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    Foreword 
 
    by J.R. Rain 
 
      
 
    Hi there and welcome to the Midlife Spirits Series! 
 
    J.R. Rain here, and I’m so excited to introduce you to the world of Peyton Clark and all her ghostly happenings! 
 
    The Midlife Spirits Series is written by my friend and co-author, H.P. Mallory. If you love paranormal women’s fiction and our series taking place in Haven Hollow (Poppy’s Potions and Wanda’s Witchery with more coming), I know you’ll love this one! 
 
    Get ready for lots of New Orleans history, twists and turns that will keep you guessing, action, adventure, and romance that will stay with you long after you’ve put the books down. 
 
    I’m so thrilled for you to start this series and lose yourself in the world H.P.’s created for Peyton and the gang. 
 
    Happy Reading! 
 
    —J.R. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Magic in the Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The sun was shining. The birds were singing. The flowers flavored the air with an aroma that was so sweet, it was almost cloying. 
 
    Yes, it was a beautiful day in New Orleans. And I had every reason in the world to be happy. But I wasn’t. 
 
    Why? Because I was in love with two men.  
 
    Not that unusual, right?  
 
    Wrong.  
 
    One of those men just happened to be dead and had been for over one hundred years. 
 
    Yeah… 
 
    Ryan, my very much alive boyfriend, and I were walking down Royal Street, in search of antiques. Not just any antiques. No, I was in search of occult antiques—pieces of history that had paranormal powers linked to them. And, yes, many antiques do have ghostly stories and histories surrounding them just like you might find with old houses. But I wasn’t browsing for whispered accounts of bygone eras. I was looking for artifacts that radiated power and paranormal ability—anything that could help me strengthen my connection to the spiritual realm. 
 
    I was a bit of a paranormal investigator but as with all trades, I was nothing without my tools. And my tools, in this case, happened to be items of the occult.  
 
    Ryan held the door open for me as we walked into “Aunt Jessie’s Curios,” which was my favorite antique store because every item Aunt Jessie sold had a detailed history behind it.  
 
    “Good morning!” Aunt Jessie greeted us in her sing-song voice as she waddled out from behind the counter and embraced me before kissing me on either cheek, no doubt leaving behind flaming, orange lipstick marks.  
 
    “Good morning,” I responded as Ryan gave her a quick hug and she returned it. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’ve come in today, Peyton!” Aunt Jessie said, grinning broadly, making her plump face even more cherubic. She was round in general and fond of pillbox hats and Jacqueline Kennedy overcoats. She looked like she was caught in permanent loop of the 1960s. Her processed red hair was always pulled into a low bun at the nape of her sloping neck. 
 
    “I’ve got a new shipment to tell you about!” 
 
    “Pey, I’m going to run across the street and grab a coffee, okay?” Ryan said with raised brows. It was no secret that I enjoyed these antique outings more than he did. But he was still a good sport. 
 
    “Can you get me a caramel…” I started. 
 
    “Ice-blended frap?” he finished for me with a handsome, boyish smile. 
 
    I nodded and returned his smirk. 
 
    Aunt Jessie took me by the hand and led me over a narrow path of carpet. With her overly wide backside, it was always a wonder she didn’t bump into anything, considering what lay on either side of us: stuff, stuff and more stuff. Furniture, boxes, clothing, knick-knacks, and more lined the walls of the small store, extending into the room until the only navigable areas were few and far between. 
 
    Aunt Jessie continued wending and winding through the towering bunches of antiquities, leading me to the back of her store. 
 
    “Oh, Peyton, I’ve been wondering when you were going to come in again!” she hummed. 
 
    “Really? Why’s that?” I accidentally brushed against a leaning wall of hats and had to reach up and balance them to keep them in place. 
 
    “I just got a shipment of dolls from England, and there’s one in particular I’d like to show you.” 
 
    In general, I don’t like dolls because I find them the creepiest of all paranormal antiquities. “Dolls?” I started, failing to keep the hesitancy out of my tone. 
 
    “I know how you feel about dolls,” Aunt Jessie began as she shook her head and held up her hands in supplication, revealing her overly jeweled fingers. “But just listen, these dolls aren’t your usual fare. The woman who owned them, a widow from Liverpool—her name was Mary—became famous because of these dolls. People from all over the world would visit her because they believed the dolls had healing and protective properties.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I started, but still wasn’t convinced. 
 
