spell.

			“Binder of darkness, free your hold,” Bea said, her tone forceful and strong. “Unwind the spell inflicted on the one she loves and the one she holds dear. Recede back to the depths of the Earth. Rejoin the shadows and restore the life you stole.” 

			Dark smoke tendrils broke out over Jade’s skin. She jumped back, startled.

			“Do not let go,” Bea demanded.

			I tightened my grip on Jade’s hands and held on for dear life. Bea was the type of witch you listened to or else bad things happened. It wasn’t that she cursed anything. She’d never do that, but her spells were so powerful that if you didn’t pay attention, you could end up at the bottom of a swamp from sheer stupidity.

			The tendrils of smoke intensified as we stood there, filtering off her in waves, turning lighter and lighter with each passing moment until it was a stream of pale gray and then pure white.

			Love and goodness rippled from her, straight into my fingertips, filling my heart to almost bursting. My eyes widened. Was that what it was like to be an empath? My entire body vibrated with her spirit.

			“Pull it back, Jade,” Bea ordered.

			The joy fled and with it, that same dark smoke rippled over my arms and into Jade’s palms. The smoke dissipated exactly as it had before, going from black to gray to white. 

			“That’s enough,” Bea said.

			Jade dropped her hands and I stumbled forward, completely empty. My insides felt hollow, as if everything good I had to offer had been stolen.

			I glared at Bea. “What have you done?”

			“See for yourself.” She waved, indicating I should look over my shoulder.

			Jade let out the first gasp and covered her huge grin with both hands.

			I turned. “What’s— Julius!”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			[image: Shoe1.jpg][image: Shoe1.jpg]

			I threw my arms around the solid man who stood before me. He stiffened at first but then quickly relaxed and placed his hands lightly on my hips.

			“How’d you get here?” I asked smiling up at him. “What happened after you took on all that magic?”

			Jade chuckled. 

			Julius smiled down at me, his onyx eyes alive with pleasure. “Your witch over there freed me.” He nodded toward Bea.

			“How? I don’t understand.” I dropped my arms from around his neck, suddenly embarrassed. Jade and Bea were both watching me be an idiot. Julius and I were not a couple. I shouldn’t be hanging all over him like he was a long-lost lover.

			“He couldn’t materialize because his essence was full of tainted magic,” Bea said. “The minute you two got here, I saw it in Jade as well. So the spell I cast siphoned it off. Once it was gone, he was free to go where he wanted.”

			I frowned. “But you pulled some out of me too. I don’t have magic.”

			“No, but for some reason you’re connected to Julius, and I was able to use you as a conduit. Tainted magic gone. Ghost freed.” She grinned. 

			Julius stepped around Jade and me, holding his hand out to Bea. “Thank you, mistress. Your kindness is much appreciated.”

			“Oh, my,” Bea said, blushing a little as she shook his hand. “Thanks aren’t necessary. I’m happy to help.”

			His grip visibly tightened around her hand, keeping her from letting go. And when he started talking again his tone was earnest. “How did you find me?”

			Her expression turned tender. “A friend of yours. She’s grateful for all you tried to do for her.”

			Julius bowed his head. “Grace.”

			“Yes.” Bea paused, studying him. Then she clasped her other hand over his knuckles. “None of this was your fault. She wants you to know that.”

			I glanced around, certain Grace was there, speaking to Bea at the moment. But I saw nothing. Even Tru had disappeared in my excitement. It was unusual, sure, but Bea had complete control over her space. I had no trouble believing she could talk to any ghost she wanted and could keep out those she didn’t.

			Julius finally met Bea’s gaze. She gave him a small smile and then pulled her hands from his.

			Julius turned to us, anger suddenly clouding his features. “Why did you go back to that house?”

			Jade jerked back in surprise. “Excuse me?”

			“It’s entirely too dangerous. A witch tried to kill her there.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at both of us.

			“Yes. One did. But currently we don’t have any leads on who the witch is or why Pyper is the target,” Jade said hotly. “When and if the Witch’s Council gets involved, we might find some answers. But until then, we’re not sitting around waiting for someone to wring Pyper’s neck.” She placed her hands on her hips and stared him down.

			He sucked in a frustrated breath. “The witch wants to complete the ritual.”

			“That part we know,” Jade said, calmer now, but still clearly irritated. “But we don’t know why. Why three witches? Do they have anything in common? And what does the ritual accomplish? If you have any answers or suggestions, we’re all ears. But until then, I’m going to do whatever I can to get to the bottom of this. Either get on board or butt out.”

			“Oh, yikes,” I said with a laugh. Jade was usually pretty polite and mild mannered. It appeared he’d pushed a button. “I guess she told you.” 

			“It’s not funny, Pyper.” She glared.

			“I know.” I tried to sober my response, but I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped my lips. “Sorry. It’s rare I get to see you kicking ass and taking names when it doesn’t involve one of the evil assholes of the week.”

			She rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched.

			I winked at her.

			Julius just stared at us in disbelief. 

			I patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. Hang around us long enough and you’ll get used to it.” I sat down and sipped my tea. The cool liquid soothed my raw throat. I leaned back, relaxing for the first time since I’d found Ruby in her shop.

			Jade sat beside me and picked at a cookie, crumbling it into little pieces.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked her as I waved for Julius to take a seat. He ignored me, standing just behind my chair as if he was guarding me. 

			“I don’t know what we should do next. We have the ledger, but after today, I’m not sure it’s wise to find Shelby’s place and go poking around.”

			“What choice do we have?”

			Julius cleared his throat. “You could talk to the original three victims.”

			I turned to stare at him. “Can you bring them forth?”

			His smile turned rueful. “I’m afraid only you can do that. But I do know where they’re buried.”

			Jade perked up. “Now that plan has merit. At the very least we might be able to find out the details of the ritual. From there we could work backward.”

			“That sounds like an excellent plan,” Bea said, joining us. “Until then, I think it’s best if you adopt a buddy system. Always stay close to someone who has magical power just in case.”

			“I agree,” Jade said. “You should stay with us.”

			“Jade, I don’t want to—”

			Julius placed his hand lightly on my shoulder. “I’ll keep her safe.”

			The weight of his hand settled me, and I smiled up at him.

			“I have no doubt you will.” Bea nodded sagely.

			Jade sighed, knowing she was beat. It wasn’t that I was choosing Julius over her, I just wanted to be in my own space and Julius made that possible.

			“Excuse us for a moment, will you?” Jade waved at Bea. “I think we have a few things to discuss.” 

			“Of course, dear.” Bea held the door open. “After you.”

			Jade slipped past her, frowning while Bea pretended to not notice her frustration. No doubt she was irritated that Bea had agreed Julius could be my “buddy.” “I’m sure it’s coven business.” She winked and let the screen door slam behind her as she entered her house.

			I stood up and took Julius’s hand in mine. He didn’t protest, but he wasn’t exactly an active participant either. 

			“Escort me into the garden?” I stared up at him through my lashes.

			He bowed slightly. “I’d be delighted, my lady.”

			Arm in arm, we descended the porch steps and walked slowly around the grounds, pausing near a bed of bright purple flowers. “I’ve always loved it here. Bea’s home is full of joy. I swear if I try hard enough, I can feel it infecting me. Makes me less moody. More peaceful.”

			“It feels safe,” Julius said, caressing my fingers, which were wrapped around his forearm.

			“That too. But that’s not the primary thing I feel.” I bent down and put my finger out next to a butterfly. “It’s what I imagine family feels like.” 

			He knelt down next to me. “You don’t have family?”

			I concentrated on making sure my index finger was in the exact right spot and gently nudged the butterfly onto my knuckle. Once I was standing again with the gorgeous butterfly stretching its wings right there on my finger, I shook my head. “No blood relations that I know of. Jade and Kane and the rest of the gang are my family now.”

			Julius reached out and tilted one of the red flowers toward us without breaking the stem. “Those who choose to walk with others are always stronger in the end.”

			I turned my gaze on his, noting the wistful sadness in his eyes. “Did you walk alone?” 

			He let the flower go and stood up, causing the butterfly to take flight. Averting his gaze, he shoved his hands in his pockets.

			I bit down on my lower lip. Crap. I hadn’t meant to say that. At least not in those words. “Sorry. I didn’t… I mean, did you have blood family here in New Orleans?”

			“That was a long time ago, Pyper.” He crossed the yard, heading toward the big house rather than Bea’s smaller one. 

			“Wait.” I ran to catch up with him. “We don’t have to talk about it. I mean, I know how bad things can be. My mom, she was wonderful. A hard worker, loving, would’ve done anything for anyone. But she was never home because she had to work two jobs to keep a roof over our heads. And my father, well, he left. Just packed up and left without any good-bye. I’m not saying my life was terrible. My cards were better than a lot of people get dealt, but it wasn’t the big happy family with three kids and a golden retriever in the yard either. I can’t imagine what—”

			“Pyper.”

			I shut my mouth and stared up at Julius.

			“You don’t have to explain yourself.”

			“I know.” I wasn’t even sure why I was going on about my parents. It wasn’t something I talked about… ever. 

			He gazed down at me, confusion and pain in his troubled expression. Then he reached up and fingered a lock of my hair. “This blue streak suits you.”

			“I like a little color in my life.” I’d always hated my dark hair. Why’d I have to take after my dad instead of my mom, who’d resembled a golden goddess with her fair features and honey-blond hair?

			“A little?” He chuckled. “You might be the most alive person I’ve ever met. You make me feel real.”

			“You are real.” I placed my hand on his chest, reveling in the strong beat of his heart. “Do you feel this?”

			He placed his hand over mine. “I feel you, your warmth.”

			“This,” I said, removing my hand and pressing his tighter against his chest. “That rhythmic thump inside your chest? That’s your heartbeat. And I feel it when you’re around. How can that not mean you’re real?”

			He took a step back, putting just enough distance between us that we were no longer touching. “I’m a ghost. I’m solid now, but more often than not, I live in a place between worlds. I’m here but I’m not. So, no. For you, for your world, I’m not real. Not in a way that matters. I’m a drifter. Always have been, always will be.”

			The unspoken part of what he hadn’t said hung in the air between us. I’ll never be anyone’s family. Never around long enough to form solid ties. I wanted to protest. Wanted to wrap my arms around him and insist he was wrong. Because he was. But he also wasn’t.

			I chose to pretend I didn’t know what he was saying. “The question is, why are you solid? Why now?”

			“Because history is repeating itself? Perhaps I’m here to help end the cycle.”

			“Could be.” I mimicked his stance and slid my now-chilled hands into my pockets. “But I met you months ago. You were solid then too.”

			He nodded. “The ability sort of comes and goes. But when you’re around, it’s easier.” He smiled at me again, and this time a small sparkle of joy lit his eyes. “You make me stronger.”

			I stepped forward and brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. “I have no idea why, but I like it.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 14
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			“This way,” Julius said, striding into the Lafayette Cemetery in the Garden District, where Grace and Thelma were buried. We were starting with Grace because her tomb was closest. 

			I stood at the gates, trying to settle myself. A dozen ghosts already surrounded me, each vying for my attention. 

			Please take a message to my daughter.

			They convicted the wrong bastard!

			All I needed was one more day.

			What happened? Why am I here?

			My tomb needs a makeover. Tell that cheap husband of mine to hire someone to fix the crumbling cement.

			And on and on it went. 

			“Can’t we shut them out?” I asked Tru, fighting the claustrophobic feeling when they all rushed toward me. “It’s not usual for me to see them.” While I could sometimes see ghosts, more often than not I had to communicate with them through my guides. But not here in the cemetery. They all obviously realized I could see them and were already swarming like bees.

			Sorry, darling. This is where their energy is contained. If you want to go in there, you’re just going to have to endure.

			“Want me to cast some sort of spell?” Jade asked.

			“Like what?” 

			“I don’t know. A repellent spell? To keep them away from you maybe?” She frowned, wrinkling her nose. “That doesn’t seem useful if you’re going to talk to Grace does it?”

			“No. It doesn’t.” I watched Julius walk among his kind, ignoring the lost souls trying to cling to him. I shuddered a little. Even though in general ghosts no longer scared me, it was a little creepy. Some of them were zombified, barely shadows of what they used to be. It was sad and terrifying to imagine turning into one of them.

			“We could skip this one. You already talked to Grace once before, using the dress, right? You could do it again,” Jade said.

			“Maybe. But I had to speak to her through one of my guides. It looks like here, it’d be face-to-face. And possibly more reliable information, considering our words won’t have to go through someone else.”

			She glanced around, and as she turned her head, I noticed she was biting her cheek—a surefire sign she was dying to say something else but wouldn’t. Well, good. If she didn’t think I wanted to hear it, chances were high she was right.

			Julius stopped in the middle of the cemetery and turned back toward us. “Coming?”

			“Yes,” I said without hesitation and took my first step into the City of the Dead. A dozen ghosts surrounded me instantly. 

			One particularly frazzled woman floated in front of me. She wore a long strand of pearls paired with a gold locket and a different ring on every finger. Long, diamond-studded chandelier earrings hung heavily in her earlobes. And she wore a long turquoise maxi-style dress that was covered in large, fuchsia-pink lilies. She looked like she was straight from the 1970s. All that was missing was the cigarette dangling from her blood-red fingernails. You tell Hector to mind his own damn business. If he doesn’t stop spreading lies about me, I’m going to tell his great-grandson it’s him that keeps stealing the toilet paper, just for entertainment.

			Don’t even think about it. An elderly man with a monocle and suspenders put his finger in her face. I have so much dirt on your shenanigans that if your family found out, they’d probably move you to a cemetery in Mississippi where they’d bury you six feet under. No more fancy tomb for you in the prestigious Lafayette Cemetery. You’ll be forgotten in the woods of Nowhereville.

			You wouldn’t dare.

			The two continued to bicker as if they were an old married couple. I stepped around them, trying to tune out the young woman sobbing beside me.

			We were set to be married. She sniffed. All the plans were made. Then I came down with the fever.

			I turned to Jade. “Walk beside me, please.”

			She nodded.

			I took her hand. “Is there any way you can erect that barrier of yours to encompass both of us? It’s like a Real Housewives reunion up in this place.”

			She chuckled. “I don’t think it works on ghosts.”

			“Dammit.” But there wasn’t any heat in my tone. “Seriously. I don’t think you understand the crazy going on.” I grimaced at the middle-aged man lounging on his tomb, scratching his balls as if he were camped out on his couch watching a football game. “It’s Dysfunction Junction for reals.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“I doubt it.”

			Julius waved as he slipped down a row of relatively well-kept tombs. When we caught up to him, he was standing in front of a solid-white marble tomb. Names were carved into every inch of the thing, and a new plaque had been started on the side. “This is her family’s tomb.”

			“And they’re all in there?”

			“As far as I know. It’s common to be cremated.”

			I took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do this.” I let go of Jade’s hand and focused on Tru. Nothing happened. “Tru?” I called. 

			“She’s not here.” The wobbly voice was unfamiliar and sounded ancient.

			My eyes flew open. A woman who had to be in her nineties sat on top of the tomb, her back straight, her legs crossed at the knee. Her hair was long, gray, and wiry. But her clothes—wow. The silk dress was rich royal blue with crystals lining the high waist and collar. Her shoes were matching leather with at least three-inch heels. Everything about her screamed money. 

			“Sorry. I was searching for someone else,” I told her. Jade stared at her in awe. Interesting. Jade could see her, too.

			The ghost waved her fragile hand. “I can help you find them.”

			“Uh…” Of all the ghosts in the place, besides Julius, she was the only one who appeared even remotely sane and lucid. “I was calling on my guide to help me communicate with someone from this tomb, but if you’re willing to offer your services, that might be even better.”

			“Of course. You know how we matriarchs like to know what’s going on.” She laughed, but I thought I saw a hint of suspicion in her gaze as she studied me.

			“Then you’re just about perfect.”

			“That’s what my Curtis used to say. He was right, of course.” She flipped her hair over one shoulder and smiled haughtily as if we were her subjects.

			Jade chuckled and then coughed to cover it up. “Excuse me.”

			The ghost eyed her with disdain but said nothing.

			“Okay. Well, I’m Pyper and these are my friends, Jade and Julius.” I waved at them.

			She ignored Jade but gazed at Julius appreciatively. “My, my. Aren’t you a handsome one? I have room right here next to me.” She patted the top of the tomb. “Have a seat.”

			“Thank you. That’s quite the offer.” He smiled at her, spreading some of that delicious charm he harbored. “But if you don’t mind, I think I’d rather stand for now.”

			She turned her face slightly and made a show of pouting. 

			But Julius laughed it off. “I’m sure your regular suitors would be jealous anyhow.”

			“There’s no doubt they would. That’s what makes it fun.” She batted her eyelashes and then waved him away in a shooing motion. “Fine then. Suit yourself. Besides, your friend Pyper needs my help.”

			“Okay then.” I clasped my hands together. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I caught your name.”

			“That’s because I didn’t give it to you.” She stared down at me.

			I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes at the superior air she was putting on. “Right. Well then. What shall I call you?”

			“Mrs. Marguerite Mastersons.”

			I bowed my head. “Very well. Mrs. Mastersons, I’m trying to contact Miss Grace Thorne. She was the victim of a brutal attack in the nineteen twenties. We’re trying to uncover the mystery of her murder.”

			Marguerite got to her feet, standing tall on top of the tomb. Her expression turned stormy and the wind kicked up. Her silk dress streamed out behind her, giving her the illusion of having incredible power. “We do not talk of such unpleasantness. Your questions are not welcome here.”

			I opened my mouth to speak but stopped myself. Her eyes flashed to deep pools of blackness and the gorgeous dress turned into rags hanging from her bony body. All the refinement and glamour disappeared and was replaced by a skeletal being of death.

			“Whoa.” Jade reached out and took my hand in hers. “Maybe we should go.”

			I nodded. The last thing I wanted was another battle of some sort. If Grandmamma Marguerite didn’t want to talk, we’d find another way.

			“Marguerite!” Julius said, scolding her. “Stand down.”

			The old ghost turned her rage on him and flew straight for him with her hands stretched out. He stood his ground and instead of her colliding with him, she passed straight through him. 

			She let out a scream of frustration. “How did you do that?”

			He smiled patiently at her. “I’m a witch. There are a lot of things I can do. Now, no one here wants to harm or disrespect you in any way, but lives are on the line. Two women have already perished. If we don’t figure out what happened back then, another life will likely be lost.

			Marguerite’s composure returned and, along with it, her blue silk dress. She once again looked the part of the upper-class matriarch. “Whose life?”

			It was only fair she knew who she was helping. “Mine,” I said, raising my hand a fraction. “I’ve been targeted as the final stage in some sort of ritual.”

			“Son of a bitch,” she muttered, startling me. Wasn’t she too old and too refined for such language? “Fine. I’ll tell you what I know if you tell me everything you know. Then and only then will I consider calling Grace forth. It’s taken her too long to find peace. I won’t upset her for just any reason.”

			“You should know I spoke with Grace last night,” I said, wanting to be totally up-front with her. She was too volatile to take any chances. “She’s already aware of what’s going on. And for what it’s worth, she didn’t seem to be distraught.”

			“This does not change my decision.”

			“I’m sure it doesn’t. But I thought you’d want to know.”

			“Very well. Carry on.”

			I went through the details of the past few days, informing her of Shelby and Ruby’s deaths, how I was the new owner of the silver dress, and ended with the attack on my life. “It might also be important to note that Julius here is the witch who was assigned to protect Grace before her unfortunate demise.”

			Marguerite turned slowly toward Julius, her expression completely blank.

			I bit down on my tongue so hard I was surprised I didn’t draw blood. It was a risk telling her about Julius, but I’d promised to tell her what I knew in exchange for her help.

			“This is why you walk among the living,” Marguerite said dispassionately.

			Julius nodded.

			“And you risked your own life for my great niece.”

			He nodded again.

			The wind picked up around her, and while her pupils dilated, her eyes didn’t turn completely black again nor did her dress turn to rags. Then, just as quickly, the wind stopped. Marguerite sat again, dangling her legs over the edge of the tomb. 

			After she arranged her skirts, she turned her attention to me. “The only thing I know is that Grace was targeted because she was a seer.”

			I tilted my head, curious. Julius had already told me about Grace’s ability, but he hadn’t said anything about that being a factor. “How do you know that?”

			“I have been here for over two centuries. Collecting secrets is sort of a hobby of mine.”

			Julius studied her, his brows furrowed. “Maybe you could elaborate, Mrs. Mastersons?”

			“Maybe. But I won’t. That’s all I know, and at any rate, if you’re clever enough, you’ll figure it out.” She floated down from the tomb and landed in front of Julius. “While I’m inclined to hate you for not saving my niece from her terrible fate, I do thank you for giving your life in the effort.”

			Julius bowed. “It was my honor, madam.”

			She turned to me. “You have what you need. I will not be bothering Grace with any more of this unpleasantness. I do wish you luck with your mission, young lady. Good day.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 15
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			After Marguerite vanished, Julius led us to the back of the cemetery. We stopped in a small clearing surrounded by four large tombs. “This is where Thelma is at rest.”

			Jade and I stood in front of the massive, gray-speckled tomb. Only three names were listed on the outside. Thelma and her parents, Peter and Dove Anderson.

			“Well, hopefully we won’t be waylaid by the family spokesperson,” Jade said and blew into her cupped hands. The wind had picked up and our gorgeous day was turning chilly.

			I shrugged. “I imagine Marguerite was just entertaining herself. I know I’d take every opportunity that presented itself if I were stuck in this loony bin.” 

			The longer we were there, the less the spirits were trying to engage with me. But their incessant chattering was enough to drive anyone batty.

			Jade chuckled. “Me too.”

			I sat in the grass, cross-legged in front of the tomb, and focused on Thelma’s name. When nothing happened, I said, “Thelma? Do you want to talk?”

			Jade walked over to the tomb and placed her hand flat on the face.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Checking for any residual energy.” She closed her eyes and concentrated. After a moment, she frowned and stepped back. “I only feel two distinct signatures.”

			I glanced at Julius. “Is it possible Thelma isn’t really in there?”

			He shrugged. “Could be. But she passed before her parents, so I can’t imagine she’d be anywhere else.”

			“Okay. Let me try something else.” This time I focused on Dove. 

			A petite woman with glossy brunette hair and kind eyes materialized right in front of the tomb.

			“Dove?” I asked. From the corner of my eye, I saw Julius and Jade staring at her. Good; they could see her too.

			“Yes?” She stood perfectly still, her gaze trained on me.

			“Thank you for meeting with me. I’m here trying to contact Thelma. Can you help?”

			She frowned and shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry. My daughter’s spirit has never been here. I lost her too young. And my only wish was to see her in the afterlife. That has been stolen from me too.” One single tear rolled down her cheek. “If you find her, please tell her we love her.”

			Dove kept her gaze trained on me as she faded away into the twilight. 

			I stood and brushed the grass off the backside of my jeans. “Let’s go. We’ve got everything we’re going to get here today.”

			***

			I pushed the door open to my apartment and waved Julius in. We’d dropped Jade off, and even though she’d lobbied hard for me to stay at her house, I’d declined, insisting I needed my own space.

			And I did. I was exhausted from the disaster at Ruby’s and then spending the afternoon trying to contact spirits. I needed to recharge and wanted my own bed. Not to mention, now that Julius was in solid form, he really had nowhere else to go. Not that I knew how long he’d stay in this state, but I couldn’t imagine forcing Jade to take him in, nor could I leave him out in the cold. It was a strange situation, so I’d offered him my spare room.

			In turn, he’d promised Jade he’d watch over me. He was a witch after all, even if the stability of his physical state was an unknown. I fully expected no less than a dozen calls and texts from her before the morning.

			I strode across the room toward the kitchen. “Want some coffee?”

			“All right.” Julius stood near the door, his muscles tense.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.” 

			“Then why are you standing there like that? Come in. Take a seat. I’ll be right back.” I slipped into my galley kitchen and headed for the fridge. Holding the door open, I stood there, seeing nothing. Julius was in my apartment. He was whole. But how long would he be here?

			Why in the world had I thought I’d be able to recharge with him hanging around? There would be no relaxing. For either of us it seemed. 

			I went into autopilot brewing the coffee. In no time, I had a carafe of rich dark roast, two mugs, two spoons, cream, sugar, and the Irish Cream on a tray. How else was I going to get through the night?

			With the tray in hand, I rejoined Julius back in the living room. He was standing near the full-length windows, watching the crowds swell on the street below. I set the tray on the table and joined him. 

			“I’ve been thinking,” I said.

			Julius glanced down at me. “I’m sure you have.”

			“Haven’t you?”

			He nodded, but instead of elaborating, he draped his arm over my shoulder and pulled me closer until I was tucked against him. 

			A tingle of excitement ran down my side, mixing with the unfamiliar contentment of just being near him. There was the excitement of the unknown. The anticipation of what was to come. But more than that, I was at ease. Something I rarely felt.

			I rested my head against his shoulder and sighed. 

			He tightened his hold on me. “I know.”

			“What?” I asked, my heart pounding. Was he referring to the threat on my life or our complicated situation?

			He caressed my shoulder. “When it comes to whatever this is, we both know there isn’t a happy ending. So I’d rather just enjoy the time we have together.”

			It was strange, but joy filled my heart at his words. There was no declaration of love. Or a promise of tomorrow. Just a simple acknowledgement that he felt the same as I did. And right then, it was exactly what I needed to hear. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

			Taking his hand in mine, I led him to the table. “The coffee will get cold.”

			His lips turned up in a half smile. “Can’t have that.”

			“No, we can’t.” I skipped the cream and sugar and went straight for the Irish Cream. After pouring a generous amount into my cup, I held it up in offering.

			He picked up the second mug and held it out to me. “Yes, please.”

			“Perfect. I’m not fond of drinking alone.”

			Once his cup was spiked, we moved over to the couch. Julius sat in the corner and I curled up next to him. He draped his arm around my shoulders once again, and we sat there just enjoying the moment.

			That is until my stomach growled. 

			He chuckled. “You’re hungry.”

			For more than food, but I couldn’t tell him that. It had been so long since I’d been comfortable in a man’s arms. I was dying to kiss him, but didn’t want to ruin anything. What we had in that moment was too precious. “Yeah. I could order takeout.”

			“If you wish.” 

			“Any requests?” Who knew how long it had been since he’s had a proper meal?

			“Anything. I’m not even sure…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

			Did he not need to eat? Surely in human form he’d need subsistence to maintain his strength. I chose not to think about it. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and hit a familiar number.

			“Rocho’s,” the girl on the other end said.

			“Hi, Phe, It’s Pyper. Can I get a double order of my usual?”

			“Sure thing. Brian will be by in twenty minutes.”

			“Perfect.”

			“The usual?” Julius asked after I hung up.

			I smiled up at him. “You’ll see.”

			“Ah, a culinary surprise. I can’t wait.”

			I swatted his arm. “Shut up. You’re gonna love it.”

			“If you say so. But all I really need is you safe and sound.”

			My heart squeezed with the conviction in his tone. “Julius?”

			“Hmm?” he murmured.

			“Why did you do it?”

			“Do what?”

			“Sacrifice yourself for me.”

			He pulled back so he could make eye contact. “Are you serious?”

			“Yes.” I tucked my feet under me and sat facing him. “Look, I know there’s something here.” I waved between us, indicating our obvious connection. “But you literally sacrificed yourself for me. If Bea hadn’t brought you back, you’d still be lost in the darkness of Ruby’s house, wouldn’t you?”

			He’d taken in all that evil magic himself until it had destroyed him, and hadn’t been able to fully materialize until Bea siphoned it from Jade and me.

			“Perhaps.”

			“But why?”

			He frowned. “Why do you think? It was my job to protect Grace. I failed. It won’t happen again.”

			Well, that certainly had taken a bit of the wind from my sails. “So what am I? A makeup test?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, and before he could smooth the shock from his face, I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. Forget it. It was a stupid thing to say.”

			He clasped his hands together and stared straight ahead. 

			“Julius, I—”

			“No. You’re right.” He turned back to me, his expression hard. “I am trying to make up for my past mistakes. That’s all there is to it. Imagining there’s more is a fool’s game. Our time together is temporary.” 

			My heart sank and a chill claimed my body. I’d insulted him and managed to push him away with one stupid comment, all due to my own stupid insecurities. But he wasn’t wrong, was he? Even though he was here now, I had no idea how long he would be around. 

			Then again, I had no idea how long I’d be around. Not with a killer on the loose targeting me. 

			I placed my hand on his knee. “I am sorry.”

			He didn’t look at me. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

			Ouch. Talk about the cold shoulder. I leaned in and ran my fingers lightly through his hair. “Yes there is.” 

			A visible tremor ran through him.

			“Listen, I think there are a few things you should know about me.”

			That got his attention. He turned his head and eyed me with curious suspicion. “What’s that? Are you a ghost or a zombie or something?”

			I chuckled. “No. But I do think I’m a little different than most girls.”

			His gaze ran the length of my body. The chill vanished, replaced by a heat that started deep in my belly. Damn, I wanted him. But more than that, I wanted to just be in his arms.

			“How so?” he asked, his voice gruffer than usual.

			I trailed my fingers from his hair to his neck, delighting in his rough stubble. “I don’t date normal guys.”

			His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What do you mean?”

			I laughed, realizing how that must have sounded. “Just that I like the unusual. I’m intrigued by it. My last boyfriend was a ghost hunter, and if I’m honest, that’s what attracted me to him.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “And what exactly did this ghost hunter do? Carry a laser gun and aim it at giant marshmallows?”

			My eyes widened with surprise, and then I burst out laughing. “When did you see Ghostbusters?”

			His lips twitched and he smiled at me. “I may have caught it at one point or another while I was roaming the hotel.”

			I nodded, still chuckling. “I can’t believe how humorous I find that.”

			His smile widened at my obvious amusement. “Well? Does he have a metal container with every ghost who ever hit on you?”

			I shook my head. “No. All Ian ever did was record proof of activity. He would try some cleansing rituals if a ghost was wreaking havoc. But not usually. He was more of a researcher than a hunter.”

			“I see.” Julius kept staring at me, obviously waiting for me to go on.

			“Anyway, the point is he was unconventional. And I liked that. But more importantly, he liked the same about me. I’m not the typical girl. I own a café, and while I love it for various reasons, it’s not my life’s passion. Art is. I enjoy the unusual. It makes life fascinating and keeps me engaged.”

			Our eyes met and he studied me with such intensity I was frozen in the moment. My next words vanished as I got lost in him. I couldn’t ignore the magnetic pull. It drew me closer to him until our lips were inches apart. 

			He lifted his hand and lightly caressed my cheek. I closed my eyes and reveled in the warmth of his gentle touch. My breath got caught in my throat as my pulse quickened, and suddenly nothing else mattered but kissing him, feeling his lips on mine and his arms around me as we—

			“Why?” Julius whispered.

			My eyes flew open and met his troubled onyx ones. “Why what?”

			“Why did you tell me that? About your ex.”

			“Because, Julius, you are the unusual. And I think you have no idea how much that excites me.” The words were out of my mouth before I could censor myself. But the way surprise lit his eyes, followed by intense desire, only fueled my boldness. “And I don’t care what you are or aren’t. You’re here. You’re real. And as far as I can tell, you’re everything I want.”

			His eyes closed as he let out a breath of frustration. “I can’t make any promises to you.”

			“I know.” Putting a tiny bit of pressure on his neck, I pulled him even closer until our lips were barely touching. “I want you anyway… even if it’s only for now.”

			“Pyper,” he said gruffly and cupped my cheeks. Our lips met, his soft but demanding. I melted into him, and as his tongue met mine, the world faded away… right up until the doorbell rang.

			“Dammit,” I muttered pulling away from him.

			But he tightened his grasp. “Not yet.” He bent his head and tasted me again, kissing me so thoroughly my head swam.

			Buzz buzz. Buzzzzz.

			I groaned. “That’s dinner. They aren’t going away.”

			He brushed a lock of hair out of my eyes, his fingers leaving a trail of tingles over my skin. “I’ll still be here.”

			“You better be.” I smiled at him as I hurried to the door. “Hold on. I’m coming.”

			Buzzzzz, buzzzz.

			“All right already.” I pressed the button, letting the delivery guy up. Only moments later, the knocking sounded on the door. I yanked it open and frowned. “Officers Dell and Brant, what can I do for you this evening?”

			Dell’s lips turned up into an evil, self-satisfied smile. “Ms. Rayne, you’re under arrest for the murder of Estelle R. Charles.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 16
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			I sat at a metal table in a stark white room, with my hands handcuffed to the arms of the chair. Yanking on the cuffs, I glared at Dell. “Is this necessary?”

			“You’re charged with two counts of murder, Ms. Rayne. Do you really think we’re going to take it easy on you?”

			The cuffs dug into my wrists, and I bit back a wince, not willing to give her the satisfaction of knowing I was uncomfortable. The sadistic bitch. “That would be far too humane, I suppose.”

			“The minute you killed those women, you lost the right to my goodwill.”

			I clamped my mouth shut. No doubt my silence was only solidifying her belief of my guilt. But so far they hadn’t explained why they’d hauled me in, and the only thing I could think of was someone had spotted Jade and me at Ruby’s house. Since I had no explanation, I wasn’t giving her anything. “I already told you I want to call my lawyer.”

			Dell crossed her arms over her large chest. “You’ll get your chance as soon as you answer some questions.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “I know my rights, Officer.”

			“This is just routine, Pyper,” Brant said mildly and sat down across from me. He wore a friendly, almost conspiratorial smile. “Dell’s still a little prickly. I’ve already put in the request for your phone call.”

			I wasn’t buying his good-cop act. He was far too smart and was the one who seemed to see everything. “How about some coffee?” I asked.

			Dell met my gaze and smiled evilly as she shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We don’t know how long we’re going to be in here, and since I’m not in the mood to escort you to the john, I’d hate to have you piss yourself.”

			If she thought her taunts were going to tick me off, she was sadly mistaken. I didn’t even want whatever they were passing off as coffee in this place. I’d only wanted to fill the time. Instead of reacting, I kept my gaze trained on Brant and pretended the sour woman hadn’t said a word.

			Brant shook his head at his partner. “Now, Dell. That wasn’t exactly the impression we want to leave on Ms. Rayne, is it?”

			“Oh, shut up, Eric. You know I don’t give a shit what she thinks.” Dell turned her back on us and stormed out of the room.

			“Is she going to watch this interrogation from the room behind the mirror?” I asked just for something to say.

			Brant chuckled and shook his head. “That would be a nice feature, now wouldn’t it? Sadly, such luxuries have never been in our budget. No, she’s probably back at her desk figuring out if she can stick you with any other charges.”

			“No doubt.” 

			Brant got up and smoothed his trousers. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Sure. I can’t guarantee I’ll answer.” I strummed my fingers on the arm of the chair, once again lamenting that there wasn’t a clock in this room. It unnerved me that I had no idea how long I’d been there. After they’d brought me in, Dell had secured me to the chair, then left, leaving me alone for what seemed like forever. Except with nothing to do but sit there, I really couldn’t say if I’d been there one hour or five.

			“How did you get into body painting?” 

			“What?” Surprise rippled through me. Why the heck did he want to know that?

			His eyes softened and he smiled sheepishly. “I’m interested in learning about it. I’ve been told I might have a little bit of talent for the arts, but I don’t want to be just another painter at Jackson Square.”

			I bristled at his usage of “just another painter.” He was probably just another douche bucket who wanted to know about body painting so that he could have a good reason to touch naked women. “I took a special effects class while I was in college. One of the assignments was body painting.”

			“Interesting.” He rubbed his jaw. “And you spend a lot of time with your models now?”

			The fact that he hadn’t asked more specifics about the technical end of body painting told me everything I needed to know. He had no interest in the craft whatsoever.

			I said nothing.

			“Ms. Rayne?”

			“Yes?”

			“Did I say something to anger you?”

			“No.” I leaned back into the chair and stared him in the eye. 

			He straightened. “You don’t want to talk about your body painting? I know all about your opening at the end of the week. If you could answer some questions, we might be able to clear up this misunderstanding. Dell thinks she has a lock on this, but we all know it’s up to the DA. Right now, I gotta be honest. I don’t think anything’s going to stick.”

			“That’s nice to hear.” My tone was neutral, dismissive.

			He sighed. “You don’t trust me.”

			I blinked once. “Officer Brant, I asked for my lawyer hours ago. So far I haven’t been given my phone call, water, a restroom break, or even any rational reason as to why I’ve been hauled in here. At this point, I think I’ll exercise my right to remain silent.”

			Brant frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

			I stared straight ahead, pretending he wasn’t there.

			“So I guess you’re not going to tell me why you killed those two women?”

			No. I wasn’t going to rise to the bait. He wanted to gauge my reaction in some hope of confirming or denying their suspicions. It wasn’t happening. I didn’t even flinch.

			“Or why you blew up Ruby’s house earlier today?”

			So they did know Jade and I had been there. Or at least that I had been there. A sudden fear that Jade had been arrested made sweat break out on my neck. Surely they hadn’t connected her. Even if they had, she could’ve used magic to get herself out of it, right? She better have. Otherwise Kane would likely go ballistic and end up locked up too, trying to get us both out.

			“I fear you’re not going to fare well without cooperating, Ms. Rayne. You know we can keep you here for up to seventy-two hours before we officially have to do anything. I bet being cuffed to that chair is already getting uncomfortable.”

			That insufferable bastard. I knew he’d just been playing good cop earlier. Even now his tone was reasonable, as if he were the adult and I were the petulant child. Well, he could eff off. Whatever they had in store for me, I could take it. I’d suffered worse at the hands of a vengeful ghost… and I’d survived. I’d survive this too.

			Brant plowed through another dozen offensive questions, and when it became clear I was done, he left the small room without any explanation as to what would happen next.

			No one came in for what must have been hours. At one point I dozed off with my head resting on the table. And when I woke up, my neck was screaming in protest.

			“Son of a biscuit,” I said and then swore when I realized I couldn’t move. I lay there, trying desperately to think of anything but the pain threatening to consume me. The dull ache moved from my neck to my head, creating a monster of a headache. 

			Then all I could think about was what type of curse I was going to ask Jade to levy on Brant and Dell. Hair loss? Weight gain? Impotence? Irritable bowel syndrome? Yes, that was it IBS. And a chocolate allergy. 

			The door flew open and slammed against the wall with a loud thunk. “You’re in luck, Rayne. You’re being moved to a cell.”

			It was Dell, and she was entirely too pleased. Her cheeks were rosy with something close to delight.

			“I want my lawyer. Now.” My head was still on the table, seriously undermining my demand. 

			“You’ll get your chance.” She stood behind me and as she squatted down, she snarled. “Make one wrong move and your pretty face will never be the same again.”

			I wanted to snarl back. But that would only cause more problems. I imagined Jade cursing her with adult acne and held back a snicker.

			The snick of the cuff releasing nearly made me cry with relief, but before I had a chance to move my arm, she twisted it behind my back and recuffed it. 

			A sharp pain shot up my arm and I let out an oomph as I jerked involuntarily.

			She pulled up on my arm, forcing a cry from me. “I said don’t move.”

			I had a strong urge to correct her. She hadn’t said that at all. Her exact words were “one wrong move.” The sadistic wench. 

			When she repeated the process with my other arm, I was ready for her and managed not to move, despite her best efforts. If she’d tightened the cuffs any more, they’d be slitting my wrists.

			“Does that hurt?” she asked, her lips inches from my ear.

			I ignored her.

			“I said does that hurt?” She pushed me forward, knocking me to my knees. “Clumsy whore. Get up.”

			Without the use of my hands and considering the fact my neck was practically immobile, getting to my feet was easier said than done. But thankfully a clerk rounded the corner at that exact moment and Dell backed off as she said, “Tripped over her own feet.”

			“That seems to happen a lot.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but there was compassion in her eyes as she watched me. Her gaze flickered briefly to Dell, and I swear I saw a shadow of disapproval. There was no missing the message. She wanted me to know I wasn’t an isolated case. I’d suspected as much but appreciated having it confirmed. For some reason it gave me a much-needed shot of strength.

			I finally got to my feet and put my shoulders back, ready for the next round of Abuse the Prisoner until She Breaks.

			***

			I spent the rest of the night in a dank cell by myself. It was little improvement from the interrogation room. There was a small bench, a sink, and a toilet. Nothing else. At least my cuffs had been taken off. My wrists still burned from where the skin had been rubbed raw, and my neck was so stiff I had to turn my shoulders just to look around. 

			Not that I was interested in taking in the scenery. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and wake up to find the whole situation had been a nightmare. I spent the morning drifting in and out of consciousness until I heard the cell door rattle.

			“Get up. You’ve been released.”

			I jerked awake, sure I was hallucinating. My eyes were blurry and my body was so fatigued anything was possible at that point. 

			“Did you hear me, Rayne? You’re out of here.”

			I rubbed at my eyes, noting the older male officer with salt-and-pepper hair wasn’t one I’d seen before. Good. If it had been one of my abusers, I might have lost it.

			I shuffled in front of the officer, barely believing it when they handed me my manila envelope of personal items. They really were letting me go. No paperwork. No conditions. For whatever reason, they weren’t charging me. Lack of evidence and the fact I hadn’t confessed anything was the likely explanation. 

			“Go out that door,” a female clerk said.

			“Hmm?” I was still standing in front of the clerk, holding my envelope.

			“The exit.” She pointed behind me. “It’s that way.”

			“Oh, right.” I turned around and was vaguely surprised the door wasn’t locked. I stepped through and stopped just over the threshold, blinking. There were people everywhere. Flashes of light and chatter assaulted my deprived state.

			Then the door slammed behind me and I jumped, my heart racing triple time.

			“Pyper! Thank the goddess!” Jade was standing two feet to my left, her red eyes swollen and about a quarter of her hair falling out of a haphazard bun. She closed the distance between us and wrapped me into a bone-crushing hug.

			I hugged her back and said, “Get me the hell out of here.”

			“You got it.” She tugged me by the hand out the front door.

			At least a dozen photographers were camped out in front of the police station. Camera flashes blinded me as I heard, “Pyper, Ms. Rayne. Over here. Will you sue? Why do you think they denied your right to council? Why’d they drop the charges?”

			“What the hell is going on?” I yelled to Jade over the barrage of questions being launched at me.

			“You made national news.”
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			“Where are you taking me?” I asked Jade as she zipped down the streets of New Orleans.

			“I have half a mind to take you straight to Bea’s. But Kane’s waiting on us at your apartment.” She sped up as she passed a parked patrol car.

			My eyes widened as I turned to her. “I was just sprang from jail. I think I’d rather not go back anytime soon if it’s all the same to you.”

			“Oh, screw those bastards.” There was vehemence in her tone I rarely heard from her. “I’ll spell one of those assholes straight to hell the next time they try to mess with you or anyone else.”

			I sat back in the leather seat and shut my eyes. “Sounds like you had about as much fun dealing with them as I did. Were you arrested too?”

			“What? No. But I did spend the past twenty hours or so trying to get Marc in to see you. I was stonewalled at every turn.”

			“Marc? Your stepfather?” He was a witch with the Witch’s Council. Did he have answers?

			“Yes. He’s also a lawyer, licensed for these specific situations. When someone from the supernatural world is arrested for unexplainable reasons, the council sends a magical lawyer to clean things up. Only the NOPD never even let him through the door. Did you ask for council?”

			I let out a sardonic laugh. “Many times. I was denied.”

			“I knew it.” 

			It might have been my delirium, but I swear I saw steam shoot out of her ears.

			***

			I must have dozed off because I jerked awake as Jade parked Kane’s Lexus in my space behind the café. 

			“Where’s my car?”

			She ground her teeth together. “Impounded. The authorities took it for evidence.”

			“Those bastards.” I closed my eyes and fell back against the seat, too tired to even care. They couldn’t keep it forever, could they? They weren’t going to find anything anyway. Not unless they planted evidence. Which, dammit, they would if they thought it necessary. “Jade?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Why did they let me go?”

			She patted my knee. “Let’s go upstairs first.”

			I opened my eyes and stared her down. “No. Tell me now.” 

			She sighed. “There was another attack last night after you’d been hauled in. With you in custody, they were hard-pressed to make a case against you.”

			“Another attack? Did… how… I mean, what happened?” My insides churned with unease and I was certain I was going to be sick. Had the ritual, whatever it was, been completed? And who was the victim?

			“It was a failed attempt, thank the goddess.” Her hands gripped the wheel tighter. “But from what I understand, she was in bad shape. She’s still at the hospital recovering from bruised vocal cords and a couple of broken bones. They’re watching for internal bleeding.”

			”Jeez.” Tears filled my eyes. “The attacker wasn’t caught, I take it?”

			She stared at her hands and then shook her head. “No. He wasn’t.”

			***

			Kane sat on the edge of my bed, holding my hand. His dark eyes were full of worry and stormy rage. “You should sue them, you know.”

			I nodded, tracing a red blossom on my comforter with my fingers. “You’re right. I should.” 

			“But you won’t.” There was bitter disappointment in his tone.

			“Not likely. I’d only be harassed more.” 

			“Maybe not. The media is all over this, Pypes. No one would dare touch you.” He was so angry about the way I’d been treated he was vibrating with frustration, ready to burn the entire district down.

			“Suing isn’t going to do anyone any good except the lawyers.” I sighed and took a sip of the berry smoothie Jade had made for me. My appetite had left the building, but she’d insisted. And I had to admit the drink had made me feel slightly more human. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in about twenty-four hours.

			“It’d make me feel a damn sight better.” The circles under his eyes were almost worse than mine. 

			“It must be hell to be a badass demon hunter and to feel helpless.” I gave him a weak smile and patted his hand. “The law sucks.”

			“Especially in this town. Even with connections, we can barely get anything done.” He stood up and paced. “It’s not over, you know.”

			I nodded, exhaustion starting to take its toll. My eyes grew heavy and my head started to swim. “You mean Marc? Did Jade call him?”

			“Yes. He came right away. He’s also going to try to expedite answers from the Witch’s Council. Lucien is running up against a brick wall.”

			“I hope they don’t stonewall him too. Until the murderer is caught, no one is safe.”

			He stopped pacing and stared at me. “That’s true. But when I said it wasn’t over, I meant your trouble with the police. They seem to think you’re an accessory. That maybe you were in on the first two murders.”

			My body stiffened as I sat up straight. “But why? They can’t have any evidence. Clearly I wasn’t there when either attack happened. And I have no connection to Shelby at all.”

			He nodded, dark frustration rolling around in his eyes. “They kept asking who the guy in the mirror was. Your explanation that he’s a ghost didn’t go over well. They wanted to know how long you’d known each other and if he was your significant other. It was clear they suspect Julius. Not that they’ll ever be able to pick him up.”

			I swung my feet out of the bed and sat on the edge, staring at Kane. “Seriously?”

			He arched an eyebrow. “They questioned Jade and me for a couple of hours. Made it clear if we didn’t answer, they’d arrest Jade too.”

			Of course they would. “What did you say?”

			“Not much. We didn’t really have any answers for them anyway. We told them we’d met Julius once before on Halloween. That as far as we knew, you two were just friends. The only thing you should know is that they have camera shots of you and Jade on the street the day Jade blew Ruby’s roof off. She told them you two had decided to stop by to pay Ruby’s daughter your respects on your way to Bea’s, but that the neighbors were carrying on about a gas explosion. So she helped the man get the door open, and then you two left so as to not be in the way.”

			I chuckled. “As good a reason as any I suppose. Good thing I didn’t say anything. Now Jade and I can corroborate our stories.” A yawn overtook me and my eyes watered with fatigue.

			He sat on the bed next to me and patted my hand. “I’ll let you get some rest. But know that Jade and I will be here when you get up.”

			“Kane…” I admonished. “That’s not necessary.”

			“I know. We’ll be here just the same. Marc wants to talk to you, but I’ll tell him he has to wait. He doesn’t have any new information anyway.”

			“All right.”

			Kane shut the door softly behind him as I crawled back into my bed. I lay there, staring up at the ceiling. How’d I get into this mess? Just by shopping at a vintage shop? It was ridiculous. All I wanted to do was to move on with my life. I had a gallery showing in a few days and a café to run. Plus the Southern Haunts article. Those were all good things. And a date with a real live human. Unease coiled in my gut. What about Julius?

			I hadn’t seen him since the police had arrested me. He’d disappeared as soon as they’d showed up, and he hadn’t been at the apartment when I’d gotten back. That was some relationship. He couldn’t be leaned on when the chips were down. How could I have possibly thought there could be something between us? 

			How stupid could I be?

			Frustrated with myself, I resolved to go on that date with Tyler and to really give him a chance. Interesting and unconventional was one thing. Absent was entirely another.

			My hormones were just going to have to take a backseat. I couldn’t take being deserted again. Not this time. It didn’t matter that whatever was keeping Julius away probably wasn’t his fault. The fact was, he wasn’t here when I needed him. It was time to break the pattern.

			I snuggled down into the covers and let oblivion overtake me as the low murmur of voices drifted softly from my living room. 

			***

			The bed shifted with a rustle of the covers, waking me up. “Kane?” I asked without opening my eyes.

			“Shhh. Go back to sleep.”

			“Hmmm. What time is it?”

			“It’s late.”

			His voice filtered through my semiconscious state, waking me up. My eyes flew open and I stared into Julius’s intense dark eyes. I bolted upright. “What are you doing here?”

			He looked different, sitting there next to me on top of the red-and-gray floral-print comforter. Had he gotten new clothes? I took in his dark gray pants, a blue pin-striped white button-down shirt, and a matching gray vest. His shirt was open at the collar. Definitely new. He was an updated version of his nineteen-twenties self. 

			“I’m keeping an eye on you.” He reached out to brush my hair from my eyes, but I jerked back.

			“Now? You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m in my bed and my very powerful friends are in the other room. What makes you think now is the time to watch over me?” My blood raced through my veins with both anger and excitement. He was on my bed… right next to me. All I had to do was lean over and—no. I wasn’t going there. 

			Julius jerked back as if I’d physically attacked him. Then he stood and took a few steps back. “My apologies. I was worried and wanted to check on you myself. But I can see I overstepped. I’ll be going.”

			Well, dang it. That wasn’t what I wanted either. Now that he was here, I wanted answers. Just before he reached the door, I said, “No. Stay.”

			He paused and glanced back at me. “You’re sure?”

			Leaning against my headboard, I crossed my legs and pulled the covers up to shield my vulnerability. “I’m sure.” I patted the other side of the bed, the same place he’d been when I’d woken. “Sit.”

			His hand was on my bedroom doorknob, and for a second, I thought he was going to leave anyway. But then he dropped his hand and walked slowly back to the bed.

			I patted the space again. “We need to talk.”

			He nodded once and sat, his body stiff with tension. 