    Aunt Jessie gave me a knowing expression. “Just take a look at them?”  
 
    Then she reached inside her pocket and produced a key. She pushed aside a black lace curtain that hung in front of a door that led to her storage room. She unlocked the door and pushed it wide as she walked inside and I followed her.  
 
    “Every doll in Mary’s collection is in fantastic condition,” she continued. “There were a total of twenty-three hundred in the set.” 
 
    “Good God, that’s a lot of dolls,” I grumbled, shaking my head and shuddering when I imagined all those sets of doll eyes on me at night. 
 
    The inside of the storage room was dark until Aunt Jessie flipped a switch and one lightbulb, hanging from an exceptionally long cord, lit the space around us. 
 
    “Did you purchase all twenty-three hundred of them?” I asked. 
 
    “Goodness no!” she answered with a scoff. “That would have cost me a fortune! No, I only acquired four and here they are.” She motioned to a table, which stood in the center of the room. Surrounding the table were loads of boxes stacked on top of each other all the way up to the ceiling. Sitting on the table were four dolls of various sizes. Beside them were a lined notebook and a stack of labels. 
 
    “Wow, they’re beautiful,” I said as I approached to study them. Aunt Jessie flipped another switch and turned on the overhead halogen lights, bathing the room in a jaundiced yellow. 
 
    “Yes, they are,” she said as she stood beside me and admired her recent acquisition. “I haven’t even had time to catalog or price them yet. But as soon as I saw you, I wanted to introduce you to them.” 
 
    I swallowed as I looked at each one. They were definitely Victorian in style and all equally attractive with their pastel frills, sausage curls, round eyes and rosebud mouths. But one in particular caught my eye, one that I couldn’t seem to stop staring at. 
 
    “They were in every room of Mary’s large house, including the attic, basement and garage. Mary never married or had children. The dolls were all she had in the world and she loved them as if they were her children,” Aunt Jessie continued, sounding like she knew Mary personally. This was exactly the reason why I loved coming here—Aunt Jessie had a story for every one of her precious possessions. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said as I focused on the doll before me. 
 
    She was strikingly beautiful and possibly two feet tall with long, curly, chestnut hair and crystal blue eyes with extremely light skin that made her appear ethnically European. She was wearing a blue plaid dress with a thin red ribbon around her waist. Underneath the dress, she wore red pantaloons and white lace socks inside white leather shoes. She was also wearing a small necklace of the Blessed Mother, Mary. The chain was tarnished but the pendant held a blue gem of some sort that appeared to be in pretty good shape.  
 
    “I see you’ve taken a liking to Lizzie,” Aunt Jessie said with a knowing smile, like she’d expected I’d like this doll best. 
 
    “She’s very pretty,” I answered. But she’s still a doll. 
 
    “Yes. She represents European immigrants coming to Ellis Island in 1900. She's in exceptionally good condition for her age.” 
 
    “Is that all you know about her?” I wanted to reach out and touch the doll but before I did, I needed to get as much background information on her as possible. Once or twice before, I inadvertently touched an occult object and received an imprint from it that I wished I hadn’t. Now I was much more careful about innocently touching random occult items.  
 
    “Is that all I know about her? Oh, goodness no,” Aunt Jessie said and her expression told me I should have known better than to ask such a silly question. “Mary believed the spirit of her best childhood friend, Elizabeth, resided within the doll.” 
 
    “What happened to Elizabeth?” 
 
    “She passed away while she was in her fifties. It’s quite a tragic story, really. She got trapped in a fire in a hotel room while vacationing with her husband. Mary was quite inconsolable. Poor dear,” Aunt Jessie finished, looking at Lizzie as if she were Mary, herself. “Mary purchased the doll in the 1980s because Lizzie’s name and appearance reminded Mary of her dear friend. Mary claimed the spirit of Elizabeth became attached to the doll shortly after she bought it.”  
 
    I nodded but wasn’t convinced, as was the case with most things. People love to perpetuate a good story or curse but it’s my experience that most of those beliefs are simply wishful thinking. There was only one way to know if the doll had any paranormal energy and that was by touching it.  
 