			I cleared my throat. There was no need to beat around the bush. Due to my outburst, he already knew I was pissed at him. “Where have you been the past twenty-four hours?” 

			“I was doing everything I could to make sure you were released as soon as possible.” His steady gaze was unreadable.

			I frowned and clutched the edge of the blanket. “What does that mean?” 

			“Let’s just say I was making sure the evidence didn’t point in your direction.” 

			“You… oh my God.” I pressed my palm to my forehead, trying to ease the pressure of a sudden stress headache. Suspicion and fear took up residence in my gut, and I swallowed the bile rising to the back of my throat. They’d let me go because another woman had been attacked. “Tell me you didn’t. Please.”

			He frowned at me in obvious confusion. “It worked, didn’t it? You’re here.”

			I jumped off the bed and pointed a finger at him. “It worked? Is that all you have to say? It worked? A woman almost died!”

			“I—”

			The door burst open with a crash and Jade rushed in with Kane on her heels. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” she demanded.

			I shook my finger at Julius. “He… he…” The words were stuck in my throat, and I started to hyperventilate.

			“I think you better go,” Kane said to Julius, his tone commanding, leaving no room for debate.

			Julius nodded once, and without another word, he vanished into the night.
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			I gasped, sucking in shallow breath after shallow breath, doing nothing to fill my lungs.

			“Pyper?” Kane asked gently.

			I waved a frantic hand at him. It had been forever since I’d had a panic attack, but the last one I had, he’d been the one to calm me.

			He shared a glance with Jade and before he could cross the room, Jade was by my side, holding my hand. A small shock of magic zipped into my fingertips, sending a wave of calm through me. Within moments, my breathing was back to normal.

			I slumped back against my headboard, holding my hand over my chest. “Thank you.”

			Jade leaned over and kissed me on the temple. “Anytime.”

			Kane moved from his spot at the end of the bed and sat next to me. “Want to tell us what that was all about?”

			I shook my head, afraid I’d retrigger the panic attack. “I need a minute.”

			“Of course you do.” Jade walked over to Kane and whispered something in his ear.

			“Stop talking about me,” I said without any heat. “You know how I hate that.”

			Kane chuckled. “Jade is shooing me away so you can get out of that bed. You’ve been in it for twelve hours now.”

			I glanced at the clock. It was just after five a.m. I did want to get in to the café. I’d been gone for two days, and while I was sure Holly had kept everything running in top shape, I needed to go in, to feel normal. To be useful doing something not related to serial killers and psychotic ghosts. Ida May excepted. 

			“She’s right. Go make coffee or something. Maybe find a pastry or two.”

			He saluted and strode out of my room. 

			Sending him away hadn’t really been necessary. I was wearing flannel pajama pants and a cotton camisole. I was hardly indecent. But Jade had that ability to sense what I was feeling. Overwhelmed. Confused. Betrayed. And I needed to process that before I started talking.

			Jade disappeared into my bathroom. As I was jamming my feet into my fuzzy slippers, I heard the water rushing in the shower. She bustled out, pointing to the bathroom. “Go. I’ll be back with the coffee.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” No wonder Kane had taken to saluting. She was a drill sergeant when she got something in her head. Then the image of her holding a whip while ordering Kane around the bedroom made me giggle.

			She stopped in the doorway to the living room. “What’s so funny?”

			I only giggled harder. “Nothing. I’ll be right out.”

			She rolled her eyes and left.

			Fifteen minutes later, I strolled out of my bedroom feeling like a new person. I was still unsettled about my jail stay, and more than a little freaked out by what Julius had said. But when Jade handed me the coffee and the first hit of caffeine buzzed through my system, I felt some of my energy start to return.

			I sat at the table next to Jade and helped myself to a cheese croissant. “Where’d these come from?”

			“Your shop. Holly made them yesterday.” Kane sat back in the chair, a mug to his lips as he studied me.

			I took a bite and nearly groaned. “These are a day old?”

			“Oh, Pyper stop.” Jade elbowed me. “They’re still good.”

			I had a thing about never serving day-old pastries, always insisting that whatever the customers got was to be fresh. But for me? I wasn’t nearly as picky. “No. I’m not complaining. I’m saying this is the best damn cheese danish I’ve ever tasted, and I’m shocked it’s not super fresh.”

			“I warmed them in the oven,” Kane said by way of explanation.

			“Obviously.” I put the danish down before I inhaled the entire thing in two bites.

			The conversation came to a standstill, only the occasional click of dish against dish filling the silence.

			Finally Kane cleared his throat. “Wanna fill us in on what happened earlier?”

			I took a sip of my coffee. “Julius showed up in my bed.”

			Jade raised her eyebrows. “And that was… bad?”

			They both knew I had a thing for him. They’d even seen me kissing him at the Halloween party. “No. Not until he told me he was out making sure the evidence for Ruby’s murder didn’t point to me.”

			The pair of them shared a confused glance. 

			“And?” Jade asked.

			“And what? You do realize why they released me right?” I stood up, unable to control the incredulity consuming me. “A woman was attacked. That’s so wrong. So awful. So beyond words, I don’t even know what to say. How could Julius think that was okay?” My voice was hoarse and shaking by the time I was done with my outburst.

			Jade reached her hand out to me, her vibrant green eyes full of shock and something close to pity. “Oh, Pyper.”

			“Stop. Okay? I don’t need—”

			“You misunderstood,” Kane said, cutting me off. “Your ghost didn’t attack anyone. He was destroying evidence.”

			“What evidence?” Shock turned me to stone, and I clutched the back of the chair until my knuckles turned white, hope and relief warring for dominance in my heart. 

			Jade leaned forward with her elbows on the table. “There was the security tape of your car on Ruby’s street, time-stamped ten minutes before I blew her roof off, a signed statement from a neighbor saying she saw a woman with black-and-blue hair at Ruby’s at least twice within twenty-four hours, and your fingerprints on the hanger that had been used to beat Ruby before she died. Julius slipped into the evidence room and destroyed the hanger. Then he broke into Brant’s office, shredded the statement, and wiped the photos from the database.”

			“The case against you was already circumstantial at best,” Kane continued. “Without any evidence to show the judge, no DA on the planet would bring charges against you. There was no way Julius had anything to do with the attack. He was with Marc the whole time except when he was breaking into the restricted area at the station.”

			“Which he can do because he can disappear,” I said to myself, remembering the look on his face when I’d accused him of attacking another woman. My stomach fell all the way to my knees and I thought I might throw up. Julius had already confided in me that he felt responsible for Grace’s death. He’d pledged to protect me no matter what. Had risked his existence to do just that. And at the first sign of trouble, I’d jumped to a horrible conclusion without even hearing him out. 

			I met Jade’s eyes, guilt nearly eating me alive. “What have I done?”

			She patted my hand. “Nothing that can’t be fixed. You’ll explain the next time you see him.” But there was a hint of worry in her tone. Had she read his emotions? Did she know he blamed himself? That he hadn’t stopped punishing himself? Probably. 

			“I don’t know if he’ll be back,” I said, staring into my coffee.

			“He will.” Kane stood and took my empty plate. “No doubt about it.”

			I bit my lip, not at all sure. He might hang around to keep an eye on me, but he wouldn’t be in my life if he thought I was afraid of him. He’d watch me from afar. I knew that with every fiber of my being. “Maybe.”

			Jade jerked her head toward the door. “It’s time to go to work. Are you sure you want to go in? I can call someone if you’re not up for it.”

			I shook my head almost violently. “No. I want to go.”

			“Good. ’Cause you know how I hate working with hungover coeds.”

			I snorted. “Like you could get any of them to answer a phone at this hour.”

			She grimaced and flung her long strawberry hair over her shoulder. “I’d have to spell someone, and well, while I’m not above it, doing such a thing is sort of against the witch’s code.”

			It was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “What code?”

			“The one that says don’t be evil. Forcing anyone to wake up that early without their consent is definitely evil.” She peered at me. “Ask me how I know.”

			I laughed, knowing she was talking about all the days I’d called her in when people didn’t show up or called in sick. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

			***

			The café was business as usual, thank goodness. Even right down to Ida May’s shenanigans. Though it did take a while to uncover her latest mischief.

			I stood at the register, waiting for the woman in front of me to decide on her order. Her face was scrunched up in concentration as she read the menu. “Hmm, large chai tea and… let’s go with the Stick and Berries.”

			“Chai tea,” I called to Jade. Then I paused and frowned in confusion at the woman. “I’m sorry, what else did you say?”

			“The Stick and Berries.” She pointed to the case to her right, her expression impatient.

			“Hmm, sorry, I don’t—” Oh, holy perv pastries. “Jade?”

			She paused, holding the carton of chai concentrate over the cup. “Yeah?”

			“You didn’t by chance add anything new to the case did you?” I waved at the row of plates, each carefully arranged with one biscotti, two strawberries, and a small dollop of cream. The whole thing was arranged in a rather provocative manner. The berries were on either side of the stick at one end and the cream at the other.

			Jade glanced at the case. Her eyes widened in shock, then she clasped her hand over her mouth as she laughed. 

			“I didn’t think so.” I pulled one of the plates out and set it on the counter. “For here or to go?”

			“Oh, I think I’ll have it for here.” The woman gave me a wicked secret smile. “It’s good to be bad sometimes.”

			“You’re not wrong about that.” Laughter rumbled in my chest as the woman took her phallic snack to an empty table.

			“Ida May might be a marketing genius,” I said to Jade. “In fact, I might make that a regular item for all of Mardi Gras.”

			Ida May appeared behind Jade and floated toward me, a cat-that-ate-the-canary grin on her face. “I knew you’d come to appreciate my expertise. Now do I get a man of my own? I hear you have ghosts hanging around you day and night.”

			“Don’t push it, Ida May.” I slammed the case door closed and disappeared into the back. A weight pressed down on my chest as my thoughts immediately turned to Julius. Why had I jumped to conclusions? He’d been protecting me, and I’d treated him like a monster.

			Leaning against the counter, I watched the timer tick down on the oven. In less than a minute, the blueberry muffins would be ready.

			Forty-five seconds to be alone with my thoughts. Not a good thing. “Oh, hell,” I muttered to myself. “Julius?”

			He’s not here, Tru said, her tone full of pity. 

			“Let me know if he shows up sometime today?”

			Sure. But you’ll likely notice him before I do. You have every other time.

			“Okay.” My shoulders sagged. How pathetic was I? The buzzer startled me out of my funk. Hot muffins wouldn’t fix anything, but they sure would make me feel a little better. Momentarily at least.

			I was stuffing half a muffin top in my mouth when the bell went off, indicating Jade needed my help in the front. Shrugging, I grabbed my half-eaten muffin and a fresh one for Jade and then pushed the swinging door open with my hip. 

			“Here,” I said as I turned toward her, but then stopped mid-step when I spotted Tyler. 

			“Hey there, gorgeous.” His eyes were bright with pleasure. He took his time perusing me, as if taking stock. When his gaze finally stopped on the muffin, he raised his eyebrows with interest. “Is that fresh from the oven?” 

			The tension from my past twenty-four hours melted away. Tyler was wholly unconnected to the drama of murder raps and disappearing love interests. And it appeared he didn’t watch the news. Or he was making a massive effort to ignore my recent trouble. He was exactly the kind of sexy flirt I knew and understood. “It is. Did you want a taste?”

			A gleam of anticipation crossed his gaze as he licked his lips. “You have to ask?”

			I chuckled softly and very slowly tore a piece off the muffin top. Jade would have to get her own. I held it out to him, steam billowing from the morsel.

			But instead of plucking it from my fingertips, he leaned over the counter slightly and opened his mouth.

			I smiled. “Is this some long-harbored fantasy of yours?”

			He nodded and returned his gaze to my fingers.

			“Whatever turns you on,” I quipped and immediately felt my cheeks warm. “I meant… shoot. You know what I meant.”

			He quirked a curious eyebrow at me and eyed me as if he’d been issued a challenge.

			No way in hell I was backing down from that. I placed the piece of muffin on his tongue. But before I could pull my hand back, he tasted my fingers, his tongue flicking over the tips teasingly. 

			I yanked my hand back, suddenly very aware we were having a flirt fest bordering on inappropriate right there in my café.

			“Well.” Jade held a cup out to Tyler and fanned herself. “That was certainly entertaining.”

			Tyler winked at her, took the cup, and said to me, “See you tonight. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

			My mouth dropped open in startled surprise. The date. It was tonight. And I’d forgotten all about it. 
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			“It’s too late to cancel now.” I made a face at Jade and slipped into my four-inch stilettos. My electric-blue halter-style dress was a far cry from the sheer black number I’d been wearing when Tyler had asked me out, but it was one of my favorites. It made me feel fun and confident. Exactly how a girl wanted to feel on a first date. 

			“I don’t feel right about it. The killer is still out there.” She crossed her arms over her chest and frowned at me from my bed.

			“What am I going to do? Stay locked up in this apartment or your house for the rest of my life?” I applied a fresh coat of dark red lipstick. “Besides, Tyler will be there with me. It’s not like I’m going to be walking the streets of New Orleans all on my own.”

			She groaned and then grabbed my small purse. “Here. At least take Mr. Pepper.” She tucked her pepper spray into the outer pocket. “I’d put a small handgun in here too if I had one.”

			“Why, Jade. Are you saying you’re the only woman in New Orleans who doesn’t own a gun?” I opened the bottom drawer on my nightstand and punched in a four-digit code on the small safe. The 9 mm handgun my mother had given me when I’d turned eighteen lay in a velvet-lined box. “Will this make you feel better?”

			“Oh hell.” She covered her eyes with one hand and flopped back onto the bed. “I have no idea. If the murderer is a witch, a gun isn’t going to do much in the face of dark spells.”

			I checked the magazine to be sure it was loaded and then tucked the gun into my purse. “If I have to contend with dark spells, I’m doomed either way. At least with this I can shoot the bastard’s balls off.”

			“You’re assuming the attacker is a man. It could be a woman.” Her flat tone indicated she’d lost the will to fight me on the issue of not going out. “But it does make me feel better that you’re armed at least. ’Cause knowing you, it’s likely you grew up taking shooting classes.”

			“Not exactly, but I am certified.” I sent her a wicked smile. Of course she thought I’d grown up kicking ass and taking names. It was the persona I’d worked very hard to embrace over the past ten years. Never again would I be the vulnerable little girl on the playground waiting for someone to save me from the bully. 

			I’d just as soon junk-punch someone. I felt my back straighten with resolve. I loved Jade for wanting to protect me, and I allowed Kane to act the protective big brother. But when it came down to it, I wasn’t waiting for anyone to save me. I patted my handbag and held my hand out to Jade. “Let’s get a drink before my date arrives.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I meant coffee. Chill out, mom.” I tucked my arm through hers and dragged her into the other room.

			Kane whistled from his spot on the couch. “Lookin’ good, Pypes.”

			I let go of Jade, twirled, and ended with a small curtsey. “Why thank you, Mr. Rouquette. You, on the other hand, look like you’ve spent the past few days binge drinking at the club.”

			He smirked at me. “That’s what happens when my BFF gets arrested.”

			“Oh, poor thing. I’m sure if you clean yourself up, Jade will make you feel better.”

			He grabbed her from behind, and she yelped as he pulled her onto his lap. “She doesn’t mind when I’m dirty.”

			The pair of them gazed at each other with so much heat I had to fan myself. “My God, get a room.”

			“Gladly.” Kane stood up and set Jade on her feet. He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “The Bug is back in its spot behind the shop.”

			“You got my car?” I launched myself at him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Thank you.”

			He returned my hug, holding tighter than usual. “It was mostly Marc. He got it released.”

			I stepped back, smiling. “Still. I know it was you that went and got it.”

			“It was just a trip across town. No big deal.” He pulled Jade back to him “What do you say, Mrs. Rouquette? Ready to give me a hand in the shower?”

			Leaning into him, she giggled, and if I didn’t love them both so much, I might have gagged. They were so perfect for each other. They always managed to touch my heart even when I wanted to slap them silly for too much PDA.

			“Go on. Get out. I’ve got it from here.” I shooed them to the door. “Tyler will be here any minute.” A serious expression took up residence on Kane’s face, but before he could speak, I held my hand up. “Nope. Don’t even bother. I’m armed and dangerous. If anyone tries anything with me tonight, they’re gonna find themselves with an extra hole or two.”

			“Good,” Kane said, nodding his approval. “Just make sure you call Marc after you take someone out.”

			Jade shook her head at both of us. “Try to stay out of trouble,” she said to me as she gave me a quick hug. “And have fun. You deserve it.”

			“I’ll try.” I waved, sending them off to the privacy of their own home. They didn’t even get to the stairs before they started making out. “Get a room!” I called again and slammed my door on them.

			“Horndogs.” I headed into my kitchen to get that coffee brewing, and by the time the buzzer sounded, indicating I had a visitor, I had the coffee tray all set and ready to go. I strode over to the intercom. “Who’s there?”

			“The man who’s dying to see you in that dress.”

			“Oops. Looks like you’re going to be disappointed. If that’s all you’re here—”

			“Nope. You could be wearing yoga pants and a hoodie and I’d still be dying to see you.”

			I grinned. “Well, yoga pants. Every guy like those.”

			“Are you going to let me up?”

			I paused just to make him sweat it a little. Then, without a word, I pressed the button and held it down for a few seconds. As I waited, I busied myself doctoring my coffee with sugar and mocha-flavored cream.

			A ball of nerves fluttered in my stomach at the sound of his knock. I liked Tyler, but my affection for Julius made me feel guilty for dating someone else. And that frustrated me. Even though it was my fault Julius had left, he was still gone. I sucked in a breath. I was going to have fun on this date one way or another.

			I pulled the door open and stared up into a handsome, clean-shaven face. His subtle, fresh soap scent filled my senses, immediately putting me at ease. “You clean up nice,” I said, smiling.

			“And you, Ms. Rayne. Nice doesn’t even begin to cover it.” He stepped inside and leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. “I think I might prefer this dress to the other one,” he whispered in my ear. “Leaves more room to enjoy the anticipation.”

			I chuckled. “Do you have a line for everything?”

			“Do you?”

			“Usually.”

			We both laughed. Okay, this could be fun. I waved to the tray on the dining room table. “Coffee?”

			Tyler glanced at the carafe and the neatly arranged shortbread. “Do you mind if I take a rain check? I made reservations.”

			I lowered my lashes and gazed up at him. “Reservations. Impressive. All right. Dinner first. Coffee later.”

			His lips turned up into a sexy half smile. “Well, now I can’t wait.” He slipped his hand over mine. “Let’s get out of here.”

			I felt the flush creep up my neck as I realized what I’d just said. I’d basically already invited him up for coffee and whatever else that usually implied. Damn. I was totally out of practice. For all my talk, my first dates usually ended at my front door.

			When we got down to Bourbon Street, Tyler glanced at my feet. “I was planning on walking, but if you want I can call a cab or get one of the carriages.”

			“Aren’t you romantic? A carriage ride? That sounds pretty touristy, don’t you think?” 

			He stared pointedly at my feet. “You look sexy as hell in those shoes. No doubt about it. But I’ve seen completely sober people wearing jogging shoes taken out by the uneven streets around here. So if you’d prefer transportation, I’m on it.”

			I shook my head, chuckling. “Be prepared to be amazed by my stiletto-walking talent.”

			“Then show me what you’ve got. I can’t wait to see you in action.” He nodded and waved, indicating which way he wanted me to go.

			I rolled my eyes and held my hand out to him. “Just take me to dinner, nine to five. I’m starving.”

			His fingers closed over mine as he gave me a questioning look. “Nine to five?”

			“Oops.” I covered my laugh with my free hand. “I’ve been calling you that in my head for months. It’s because you’re a suit. You know. Monday through Friday, nine to five.”

			He raised one eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”

			I shrugged. “No, not for most people.”

			“Oh, I see. But you’re not most people, are you?”

			I stepped around a grate and hid a wince as I bit my lip. “Sorry. That sounded bad. I don’t mean it as an insult. Really I don’t. I might have an allergy to regular office jobs. I like a little more freedom.”

			He shook his head. “You run a café. That’s about as normal a job as an office one. Only harder because you’re always on your lovely feet.” He glanced down again and nodded in appreciation. “You sure have the legs to prove it.”

			“Stop it, perv.” I punched his arm playfully. “And I don’t just run the café; I own it. So I still have my freedom. And even though I’m there a lot, the truth is I don’t have to be. Holly is more than capable of keeping things in order. I just like it. And I love working with Jade. It’s fun for me.”

			We rounded a corner and headed down Chartres. “And what makes you think I don’t love my job? Or that maybe I don’t also work for myself?”

			“Do you?” 

			“Not exactly.” 

			I chuckled. “Nice try, nine to five. Admit it. You’re a slave to the man.”

			“Maybe.” He let go of my hand and slipped his arm around my waist. “But that’s probably why I’m drawn to you, free spirit.”

			I smiled, appreciating the nickname. But I had to fight from pulling away from him. I liked him. He was fun to flirt and banter back and forth with. I only wished my body wasn’t outright rejecting his attention. I bit back a sigh and eased away from him, once again taking his hand in mine. “If I’m going to keep showing off my walking skills, I’ll need a little room to shine.”

			“Fair enough. We’re here anyway.” He stopped in front of Doris, a newer high-end steak house I’d heard had received rave reviews. 

			Tyler opened the door for me, and only seconds after we walked in, the maître d’ strode over and shook Tyler’s hand. “Good to see you, Mr. Williams.”

			“John. This is my date, Pyper Rayne. She owns the Grind over on Bourbon.”

			“Ms. Rayne, it’s a true pleasure to meet you. We’re pleased you both could join us. Your table is waiting.”

			The maître d’ seated us at one of the few tables near a window. “Would you like your usual bottle, Mr. Williams?

			“Are you a red-wine drinker?” Tyler asked me.

			“Sure. Red, white, pink. I’m an equal-opportunity wine lover.”

			His eyes crinkled with amusement. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.” He turned to John. “Yes, please. Thank you.”

			The wine turned out to be excellent, as well as dinner and the rich, flourless chocolate cake. The conversation wasn’t too shabby either. And by the time we were ready to go, I was more relaxed than I’d been in weeks. 

			“Let’s go dancing,” I said, pulling Tyler back toward Bourbon Street. “At one of the karaoke places.”

			Tyler followed along but didn’t answer as he replied to a text. I decided to take that as a yes. But before we reached Bourbon, he turned left and tugged me back down to Chartres. “I need to make a stop first.”

			“Oh, sure.” I hummed under my breath, more than ready to let off some steam.

			I was busy paying attention to where I was walking since I was tipsy, and then I heard it. Help! Free me. I’m trapped.

			Tyler stopped. “We’re here.”

			I stood completely still, ice running through my veins. I can feel you out there. Free me. Please.

			“Pyper?” 

			I jerked and stared at Tyler. “Where are we?”

			“My apartment. I just need to run up and send a fax real quick.” He pulled the door open and gestured for me to go first.

			A small gasp escaped as my hand flew to my throat. “Your apartment?”

			His knuckles turned white as he clutched the door handle harder. Concern and… was that suspicion lining his face? “Is that a problem?”

			I shook my head, clutching my bag closer to my body.

			 Help me.

			His concern turned commanding. “What’s wrong? Tell me what happened.”

			“Nothing. I just… I think the wine went to my head. It’s been a while since I’ve had that much to drink.” I hoped like hell he didn’t spot the lie—last week Jade and I had killed a bottle by ourselves. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll just stay out here for the air while you go in.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t want you hanging around outside by yourself. It’s not safe. Come on up and I’ll get you water and an aspirin.”

			I shook my head and made a show of taking a deep breath. “I need the fresh air. It’ll settle my stomach.”

			His brow furrowed with frustration. “Pyper, I have windows. You can stand by one.”

			 “I just need a minute.” I waved toward the building. “Go on up. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

			He reached out and curled his hand over my biceps. My skin crawled with fear and revulsion. He’d been so charming. So fun. But was he also deadly?

			A couple walked toward us. I raised my voice and yanked my arm from him. “No, Tyler. I’d much rather wait down here. It doesn’t look good if a girl follows a man back to his bedroom twenty minutes after he bought her dinner.”

			“She has a point, man.” A guitar busker nodded at me. “That’s third-date material.”

			“Are you sure you won’t wait in the lobby at least?” Tyler offered.

			It was truly tempting. No doubt about it. I’d be in the building and able to do a better reading. But I wasn’t going anywhere with him. Not now. Not ever.

			“Hey, buddy. What’s the big deal? She said she wants to wait outside. Let her do what she wants,” a woman who was decked out in steampunk gear said. She was wearing a corset embroidered with watch parts and a fancy top hat that was positioned off to the side. Her boots were thigh-high and really made the outfit.

			Tyler stared at my impromptu champions and then relented. “Do you want me to bring you some water or something?” 

			“Yeah. Sure. Water.” The night felt like it was closing in around me. There was a dead woman somewhere nearby. And I had to find her. 

			Our audience moved on down the street, apparently satisfied Tyler wasn’t going to force me into his apartment.

			“I’ll be right back,” he said.

			I nodded, resisting the urge to push him into his building. 

			The moment the door shut, I called, “Lily?”

			I’m here.

			“Did you hear that voice? The trapped woman?”

			I did.

			My heart raced, and I realized I really was having trouble breathing normally. The adrenaline had kicked in, sending me into an even worse state of anxiety. “Any idea where she is? She needs help.”

			Close by. She’s in something. Like a trunk or a cupboard. A dark space for sure.