    Ever since being possessed by the soul of Drake Montague, a nineteenth-century policeman who was formerly haunting my house, I developed a connection to the spirit world that fortified and strengthened my uncanny sensibilities. Even though Drake no longer possessed my body, I was indelibly linked to things that went bump in the night.  
 
    “Do you wish to touch her so you can see for yourself?” Aunt Jessie asked. She was well aware of my process. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. “I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    Aunt Jessie nodded. “The doll has an extremely pleasant but serious energy. Her essence is one that is very kind and helpful. It reflects Elizabeth's personality in life. When Mary's great niece was a teenager, she lived with her and became emotionally attached to Lizzie. Those were the years the doll was most active.” 
 
    “Active?” I repeated as I focused on Lizzie’s pretty face. A sudden sense of ease washed over me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lizzie warned Mary when a fire broke out in her home.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as I looked at the doll with renewed interest. “Wow.” 
 
    Aunt Jessie nodded in quick succession. Clearly, she was excited about Lizzie. “Mary woke up to Elizabeth's voice saying, "fire," and the doll was standing straight up next to her on the bed. Mary didn't see or smell anything until she went down the two flights of stairs to her kitchen where she smelled smoke and saw a fire quickly spreading.” 
 
    “How did you learn all of this?” I asked. 
 
    “They include the background information when the dolls go to auction,” Aunt Jessie answered with a shrug. “Apparently, the history of each doll was documented by Mary’s great niece, the same one who lived with her and bonded with Lizzie.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said as I nodded. 
 
    “According to Mary, the doll has spoken several times over the years, using words and complete sentences. She can stand straight up on her own as well.” That part didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t sure how I felt about having a doll that could randomly move around the house and speak to me. When it comes to the macabre, even the spiritual have their limits. 
 
    “Has Lizzie moved since you’ve had her?” 
 
    “She hasn’t stood up yet, but I’ve noticed she can move her arms, legs, and head on her own. Her energy is positive and welcoming, and she seems to enjoy a home with children, teenagers, and pets. She also gets along well with other spirits,” Aunt Jessie finished as she nudged me with her elbow to let me know she was referring to Drake, who was back to haunting my house again. 
 
    “Well, that’s important,” I said, even though I stuffed most of my spiritual relics away in my attic, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thought to keep one out in the open. If it had good mojo, that is. And, apparently, Lizzie did. 
 
    “If you’re drawn to her, that must mean she’s meant for you!” 
 
    I glanced at Aunt Jessie and smiled. “You are quite the saleswoman.” 
 
    “I’ve been in business for forty-six years,” she answered with another smile. “And I ain’t been gettin’ by on my good looks,” she continued with a wink. “Go on! Touch her and tell me what you feel.” 
 
    I nodded, figuring since I had the background on the doll, chances were, she wouldn’t zap me with some hidden angry energy, or paint a chilling scene in my brain that wouldn’t go away. 
 
    I felt like I was in slow motion as I reached forward and placed the fingertips of my index and middle fingers on the doll’s face. The first thing I felt was the cold porcelain. But just beneath it was a rhythmic purr of energy, one that suffuses every spiritual object. It was like the tiniest little buzz underneath my fingers but a pleasant sensation. A few seconds later, I was overcome with feelings of friendliness and gratitude.  
 
    “You’re right, she does have positive energy,” I said and warmth began to encapsulate my hand and travel up my arm. I felt myself smiling without even realizing it. 
 
    “So what do you think?” 
 
    I glanced from Aunt Jessie’s hopeful expression to Lizzie’s demure face. “How much are you asking for her?” 
 
    “Well, I purchased her for four hundred dollars and I’d like to make a small profit,” Aunt Jessie started as she studied the doll. She propped her hand under her chin as she did whenever she was deep in thought. 
 
    “You need to make a profit on her, Aunt Jessie,” I reprimanded her. “You can’t treat me any differently than you would any other paying customer.” 
 
    Aunt Jessie nodded and smiled at me lovingly. “What about five hundred dollars?” 
 
    “How about six hundred? That seems more fair to me.” 
 
    Aunt Jessie beamed. “Peyton, you’re a good sort, you know that?” she said as she reached down and picked up the doll, leading the way back to the show floor.  
 
    “And you are an incredibly gifted saleswoman because I never thought in a million years I’d walk out of here with a possessed doll that can talk and move.” 
 
    Aunt Jessie looked back at me and smiled. “Sometimes we’re attracted to things we don’t even realize we need.” 
 
    I could have sworn Lizzie winked. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ryan and I were seated in the courtyard of an eighteenth-century brick building, blinking against the spring sunlight. This was one of my favorite places—the Place D’Armes Hotel in the historic French Quarter of New Orleans. We were staying here for the weekend, which might seem silly to some folks considering both Ryan and I live in New Orleans. 
 
    We were sSharing a single slice of pecan pie, with only one bite left, neither one of us wanted to be the one to take it. 
 
    “Polish it off, Pey,” Ryan said. 
 
    “You can have it,” I answered in a tone of feigned exasperation. 
 
    “I say we split it.” He was wearing a blue, short-sleeved, button-down shirt that did little to hide the ample swells of his biceps. His shirt and white khakis made him look like a man who intended to spend the rest of the day golfing.  
 
    “There isn’t enough left for both of us to get a decent bite,” I argued, crossing my arms over my chest. I was in a mood but I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “You have it.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “I know you want it.” 
 
    “You... have... it...” I finished, shoving the plate away theatrically. “Or leave it for the rats.” 
 
    “Or…” He drew the word out slowly, his Southern drawl deepening. “We could order another one, and split it too.” 
 
    “Ryan, I am seriously considering how to permanently dispose of you because of a piece of pie.” 
 
    “It’s that good.” 
 
    “Next time you see our waiter, will you ask him to bring the check and a butcher knife?” I asked with a sweet smile. 
 
    Ryan rolled his eyes. “You’re so exasperating today.” Then he speared the last bite and ate it with a showy flourish. “Oh, man, Pey, that was the best bite of the whole damned pie!” he said with his mouth full. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him, and an old woman in a short floral dress, seated at an adjoining table, smiled at us. It occurred to me that we probably sounded insufferable to anyone sitting within earshot.  
 
    Ryan and I got along so well that sometimes we had to invent things to argue about—pecan pie for example. He leaned back in his chair with a contented look, obviously relishing the argument. 
 
    The stillness was shattered by a loud crash coming from the kitchen—dishes and breaking glass. Ryan’s smile faded. One reason we’d been drawn to this hotel was due to its alleged history of poltergeist activity: wax candles flying across bedrooms, ink stands leaving their desks, windows opening and shutting of their own accord.  
 
    Usually, I was skeptical about any rumors of hauntings. That’s because most business owners in New Orleans want people to believe their hotels or restaurants are haunted. Hauntings are good for tourism, at least they are in New Orleans.  
 
    As for the Place D’Armes? I was convinced it was haunted after having had some experiences, myself… 
 
    One night while out for a walk in the garden, Ryan and I glanced down at the dirt path in front of us, only to see footprints magically appearing in the flowerbed, seemingly from nowhere. I was more than sure the gardener wouldn’t be happy in the morning when he found all his freshly planted daffodils flattened. 
 
    Later that same night, we heard ghostly voices coming through the walls of our bedroom. The voices slowly gave way to what sounded like doleful crying.   
 
    The ghostly history must have been foremost in the minds of the other guests also, because at the sound of the breaking glass, four patrons nearly jumped out of their shoes while the rest looked around nervously. Maybe sensing their unease, a shyly smiling waiter suddenly emerged through the French doors. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” he said in a Southern drawl. “One of the crew had a slight accident—slippery floors, just mopped—but we’re taking care of it. Sorry to rattle you folks.” 
 
    “You sure it wasn’t a ghost?” said the old woman in the floral skirt, looking a little disappointed. The waiter smiled uneasily but didn’t respond. 
 
    “My heart is still racing,” I said to Ryan as I resumed drinking my sweet tea. Unlike Southern folk, I like my sweet tea watered down with regular tea. I guess you can take the girl out of Minnesota, but you can’t take Minnesota out of the girl? 
 
    “Probably did it on purpose,” said Ryan. 
 
    “On purpose?” 
 
    He nodded. “It lends credence to the ghost stories if they plan an accident every now and again—gives the tourists something to talk about when they go home.” 
 