			“In this building?”

			I can’t tell. Her presence is vague. Maybe.

			I pressed my hand to the bricks, feeling around as if I’d be able to tell if a ghost was on the other side. “Do you know her name?”

			Shelby.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 20
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			“Shelby?” I cried out. “She’s here?” I jammed my hand into my purse, wrapping my fingers around the small handgun. This was Tyler’s building. He’d been at Ruby’s that day. Now I knew for sure he was the killer. He had to be.

			Ruby’s. The thought echoed in my mind.

			I steadied myself, and for the first time since we’d stopped, I really took in my surroundings. We were on the three-hundred block of Chartres. If I wasn’t mistaken, Ruby’s was directly behind Tyler’s building. 

			“Miss, are you all right?” A stocky man in a beige suit stopped and was peering at me as if I were a mental patient. 

			“Oh, yeah. Sorry. I was talking on a Bluetooth.” I tapped my ear to indicate I was hardwired.

			He nodded but didn’t look too convinced. “Just wanted to make sure. You seemed a little frantic.”

			I forced a laugh. “Just a minor emergency on the other end of this call. Nothing to worry about.” Turning my back to him, I strode off, rushing to get as far away from Tyler and his building as I could. Only I couldn’t let him think I suspected anything. Reluctantly, I uncurled my fingers from the gun still hidden in my bag and grabbed my phone. 

			Hey, Tyler— Scratch that. I needed to be more of the girl he knew from dinner.

			Hey, nine to five man. Apparently the wine was too much for me. Feeling sick. Need to go home. Will have to rain check the dancing as well. Sorry. Dinner was wonderful. P

			The message made my skin crawl. But I really had no choice but to keep up the charade if I didn’t want to make it look like I was spooked.

			As I neared the corner, I glanced back at his apartment. The door opened and Tyler strode out, searching around for me. Our eyes met for just one second. But then I panicked and took off, giving him a halfhearted wave and hoping my expression conveyed sickness rather than terror.

			Walking as fast as I could in my four-inch stilettos, I hit Jade’s number. 

			She answered on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

			I didn’t even think to ask her how she knew there was a problem. “Tyler’s the killer. We need to do something.”

			“Are you sure? His energy seemed so… never mind. What happened?”

			“I heard Shelby’s spirit at his place.” 

			“Dammit. Freakin’ psychopath.” I heard rustling on the other end of the line. “Where are you right now?”

			“On my way to your house.” I hurried down the street to Bourbon and turned right, instantly getting lost among the swell of tourists. If Tyler tried to follow me, he’d have trouble seeing me through the sea of partygoers.

			Jade said something, but I couldn’t make it out over the music blaring from one of the clubs. 

			“What?” I sidestepped a man literally lying in the gutter. “I can’t hear you. I’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

			I stuffed the phone back into my bag and gripped my gun once more. Three more blocks to go.

			A scream permeated the crowd half a block back. I froze and turned swiftly to check out the commotion. Only the tourists were closing in on whatever the problem was, and I was too short to see anything at all. There was nothing I could do. 

			There’s an older gentlemen here who wants a word with you.

			“Not now, Lily,” I snapped, not caring if anyone around me realized I was talking to myself. There was no way in hell I was going to conduct a reading of the spirits on Bourbon Street just days before Mardi Gras. Talk about overload. I’d probably short-circuit. “Wait until we get to Jade’s place. Please.”

			Lily retreated and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

			“Pyper, wait!”

			Oh, crap. I turned slowly, terror freezing my limbs. Tyler was pushing his way through the crowd, determination streaming off him in waves.

			I glanced back. Jade’s street was two blocks away. I’d never make it without him seeing me, and I couldn’t lead him there. I stood immobile in the street, waiting. He wasn’t going to drag me off kicking and screaming. At least, I didn’t think so. Although, if he was the same person who’d attacked me at Ruby’s, he did have magic. 

			This was not looking good.

			“Hey.” Tyler stopped in front of me, not even winded.

			“Hi.” I tucked my bag close to my body again.

			He studied me, frowning. “I thought you said you felt sick?”

			“I do. I’m woozy.” 

			“Then why didn’t you go home?” He waved behind him, toward the Grind. It was a block behind us.

			I glanced around, feigning confusion. “Oh, right. I guess I’m disoriented.”

			He moved to put his arm around me, but I backed up and bumped into a man guzzling a beer. 

			“Sorry,” I mumbled.

			“Whoa. Did I do something?” Concern radiated from his eyes, and I had trouble believing the person standing in front of me, the same one I’d had dinner with, was a murderer. 

			“No.” I stared at my feet. “It’s not you. I’m just having a rough night.”

			“Was it the food?”

			I shook my head. “No. Like I said earlier, I had a little too much wine. I really think I should just go home.”

			He held out his arm. “I’ll walk you.”

			“But I—” 

			“There you are,” another familiar male voice said from behind me.

			I spun, finding Julius. “What are you doing here?”

			He narrowed his eyes and gave me a look of exasperation. Here he was helping me and I sounded like a jerk.

			I grimaced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. You surprised me.”

			He waved a hand. “You’re needed at the Grind. There’s some sort of emergency.” He glanced over my shoulder at Tyler, giving him an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I’m going to have to tear her away.”

			Tyler placed his hand on my shoulder in what most people would’ve seen as a protective manner. But it felt threatening to me in my current state of mind. “Do you know this guy?”

			“Of course she does,” Julius said. “I work for her, and right now—as I said—there’s a situation.”

			I finally found my voice. “Right. Okay.” I took a few steps, putting more distance between Tyler and me, and then stood next to Julius. “Sorry, Tyler. Thanks for checking on me, but it looks like I really need to go. Shop business.”

			Julius whisked me away before Tyler could say anything else, but instead of entering the café from the front, he took me around to the residence entrance. We climbed the stairs to my apartment. Once inside, I immediately called Jade.

			“Where are you?” She sounded frantic.

			“At my apartment. Tyler followed me, and I couldn’t lead him to your place. I’m home with Julius now.” I stared at the man in question, noting his serious dark eyes and the way he watched me. Protective. Dominant. Just this side of dangerous. The combination was a trifecta of wowza. If I wasn’t so positive I’d just gone on a date with a murderer, I’d be exploring that train of thought.

			Instead, I said into the phone, “We have to get into Ruby’s. Shelby’s spirit is either there or in Tyler’s apartment, which if you can believe this, is right behind her building. I think Shelby will have answers.”

			There was silence on the other end of the line. Then Jade said, “Are you sure you want to risk it? If we’re caught…”

			“We won’t get caught. Not with you and Julius around.” I held my hand out to him, praying he’d take it. After the way I’d treated him, I wasn’t so sure.

			When his fingers touched mine, I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. His fingers squeezed mine as he said, “I think we need to clear a few things up, but until then, you need to know I’m on your side.”

			I nodded and said into the phone, “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

			“You’re not worried about the possibility of Tyler watching your apartment?”

			“No. Julius can check for him and if he’s out there we’ll come up with a plan to evade him.” I gave Julius a questioning look. “Right?”

			His serious expression morphed into one of complete confidence. “Not a problem.”

			“He says yes. We’ll see you soon.” I ended the call with Jade and then just stood there like a moron, watching Julius.

			He shifted his stance and cleared his throat. “About the last time we saw each other…”

			I waved a hand to stop him from continuing. “I jumped to conclusions, but Jade set me straight. I’m so sorry I didn’t let you explain. I should have.”

			His shoulders relaxed, and that slow easy smile of his was back, just the way I liked it. “No need to apologize. You’d been attacked. Your instincts are your first line of defense, and if you stop listening to that feeling, the potential for disaster is tremendous. You did exactly what I’d want you to do.”

			“Even when those instincts are dead wrong?”

			He nodded. “Better to feel like an ass than to risk your safety.”

			“You’re really something, aren’t you?” I said softly and moved in close to him. His skin was warm—hot even—to the touch, and I craved losing myself in his embrace, even for just a moment. I wrapped my arms around his waist. 

			He stiffened, his eyes searching mine. “What are you doing, Pyper?”

			 “What does it look like I’m doing?” I pressed my cheek to his chest and hugged him tight. He was so solid, so strong, so perfect… I never wanted to let go. “Thank goodness you were there out on the street. I never would’ve ditched him by myself.”

			Julius held completely still, as if he were a statue forced to endure my affection. “I wasn’t there on my own. Jade sent me.”

			I pulled back and looked up at him. “What?”

			“I was with your friend’s stepfather, going over some information from the council, when you called Jade. She was worried, so I came to find you.”

			“She was worried?” I parroted. Not him? What had happened to the concerned man who’d been with me seconds ago? The minute I’d wrapped my arms around him, he’d disappeared. My hands went clammy, and that pit in my stomach was back.

			He closed his eyes. “What do you want me to say, Pyper? That I was worried? Of course I was. You were in danger, so I came.”

			“But how did you find me so quickly?” 

			“I told you before—we’re connected.” He placed his hands on my arms and moved me backward a step, staring down at me now. “When I concentrate, I can feel you. I think it’s your soul. I don’t know why or how, but if I let myself, I can fade from wherever I am to wherever you are. But it only works when I think of you. No one else.”

			A wave of pleasure washed over me. The connection was weird and different and felt completely right, even though it shouldn’t. But I was done fighting it. I stepped into him, hugging him again, willing him to yield to my embrace, and said, “I’m glad it’s me and not someone else.”

			When he didn’t answer or even move, I rested my chin on his chest and gazed up at him. “You can hug me back, you know. It’s allowed.”

			He shook his head. “You said there can’t be anything between us. And I can’t pretend there isn’t.” Those onyx eyes of his were stormy with conviction. “I won’t stop you from touching me, but if I touch you, I’m not sure I can walk away again.”

			My breath caught in my throat and my heart hammered against my chest. He had to have felt it. Hell, I could practically hear it. Emotion welled up from deep within the depths of my heart. “What if I don’t want you to walk away?”

			I heard myself ask the question, knew I’d just dived off into uncharted territory, but I couldn’t help it. He made me feel whole. Something I hadn’t felt since I was eighteen years old. I couldn’t let him go. Not now. Not yet. Maybe not ever. The thought scared me and filled me with joy all at the same time. This man was good for me. And even though I hadn’t forgotten for a second that he was a ghost—made a point to keep telling myself that—he was one hundred percent flesh and blood when he was in my arms.

			“You know I can’t promise anything.” His tone was resigned but not indifferent. More like defeated. 

			“I’m not asking for promises. I’m only asking for now.” 

			His intense gaze melted into one of wonder, and then his arms came around me and lifted me up until our lips met. 

			I smiled against his mouth. “Now we’re talking.”

			His mouth claimed mine, and in that moment of passion, I melted into him, losing myself to his probing, demanding tongue and the hard planes of his body. When he finally put me back down on my feet, we were both breathless. 

			He ran his hand along the side my face, his tender touch sending a delicious tingle of warmth over my skin. “Someday soon, I’m going to be the one taking you out on a date.”

			I leaned into his touch. “I’d like that.”

			 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 21
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			“Wait here.” Julius stood at the back door of my building, peering out the tiny side window. 

			“Until when?” I’d changed into black yoga pants and a black long-sleeved shirt, and I felt very much like a cat burglar in training. He had on dark trousers and a black sweatshirt of Kane’s that I’d found in the guest room.

			“Until I give you the signal.”

			“And that would be?” I stood with my hands on my hips, my lips pursed. “I feel very unprepared.”

			Julius chuckled. “How about I just wave you over.”

			“Stealthy,” I said dryly. 

			“We only need to evade one person.” He scanned the hallway. Then he nodded and his body took on a slight ghostly shimmer. It looked like I should’ve been able to see right through him, but I couldn’t really.

			“Whoa. What was that?”

			“My invisibility cloak.” He smiled and opened the door. 

			That’s what he’d meant when he’d said I could see him in his ghost state, but others couldn’t. I was pretty sure that was the first time I’d seen him not solid. And I had to admit, it was a really cool trick.

			I waited as Julius scouted the small parking area and even the balconies of the surrounding buildings. When he was satisfied, he waved me out. A small sense of excitement bubbled through my core. Is this what 007 felt like? Then I laughed out loud as I climbed into my car. Sure, Pyper. Bond got really excited by VW Bugs and ghostly sidekicks. 

			Julius slid into the passenger seat. “What are you laughing at?”

			“Myself. I’d explain, but I doubt you know who James Bond is.”

			“Is he an ex of yours or something?”

			That made me laugh harder. “Don’t I wish. No, just a spy from the big screen. Never mind.”

			We were already late to Jade’s. We’d spent entirely too much time kissing upstairs before deciding to get on with what had to be done. And even though Jade was pacing on her porch by the time we got there, I wouldn’t have changed a thing. 

			“What went wrong?” she asked as she ushered us inside.

			“Nothing,” Julius and I said together. I grinned at him and continued, “Tyler is nowhere to be seen now. Julius did a thorough check.”

			She eyed us suspiciously. “Is there something going on I should know about?”

			“Nope.” I grinned and headed to the kitchen where I knew Kane and Marc would be congregated. 

			The pair was bent over the table, studying a document. 

			I leaned against the island bar a few feet away and said, “Hey, you two. Got a minute to say hi?” 

			Kane jerked upright and, without a word, tugged me to him for a quick hug. “You’re okay?”

			I nodded. “Fine.”

			“Good.” He kissed the top of my head and let me go.

			“Hello, Pyper,” Marc said, holding out his hand.

			I ignored it and moved in to hug him as well. “It’s nice to see you again, Marc. How’s Hope?”

			He released me and a dopey grin broke out on his face. “She’s doing wonderful, thank you.”

			He’d been married to Jade’s mom until Jade was about seven. They’d recently reconnected and now lived back in Idaho where Jade had been born and raised. Both of them had that shiny new-couple glow. It was nice to see. “Glad to hear it.”

			Marc pulled out a chair for me. “Have a seat. We have information.”

			Kane waved Julius in. “You too. Want anything to drink?”

			“Coffee,” I said and moved to get up, but Jade put her hand on my shoulder.

			“I got it.” She squeezed lightly. “You’re needed at the table.”

			I shot her a grateful smile and turned to Marc. “Did you get information from the council?”

			“Yes. Finally.” He adjusted his reading glasses. “We’ve got what we think are the steps for a spell and possibly an explanation for why Julius is able to walk in the spirit world and this one.”

			Julius sat in the chair next to me and leaned in. I placed my hand on his thigh, just wanting to feel his solid form. His hand slid over mine, warming me straight to my toes.

			“Well, let’s hear it, then,” Julius said.

			“First you need to sign a confidentiality agreement.” Marc handed us each an official form and a pen. “It’s magically binding, so be aware that if you talk of this to anyone who isn’t already privileged with the information, you’ll be punished by the council. And it will be far worse than a night’s stay at the city jail.”

			Julius signed his without a second thought. The blue ink of his signature turned glimmering gold and shot a spark back at him. It landed on his palm and sank into his skin. He shivered slightly and rubbed his hands together as if he was trying to get warm.

			Jade strolled over and handed him a cup of coffee. “Here. It should do the trick.”

			He took a sip and nodded. ‘Better.”

			“Pyper?” Marc stared pointedly at the confidentiality agreement.

			“What kind of punishment are we talking about here?”

			“The usual. Memory wipes, community service to the council, which really does mean anything from mowing coven circles to deboning rats.”

			“That’s disgusting.”

			“It really is,” Jade said. “But I hear the punishments are more in line with monetary fines now that everything has gone political. Huge, thousands of dollars’ worth of fines.”

			“That’s even more disgusting. But what does one expect from a branch in New Orleans?”

			Everyone at the table nodded, having long since given up on any righteous indignation reserved for our city leaders. The greed was too common and the administration too corrupt for anyone to be shocked. 

			I picked up the pen and signed with a flourish. The ink once again turned glimmering gold, and just like it had with Julius, a tiny spark landed on my hand. It sank into my skin, immediately sending a shock of cold through my limbs. I felt my teeth chattering but was unable to even move to try to get my blood flowing again.

			“Drink this.” Pyper put the coffee mug up to my lips. The hot liquid shocked my tongue, but I managed to swallow a small bit. Nothing happened. My body started to shake uncontrollably.

			“Pyper!” Jade’s voice rang in my ear, followed by a warm tingle of sensation that started at my fingertips and worked its way all the way through me, thawing the icy bonding spell. Somewhere along the way, someone had draped a blanket over my shoulders, and I clutched the two ends together, snuggling down into the chair.

			“Better now?” Jade asked.

			I met her gaze and nodded. “That was intense.”

			“I’ve never seen anyone react that way to this spell,” Marc said, his brows furrowed. “Do you feel okay?”

			I nodded. “I think so. It felt like someone had pushed me into the Arctic.” I shuddered. “It was not pleasant.”

			“No kidding.” Jade slid the coffee mug closer to me. “Drink it. It has an herbal additive that will restore your strength.”

			“Thanks.”

			With the drama of my binding spell behind us, Marc passed three pieces of paper to us. The instructions had been photocopied from something that appeared to have seen better days. There were small wrinkle lines and blotches picked up by the copier that made it hard to read. But at the top, the spell was labeled. 

			Time Keeper

			I frowned. “Time travel?”

			Marc shook his head. “No. It actually has nothing to do with time other than generating more of it.”

			Kane handed me another sheet that had a diagram of three people and a witch. “Each sacrifice adds thirty years to the life of the spell caster, with the last one solidifying the ritual.”

			I studied the sheet. “It looks here like the witch is stealing the life of these women to extend his own.”

			Marc nodded gravely. “That’s exactly what you’re seeing. Did you notice this symbol right here?” He pointed to a drawing of a dragon eye. The pupil was bursting with light.

			“Yes. What does it mean?” The art was gorgeous, and if I ever got a chance, I’d do my own rendering on canvas. Or a human during a body-painting project. 

			“It’s the symbol for intuitives. Those who do not have magic but have other abilities. Telepaths, empaths, mediums, seers.” Marc pointed at me. “People like you and Jade’s aunt, Gwen.”

			Gwen was a seer. She had visions every now and then, though she never talked about them. And I was a medium. “Okay. So you’re saying this symbol represents us?”

			“Exactly. This ritual demands the life of two women who don’t have any special abilities. Mundanes, if you will. It is completed only when the life of an intuitive is taken. At that time, the witch conducting the spell gains a truncated portion of the victims’ life force. Approximately thirty years for each.”

			“So basically a new lifetime?” I barely got the words out it was so awful. Three young women were the price for one unworthy life. He’d already taken two. And I was next on his list. At least I knew why I was being targeted. Not that it helped much.

			“Yes.” Marc shuffled through his papers and passed us a hand-drawn diagram.

			Julius took one look at his copy and crumpled it into a ball. I knew without looking at it that it was the case he’d been assigned to and had ultimately failed to stop. “Grace was a seer.”

			“She was.” Marc paused and took a sip of coffee. “It’s important for us to understand what happened with this case.” He peered at Julius. “To understand why you’re still here.”

			Julius shrugged and leaned back in the chair. “Hell if I know.”

			“We think we do,” Jade said softly, interjecting for the first time. She leaned over my shoulder and pointed to a small rendering of a silver hairbrush, an ornate hair comb, and a silver locket. “In order for the ritual to work, the caster has to collect something important to his victims and magically tie their life energy to it for safekeeping until it’s time to complete the ritual. In this scenario, the brush and comb belong to the two mundanes. The locket belongs to the intuitive. The brush and comb would be held until the third and final life is taken. Then, in order to complete the spell, the witch must burn all three items to claim the life energy from his victims.”

			Julius leaned forward. “I stopped the witch before he was able to completely burn those items.”

			Marc nodded. “Exactly, and because you interrupted him in the middle of the spell, when you killed him, the magic transferred to you. Only the spell went terribly wrong and killed you. Somewhere along the way, the life force of those women transferred to you, and that’s why you’re able to be here with us right now.”

			Julius’s face turned white and I thought for a moment he might pass out. “I’m alive because those women died?”

			“No!” Jade said, with conviction, her green eyes flashing. “You died because that witch was messing with dark magic that never should have been cast. And you’re here now because it’s happening again. Without you and your information, we might never have known what to look for. You’re the reason we’re going to get this guy.”

			“But I’m alive because the lives of those women were stolen.” Julius’s tone was flat, devoid of any emotion.

			“But you didn’t steal them,” Marc said, compassion in his expression. “You have to remember two things: you were a victim of the spell, and you stopped that witch. He died and the cycle died with him… until now. The council has no record of one of these rituals since then. The fact that you’re here isn’t something you had control over. And I think everyone here knows, as does the council, that you’d never have taken the life essence of those women if you’d had a choice in the matter.”

			He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath. “So they know, then?”

			“The council?”

			Julius nodded.

			“Yes. And they want you to officially come back to work with them. I’m here to extend the offer.” Marc pushed a manila envelope across the table. “You can read it when you’re ready.”

			I sat still next to Julius, keeping my hand on his knee just to let him know he had support. His struggle was understandable. He already blamed himself for Grace’s death. The guilt at surviving, even almost a hundred years later, must be devastating. 

			He shook his head. “I don’t think I can. I’m not even sure how long I’ll be around in this form. If it’s ninety years, I’m coming up on my expiration date.”

			My heart squeezed painfully at the thought.

			“Some tests could be run by the council, but according to Beatrice Kelton, we think your current state is permanent.” Marc made a note in his paperwork and then glanced up at the now-empty spot where Julius had been sitting. “Where’d he go?”

			“He vanished,” I said and took another sip of my coffee as relief from his words wound through me. “He does that when he doesn’t want to deal with something.” Like every time he saw the police. Why was that anyway? It’s not like they could really do anything to him. If they locked him up, he could walk right out of the place.

			“I’m right here.” Julius strode back into the room. He gave me a side-eye glance of irritation before turning to Marc. “I thought I’d demonstrate just how real I actually am. If I can disappear into ghost form at will, then I’m most definitely not in permanent human form.”

			Marc studied him and then made another note. “Interesting. Have you disappeared and not known where you are or not been able to get back at will?”

			“No. Not since the day at Bea’s house.”

			Marc nodded. “I think you’ll find your current state to be your new normal.”

			If he wasn’t exactly a ghost anymore, he’d need a place to live and a job. He’d have an actual life. That tiny seed of hope that I’d been harboring started to blossom. I raised my eyebrows and turned to Julius. “Where have you been since you left my place yesterday?”

			He waved toward the front of the house. “Here.”

			I whipped my head around and stared at Jade.

			She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “He needed a place to stay. And he’s a witch. You didn’t think I’d make him sleep on the street did you?”

			“Of course not. But someone could’ve told me,” I mumbled and took a large sip of coffee.

			“It’s been a crazy few days,” Kane said quietly.

			“You can say that again.” I put my mug down and moved into the kitchen. “Do you have dessert?”

			Jade laughed. “When don’t we? There’s stuff for strawberry shortcake on the bottom shelf.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 22
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			“We need a plan,” I said, pushing strawberries around my plate. “I need to get into Tyler’s place to see if he has any items connected to Ruby or Shelby.”

			 Julius wrapped his hand over mine, and in a low, forceful tone he said, “No. It’s a bad idea for you to go anywhere near there.” 

			“Maybe.” I licked a dollop of whipped cream off my fork, unfazed by his opinion. If I had a dollar for every time someone told me I shouldn’t do something, well… “But who else is going to be able to talk to them if either of them are there?” 

			We never did go to Shelby’s after Jade and I found her address at Ruby’s. After I’d been arrested, going anywhere near her house would’ve put me right back behind bars. But now I knew where Shelby’s spirit was and I had to do what I could for her.

			“I have to agree with Julius.” Jade stood, leaning against the edge of the table. “You’re his target. It’s too dangerous.”

			I dropped my fork and sat back in my chair with my arms over my chest. “Then what do you suggest? Julius could go in, but he won’t know what he’s looking for. And I can’t just ignore the fact that Shelby’s trapped in there. Her spirit is terrified. And what about Ruby? She could be there too.”

			Jade sighed. “You said his place is right behind Ruby’s right? And the day we were there, you heard someone say they were trapped. If we went there while Julius searches the apartment, that might work.”

			“I’ll go with Julius,” Kane said. “If Tyler’s there, I can find a way to keep him occupied long enough for Julius to do what he needs to.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” Marc picked up his phone. “I’ll alert the council. They’ll be on standby in case he turns out to be the perpetrator.”

			“So that’s it?” I turned to Jade. “No coven. No extra spells?” When something was going down, she usually called in at least Lucien and Rosalee, her two most powerful witches. 

			“No. Not right now.” She tied her long hair up into a haphazard bun. “This is mostly a reconnaissance mission. If all goes well, we’ll be in and out. And no one will be the wiser.”

			“If you say so.” I stood up. “No time like the present.”

			***

			Jade and I stood in front of Ruby’s vintage shop. Luckily this block of Royale was mostly retail shops with a spattering of residential units above them, and everything had long closed for the evening. The street was all but deserted. Only a lone homeless man slept in a nearby doorway, curled into a heavy, well-worn wool jacket. 

			I glanced around. “I think the coast is clear.”

			“I’m on it.” Jade ran her fingers lightly around the metal door frame, leaving a trail of silver magic in her wake.

			“That’s not conspicuous. Not at all,” I said dryly, trying not to let what we were doing mess with my mind. Breaking and entering for the second time in three days. My stomach rolled at the thought. 

			Just don’t let us get caught. 

			I repeated the mantra over and over until I heard the telltale click of the metal deadbolt.

			“We’re in.” Jade grabbed my hand and tugged me into the store with her.