    “And shattering hundreds of dollars’ worth of dishes just to keep us on edge?” I asked skeptically. “Why go through the trouble?” 
 
    “This place brings in enough money that a few broken dishes every other day won’t kill their profit margins,” Ryan replied. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “You ready to go?” he asked as he eyed me impatiently. 
 
    “Go?” 
 
    “Home,” he said quickly. “Remember, the handyman is coming over to look at the ceiling?” 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about. “The ceiling?” 
 
    “Peyton, have you forgotten the two leaks in your ceiling?” 
 
    “I… I guess so,” I said, feeling completely delirious. 
 
    Paying for our meal, we returned to our room, just long enough to finish packing our bags before heading out. Ryan prattled on about this and that, but I didn’t share his affable mood. I couldn’t understand how I completely forgot about the handyman. And hadn’t we just literally checked into the hotel? As in, an hour or so ago? 
 
    Starting to get frustrated, I figured I’d just push the thoughts to the back of my mind and revisit them later. 
 
    It was an oppressively humid March afternoon and a wall of steam rose like a curtain from the road leading out of the French Quarter. We passed an elderly man leaning against a tree with his golden retriever sitting next to him. He gave us a yellow smile, and I caught a glimpse of the battered wooden crutch underneath his right arm. I tightened my hand around Ryan’s arm. 
 
    Sometimes I just liked having an excuse to feel him up. The guy has some biceps and then some. 
 
    When we reached Ryan’s truck, he unlocked the door for me and opened it, giving me a little swat on the butt as I crawled up into my seat. I shook my head and laughed as I watched him hurry around to his side and jump in. He cranked on the engine, buckled himself and then reached over to squeeze my upper thigh. 
 
    We were crossing Dumaine Street when I realized I’d left my purse and keys at the hotel. 
 
    “Ryan,” I said, as my heart dropped down to my toes, “we need to go back.” 
 
    “Did you forget something?” 
 
    “Yeah, my purse. I think I left it on the chair in our room.” 
 
    “One of the staff members probably found it when they were cleaning up.” Ryan’s tone was officious and reassuring. Pulling into the parking lot of a pastry shop, he turned the truck around. It wasn’t an easy operation, given the size of his truck and the narrow lip of the parking lot. Three-point turn? More like an eight-point turn. 
 
    “We’ll get it in a second.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, just continued gazing through the window at the heat rising off the sidewalk. Truth be told, I was worried I wouldn’t see my purse again. This was New Orleans, where you could drop a dollar bill in the street and it would be gone by the time you turned around to pick it up again. But it wasn’t just the prospect of losing my purse that bothered me. I’d been feeling a sense of foreboding about the hotel, as if something dreadful were about to happen. It was hard to explain, but I felt a malicious presence there—one I’d never felt before. I mean, what ghost would stomp on a bed of daffodils?  
 
    “Pey, you good?” Ryan asked as he glanced over at me with an expression of concern. 
 
    I wasn’t the sort of person who scared easily, and we’d been together long enough that Ryan knew when something was upsetting me. “Yeah. I just feel… nervous.” 
 
    “What are you nervous about? Your purse?”  
 
    I shook my head. “I know this sounds weird but I really don’t want to go back to the hotel.” 
 
    He looked at me in a puzzled sort of way. “Don’t you want to get your purse back?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I answered in a “duh” tone. 
 
    “Um….” 
 
    “I can’t explain it, but the energy in that place doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    I hated to admit it, because I sounded like a teenager afraid of her own shadow. And I was soooo not like that. 
 
    “We’ll be in and out in a few minutes.” Ryan placed a firm hand on my knee and smiled over at me with that boyish smile of his that always makes me want to kiss him. “If you want, I can go in and you can stay in the truck.” 
 
    But of course I wouldn’t agree to that. I’ve never allowed fear get the better of me—especially a nameless, irrational fear like this one. “No, I’ll go too. I’ll check our room if you check the courtyard. I’m sure I can convince the staff to let me back in.” 
 
    “Deal.” Ryan smiled at me and I suddenly noticed he was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a pair of over-sized cargo pants. I felt myself frowning as I shook my head, wondering how he managed to be wearing a totally different outfit than he was when we left. And, furthermore: how did I allow him to leave the hotel dressed like that? 
 