			“Crap,” I muttered. It was pitch-black with no way to turn on any lights without calling attention to ourselves. 

			“This way.” Jade tugged on my arm as she put her other hand out and whispered, “Ignite.”

			A small light glowed in the middle of her palm.

			“Back room,” she said, leading the way straight into the storage room. It was so dark I couldn’t see anything other than her glowing hand. 

			“This is crazy,” I said softly.

			“Here.” Jade brought her hand up to her lips and blew. Five small individual orbs rose in the air, casting a glow over us. “Better?”

			“Much.”

			Jade’s phone buzzed. “Kane says he’s taking Tyler out for a drink.”

			I thought of the man I’d had dinner with and had a hard time imagining him killing anyone. He’d been so… easy. And polite. Fun even. Except when I’d freaked out in front of his apartment. He’d acted pretty weird, but then so had I. Regardless, I couldn’t ignore what I’d heard. And just because he’d been charming didn’t mean he wasn’t a freakin’ psycho. “Jade?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You’d said before that Tyler had really good energy. Is it possible to be a total psychopath and for you to not even know?”

			“Unfortunately, yes. I only pick up on emotions. If a person is happy with themselves, has no guilt, and is really good at convincing themselves they are a good person, that’s what I’ll feel.” 

			“Okay then. I’m just having a hard time reconciling the man we know with the one we believe he is.”

			She bit her lip and gave me a pained expression. “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault you went out with him. I encouraged you. If I hadn’t said anything—”

			“Stop. It’s not your fault. He seemed like a decent guy.”

			She nodded, a sad smile on her face. “I liked him too.”

			Sighing, I shook off my doubts and said, “Let’s do this.” I closed my eyes. “Tru? Lily?”

			Trapped. Can’t see anything. Scared.

			“Shelby?”

			Who’s there?

			“I’m Pyper. I’m here to help. Where are you?”

			I don’t know.

			“Hold on. Tru? You there?”

			I’m here but was staying quiet since you’d made contact.

			“Do you know where Shelby is?”

			She’s not in this building, but she’s close. 

			Jade’s phone buzzed again. “It’s Julius. He says he’s gone through the entire apartment and he can’t find anything unusual. Nothing feminine at all. In fact, he says it looks like Tyler just moved in. The place is barely furnished, almost no kitchenware, and he’s still living out of a suitcase.”

			“Damn.” There was nothing promising about that. And when had Julius gotten a phone? Marc probably had something to do with it considering the council wanted him back in their ranks.

			Pyper?

			“Tru?”

			It’s Ruby.

			“Ruby? Do you know where you are?” My heart raced. Both of them were close. We couldn’t leave until we found them. I wouldn’t.

			I’m trapped.

			“I know. We’re trying to find you and Shelby so we can free you.”

			A knock sounded from the wall at the back of the storage room, and Jade and I both jumped, startled.

			“Holy crap,” she said. Her light orbs brightened and then winked out.

			“What happened?” I spun around, fruitlessly searching the dark room. Visions of Tyler standing in the store, messing with Jade’s magic, had me on edge. 

			“Shoot. Sorry. The sound startled me and I lost control.” 

			I was standing still, holding my hand over my heart and trying to remember to breathe, when the knock came again.

			“Ruby, is that you knocking?” I asked into the still-dark room.

			No. But I hear it.

			Jade relit her orbs, and I followed the knocking to the far end of the room. Then I rapped my knuckles on the wall twice. The knocking echoed back at me with two raps. I knocked three times. The answering knock was three times.

			“Do you hear that, Ruby? The knocking?”

			How can I not? It’s so loud I can barely stand it.

			“They’re on the other side of that wall.” I grabbed Jade’s hand and pulled her along with me. “We need to get in.”

			Jade raised her eyebrows. “What do you want to do, punch a hole in the wall?”

			“If we have to. I’m pretty certain we’ll find them there.”

			Another text came through. Jade handed me the phone. “Here. Let me see what I can do.”

			“Okay.” I glanced down at the phone. The text was from Julius. 

			Do you hear the knocking?

			Yes. We were half of it, I typed back. Don’t know who or what’s on the other side though.

			That’s me. There’s a false wall. Give me a minute and I’ll be through it.

			“Julius says he can open the space,” I told Jade. “He wants us to give him a minute.”

			She immediately stopped her magical probing and stepped back, pulling me with her. 

			Help! He’s coming! The voice sounded like Shelby’s.

			“Who’s coming?”

			The witch!

			“Jade? I think we’re running out of time.” I quickly tapped out a message to Julius just to let him know.

			His reply came almost instantly. Stand back.

			Before I could say anything to Jade, the wall in front of us burst open, the false wooden wall crashing to the ground just in front of our feet. Years of dust billowed out of the narrow area, followed by Julius’s head. “We’ve got him.”

			Jade and I poked our heads into the long, narrow room. Inside was a variety of nefarious items in an open duffel bag. Rope, a vial of morphine, a blindfold, a knife, and gloves. A serial offender’s murder kit. It made my stomach turn, and I nearly lost my dinner. 

			Free us.

			The sound of Ruby’s voice shook me out of my horrified haze, and my eyes landed on a small cardboard box. I knew without inspecting it that it was what we needed. I climbed through the opening, reached down, and grabbed the box. As soon as I lifted it off the floor, a security alarm went off full blast.

			“Oh my God!” Jade cried over the obnoxious noise and grabbed my arm to pull me back into Ruby’s. “Time to go.” 

			The alarm was so overwhelming I wasn’t sure at first where it was coming from. Tyler’s or Ruby’s? But as I clutched the small box, moving backward through the room, my ears stopped ringing and I realized it was Tyler’s place.

			“Julius!” He had to get out of there.

			“He’ll be fine! He has his built-in invisibility cloak, remember?” She kneeled before the open hole in the wall. “We have to close this up first so there’s no confusion that this stuff belongs to Tyler.”

			“But Jade—” My body trembled with adrenaline. If we were caught here, holding the bag so to speak, that was it. The NOPD would put me away right along with Tyler.

			“Hold tight.” She rummaged around in her bag and pulled out a satchel of herbs. “Got it.” She sprinkled what looked like white pepper on the piece of the wooden wall that was lying on the floor and then brushed some of the same on the opening. “This will seal it back in place.”

			She picked up the piece of wood and was about to line it up when Julius popped out of the hole. “I left Tyler’s door wide open so the cops can barge in without a search warrant. It’s time to get out of here.”

			“You two go,” Jade said frantically. “I’ll be right behind you.”

			“No, not leaving you.” I held up one side of the wall. Kane would kill me if anything happened to her, not to mention the guilt that would eat me alive. “Just hurry.”

			Together we lined up the wood piece with the hole, and then she whispered, “Seal.”

			The wall rumbled beneath her hand, shifting and realigning until a small burst of light flashed along the edges. When it faded, the wall was completely intact. The only sign it had ever been opened was the dust covering the floor of the back room.

			Julius grabbed my hand. “Time to get out of here.”

			Jade snapped her fingers, extinguishing the orbs of light. Blackness fell around us again. Panic started to set in. I could hear the cops on the other side of the wall yelling and rummaging around in the hidden room. 

			Julius’s hand tightened on mine, settling me enough that I somehow managed to follow him and Jade out of the building. Jade paused just long enough to relock the door using her magic. 

			None of us stopped or looked back once we took off down the street, the three of us shadows of black fabric in the dark night. 

			The police sirens filled the air from the street one block over. And my heart filled my throat. What if they’d seen Julius or Jade’s magic? Anxiety rose up and choked me. Jail was not an option. Not for me. I’d survive it, but I knew deep in my heart I’d never be the same free spirit I strived so hard to be. I’d be hardened and jaded, just like my father had been.

			“This way,” Jade said, leading us one block up to Bourbon. The crush of tourists forced us to form a single line. Jade in the front, followed by me, then Julius. His hands were on my hips, keeping the connection so neither of us was lost in the crowd. 

			“Jade.” I tugged on her arm and pointed to a balcony full of partygoers tossing out Mardi Gras beads. “We should look the part, don’t you think?”

			She glanced up, then at me, taking in my all-black cat burglar outfit. She nodded. “Yeah. You first.”

			I grinned and backed up, waving at a particularly rowdy bunch off to the right. 

			They started yelling for me to flash them as I knew they would. I shook my head, giving them my best coy smile. A roar of protest went up as they mimed flashing. I put my hands on the bottom of my shirt, indicating I was ready, and lifted my shirt to show my belly and my pink sapphire belly button ring. 

			But then I stopped and shook my head. 

			“Boo!” the small crowd roared.

			I cupped my hands around my mouth and called, “Toss some beads to my friend first!” 

			There was another, louder uproar of protest.

			I pointed to Jade and Julius, smiling up at them. “Beads then boobs. That’s the deal.”

			One of them sent a long strand of purple beads in Jade’s direction. She caught them with ease and put them around her neck.

			“Now him.” I pointed at Julius who frowned at me, clearly unhappy with this game. I leaned into him. “Just go with it. This is our cover. We can’t be hanging out on Bourbon during Mardi Gras and not participate in the festivities. It’s too suspicious.”

			He narrowed his eyes at me, and I could see the wheels turning.

			“Listen, you don’t have to watch me flash those guys, but I’m going to because it will net me their most ornate beads and show we were totally into this. Why don’t you flirt with the girls on the next balcony? I guarantee you they’ll be throwing everything including their underwear at you by the time you flash that sexy smile of yours at them.”

			“Their under… never mind. No.” He shook his head, frustration warring with something else I couldn’t quite place in his eyes. “I can’t watch this. When or if I ever see you for the first time, I want it to be special. Just for me. Not like”—he waved his hand around—“this. In front of a bunch of drunken idiots.”

			His words could’ve been full of judgment, but they weren’t. They were honest and full of meaning for him and whatever it was he felt for me. Emotion welled in my chest, and more than anything I wished I hadn’t gone on that date with Tyler. That I’d been out with Julius instead. I nodded once and turned to Jade.

			My mouth dropped open in utter shock. She was standing in front of me, flashing herself to the drunks on the balcony, collecting quite the pile of impressive beads. “Jade?”

			She turned and winked at me. “I’ve always kinda wanted to do that. At least now I have a really good excuse.” She handed me a handful of bead strands. “Take these.”

			I slipped five different strands over my head. One of them had ornate fleur-de-lis mixed in with the plastic beads, and another had plastic minibottles of Jack. The rest were just plain strands, though longer than usual.

			“Here.” I turned to Julius, grinning, but he was trapped by a group of five women, all fawning all over him. They were busy draping him in the beads they’d acquired. One was taking the opportunity to squeeze his biceps while pressing into him. A small burst of jealousy shot through me, and I had to fight to tamp it down because he was very clearly uncomfortable with the attention.

			I met his eyes and tried unsuccessfully to hold back a laugh.

			He shook his head and untangled himself from the posse of women. “Thank you, ladies. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, but I must be moving on with my party.”

			They followed him and once again formed a circle he couldn’t gracefully escape from.

			Time to intervene. “Excuse me!” I pushed through, not caring that I jostled someone’s drink. “Julius, honey. There you are.” I smiled up at him. “I’m sorry to interrupt your fun, but it’s time for our midafternoon quickie. This baby isn’t going to make itself.”

			His mouth dropped open while the ladies let out a collective sigh.

			“I knew he had to be taken,” one of them said as they moved on.

			“Of course he is. And by a smokin’ hot hottie too.” The woman glanced back at me and gave me a thumbs-up.

			I waved. “Thanks!”

			“Make him work for it,” she called back.

			I nodded and slipped my arm through Julius’s once more.

			“I can’t believe you just said that,” he whispered in my ear.

			“Get used to it, buddy. That’s my way.” I tugged him over to Jade, who was standing under the balcony, texting. She had a mountain of beads around her neck.

			“Where to?” I asked her.

			She held up her phone. “Kane wants us to meet him around the corner in a few minutes. Marc is assisting someone from the council in the arrest of Tyler.”

			The amusement from the Mardi Gras festivities fled. And the pressure on my chest that I’d been ignoring came back into full focus. I was relieved I was out of danger, but the fact that I held the spirits of two women in my backpack had me shaking with anger. They’d died for nothing. And I couldn’t make it better.

			Jade led the way up to Dauphine Street, one block up from Bourbon. We waited on the darkened steps of one of the residential houses, pretending we belonged there until Kane pulled up in Marc’s black SUV rental. 

			Jade and I piled into the back while Julius took the front seat.

			“Have fun at the party?” Kane asked, eyeing us all with suspicion.

			I shrugged. “We had to blend in.”

			He stared at me, clearly aware I was the ringleader. “Tell me you weren’t out there flashing on Bourbon Street for those.”

			I laughed, and when Jade shot me a don’t-you-dare-say-anything look, I sobered. “Nope. No flashing. Just used my many charms.”

			“Right,” Kane said, heavy on the sarcasm. “Where to?”

			“The coven circle,” Jade said and started texting again.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 23
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			I sat in the middle of the coven circle, staring at the cardboard box. A faint muddy smell wafted off the Mississippi River to the south, and the slight breeze rustled the line of trees to the north. The circle was in Uptown in the heart of the city, but secluded and spelled to keep trespassers away.

			We were still waiting for Lucien and Bea to arrive. Jade was talking softly to Kane while Julius stood at the southern point of the circle, sparks of magic rippling over his fingertips. His eyes were closed, his skin radiant as the magic pulsed through him. 

			He was beautiful in his obvious pleasure, and warmth spread through me as I watched him. It was almost as if he were coming alive right there in front of us. I stayed perfectly still, afraid if I moved the moment would pass.

			The wind picked up, whistling through the trees, followed by an eerie silence. Julius opened his eyes and our gazes met. A shiver of anticipation shook me, and I knew something incredible was about to happen. 

			“Julius?” Jade called from across the circle.

			“I have to do this,” Julius said to me, his gaze never wavering.

			Tears burned the back of my eyes as I nodded, understanding exactly what he meant to do. He was going to release the lives he harbored. 

			I stood up, tears streaming unchecked down my cheeks.

			Power burst from his hands, lighting up the circle in a flash of light. 

			“Julius, no!” Jade ran forward, but as she tried to take her normal spot on the northern point of the circle, she bounced off an invisible wall. “Dammit. Julius, you can’t do this.”

			He shook his head and poured more power into the circle. It crackled around us, raising the hair on the back of my neck. I’d never seen anyone except Jade able to command the circle the way he could. It was unnerving but also awe inducing.

			Jade’s protests were drowned out by the electricity of the magic. And in that moment, I felt like Julius and I were completely separate from the rest of the world. 

			“We have to release them, Pyper,” Julius said to me.

			I nodded and bent to retrieve the items from the cardboard box. My fingers closed over a large ring and a ceramic thimble. A cool sensation brushed my skin and magic took over, straightening my body as my arms shot out in front of me. My fingers uncurled, revealing the ring and thimble in the middle of each palm.

			Julius raised his hands high in the air, the talismans elevating before me with his movement. 

			“Shelby?” I called.

			I didn’t hear her so much as feel her presence. She was definitely there in the circle with me.

			“Ruby?”

			A whisper of the shop owner’s radiant energy seemed to brush against my skin. 

			“Julius is going to free you now,” I forced out, emotion choking me. 

			Pain rippled over Julius’s face as power burst from his fingertips. He fell to his knees, struggling to manipulate the brilliant stream of magic. It grew unwieldy, branching off in multiple lightning bolts across the circle. But then Julius climbed to his feet and focused, and he commanded the magic, bringing it back to itself until it split into two, each one engulfing a talisman. The connection hit so hard the blast actually knocked me back a few feet.

			“Holy… whoa.” My breath left me and I stared transfixed, watching the ring and thimble transform into smoke and then the smoke morph into two human forms. 

			Ruby turned in my direction and gazed at me with a mixture of longing and regret. “Take care of yourself, Miss Pyper.”

			I nodded. “I’m so sorry, Ruby. You didn’t deserve this.”

			She shook her head, her sad eyes haunting. “No one does, dear. Be safe. Love with your whole heart, and never apologize for living.” 

			“I will.” I clutched my chest, trying to keep my heart from pounding out of my rib cage.

			She turned toward Julius. He’d dropped his hands, now channeling just a small stream of power into the circle, keeping the protective barrier. Ruby floated over to him. “I know what you did. Thank you.”

			He gave her a nod of acknowledgment. 

			After one last look back at me, Ruby’s smoky form unraveled and dissipated into the night.

			“What’s happening?” Shelby glanced frantically between Julius and me. “How did I get here?”

			My heart broke all over again. She was young. Eighteen. Nineteen maybe, and didn’t understand what had happened to her. 

			“Julius freed you, sweetie,” I said as kindly as I could. “You’ll never be trapped again.”

			“But…” She stared down at her smoky body. After a moment, she gasped, understanding dawning. “He killed me.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to hold back a fresh onslaught of tears. 

			“He took my life. For himself. So he could cure himself.” Her hands curled into fists and she struck out against nothing in a fit of rage.

			“Cure himself?”

			But she didn’t hear me. She was too busy fighting an invisible battle.

			“Get it out, darling,” Julius coaxed.

			She stopped abruptly and stared at him. “You did this. You found me.”

			He nodded. 

			She gasped and then swallowed. “Thank you.”

			“Shelby—” I started, but before I could get the rest of the words out, her smoke form burst into a thousand particles and blew off in the breeze.

			My eyes met Julius’s and the magic abruptly vanished. He strode to me and wrapped me in his arms, burying his face in my shoulder.

			I clutched him, relieved and more than a little overwhelmed. “When you locked Jade out, I thought for sure you were going to sacrifice yourself. That you intended to purge yourself of the life energy that’s keeping you here with me.”

			“I planned to. I would’ve if that had been possible.”

			“Don’t ever try it,” I whispered. “If for nothing else, then for me.”

			He tightened his grip around me but didn’t answer. And I knew deep down he’d never be okay with living among us, knowing he was only here because of three lost lives.

			***

			“Should we talk about it?” Jade sat at the end of her kitchen table, holding a forkful of cheesecake.

			“We can if you want.” I sipped coffee and eyed Julius. He was across from me, his arms folded over his chest.

			“Right.” She sighed and turned to Julius. “I don’t mean to sound like a diva coven leader or anything, but do you realize how dangerous it is to call the coven circle magic without any other witches to help?”

			“Jade—” I started.

			“She’s right.” He turned to me, regret clouding his eyes. “I put you in danger. It won’t happen again.”

			I shook my head. “Stop. I never once felt threatened in any way.”

			“That’s not the point.” Jade stood and started pacing. “Anything could have gone wrong. And I was shut out.” She stopped and placed her hands on her hips, staring Julius down. “You have tremendous power. And that’s a good thing. But don’t shut me out again. Especially when Pyper’s involved.”

			“I’m right here.” Damn, I hated it when people talked about me like I wasn’t in the room. Or worse, like I was precious cargo that needed to be protected at all times. I appreciated Jade’s looking out for me and Julius’s concern, but it sure did get tiring real quick. I set my mug down on the table, gave Jade a pointed look, and then left the room to find Kane. 

			“Hey, Pyper.” Kane sat on the couch in his living room, his feet propped up on an ottoman. “You doing okay?”

			“Yeah. Just taking a break from witch central.”

			He chuckled. “You’ve come to the right place.”

			I sat next to him. “It’s exhausting sometimes, isn’t it?”

			“Witch central?” He raised a skeptical eyebrow.

			“No. Jade’s just doing what she has to. I mean everything that comes with this supernatural life. It’s not like it’s new to me. I’ve known Jade just as long as you have and lived through plenty of crazy. But this time it feels more intense. Closer to home maybe.”

			He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a sideways hug. “It’s because of Julius. You’re in deeper now.”

			I tsked. “I barely know him.”

			His lips twitched with something close to smugness. “You know enough.”

			I pulled away, clasped my hands between my knees, and hung my head. He was right. I was in deeper because of my feelings for him. Everything was intensified. Seemed to be happening in Technicolor. The sheer enormity of it was more than I’d let myself feel in maybe forever. “What am I going to do about this?”

			“Nothing?”

			I turned my head, giving him a sidelong glance.

			He shrugged. “You can fight it if you want, but we both know you’re not going to give him up. At least not right now. So why not just see what happens and take it from there?”

			I snorted. Damn him. “Why do you have to know me so well?”

			“That’s what you get for choosing me for a best friend.”

			Some of the tension drained from my shoulders. That place just below my heart twinged, the one that was reserved just for him when he said the thing I needed to hear at the exact right moment. “Looks like college was good for something after all.”

			He laughed. “Worth every penny.”

			Marc strode into the room. “I just got word that Tyler was turned over to the Witch’s Council. They found the spell in a notebook in that small closet you two found that detailed his plans to kill Shelby and Ruby. So even though the talismans were taken, they had enough to implicate him.”

			“What does that mean exactly? That he’s been turned over to the council?” I asked.

			“It’s been confirmed that he is in fact a witch, though apparently not a particularly powerful one. And because of that, the council will conduct its own trial. As far as the NOPD is concerned, the case is closed.”

			“He seemed plenty powerful when he was trying to strangle me,” I said.

			Marc frowned. “It’s possible he learned how to store his power and use it all at once. But you’re right. That’s unusual.”

			“So is killing people to extend one’s life,” Kane said dryly.

			“There’s something I don’t understand,” I said. “Tyler is a young man. Early thirties maybe. Why would he be thinking about extending his life?”

			Marc sat in one of the chairs across from us. “You’d have to ask him, but I imagine it’s because by extending it now, he’d spend the next fifty years looking like a thirty-year-old. Then he’ll start to age.” 

			“Jesus,” Kane muttered. “That’s sick.”

			“Agreed.” A rare flash of loathing lit Marc’s eyes, and he clenched his fists. “If I weren’t a Council witch, I’d have ended him myself.”

			“And I’d have helped you,” Jade said as she strolled into the room with Julius on her heels. 

			“Okay, that’s enough for me for one evening.” I stood. “I think it’s time for me to head home.”

			Jade walked me to the door and gave me a hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, bright and early.”

			I hugged her back. “It’s past midnight. Why don’t you take the morning off? One of us should get some rest at least.”

			“Forget it. I’ll be there.” She let go of me and stared me down.

			“Okay.” I laughed. “See you at six.” 

			I moved to open the door, but Jade stopped me. “Wait.”

			“For?” I raised my eyebrows.

			“I think it might be a good idea if Julius stays at your place for a night or two.”

			Julius’s gaze snapped to me and then we both turned to look at her.

			I cleared my throat. “Why?”

			She shook her head. “I’m not sure. A feeling? I just don’t like the idea of your being alone right now.”

			“Tyler’s in custody. What’s there to be worried about?”

			“Humor me, would you? I don’t know why I feel this way, I just do. And you know I try to never ignore my intuition.”

			Kane sent me a knowing smile and made a crude face no one but me saw.

			I stuck my tongue out at him. His silent commentary on Julius and me being stuck in the same apartment was amusing, but not really welcome. I knew how to control myself… for the most part.

			Everyone turned to look at Kane, who only raised his hands as if to say “What?”

			“Julius?” I called.

			He turned and eyed me, his expression guarded.

			“Would you consider babysitting me until Jade’s confident this crisis is over? My guest room is free.”

			“I’d hardly call it babysitting,” Jade huffed out.

			I rolled my eyes at her. “I was joking.”

			Julius cleared his throat. “I’d be honored to be your protector, Pyper.”

			I pursed my lips. “Looks like I have my own personal bodyguard.” I moved to Julius’s side and slipped my arm through his. “Walk me home, then?”

			He smiled down at me, warmth lighting his eyes for the first time all evening. “It would be my pleasure.”
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			“You’ll be in here.” I opened the door to my spare bedroom. Oops. I’d stripped the bed and hadn’t remade it. “I’ll get the bed taken care of. Just give me a second.”

			“You don’t have to do that.” Julius stood beside me, his hand resting on the small of my back. “I can just—”

			“No. You’re my guest. It’ll only take a minute. Wait here.” I slipped into the room and grabbed clean sheets from the armoire.

			Julius moved into the room and watched me wrestle with the fitted sheet. When I finally got it secured, I turned to retrieve the top sheet, but he already had it in his hands.

			“Let me help.” There was a relaxed smile on his face I didn’t see very often, and it amused me.

			“You’re feeling domestic.”

			He shrugged. “It’s nice to do something normal.”

			I couldn’t agree more. Together we finished making the bed, and when I finally smoothed the cream-and-black-colored comforter, I was half-inclined to climb right in myself. I stepped back from the bed and caught Julius watching me. There was a smolder in his newly intense gaze that heated me from the inside out. 

			“Thank you,” he said, his voice gruff.

			I swallowed and glanced away, trying to get hold of myself. “You’re welcome. I should probably—”

			“Pyper?” His voice washed over me in a soft caress. 

			“Yes?”

			He glanced at my body-paint supplies in the corner, and I couldn’t help remembering that day of the Halloween party when I’d painted him. The way his chest had felt beneath my fingers. And when I’d lost control and kissed him. The way he’d claimed my mouth and had made me feel for the first time in months. He dragged his gaze back to me and crossed the room, stopping right in front of me.

			“I want to kiss you good night,” he said, his eyes staying trained on mine.

			I licked my lips, knowing if I let him, a lot more than kissing was going to happen. I nodded anyway.

			The corners of his lips curved up and he slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me into him. “I have to ask you something first.”

			“Okay,” I breathed. 

			“It’s not really a question. More of a request.”

			I raised my eyebrows, more than a little curious as to where this was going. 

			“Let me take you out on a proper date. Not one that ends with breaking and entering and someone being arrested.”

			I chuckled, but my laughter quickly faded away. “I didn’t really want to go, you know. With Tyler I mean.”

			He shook his head. “Then why did you?”

			“Because…” I sucked in a breath. “He seemed nice.”

			“Nice?” His tone was just this side of incredulous.

			“Well, he did seem nice. In fact Jade even said he had good energy. I can’t help that he turned out to be a psycho. And you weren’t available. So…”

			“Fair enough.” As he pulled me tighter, he finally focused on my lips. “Well?”

			My blood started to pump with anticipation. “Well what?”

			“The date. Will you let me take you out for a night on the town?”

			Pleasure wound its way all the way to my toes. “Yes. I’d love that.”

			“When?”

			“I have my gallery opening tomorrow night, so Saturday night?”

			“Saturday it is.” Julius ran his thumb down the side of my neck and then caressed my collarbone. A shiver of lust claimed my core with that one touch. His gaze turned to one of longing, and then on a small sigh of need, he bent and covered my mouth with his.

			I wrapped my arms around him, sliding one hand up the base of his neck, reveling in the warmth of his skin, the way he tasted and teased my tongue and then turned demanding as he bent me back slightly, taking everything I was willing to give.

			My other hand clutched at his button-down shirt, and I pressed into him, delighting in his hard, lean body.

			Everything pulsed with need and want. And just when I was ready to slide my hands up his shirt, to trail my fingers over his flexing muscles, he pulled away, leaving me completely breathless. He stared at me, his eyes aflame with a wolfish desire.

			I smiled and stepped back into him. The room was silent except for the rush of blood in my ears. My body was on fire, and there was no denying I wanted him. Was ready to give him everything right then. I ran my hand down his chest, resenting the linen fabric covering his skin. “Why’d you stop?”

			He clasped his hand over mine and lightly kissed my fingers. “As much as I want you, I don’t think this is the right time.” Regret swam in his eyes as he backed up again. “Too much has happened tonight. When I finally have you, I want it to be more than survival and a desperate need to feel alive. I want it to be about you and everything I haven’t been able to stop thinking about these last months.”

			Whoa. I heard what he was saying. Understood he was trying to be the noble gentleman, but his words made that fire inside me burn brighter. His willingness to wait, his desire for this to be more than a hurried act of pleasure, made my heart thunder and my knees weak.

			He moved to my side, wrapped his arm around my waist, and gently guided me toward the door. “Good night, Pyper.”

			I stared at him in awe. He was literally throwing me out of his room. “Your self-control is bloody unbelievable.”

			He chuckled. “Not every man is ruled by lust, Pyper.”

			“But you’ve been celibate for approximately ninety years!” I blurted out. 

			His eyes crinkled with amusement. “You think so?”

			Oh crap. The idea that he’d maybe been with someone else wasn’t something I wanted to explore. I waved my hand. “I just assumed. But it’s none of my business. Forget I said anything.”

			His body shook as he held in his laughter.

			“Oh, stop.” Heat burned my cheeks as I opened his bedroom door. “I’m going to bed.”

			Julius followed me but stopped in the doorway. “Sleep well.”

			I paused, noting the way he stood with one hand casually touching the top of the doorframe, his dark eyes following me. He was so beautiful. I’d never seen anything sexier. It took all my willpower to not throw myself at him again. 

			Sleep well. Yeah, no chance of that.

			***

			“So, what happened?” Jade passed me a large cup of coffee and a freshly baked chocolate croissant.

			I sucked down two large gulps of the sweet java and willed my eyelids to stay open. “Nothing.”

			“Pfft. Don’t give me that crap. You look like… Well, let’s just say it appears someone kept you up all night doing unspeakable things,” she said while stuffing the baked goods in the front case.

			“Oh, I was up all night. But only because I couldn’t sleep after the way he kissed me.” I leaned against the counter and checked the clock. Only four more hours until Holly took over. Jade and I had opened again. Which meant that since I hadn’t managed to doze off until well after three a.m., I was once again running on about two hours’ worth of sleep. 

			“So something did happen.” Her tone was full of innuendo. 

			The door to the back room nudged open as if a breeze had caught it, and a second later Ida May drifted through it. Did you finally get some last night, Pyper? It’s about time. In my day not a night went by—

			“Ida May! Stop. We don’t need to hear about your bedroom activities.”

			Jade laughed. “It was her occupation.”

			You’re no fun, Ida May said to me and floated up, eyeing the menu. No doubt we were in for another of round of her dirty-minded creations.

			“Just one kiss,” I said to Jade. “Then he kicked me out.” I sighed and shoved more chocolate croissant into my mouth.

			“He stopped it?”

			“Yep. Said the timing wasn’t right.” 

			Men never say that, Ida May called. I bet there’s something wrong with his pecker.

			I ignored her.

			I’m telling you, if a man cuts you off, there’s a good— Shit, the fuzz is here. Gotta go!

			The bell on the door chimed and I gave Jade a pointed look. We were done talking about my nonexistent sex life.

			“Ms. Rayne.” Officer Brant strode up to the register with an easy smile on his face. “So this is your shop.”

			Fighting not to scowl, I eyed the man who’d kept me in an interrogation room for hours on end. His surfer-boy good looks no longer held any sort of charm. “Officer Brant. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

			He tapped his fingers on the counter. “I could use a double latte and a coffee cake if you don’t mind.”

			I blinked. “Nothing for your partner?” Officer Dell hadn’t come inside, but I could see her hovering out front.

			He glanced over his shoulder. “No, thank you. Not today.”

			I rang him up, conveniently forgetting the normal twenty percent discount I gave to the regular beat cops, then handed him his cake while Jade fussed with his drink. 

			“I heard you have an art show tonight,” Brant said, his eyes never leaving me. It was unnerving to say the least. He was making me feel like a suspect all over again.

			“Yes. My prints will be on display.”

			“And your models?”

			I nodded. “Why?”

			He smiled, his face lighting up with… anticipation? “I’ve heard good things about your work. I thought I’d stop by and check it out.”

			“Oh.” My voice was flat, and I knew I sounded incredibly rude. If he’d been anyone else, I’d have been giving him directions and thanking him for his interest in my work. But the truth was I really didn’t want him there. He was a complete douche canoe. “Um, well, it should be interesting at least. And the gallery manager is having it catered.”

			Jade handed him his latte over the bar and smiled at him. “Here you go, Officer. Have a nice day.”

			“I will now.” He doctored his drink with sugar and cinnamon and then turned to us. “I’ll see you both tonight then?”

			We nodded.

			“I’m looking forward to it.” He raised his drink in salute, walked to the door, and paused. He turned around and stared me in the eye. “I truly am sorry for what happened back at the station. If it had been up to me, I’d never have let you suffer through that.”

			My mouth dropped open in utter surprise. 

			“Good day, Ms. Rayne.” He slipped out the front door and, together with Dell, disappeared down Bourbon Street.

			Jade crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. “He’s got weird energy.”

			I let out a sardonic laugh. “Tell me about it. Before the apology, I would’ve labeled him an insensitive shithead. Now he’s just a shithead.”

			“His actions certainly say that, but from reading his energy I can’t say either way. There’s nothing there for me to latch on to. It’s as if he doesn’t have an energy signature at all. I’ve never experienced that before. Even when Bea’s closed off to me, I can feel her existence.”

			Jade had told me before that emotional energy was unique to each person, just like the sound of their voice. She could usually tell whose emotions were whose without even trying.

			“Maybe he doesn’t have a heart. No emotions, no signature. Maybe he just said that for a discount next time.” I shrugged. Who cared about Brant anyway? Tyler was in custody. I was no longer a suspect, and Julius was taking me on a date Saturday night. 

			Life was looking pretty good from where I was standing.
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			By the time 11 a.m. rolled around, I was so exhausted my eyes were watering. I took a sip of my fifth latte of the day and popped a chocolate-covered espresso bean in my mouth.

			“Damn, Pyper. With that much caffeine in your system, I’m shocked you haven’t developed tremors yet.” Jade took the latte from me and handed me a large cup of water.

			“Hey!” I reached for the coffee, but she tossed it in the trash. 

			“It’s for your own good. Why don’t you try a nap instead? Go upstairs. I’ve got this.” She waved at the empty café. 

			Man, a nap sounded like heaven on earth. My body ached to lie down. To sleep for a few minutes. But then the door chimed and a half dozen people filed in. Most of them regulars. I sighed. “You never know when this is going to happen. You know I can’t leave yet.”

			She could certainly survive an hour or two of being shorthanded. It was just that I’d put my heart and soul into this place, and the customer experience was one thing I wasn’t willing to sacrifice. 

			She shook her head and sent me an I-can’t-believe-you look as I turned to the growing line.

			“I’ll get you out of here one way or another,” Jade said, tapping out a quick text on her phone.

			“You better not be telling Holly to come in early. I’ve already asked enough of her this week.”

			“I didn’t text Holly,” Jade called, already starting orders for the people in line. 

			“Good.” I worked my way through the line of customers, trying my best to not yawn in front of anyone. But when the college guy who worked next door at the Daiquiri Station started going on about his boss never giving him a raise and how he’d just started looking for a new job, I lost the battle and yawned right in his face. One of those uncontrollable yawns that feels like it originates from deep in your gut.

			“Whoa. Someone had a late night last night,” the guy said with a sly, knowing smile. “Got a new man in your life, Pyper?”

			Jade choked out a laugh.

			He turned to her. “She does, doesn’t she?” His eyes flicked back to me, now full of mock disappointment. “And here I was trying to work up the nerve to ask you out. Damn my shitty self-confidence.”

			“Oh, shut up,” I said. “I saw you making out with that beautiful brunette who works at the Pit last week. The way you two were all over each other, it’s a miracle you weren’t arrested for lewd conduct. After that spectacle, I’d say your self-confidence is just fine.”

			The petite blonde standing next to him tilted her head up and stared at him in horror. “You were making out with Belle?”

			Daiquiri Station guy turned a rather dark shade of red and backed up, waving his hands. “No. That was… I mean… shit. Pyper doesn’t know what she’s talking about. She must be confused.”

			The blonde turned to me with her hands on her hips. “Where did you see them?”

			“Umm…”

			“Babe, stop. Nothing happened.” Daiquiri dude gave me a dirty look and pulled his girl away from the counter to the other side of the café.

			They argued in hushed tones, her face blotchy from tears and his twisted into horror that she’d found out he was a Cheater McCheaterson. 

			“Oh, damn,” I muttered. “That is not the way I saw that conversation ending.”

			Jade shook her head. “He was shamelessly flirting with you right in front of her. If she’s shocked, she has a lot to learn about how college guys behave.”

			“Yeah, but I don’t want to be the one teaching her a lesson.”

			“Teach who a lesson?” Kane said, striding in from the back room with an apron tied around his waist.

			I eyed him up and down. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			“Kicking you out so you can nap, or freak out, or do whatever you need to do before your show tonight.”

			I glanced back at the arguing couple. The girl had been reduced to tears and he was patting her back awkwardly.

			“I’ve got this,” Jade said, nodding toward them. “I’ll get them a pastry and smooth it out. You go. Nap. Take a shower. Try not to jump Julius.”

			“Fat chance. I’m liable to fall asleep mid-jump.” I gave Kane a quick hug. “Thanks. I’ll see you tonight.”

			He kissed the top of my head. “You’re going to be great.” 

			“Aren’t I always?” I grinned up at him.

			He shook his head and turned to help the fresh line of customers waiting to place their orders.

			I waved at Jade and mouthed Thank you, then bolted out the back door.

			***

			“Pyper?” 

			The sound of Julius saying my name made me smile as I buried my head into my pillow.

			“Hey, sleeping princess. You might want to wake up now.” A warm hand caressed my bare arm and it felt so nice I never wanted it to stop. “Don’t you need to get to your gallery soon?”

			Gallery? My eyes popped open and I bolted straight up, letting the covers fall into my lap. “What time is it?”

			“Just after one.” Julius sat on the edge of my bed, his eyes bright with amusement as he gazed at me. “You have the look of a flustered peacock.”

			I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

			“Bright, colorful, alive. That’s what I see.” He rose from the bed and headed to the door.

			I wasted no time getting my feet under me and was halfway to my bathroom when he turned to look at me and froze, his eyes turning dark with that molten desire I’d seen a few times before.

			An electric bolt of pure need nearly flattened me. When he looked at me that way… it was more than I could take.

			He cleared his throat. “You might want to consider a robe while I’m around.”

			I glanced down at myself. My champagne-colored camisole hit a few inches below my bum, showing plenty of leg. But judging by his fixed gaze on my chest, my breasts were probably more of a problem. My nipples were taut and practically poking right out of the silk fabric. I wasn’t sure if I should cover myself or rip the thing off. I felt a slow smile take form and did nothing to stop it. “Why would I need to do that? I’m fully covered.”

			He swallowed. “Your definition of covered is entirely different than mine. And although I’m very much enjoying the view right now, it’s wholly inappropriate.”

			I wanted to laugh. Instead, I walked up to him and trailed my fingers over his shoulder. “You’re entirely too proper for me, Julius. You should probably go find yourself a good Uptown girl to court.”

			The desire in his gaze only intensified. His shoulders tensed and his hands fisted as he fought for control. “You know that’s not what I’m going to do.”

			“Good.” I lifted my hand to his cheek. “Because there’s no way I’m going to let you.”

			His body trembled slightly as he stared at my lips. 

			And that tiny reaction set my blood to boiling. “Kiss me,” I whispered.

			A low groan rippled from his throat, and with one arm, he crushed me to him. His other hand wrapped around the back of my neck, but he stopped just before his lips met mine. The tension between us intensified until I thought I was going to explode with it.

			“Well,” I said, breathless. “Now what are you going to do with me?”

			“Holy Christ, Pyper,” he said, his voice thick. “Stop talking.”

			“Make me.”

			His large hands moved to my bottom, and he yanked me to him, his lips crushing mine, his tongue demanding my attention.

			And I was all too willing. Our bodies were glued together, him anchoring me against his chest and me clutching his wide shoulders, totally immersed in the explosive kiss. My head swam with the intensity of it as my body came alive under his touch. 

			The way he handled me, commanded my body with just his lips, was intoxicating. I got lost in him, and for once in my life, I didn’t mind giving myself over to someone else.

			“Julius,” I said softly against his lips.

			“Pyper.” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against mine. Then he sighed. “I have to go.”

			“What?” I pulled back and my body protested, swaying back into him almost on its own.

			“I have to meet Marc and you have a show to get ready for.” He ran his fingers from my temple to my chin and kissed me softly on the corner of my mouth. “There isn’t enough time in this day for me to worship you the way you deserve.”

			I nearly whimpered. 

			“Later tonight after the show?” he asked, hope and longing staring back at me.

			I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. 

			“Until tonight then.” He stared down at me for a moment longer and then abruptly turned and left the room.

			I stood there for what seemed like forever, replaying the kiss over and over in my mind. Had I ever experienced a kiss like that before? One full of so much power, so demanding, and yet tender and sweet in the quiet moments as well? I shook my head. Definitely not. 

			The clock ticked over to 1:25. 

			Ten more hours until we could be alone again. I was fairly certain I’d never last.
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			“Ready?” Lucien’s bright green eyes were alive with excitement. He might be a witch and Jade’s second-in-command of her coven, but his day job was managing the gallery. I’d never really known him in this capacity before other than when he’d asked me if he could host a showing. He looked different, dressed impeccably in an expensive suit, and was polished with that indefinable thing that made old money stand out in a crowd. Since I knew he wasn’t rich, I admired his ability to morph into what he needed to be in order to succeed at his job.

			“I think so.” I glanced once more in the mirror and straightened my silver-beaded dress. The bustier was doing amazing things for my usually nonexistent cleavage. I almost didn’t recognize the glamorous woman staring back at me. 

			I’d been hesitant to wear the vintage dress but decided it would be a good way to honor Shelby, Ruby, and Grace. To let them live on in this very small way.

			“Your work is going to be a huge hit, but it doesn’t hurt that you look absolutely stunning.” He held his arm out to me. “Ready for your grand entrance?”

			“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

			Lucien nodded, and together we stepped into the packed gallery. The patrons chattered and sipped wine, some just socializing, but many others were gathered around the models I’d spent the past few hours painting. The three of them were lined up together, their backs displaying a line of ballerinas en pointe at the barre. The painting only worked when they were standing together. Otherwise, the image was incomplete. 

			A few other models had been painted to replicate some of the prints in the gallery, and I’d asked them to stand near the originals to answer any questions. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. A few were even buying some prints. 

			Pride and happiness blossomed from deep inside me. All these people were here to see my work… and for the free wine. 

			“Pyper!” Jade strode over to us, looking gorgeous in her fitted black lace dress. “Oh, it’s amazing.”

			“Thanks. It’s all Lucien’s doing.” I gestured to him. “I just showed up.”

			They glanced at each other and rolled their eyes in unison.

			“Okay, you guys are scary. Maybe you should spend less time together,” I said.

			Jade laughed. “Maybe. But there wouldn’t be a show without your amazing work. Man, it’s so good.”

			I grinned at her like a fool. Usually I was pretty chill about compliments of my work, but this felt different. Like I’d accomplished something meaningful to me that I hadn’t even known was that important.

			Kane appeared beside me. “There you are.” He gave me a hug. “You look amazing. And congrats on all this. Looks like it’s a resounding success.”

			“Definitely,” Lucien said and excused himself to go schmooze with a couple of his regular buyers.

			“Thanks,” I said to Kane. 

			He said something else, but I didn’t hear him. Julius had just walked in and it was clear he hadn’t seen me yet. He took his time checking out a couple of the prints on the walls, and then, as if he knew I was watching him, he turned and stared right at me. 

			I lifted my hand and waved. His dark gray suit was perfectly fitted and expensive looking, complete with a silk tie. Where had that come from? But the question flew out of my mind when he lowered his gaze to my feet and then slowly worked his way back up. A flutter of nerves rippled through my abdomen as my pulse spiked. 

			“Wow, I think the temperature in here just rose about ten degrees,” Jade said in my ear.

			I nodded. It sure had.

			“Well, go on.” She nudged me from behind, and I slowly made my way over to the only man who had ever managed to make me tongue-tied. 

			“Good evening, Pyper.” Julius took my hand and kissed my knuckles, his breath tickling my fingers. “You look lovely this evening.”

			I ran a hand down his lapel. “So do you.”

			He grinned down at me. “If there were a swing band, I’d ask you to dance.”

			Holy hell on a pogo stick. He danced too. “I’m keeping that in mind, and one day soon I’ll be collecting on that promise.”

			“Deal.” He pulled me into his arms, and despite the lack of music, he led me into a basic swing step, spun me out and then back in, and ended with a dip.

			The patrons around us erupted in a cheer.

			He put me back on my feet, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and presented me to the crowd. From that moment through the rest of the night, my time was monopolized by potential customers with questions on the process, how I’d started body-painting, questions about commissions, and other business inquiries. 

			By the time Jade and Kane came to find me to let me know they were taking off, my feet were aching. 

			“Lucien says the opening was a huge success,” Jade gushed as she squeezed my hands. “People have been walking out of here with prints all night.”

			“Really? That’s fantastic.” I grinned. “Lucien must be ecstatic.”

			Jade nodded in his direction. “I’d say so.”

			His tie was loosened and he had his arm around his girlfriend Kat. There was a wine bottle in one of his hands and an almost-empty glass in the other. Considering I hadn’t seen him with a glass all night, I figured that meant he was celebrating. I chuckled. “Looks like it.”

			“Do you need us to stay for anything?” Kane asked.

			I shook my head. “One of my models is going to help me pack up, and then I’m giving her a ride home. It shouldn’t take long.”

			“All right.” They headed off as Julius found me.

			“This was quite the party,” he said.

			I nodded, suddenly nervous. We had a date in about forty-five minutes. I cleared my throat. “Did you come with Marc?”

			He nodded. “I thought I’d catch a ride back with him, unless you’d rather I stay. I wanted to take care of a few things before you got back home.”

			Oh jeez. What was he planning? It didn’t even matter. The fact that he was planning anything had my heart doing flips in my chest. “No. Go. I have to take care of a few things first and then drop off one of the models. I should be about thirty minutes behind you.”

			“Perfect.” He moved in, cupped both palms over my cheeks, and bent, giving me a slow, thorough kiss. “I can’t wait to dance with you.”

			His tone implied dancing wasn’t exactly what he had on his mind right then. 

			I sucked in my bottom lip and took a deep breath. “Me either.”

			He ran his hand through my hair, took one last look at me, and then strode out of the building.

			“That was hot,” Nissa said from behind me.

			I glanced back at my model. Her body was fully painted from the waist up with a blooming sunflower field. “Yeah, it was.”

			“If my date has moves even half as hot as that, it’s going to be one hell of a night.”

			“Your date?” I raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

			She waved toward the door. “He’s outside talking to someone. When we’re done here, he’s taking me out for a drink.”

			“Does that mean you don’t need a ride home?” Anticipation of seeing Julius sooner than I’d expected left a tingle in my belly.

			She giggled. “Not anymore. He’s just so cute, I couldn’t resist when he asked me out.”

			I nodded, infected with her enthusiasm. “Sure. I mean, why not? What did you say his name was?”

			“Eric. He’s tall, built, but not too bulky, interesting eyes, the kind you want to study for hours.” She let out a happy sigh. “It’s been forever since I went out on a date with someone who didn’t spend all night regaling me with beer-bong stories.”

			I snickered. Ah, to be twenty-two again. “If they went to college, those stories never really stop. They just spend less time reminiscing about it.”

			She thinned her lips. “Good to know.” Then she glanced around at the almost-empty showroom. “I’m ready to start packing stuff up when you are.”

			 “Sounds good.” I waved a hand toward the storeroom where our clothes and my extra supplies were. “Shall we?” 

			While Nissa was getting dressed, I gathered my things and then went to thank Lucien for everything. 

			“No, thank you,” he said. “It went even better than I expected. The community support has been amazing. Don’t be surprised if you get some wholesale orders next week. There were at least a half dozen gallery owners in here tonight. They loved it all.”

			“You’re joking,” I said, my voice high with surprise. That was the last thing I expected to hear. “But I’m selling them here.”

			His smile turned to a grin. “But this isn’t the French Quarter, is it? You’ll do well if a gallery or two picks you up.”

			“And you wouldn’t mind that? Look at all you did here. I think you deserve to have an exclusive for a while.”

			He waved a hand, totally unconcerned. “So you take orders to fill a few months from now. It’ll be fine. We don’t have an exclusivity agreement. And even if we did, I wouldn’t hold you to it. You need to strike while the iron is hot. And this is just the thing you needed to get started. I’m honored to help share you with the world.”

			Well, if that wasn’t enough to make a girl cry, I didn’t know what was. I wiped a tear away and gave him a watery smile. “Thank you. You’re… just too good to be true.”

			“That’s what all the girls say,” he said with a wink. 

			“Stop.” I laughed. “Do you need me for anything before I leave?” I asked, praying he said no. My feet were killing me and Julius was waiting. 

			“No. Go. Celebrate. I’ll be in touch in a few days to let you know how much we sold.”

			“Wonderful.” We said our good-nights and I waited near the door for Nissa to reappear. 

			She emerged from the back room wearing skintight jeans and a billowing white peasant shirt. The outfit made her look even younger than her twenty-two years. 

			“Do you want to change first?” Nissa asked, coming to a stop beside me.

			I glanced down at the beautiful dress, remembering the way Julius had looked at me earlier, and shook my head. “My other clothes have paint on them. I’ll be fine until I get home.”

			“Okay then. Lead on.”

			We ended up making three trips, and when we were done, Nissa pointed to a white Honda Civic. “That’s my date. See ya later.”

			“Thanks.” I waved as she slipped into the passenger’s side.

			Eager to get home, I jumped into my VW.

			Only, when I twisted the key in the ignition, nothing happened. The engine didn’t even try to turn over. “Oh, son of a monkey!”

			I tried one more time, and when nothing happened, I pulled my phone out and called my roadside service. No one answered. I checked the number again. Yep, it was the correct one. Still no answer. 

			“Damn.” I jumped out of the car and hurried back to the gallery, only to find it dark. Lucien had already left. “Plan B.”

			I walked back to the car, debating on whether to call a cab or Kane. He would come get me. There was no question about that. But it was already past eleven and no doubt he and Jade were already in bed doing God knew what. A cab it was.

			Leaning against my car door, I called the operator and asked her to connect me to a cab service. As I was waiting, the white Honda pulled up beside me. 

			Nissa leaned out of the passenger window. “Something wrong with your car, Pyper?”

			“I think the battery is dead. I’m calling a cab and will deal with it tomorrow.”

			“That sucks.” She glanced at her date, whose face was hidden in the shadows. “Do you think we could give her a ride home? We’re headed that direction anyway.”

			“Oh no, that’s okay. I don’t want to intrude on your date. I’m sure the cab will be here in no time.” I didn’t know whoever was driving, and for some reason, I felt really awkward about it. Not that I had any reason to. I wouldn’t hesitate to offer a friend of a friend a ride if they had car trouble.

			“Come on, Pyper. We’re headed to Frenchmen Street. You’re on our way.”

			There really wasn’t a socially acceptable way to say no. And honestly, I was being prickly for no reason. It had been a great night. And it wasn’t over. If I ever got home, it was just starting. Finally I nodded. “That’s really kind of you. Thanks.”

			I slid into the backseat, and just as I got my seatbelt buckled, I glanced up and met her date’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

			“Hello again, Ms. Rayne.”

			My entire body went numb with shock. “Officer Brant.”
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			“What are you… ah, I mean, I didn’t know you were here.” I clutched the door handle, ready to bolt. I did not want to be anywhere near Officer Brant. His smarmy, fake good-guy vibe made my skin crawl.

			“You two know each other?” Nissa asked, surprise in her big wide eyes.

			“Sure.” Brant reached over and patted her knee. “Why else did you think I was at the gallery opening?”

			Shoot. He had said he was going to stop by when he came into the café earlier in the day, hadn’t he? Why hadn’t I seen him? Just as well, his presence would’ve ruined my good mood. I sat back in the seat and tried to collect myself. He was a cop, and even though his methods were far from what I’d call acceptable, he’d only been doing his job.

			“So, Pyper.” Brant glanced over his shoulder. “I assume you know we arrested a new suspect in Ruby’s case yesterday?”

			Of course I’d heard. But the NOPD didn’t have him in custody at all. According to Marc, the Witch’s Council had him. But maybe Brant wasn’t in the know about that. “You mean her murderer?” 

			Nissa gasped. “Oh, gosh. I heard about that, Pyper. I’m so sorry.”

			He gave me a pointed look. “Innocent until proven guilty, Ms. Rayne. You should know that as well as anyone.”

			Nissa frowned at him and inched a little closer to the door. His crappy cop attitude was getting on her nerves as well. “Maybe we should talk about something else. Like what club are we going to? There’s this great place—”

			“Did you have a nice evening?” Brant stared at me in the mirror.

			Nissa and I glanced at each other. Her lips were formed in a thin, tight line. No doubt this was the last date Brant would have with her.

			“Yes.” I focused on the road, willing him to drive faster.

			“It’s good you have so many prints of your work. I think most people take life for granted. But an artist, one who shares her work with the world, she’s the one who will live on no matter how short her life is.” He made a left turn onto Camp Street, cutting off another car in the process.

			“Hey, Eric, watch out,” Nissa said, holding on to the dash. “You almost hit that guy.”

			He glanced over at her. “Don’t be so dramatic. There was plenty of room.”

			What a complete ass. There was no way I was leaving her with him when he dropped me off. 

			“He had to swerve onto the sidewalk just to avoid hitting us.” Nissa twisted, looking back at me. “You saw that, right?”

			I nodded.

			Brant chuckled. “Good thing he did. Do you have any idea what happens when someone files an insurance claim against a police officer?” 

			“An angel gets their wings?” I asked.

			He shot me a murderous glare and barked, “You’ll want to control that wit of yours, Ms. Rayne. That investigation isn’t over, and I’m sure Dell would love to question you again.”

			“Is that a threat, Officer Brant?” I seethed in the backseat, my hand clutching the door handle. He’d gone way over the line. The next time he stopped, I was out of the car. By now we were only a few blocks from the French Quarter. I’d rather walk than be subjected to his bullshit one moment longer. 

			His hands tightened over the steering wheel. “Consider it a warning.”

			“Eric!” Nissa glared at him. “You’re not being very nice.”

			He cast her an impatient look. “And you’re butting into a conversation that doesn’t concern you.”

			Her mouth dropped open in surprise and then her features grew tight. “I think you should pull over.”

			I felt like cheering her on from the backseat. Good for her. He was being an even bigger ass than usual.

			“Why?” he asked as we crossed Canal Street and entered the French Quarter. 

			“It’s late. And I’ve lost my desire for that drink.”

			“Yeah,” I chimed in. “We can walk from here.”

			“Don’t you ladies know it’s dangerous out here at night?” 

			“On Chartres?” I asked. It was easily one of the least crime-ridden streets in the entire city. “I think we’ll risk it.” 

			“Just pull over,” Nissa said, anger clear in her tone. “I think everyone will be better off if we just part ways now.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t think so. We’re almost there.”

			“Oh, for crying out loud,” I mumbled, waiting for him to stop at the upcoming stop sign. Only he didn’t. He blew right through it, barely missing a tourist walking across the street. Panic flooded my system. “Please stop the car,” I said as calmly as I could muster, trying to reason with him. “You’re going to kill someone.”

			Nissa was well past asking him for anything and was reaching for the ignition. 

			“You’re right. I am.” Brant slowed, but instead of pulling over, he reached over and hit Nissa with a stun gun right before she was able to kill the engine.

			She screamed and convulsed in the front seat. Within seconds, she was limp.

			“Oh my God! What are you doing?” I cried and reached for Nissa, ignoring my flight instinct. If I bolted from the car right then, what would happen to her?

			“Let her be. She’ll live.” He waved the stun gun at me and turned left into a garage space beneath a three-story brick building. I’d been too distracted by his attack on Nissa to notice the wooden gates opening. I glanced around, horror taking up residence in my chest as I realized exactly where we were. 

			He’d just pulled into the small garage space connected to Tyler’s building.

			I scrabbled for the door handle, yanking as hard as I could. Only nothing happened. The door was locked. And there wasn’t a latch for me to pull. I raged, pounding my fists on the window. “Let me out of here.” 

			He pulled the car into the parking space, ignoring me.

			Oh, hell no. This evil piece of dog shit wasn’t getting the best of me. I fumbled for my handbag. The sound of the zipper filled the car and Brant froze.

			“Don’t even think about calling anyone. I’ll break your fingers one by one until you’re begging me to end your miserable life.” Pure hatred streamed from his now beady eyes. He’d transformed from the good-looking, charming cop to a caricature of his former self. 

			“How about this instead?” I whipped the gun out and pointed it at his head. Thank heavens I’d been too tired to remember to put it away the night before.

			He froze, staring down the barrel of my gun. “I doubt you have the balls to shoot a cop.”

			“Try me.” I held the gun steady, more than ready to put a bullet in his eye, but I didn’t want to shoot him if I didn’t have to. The corruption in the system meant there were no guarantees I wouldn’t be hauled off to jail again and labeled a cop-killer.

			He must have seen I meant what I said, because he let the stun gun fall and raised his hands slowly so I could see them. “Okay. Let’s just calm down. I only wanted to talk to you.”

			He was full of more bullshit than a cattle ranch. “Unlock the doors.”

			Brant didn’t move.

			“I said unlock the goddamned doors.” I waved the small 9 mm slightly just for effect.

			“All right. Calm down.”

			“With your left hand. Keep the other one visible.”

			Gritting his teeth, he moved his left hand to the door panel and hit the button. The sound of freedom rang through the car. 

			“Hands back up,” I ordered.

			He hesitated.

			“Now!” 

			“All right.” His other hand shot up.

			“Good. Now stay right there. Do not move, or I will shoot you.”

			He didn’t say a word, but hatred shot out at me from his steely gaze. The feeling was entirely mutual. Keeping my eyes locked on him, I reached for the door handle. The door opened easily, and ever so slowly, I eased my way out of the car. I stayed low, keeping the gun trained on him, determined to get Nissa out as well. I had no idea what I’d do after that, but at the very least maybe someone from one of the other units would come home and we’d have help.

			I pulled Nissa’s door open. Her purse fell out onto the cement, the contents scattering everywhere. “Don’t even think about trying anything,” I said to Brant.

			He tracked me with his eyes, not moving an inch.

			But as soon as I reached for Nissa, he lunged forward, pushing her out of the car. Her limp body toppled over onto me, knocking me to the ground. The gun clattered onto the cement, sliding out of my reach. And before I could move, Brant was on top of both of us, clutching my wrist so hard I thought he’d break it.

			“Let go of me.” I bucked and kicked to no avail. 

			“Shut up.” His knee landed in my gut, knocking the wind out of me.

			He’d won. I was defenseless, trapped under him while my body pulsed with pain from his blow.

			“That’s a good girl,” he cooed in a revolting tone as he released me. “Now get up.”

			I curled into a ball on my side, still barely able to move.

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He reached down and pulled me up by my hair. “On your feet. It’s time to go inside. You’re not going to mess up my plan this time.”

			I whimpered and barely got my feet under me before he started dragging me toward the building’s door. My gaze landed on Nissa still lying on the ground. She stirred and then our eyes met. She jerked her head up, but I shook mine slightly, indicating for her to stay still. As soon as he pulled me into the building, she could go for help.

			“Don’t even think about it, bitch.” Brant sneered as he looked up into a round security mirror, eyeing Nissa. “Move one inch and you’ll wish you were dead.”

			“He’ll kill you anyway!” I cried. “Run!”

			“You dumb—”

			Whack!

			Pain shattered through my head and my world turned black.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			[image: Shoe4.jpg][image: Shoe4.jpg]

			I woke in the dark to the sound of whimpering. My wrists and ankles were bound, and a bolt of panic shot through me as I twisted, trying to peer through the blackness. I saw nothing. 

			“Nissa?” I whispered as I lifted my head and nearly vomited from the pounding in my temple. 

			“Pyper?” Her voice trembled with fear.

			I swallowed the bile in the back of my throat. “Do you know what happened?”

			“Eric. He knocked you out and dragged us in here.”

			“Where is here?” I reached my bound hands out in front of me, trying to orient myself. The hardwood floor stretched into the distance, no furniture anywhere.

			“I think it’s the second-floor apartment. But I was a little out of it. I’m not sure.”

			The lights flooded the room.

			I recoiled, my eyes watering in pain. 

			“What are we—” a woman said. “Eric?” Her voice turned high-pitched and then she started hyperventilating.

			“Don’t worry about it, Em. In about ten minutes, this will all be over.” Brant advanced on her.

			The large room was expansive, with very little furniture—only one dining table on the far end and another smaller one next to Nissa. No chairs. 

			Em backed up timidly, too terrified to move.

			“Run!” I cried. “Or fight. Do something, anything!”

			She glanced at me but then shut her eyes tight as if that would make everything go away.

			“Be quiet, Pyper. It’s your fault these two are here. If you hadn’t meddled in things that were none of your business, I’d never have had to resort to this. Now shut up or I’ll be forced to knock you out again, and you’ll miss the entire show.”

			“Meddled? None of my business? You tried to kill me!” 

			“I said shut up!” His face was a mask of anger, and he stormed toward me.

			Em let out a terrified squeak.

			“You incredible bastard!” Nissa kicked out, catching the small table. It toppled over, breaking two of the legs when it fell.

			He stopped mid-step and glared at Nissa. “That was an antique.”

			“Like I give a shit? Look at what you’ve done to us.” She pushed herself up, staring him down.

			I eyed the table legs, wondering if I could reach one. It was the only weapon in sight. 

			Anger flashed in Brant’s eyes, but instead of punishing Nissa, he grabbed Em by the hair and lifted her up. “One more word out of you, Nissa, and this one’s going to find out what it means to piss me off.”

			Nissa eyed the trembling girl and clamped her mouth shut.

			“That’s better.” He loosened his grip on Em and asked, “What about you? Are you going to behave?”

			Her lower lip quivered as she nodded her head. “You… you don’t need… to… bind me.”

			“Good girl,” he said and brushed her hair off her forehead. “You’ll do as I say?”

			She nodded again, her entire body shaking. 

			“Get on your knees.” His tone was cold, devoid of any emotion.

			My stomach rolled. The rage deep in my gut propelled me toward the broken table legs. 

			Em lowered herself to the floor, tears streaming down her face. “Please don’t hurt me.”

			“Why would I want to do that? You’re the obedient one.” He reached out and gently wiped the glistening tears from her cheeks. “But I do need to make sure you stay put.” In one swift movement, he whipped out handcuffs and secured her to a ring bolted to the wall. Holy crap. That iron ring was not normal. Had he done this before?

			I moved closer to the table leg, my fingers just barely brushing the wood.

			“Now,” he said addressing us all. But when his eyes landed on me, he scowled and stormed over. His foot came down on my wrist hard and fast. 

			Snap.

			I screamed, pain shooting through my left arm.

			“Try that again and next time it will be your neck.”

			Liar. If the spell worked the way Marc said it did, I’d be last in line on his killing spree. “Why are you doing this?” I forced out through gasps of breath. “Why is it so important to prolong your life?”

			Brant’s eyes widened and his mouth fell open in surprise.

			“You didn’t realize we knew all about your little plan to extend your life? Yeah. We’re on to you. What we don’t know is why?”

			His features morphed into the cool, no-nonsense cop persona he’d perfected. “Have you ever had to deal with cancer, Ms. Rayne?”

			I was momentarily stunned into silence. Where had that come from? “Not on a personal level, no.”

			“Well, I have. Since I was five years old. Thousands of treatments. Years of being sick. Then by some miracle, something seemed to work. The word cure was mentioned, and for the past three years, I let myself believe. Then just when a promotion is on the line and I’m finally able to start living a life free of poison, a new diagnosis. One virtually untreatable.”

			I swallowed, my compassion warring with my revulsion. “You’re telling me you’re doing this to beat cancer? Three lives… or in this case, five, for one?”

			“I’m doing this to live. To serve this wonderful city. To make a contribution worthy of something in this world. Every single one of you has lived a life. One free of death and heartache and loneliness. It’s my turn now. The world owes me this!”

			His blue eyes flashed black as magic crackled at his fingertips. It wasn’t as strong as Jade’s or Lucien’s. It sputtered and sparked in short, sickly bursts. He held his hands up. “My magic is already slipping. If I don’t do this now, it’s over.”

			“Go to a freaking doctor like everyone else, you sick bastard,” Nissa called from her position a few feet from me.

			He ignored her and turned to me. “I know your friend is a witch. If you were dying and came across a family spell that would save you, wouldn’t you use it?”

			I shook my head violently. “No. Neither would any of my friends. They’d sacrifice themselves before they’d do anything to harm another.”

			He let out a loud cackle of disbelief. “People only say that when they aren’t staring death in the face.”

			“He’s right, Pyper,” Nissa said sarcastically. “I’m staring death in the face right now, and I’m sure as hell not willing to sacrifice myself for this selfish bastard.”

			Brant took two steps and backhanded her.

			She let out a cry and landed on her shoulder with a thump.

			“Stop it!” I begged, desperate now. “You don’t need to do this. I know powerful healers. They can help. This isn’t the answer.”

			“Healers don’t help the damned,” he said coldly. Then he kicked the broken table pieces out of the way and stormed over to the table on the far side of the room. He busied himself with something that looked a lot like the herbs Jade worked with. 

			I rolled up onto my side, cradling my wrists against my chest. Despite the blow she had taken, Nissa had managed to climb to her knees and was peering around the room. Em was crumpled against the wall, completely defeated. The situation seemed completely hopeless, but I couldn’t just lie there waiting for what I knew was coming. 

			“How do you know Tyler? And why did you bring us here?”

			He froze and then very carefully turned to stare at me. He hesitated for a moment and then stalked across the room, stopping inches from my prone form. “My half brother is an idiot. I told him to stay the hell away from you. But I guess he got what he deserved for not listening to me.”

			Jeez. They were related? A totally different kind of horror gripped me. What if Tyler was an innocent bystander in all this? “Was he in on it with you? Did he help you kill Shelby and Ruby?” My voice was steady, full of confidence, but on the inside my nerves were all over the place.

			“Tyler? Kill someone?” He laughed, an obnoxious sound that echoed through the empty room. “He couldn’t even put his dog down when it was too old to see anymore.”

			“Just because a dog goes blind doesn’t mean he has to be put down.” I hated him more by the second.

			“The dog was useless. That’s not the point. Tyler was just in the way.”

			A piece of my heart cracked. Tyler was a nice guy, like Jade had said, and because of me he was locked away in some witch’s prison. “Is he even magical?” I asked in a small voice.

			His laugh turned sinister. “He doesn’t deserve his power. And now that the council has him, he’ll be stripped of it anyway.”

			Stripped? I’d never heard of that before. But then the witches I knew wouldn’t dream of abusing their power. “So you just let them take him? Knowing he was innocent?”

			“Pfft. You’re so naïve. Of course I did. After what they found here, someone had to take the fall, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me. I’ve already suffered enough while Tyler sat back and breezed through life, never worrying about a thing.” He stalked back over to the table. “And once this is done, I’ll go back to being the pillar of the community. Respected by the entire police force.”

			“Pillar of community, my ass!” Nissa shot back from her spot near me. “You’re a sick, sadistic bastard, and I’ll make sure everyone knows it if it’s the last goddamned thing I do.”

			He turned and calmly picked up one of the bowls of herbs. And as he walked over to her, he chanted, “Life for life, soul for soul, your light’s now mine forevermore.” 

			The herbs erupted into red sparks of dark magic and quickly turned into a sludgy paste.

			Disgusting. 

			“Get the hell away from me.” Nissa seethed.

			Brant smiled evilly down at her and dipped his fingers into the paste. His entire hand turned black with the magic.

			He’s here, Pyper! Lily yelled in my mind. 

			“Who?” I said, drawing Brant’s attention to me.

			“Who what?” The sadistic cop stood between Nissa and me, glaring in my direction.

			I clamped my mouth shut and willed Lily to continue. 

			“Your guides are here,” he said, eyeing me. His face turned red with anger. “What are they saying?”

			“Nothing.” I glanced at Nissa, who had crawled up on her knees and was slowly moving toward Brant.

			“Don’t lie!” he bellowed. “I can sense them. What do they want?”

			“I don’t know. She said you’re here. That’s all.” It was almost the truth. She’d said he’s here, but I had no idea who he was. 

			“Get up,” Brant ordered.

			I was still on my side, doing everything in my power to not move. My wrist hurt too much, along with the rest of my battered body.

			“Do it.”

			I tucked my feet under me and rolled into a sitting position. 

			Brant stood over me, holding the black sludge over my head. “Answer me, or I’ll curse you first.”

			I stared up at the thick goo and lost all faith that I was last on his list for the spell. Maybe Marc had gotten it wrong. Maybe I didn’t need to go last. “I don’t know. She just said he’s here. I don’t know who he is, and she didn’t say.”

			The adrenaline had taken over, and I no longer felt anything. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I was in shock, but it hardly seemed to matter at that moment.

			Brant spun toward the only door that led to the front of the large apartment. The black sludge splattered from his fingers, and I jerked to the side, barely avoiding being hit. 

			“Reveal yourself!” Brant demanded. 

			A spark of magic flew from the opposite corner directly at me, hit my bindings, and burned them into ash. At exactly the same time, Nissa jumped, tackling Brant. The surprise of the attack took them both down, but she still managed to elbow him in the ribs, knocking the wind out of him. The blow didn’t stop him from flipping over and reaching for her though, and she kicked out as hard as she could, catching him in the face.

			I didn’t hesitate. I jumped to my feet, and holding on tight to my broken wrist, I rushed over. Using all my force, I jabbed my stiletto into his neck. He twisted violently, knocking me off my feet, my ankle twisting in the process.

			I screamed as I went down but was drowned out by his roar of pain.

			“You bitch! What have you done?” He grabbed my shoe, which was still stuck in his neck, and yanked. Blood splattered across me and the beautiful silver-beaded dress. I slid backward on the floor, watching as his face went stark white. 

			Then, before he could do anything else, another bolt of magic shot from the other side of the room, engulfing him in a magical restraint. Julius stepped out of the shadows, his magic lighting him up like a knight in shining armor. 

			He strode toward Brant, his shoulders and face tense with concentration. The closer he got, the more intense the magic became. The streams flowing from his fingers widened and lifted Brant right off the floor, then held him high in the air.

			“You’ll never hurt anyone again,” Julius growled and slammed him into the ceiling. Plaster rained down over us. 

			I grabbed Nissa with my good arm and pulled her over to Em, who was huddled by herself against the wall. 

			“Stay here.” I rushed back to Julius, wincing when I jostled my arm.

			He stood in the middle of the room, his arms raised and a crazed look on his face. He’d just thrown Brant against the wall and had him suspended again. The cop’s head lolled to the side, blood staining his white shirt. 

			“Julius,” I said from behind him, not daring to touch his magically charged body.

			He let out a grunt and slammed Brant back onto the floor. The cop landed with his leg bent at an unnatural angle. His eyes were blank, staring at nothing.

			“Julius! Stop!” This time I darted around him, positioning myself between him and Brant.

			Magic still pulsed at Julius’s fingertips, but as he focused on me, he came back to himself. The stream of power winked out and he stood there, staring at me in shock. 

			I walked slowly toward him, my heart in my throat. “You found us.”

			He let out a low grunt of relief, took two steps, and carefully folded me into his arms. “I almost lost you,” he whispered into my ear.

			“You saved me.” I clung to him, my legs trembling from the adrenaline still coursing through my veins.

			He shook his head. “You and your friend saved yourselves. I was almost too late.”

			Footsteps shuffled over the hardwood, startling me. I pulled back and caught Nissa moving toward Brant. 

			When she got to his side, she glared down at him and then kicked him in the ribs. Hard. “Bastard.”

			It was then I noticed her bindings were gone as well. Julius’s spell must have freed us both at the same time. 

			Nissa kneeled next to Brant. With her face scrunched up in pure hatred, she rummaged through his pockets until she found the key to the handcuffs. Without saying a word, she crossed the room and freed Em.

			Em broke down, sobbing in Nissa’s arms. My friend held her tight, rocking her back and forth. The sight was heartbreaking. They were both so young, and that night their world had been changed forever. I knew deep in my soul Nissa would never again be the same carefree woman with an easy smile.
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			It didn’t take long for Marc and the Witch’s Council to show up once Julius found my phone in Brant’s car. A forensic witch was busy dusting the place while one of the investigators peppered us with questions. I sat against a wall, wearing Julius’s sweatshirt over my blood-splattered dress, and let everyone else answer while I stared at Brant.

			He was still alive, and I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that. He’d killed people. Tried to kill us. And as much damage as Julius had inflicted, he was still breathing. I’d never in my life wished another person dead, but I did in that moment. It didn’t matter that his illness would likely take him soon. He was too evil to keep breathing.

			“Pyper?” Julius called.

			“Yeah.” I turned and caught him studying me.

			“Are you all right?”

			I shook my head. “No. But I will be.” 

			He held his hand out to me, and I took it without reservation. Leaning into him, I asked the question that had been rolling around in my head for the past hour. “How did you know I was here?”

			He pulled me in tighter. “I didn’t. But when you didn’t show up back at your apartment, I got worried. I called Jade, who called Lucien, who went back to the gallery and found your car there. You’d been missing for over three hours by that point, and when no one could get you on the phone, Jade got ready to do a finding spell.”

			I glanced up at him. “Did she?”

			He shook his head. “There was no need. Remember when I told you before that we’re connected in some way?”

			“Yeah.”

			He ran his hand lightly down my good arm. “All I have to do is focus on you and the universe connects us.”

			“That’s a pretty neat trick I keep forgetting about.”

			 “It’s helpful.” He turned me so he could look me in the eye. “It’s also not something I feel comfortable using. I don’t want to invade your privacy.”

			I think my heart melted right there.

			“But when it became apparent something was very wrong, well… there was no waiting around when I knew I could find you with little effort.”

			Tears stung my eyes and I blinked them back. “Thanks for caring enough to come find me.”

			He pulled me back into his arms and rested his chin on my head. “I’ll always be here to find you.”

			“Good,” I mumbled into his chest, fighting to hold myself together.

			“You’re okay now,” he said soothingly. “No one’s ever going to hurt you as long as I’m around.”

			I took his words as an oath, and for the first time, I actually believed someone I loved besides Kane would stay.

			“You can all go now,” the investigator said to us. “We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.”

			I lifted my head and caught the investigator’s eye. “What does this mean for Tyler? Brant admitted to me Tyler’s innocent. Will he be released?”

			He frowned and made a note in his notebook. “That’s not up to me to decide.”

			Guilt bubbled up and almost choked me. “But he stood here and told me Tyler—”

			He held his hand up to stop me. “I’ve noted your statement. I imagine once this is all sorted out, your friend will be released. But like I said, that isn’t up to me. The council leaders will need to determine that outcome.”

			Marc walked over and jabbed his head toward the door. “Let’s talk about this outside.”

			I nodded. Anything was better than the party line.

			With Nissa and Em leading the way, we shuffled through the door into a large foyer full of more council witches. A healer was waiting at a small table for the three of us.

			“Pyper, are you coming?” Nissa asked when I broke off to wait for Marc.

			“I’ll be there in a minute.” The witch had a variety of herbs and brews ready to go. I suddenly longed for Bea, who’d healed me and almost all my friends at some point or another in the past year. But she wasn’t here, and I had to admit the council witch looked more than capable. “I need to talk to Marc first.”

			I turned to him. “Where’re Jade and Kane?” Maybe it wasn’t the most pressing question I should’ve been asking at that point, but they weren’t anywhere to be found. And unless either of them had undergone a personality transplant, it was hard for me to believe they hadn’t cared enough to come see if I was all right.

			“Outside, raising holy hell that they haven’t been let in.”

			That made me chuckle with relief. That made sense. We were standing in the middle of an investigation. “Of course they are.”

			He smiled but then quickly turned serious. “Listen. The case against Tyler isn’t totally cut-and-dried. His apartment is downstairs, while it appears this one on the second floor is Brant’s. But all the evidence was found in Tyler’s place. It implies they were working together.”

			“Oh no.” A pit formed in my stomach. “But Brant told me Tyler would never hurt anyone. And I believe him.” 

			“Hold on.” Julius raised his hand. “That might not be entirely accurate.”

			“What?” Marc and I said at the same time.

			“I’m the one who found the hidden room. Only the thing is, there are usually multiple ways to access those kinds of rooms in these old buildings.”

			We both stared at him. 

			“Let me show you.” Julius jerked his head back toward the large room we’d just left.

			I glanced over at the healer. My wrist and arm were starting to throb, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to stand it. 

			Julius paused mid-step. “Pyper?”

			“I… think I need to sit this one out.”

			“She’s turning pale,” Marc said.

			I pointed to the healer. Julius nodded once and immediately guided me to her station. “Take good care of her,” he said to the witch. “We’ll be right back.”

			I sat in the hard chair, relieved to take a load off, and leaned back, my feet stretched out in front of me.

			The healer went to work on my wrist without saying a word. And after the first numbing spell, my mind went blank. The events of the night scattered, and I no longer felt a thing. I tried to say something to the healer, to ask her to reverse it, but it was too late. My eyelids turned heavy, and even though I tried to fight it, I fell into a magically induced slumber right there in the chair.

			***

			I woke with a start in Julius’s arms. “Where are we?”

			“On our way up to your apartment.” He gazed down at me, his eyes full of tenderness.

			I reached up, wanting to touch his face, only to find a cast on my arm. I twisted my arm, wondering how the cast had got there. “I thought the healer was going to take care of this?”

			“She did.” He gave me an odd look. “Why? Does it still hurt?”

			I shook my head. “No. I guess I wasn’t expecting a cast.” 

			“Oh, that. She said it would heal faster this way.”

			“Yeah, but I’m going to have to wrap it in plastic to shower.” I grimaced. Because there was nothing I needed more than a good long hot shower that would scald the remnants of Brant’s blood from my skin.

			“I’ll help.” His eyes gleamed with mischief. 

			That made me smile. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

			“Only this one.” He stopped in front of my apartment door and set me on my feet. 

			I grinned like a lovesick fool.

			As he unlocked my apartment, he said, “Marc’s working on getting Tyler released. We found another passage to that room from Brant’s apartment, and this one had been opened recently. There’s a fresh magical signature over the panel that wasn’t present in Tyler’s place.”

			I studied him. “How is it you know all about secret rooms and passageways in the French Quarter?”

			He grinned. “Doesn’t everyone?”

			“No. I sure didn’t, and I’ve been hanging out here for a decade.”

			“I might have had need to use them in my younger days.” He winked and opened my door.

			The sun was shining through my floor-length windows. I squinted and glanced at the clock on the wall. Damn. I’d been out for hours.

			There was a carafe of coffee and fresh pastries on the table with a note from Jade. 

			Pyper,

			Hope you’re feeling better. I’ll be back up around noon with lunch in case you’re hungry. Get some rest.”

			Love, Jade

			PS: Kane is going out of his mind that he hasn’t had a chance to talk to you. Please call him as soon as you’re up to it. 

			“I thought Marc said they were at Brant’s apartment?” I asked Julius.

			“They were, but by the time they actually got through the investigation squad, you were already knocked out.” He handed me a blueberry muffin. “You should eat this.”

			I took a bite, unable to resist. It was delicious and, as always, melted on my tongue. 

			He gazed at me, seeming to see right through me, and I was suddenly very self-conscious. “I need a shower.”

			He nodded. “Need help with that?”

			My blood raced at the suggestion, but I shook my head no. Not now. Not like this. “Just a plastic bag and some rubber bands. You can find them in the kitchen pantry.”

			“I got it.” He disappeared into my kitchen while I took the opportunity to eat another muffin. Damn, they were good.

			When he returned, I let him wrap my arm. Then I did the disappearing act and took the longest shower in the history of mankind. After I was done, Julius did the same. Once he remerged, he found me at the table, holding a cup of coffee, my eyelids so heavy I could barely keep them open. I put the mug down and stood, joining him in the sunlight near the window.

			“You should get some rest.” Julius brushed his thumb over my lower lip.

			I nodded but then raised a defiant eyebrow. “Not until you tell me why you knew about those secret rooms. Were you sneaking around with the ladies? Running from angry fathers after taking advantage of them?” I tried to keep a straight face but failed miserably as I chuckled.

			He narrowed his eyes and gave me a look of mock irritation. “How dare you impugn my reputation, dear lady? I’ll have you know, my knowledge comes from far less scandalous activity.”

			“Well?”

			He hooked one thumb in his belt loop, extended his hand, and bent at the waist. “Rum runner Julius, at your service, madam.”

			“What?” I laughed. “You were smuggling booze during the Prohibition?”

			“Yes.” He frowned. “What’s so funny about that?”

			“Nothing. Nothing at all.” I threw my arms around him, careful not to knock him out with my cast, and planted a searing kiss on his lips. A smuggler? Jeez. Did it get any better than that? I pulled back and smiled up at him. “I think I might be a little dazzled by your criminal past.”

			It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. “You don’t strike me as a lawbreaker.”

			“I’m not usually… but Prohibition? Worst law ever. Especially in New Orleans.” I pulled him into the bedroom, unwilling to let him out of my sight, and kissed him again. “You might have earned a little bit of hero status with that confession.”

			“Well. That I can live with.” Heat clouded those gorgeous eyes of his. “Do you have any objection to this hero holding you while you sleep?”

			“That would be just about perfect.” I let him tug me to the bed, and before I could climb in, he lifted me off my feet, pulled back the covers, and placed me gently in the bed. I watched as he kicked his shoes off and shrugged out of his shirt. His chest was just as gorgeous as I remembered. 

			And if I hadn’t been dead tired, things might have escalated rather quickly. Instead, I rested my head on his shoulder, relaxing into his embrace. The smell of his soap mixed with a faint trace of coffee, and for once everything felt just right as I drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 30
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			I woke to weak sunlight streaming through my bedroom window. 

			Alone. 

			Julius was gone and my apartment was dead quiet. I rolled over, wincing as my body groaned in protest. Muscles ached that I hadn’t even known existed. Man. This was going to be rough. 

			The clock read 5:22 p.m. I’d been asleep for almost twelve hours. No wonder Julius wasn’t there. I sat up carefully, relieved my head was no longer pounding. And my wrist was only a minor annoyance. Whatever the healer had given me had done some good at least. 

			I reached for my phone, noted the half dozen texts from Jade and Kane, and put it back on the nightstand. Apparently they’d left lunch in the fridge, and I was supposed to call as soon as I was awake. They could wait. If I didn’t eat a real meal soon, my stomach was going to gnaw itself raw.

			After a quick trip into the bathroom to make myself somewhat presentable, I stuffed my feet into slippers and headed out into the living room, still wearing my tank top and pajama pants.

			The room was exactly as I’d left it the day before except for the unfamiliar duffel bag sitting near my front door. “Julius?”

			No answer.

			I knocked on the guest room door, but no one answered. Frowning, I made my way to the kitchen. He was sitting at a small eat-in table near the window, cupping a mug.

			“There you are.” I automatically started making a fresh pot of coffee. “Whose bag is that out there?”

			He glanced at me, his eyes bloodshot with fatigue. 

			“Whoa. Did you get any sleep at all?”

			He shook his head. “Too much on my mind.”

			I scanned the fridge, and decided on the pasta Jade had left for me. After grabbing a cup of coffee, I sat at the table. “Want to talk about it?”

			His lips formed a flat line as he stared out the window.

			“Uh-oh. That’s a serious look.” I was careful to keep my tone light, hoping I could tease him out of his mood.

			It didn’t work.

			He shifted to meet my eyes, his expression grimmer than ever. 

			“Julius? What’s going on?”

			He reached out and grabbed my hand in both of his. “As much as I want to stay here with you, I think it’s better if I go.”

			My fork slipped out of my fingers and tumbled to the floor. “Why?”

			He shook his head and looked away.

			“Oh no, you don’t. You’re not going to drop a bomb like that and then just clam up. Where would you go? Kane’s? The Witch’s Council?”

			He shrugged. “Anywhere. It’s not right that I stay here.”

			I cleared my throat. “I don’t mean for this to sound condescending or anything, but wake up, man. This isn’t nineteen twenty-four. We’re well into the twenty-first century where women are not judged for men living in their apartments. No one cares. My marriage prospects and my reputation aren’t going to be ruined. Seriously. Kane was my roommate for years before he met Jade. This”—I waved around, indicating my apartment—“isn’t a problem.”

			His lips twitched, and for a moment I thought he was going to crack a smile. Instead, he frowned and met my gaze. “I’m not worried about your reputation. Although if I were a gentleman, I’d never have let things get so far between us.”

			I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “We haven’t even done anything.”

			“No?” He reached out and touched his fingers to my lips. “I know what it feels like to kiss you here. I know what sounds you make when you’re overcome with desire. I know exactly what your body feels like pressed up against mine. And I know what sounds you make in your sleep.” 

			He got up and flattened his hands on the counter. When he turned to face me, there was regret in his eyes. “That knowledge should be reserved for someone worthy of you and everything you have to offer. Your generosity, your warmth, the light that lives in you. Not for me, a man who failed to keep you safe.”

			His words startled me into silence. First for the beautiful way he described me. And second for his terribly inaccurate assessment of himself. I pushed the chair back and stood to face him. “What are you talking about? You were the one who showed up last night when no one else could. You were the one who freed our bindings. And then you beat the ever living hell out of that bastard. How is that not keeping me safe?”

			He closed his eyes momentarily and blew out a breath. When he opened them, the pain radiating back at me nearly broke me. “Don’t you understand? It was my job to protect Grace. And I didn’t. Do you know where I was when her attacker got to her?”

			“You told me you were at a speakeasy.” I glanced away, too gutted by the look on his face to keep eye contact. 

			“I was smuggling rum. I left her for a paycheck. So that the speakeasy would keep running.” He lowered his voice, the emotion nearly making it crack. “She died because of me.”

			I couldn’t help it. The pain consuming him was too much to bear. I reached out and placed my hand on his heart, willing my touch to soothe him in some small way. “She died because some evil shit tried to take her life and use it for his own.”

			“He did take her life!” he yelled and pushed off the counter. His footsteps echoed off my floor as he stalked into the living room.

			I rushed after him, angry he was still blaming himself ninety years later. “So what? Now you’re going to just give up? Your life has been given back to you. I thought we had a chance at something here. But because you can’t forgive yourself, you’re throwing it all away. Throwing me away?”

			He stopped near the door, his shoulders rippling with tension. His face was stone, all traces of emotion gone. “I’m not throwing you away, Pyper. We barely know each other.”

			Ouch. He had a point, but we were also emotionally connected. He knew it. I knew it. And even though our time together had been short, the feelings I had for him were deeper and more intense than they’d been for anyone else I’d ever come close to dating. It was strange, unfamiliar, and… right. But he wasn’t going to admit to that. Not when he was dead set on punishing himself. “You can lie to yourself if you want to, but it won’t change what’s between us.”

			“There’s nothing—”

			“Oh, just stop. Of course there’s something. Otherwise you wouldn’t have held me while I fell asleep last night. And you sure as hell wouldn’t have kissed me like I was the most precious thing on the planet. So leave if you want to, but don’t you dare stand there and tell me it’s because you don’t feel anything for me.” Tears of frustration burned the backs of my eyes. But I’d be damned if I let them fall. Not then. Not in front of him.

			His stony expression melted away, and his mouth worked as if he was trying to figure out what to say. But no words came out. His eyes met mine. The torrent of emotion there only made me want to scream. 

			“Julius?”

			We both jerked at the sound of the woman’s voice. 

			“Grace?” Julius asked, staring over my shoulder.

			I turned, finding her ghostly form floating in the middle of my living room.

			“I think there are a few things you should know.” She gestured for both of us to join her.

			I moved almost as if in a trance. She was glowing with light, her long blond hair swept up into a fancy twist, and she was wearing what appeared to be the silver bustier dress I’d had on last night. Only it wasn’t ruined. It was perfect. And she was radiant.

			“How are you here?” Julius asked her.

			She shook her head, the light bouncing in her eyes. “That’s not important. But I have some information that is.”

			Julius slowly lowered himself into the chair closest to the door. “Okay.”

			“That night my life was taken? You were set up. That message you got was planned. Meant to make sure I was vulnerable.”

			He nodded, a frown tugging at his lips. “I know. That much seems obvious.”

			“What you don’t seem to know is that you were spelled to go. He used a potion of suggestion, and that’s why you never knew. The spell was too subtle. You wouldn’t have felt it.”

			Julius studied her, curious. “And how did you come by this information?”

			She sighed. “He told me. That was moments before the attack. Right before you tried to sacrifice yourself for me.”

			“I’m so sorry I failed. You deserved to live.”

			She floated down and kneeled near him. “So did you. But you did give me something else. My freedom. You stopped him before he was able to complete the ritual, and my spirit went free. And you saved the others from a lifetime of sustaining someone undeserving.”

			Julius glanced around. “You’re talking about the other two women? Are they at peace?”

			She nodded. “Yes. Inside you.”

			He stood up abruptly. “How is that possible? No one could be at peace inside me. We need to free—”

			She held up a hand to stop him. “No. We don’t. When you unleashed all your magic on that witch, it freed the essence of their spirits. Their spirits, the part of them that retains consciousness and allows them to live on in spirit form, had already been destroyed. Thus there is nothing tangible of them that can be freed. There was nothing left other than the life energy he needed to sustain himself. And when your magic killed him, it had nowhere to go other than into you. That’s why you’ve been able to walk in life and death. It’s why Beatrice was able to solidify you in this world.”

			I sat there in utter shock. That was why I hadn’t been able to call Thelma in the cemetery. She truly was gone. And what energy was left lived on in Julius. 

			Julius stiffened. “No.” His tone was low, full of disbelief. “No,” he said louder. “This can’t be.”

			I stared at him, my hand on my throat, knowing he wasn’t going to be okay with this. The fact that he lived while they didn’t was not something he would be willing to accept. Even if what happened wasn’t his fault. He’d never see it that way.

			“It’s true.” Her gaze turned earnest. “Now I have to ask you to do something for me.”

			The horror left his face and he nodded. “Anything.”

			She reached out as if to cup his cheek as she stared up at him. “I need you to live. To let go of the guilt. You’ve been given a chance at a life I didn’t get to finish. Neither did those other two girls.”

			He shook his head, the guilt clearly eating away at him.

			“No.” Her tone was sharp. “You have been given a gift. Use it. For me. For them. For this lovely woman who has let you into her life.” Grace gestured to me. “Live an extraordinary life worthy of the women who were forced to sacrifice theirs.”

			She floated back to her spot in the middle of my living room and turned to me. “Take care of each other.” 

			I nodded and watched as she faded into the twilight.

			Julius kept his gaze straight ahead, not saying a word. I was just about to say something, anything, when he got up and abruptly strode to the door. He paused, reached down, and picked up the duffel bag. “I think it’s best if I go figure out a few things out on my own.”

			Frustration coiled in my chest, and I wanted nothing more than to yell at him. To force him to stay. But I couldn’t. He was right. He had to decide for himself what he needed to do. “Fine.” 

			“I’ll be back.”

			“Sure.”

			He gave me one last long look and then left, quietly closing the door behind him.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 31
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			“Hurry! They’ll be here in like five minutes,” Jade said as she rushed by with another tray of croissants.

			I leaned against the counter and took a long sip of my double mocha latte. “Would you relax? The café looks better than ever. And I honestly don’t see how you’re going to fit one more thing in that case.”

			“They aren’t for the case. They’re for the tables and the photo shoot.” She pointed to a glass plate that was lined with a paper doily. “I’m arranging the croissants on these and setting out cups of cappuccinos and little flower arrangements.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “Don’t you think that’s kind of… ?”

			She stopped and stood up straight, her hair frazzled. “What?”

			I was going to say overkill, but since she’d worked so hard on it, I just smiled. “Perfect.”

			“You think so?” She took a moment to admire her tea-party setup and then started to laugh. “Is it too much?”

			I shook my head. “It’s charming. It’ll be perfect for the magazine.”

			Her smile brightened. “Yes, it will.”

			The bells chimed on the shop door, and I glanced up, my heart skipping a beat in foolish anticipation the way it had all week whenever the door opened. My hope fled for the thousandth time, and I forced a smile to greet the fashionable woman.

			“Good morning,” I said as I straightened my apron.

			“Pyper?” She cocked her head, eyeing me.

			“You found me. What can I do for you?”

			She held her hand out. “I’m Val from Favorite Haunts.”

			I shook her hand and introduced Jade, who waved from a nearby table. 

			Val smiled at her and then turned back to me. “Your place is really adorable. And this is hilarious.” She pointed to the Stick and Berries biscotti. “That little bit of cream at the end. Ha! It just makes it. It’s so nice to meet a business owner with a sense of humor.”

			I grinned. “Thanks. Our resident ghost came up with that one.”

			“Your ghost? You’re serious?” Her eyebrows rose in delight.

			“Yep. Her name is Ida May, and according to her, she worked in Storyville back before they shut it down.”

			“Oh, this is rich.” She pulled out her tablet and started typing rapidly.

			Why are you telling her my secrets? Ida May appeared beside me.

			“Because you’ll end up featured in a national magazine.”

			“I’m sorry?” Val glanced up at me.

			I chuckled. “Sorry. Ida May just showed up and wanted to know why I was talking about her.”

			“She’s here?” Val backed up, her eyes wide as she glanced nervously around.

			“Yep,” Jade said, stepping up beside her. “But don’t worry. The worst thing she’ll do is come up with new names for the drinks or rearrange the pastries into sexually inappropriate positions.”

			“Or change the music,” I added. “Oh, and she likes to pinch the butts of the really cute customers.”

			Jade laughed. “That’s true. Kane had a bruise on his tush the last time she got him.”

			“Kane?” Val asked.

			“Jade’s husband,” I said. “He helped me start this place. I’m sure he’ll be by later.”

			“Wow.” She continued typing and stopped mid-stroke. Her head snapped up. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

			“Umm, no.” I glanced around. “Ida May? Here’s your moment. Show us what you’ve got.”

			Nothing happened at first, and the three of us stood there barely moving. 

			“Figures,” Jade mumbled and strode behind the counter. “Val? Can I get you anything to drink?”

			“Sure. How about one of those cappuccinos?” 

			“You got it.”

			“And a… umm, what’s the Great Balls of Fire?”

			Jade and I both studied the case. 

			“Oh jeez.” I glanced at Jade. “You didn’t do that, did you?”

			She shook her head. “But I wish we’d thought of it.”

			“Yeah, me too.” I pulled out one of the chili-chocolate mini cupcakes and handed it to Val. “I’m totally going to start making these in round balls and then dip them in the chili-chocolate frosting.”

			As Val bit into the cupcake, the song switched to the Jerry Lee Lewis tune, making me smile. “Nice touch, Ida May.”

			Thanks.

			“Okay, even if you are pulling my leg, this is just too adorable to not run with.” Val moved to a table. “Would you be willing to let me interview Ida May?”

			Hell yes!

			I chuckled. “Ida May’s all in. Ask away.”

			I spent the next hour playing interpreter for Ida May, learning more than I ever wanted to about her life. According to her, she was one of the more successful landladies—what the madams were called—on Basin Street, and once Storyville was shut down, she married her most loyal customer. 

			“But now you hang out in this café?” Val asked.

			Sure. These two are fun and usually take my suggestions to spice things up. It’s like I’m in business again. But I’m still bitter they didn’t care for the hairy nut blend. That was pure genius. 

			“Hairy nut blend?” Val laughed after I relayed the message. “She’s not serious?”

			“Oh, she’s dead serious. No pun intended.” I grinned. 

			“Awesome. This is going to be the best article ever.”

			Score one for Ida May.

			“Do you have any other ghosts?” Val asked hopefully.

			“No, none that hang out here. I—”

			“There is one other,” a familiar male voice said from behind me.

			I twisted, nearly falling out of my chair. “Julius?”

			“Pyper.” His eyes went soft with affection.

			A small sigh escaped my lips as I stared up at him. “Why are you here?”

			Damn. Why had I said that? Did it matter? My heart was racing a mile a minute.

			“Excuse us,” he said to Val and pulled me from my chair. “Can we go in the back for a minute?”

			“We’re in the middle of an interview.” I glanced at Val, who was staring openmouthed at Julius. I could hardly blame her. He was wearing low-slung jeans, a fitted Henley shirt, and his trademark five-o’clock shadow. Yum. Someone had gotten him up to speed on the current fashions. “Do you mind if we take a short break?”

			She shook her head, pulling herself out of her lust trance. “Not at all. The photographer is waiting anyway. I’ll get him to take some shots.”

			Julius led me into the back, his warm hand burning into my skin. 

			My body came to life with his touch, but as soon as we stepped through the swinging door, I pulled away from him and wrapped my arms around my chest, trying to get control of myself. “Where have you been all week?”

			He took a step forward but stopped when I put more distance between us. “I guess I deserve that.”

			The excitement at seeing him fled, leaving me wary. “I’m not trying to punish you. I just need to know why you’re here.”

			He nodded and leaned against the counter. “Fair enough. I was at the Witch’s Council headquarters getting reacclimated. It turns out my condition is permanent. Or as permanent as it can be considering I can still turn into a ghost at will.”

			“Your condition?” That hope was back. “You mean the fact that you’re… alive, I guess.”

			He chuckled. “Exactly. I do still have the ability to morph into my ghost self for short periods of time. But according to the council, I’m alive. Full human. Just with an extra ability.”

			“Well, that’s…” Those damned tears were back, and this time I couldn’t stop one from rolling unchecked down my cheek.

			“Don’t cry, love,” he said softly, closing the distance between us. His hands rested on my hips as he gazed down at me. “I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

			“How can I be sure of that?” I asked, avoiding his gaze.

			“Well…” He brushed another tear from my cheek. “I kinda need a roommate.”

			My breath left me as my heart sputtered. “What did you just say?”

			“I was wondering if I could rent your spare bedroom. Turns out I have a job, and since I’m apparently here to stay, I’m gonna need a place. But I understand if you don’t want me—”

			“Yes.” I blurted my answer without even thinking about it. 

			“You’re sure?” 

			“No.” I grinned. “But I’m going to give you a key anyway.”

			His lips turned up in that slow, sexy smile I loved so much. “Why?”

			I shrugged. “What’s a medium without a hot ghost for a roommate?”

			“Roommate?” He raised one eyebrow.

			I shrugged. “That’s what you’ll be, right? For now, anyway. We’ll see about the rest.” 

			“You’ve got a deal.” He held his hand out, waiting for me to shake it.

			I stared at his hand, then stepped into him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I think maybe we can do better.” 

			Lifting myself up on my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to his. Neither of us moved for a moment as we breathed each other in. Was he really here? Were we really doing this? The answer was yes when his arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer. My world narrowed to just Julius and the heat of him warming me from the inside out. 

			His clean soap scent and the hard lines of his body captivated me and I clutched tighter, willing the moment to never end.

			“Pyper, I—”

			I pulled away and spotted Jade over Julius’s shoulder.

			“Oops! Sorry.” A grin spread across her face as she gave me two thumbs-up before scurrying back into the café. 

			Julius glanced back at the swinging door. “Does she need you?”

			“Probably.” But I didn’t let go of him. 

			His eyes danced as he gazed down at me. “Does this mean I’m more than just your roommate?”

			“Now don’t go getting ahead of yourself there, cowboy.” I stepped back and pointed my finger at him. “You left before because you said you had things to work out. Did you?”

			He sobered and sat in the plastic office chair. He slipped his hand over mine and tugged me down into his lap. I sat sideways on his knees, my arm wrapped around his neck. “There are things I need to come to terms with. And if I’m honest, I’m still working on them. But there was one thing Grace said that keeps coming back to me.”

			I tightened my hand over his and waited.

			He sucked in a breath. “She told me to live a life worthy of her… and you.”

			I nodded. It was good advice. At least the part about living a worthy life. I wasn’t exactly sure where I fit in, but I was willing to find out.

			“And that’s what I want to do. I want to be worthy. For Grace and the others, but mostly for you… and for me. I just don’t know how to go about it.”

			I brushed his hair to the side. “Sure you do. You came back. You’re doing it right now.”

			He shook his head. “I walked out. That’s not acceptable.”

			I couldn’t exactly argue with that. Walking away is what my father had done. But Julius wasn’t anything like my father. “Give yourself a break. You just came back from the dead.” I smiled. “I think it’s safe to say you probably handled that better than anyone could’ve expected.”

			“Do you know anyone else who has come back from the dead?” he asked with a grin.

			“No.” I got up and pulled him to his feet. “But I do know someone who spent more than a decade in Purgatory. Does that count?”

			“You’re not joking, are you?”

			“Nope. Remind me to tell you about it sometime. Meanwhile, let’s go meet Val. She’s going to love this.” 

			“What?”

			“Finding out my boyfriend has ghostly abilities,” I said in the most matter-of-fact tone I could muster.

			He stopped mid-step. “Boyfriend?”

			“Is that a problem?”

			He yanked me to him and picked me up off my feet, searing my lips with a heated kiss. When he pulled back, he stared into my eyes and said, “Does that answer your question?”

			“Yep. Loud and clear.” We strolled back into the café, straight to Val who was talking to the photographer.

			“There you are,” she said. “I’ve been wondering when you’d be back. I just have one more question.”

			“Shoot.”

			“Your friend here said there was one more ghost. Can you tell me about him or her?”

			“Sure. Julius, meet Val, the writer from Favorite Haunts Magazine.” I gestured to Val. “And Val, meet Julius… my ghost boyfriend.”

			“Ghost what?” She sputtered and started firing off question after question.

			I laughed and met Julius’s intense gaze with one of my own. Life was about to get very interesting. Sparks weren’t going to just fly, they were going to explode. 
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