    Egad. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    “Did you change clothes?” I asked as I frowned at him. 
 
    He looked at me like I sprouted another head. “Change clothes? When? You’ve been with me all day. When would I have changed clothes?” 
 
    “Um, I’m fairly sure you weren’t wearing that outfit before we got in the truck.” 
 
    He continued to study me, his eyes narrowing. “Pey, this is the same outfit I’ve had on since this morning.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but swallowed hard.  The seconds ticked by like dripping molasses. I shook my head as I wondered what was wrong with me. First, I lose my purse and now I can’t remember Ryan changing his clothes? 
 
    Was this what it felt like to totally lose your mind? 
 
    When Ryan pulled up in front of the hotel, I opened my door and jumped down from the truck, all the while wondering what in the hell was wrong with me. It was like I was drugged or something. I followed Ryan into the lobby, watching him disappear into the courtyard as I turned and started for the front desk.  
 
    “Hi, I need your help,” I said to the woman seated there. She was young, probably a college student. “I think I left my purse in my room but I’ve already checked out.” Figuratively and literally. 
 
    The girl asked for my room number and I gave it to her. 
 
    “We’ve already cleaned the room,” she said with an unconcerned shrug. “Nothing was turned in.” 
 
    “Already cleaned it?” I repeated, frowning. “That’s impossible because my boyfriend and I just checked out less than ten minutes ago.” The woman didn’t seem convinced. “Please, could you double-check?” 
 
    With a grunt of exasperation, she flagged down a uniformed member of the staff and explained the situation. He nodded and motioned for me to follow him. We walked up the staircase and down a perfumed corridor. I was having trouble remembering why I ever thought vacationing in a haunted hotel would be a good idea in the first place. I wasn’t sure if a building could be full of regrets, but they seemed to linger in the air of this place like an unpleasant smell. 
 
    “Here you are,” said the bellman, unlocking the door. “I’ll be outside.” He waited in the doorway, clearly expecting me to enter alone. 
 
    I stepped into the room, wishing Ryan was with me. Of course the thought made no sense but I couldn’t help feeling uneasy all the same. And Ryan, being so big and beefy and overall manly, had a way of making me feel safe. 
 
    As I glanced around, I couldn’t even be sure it was the same room we just vacated. I mean, the furniture and art were similar enough, but how was it possible to clean the bathroom and the bedroom, changing all the linens in less than ten minutes? 
 
    I whirled around again, just to make sure my eyes weren’t tricking me. But, no, the bed was made and the towels we’d left on the floor were nowhere in sight. “Are you sure this is—” I turned to ask the bellman, but he was gone and nothing but the empty hallway greeted me. 
 
    With a disquieting feeling, I closed the door and heard the clicking sound of the automatic lock. My sense of disquiet notwithstanding, I started for the bathroom and found Ryan’s traveling kit and a miniature bottle of shaving lotion on the counter but nothing else.  
 
    Hmm, I thought to myself. That’s weird. Ryan never forgets anything. 
 
    Picking up both, I pulled my phone out of my skirt pocket and texted him to ask if he had any luck with the dining staff. I waited for a minute or two but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Cursing my bad luck, I shoved the phone back into my skirt and started thinking about all the credit cards I had to cancel. 
 
    In the bedroom, someone coughed. 
 
    My heart dropped to my toes before it started racing. 
 
    Someone else was here! Inside the room! 
 
    Yet, I’d been positive the bellman and I were the only ones who came up the stairs. And the hallway was also clear. But the bellman already left! Maybe it was just Ryan coming up to get me? But the cough wasn’t his; it was a woman’s. Which meant… 
 
    It’s probably someone coming to check on me, I told myself. Or it’s the next hotel guest… 
 
    Figuring the visitor was the new occupant, I opened the bathroom door and cautiously walked out. When I did, I immediately noticed a woman sitting in a chair next to the bed, smoking a thick cigar. She was wearing a black veil over her eyes and a long, flowing, silk cloak, the kind a third-rate magician might wear. She also wore a single black, lace glove on her right hand. Beside her and on the bed sat a long rectangular white box. In my presently disoriented state, it took me a moment to realize what it was.  
 
    A coffin? 
 
    “You were supposed to check out,” she said coolly, drawing another long puff of her cigar. 
 
    “I did. I just forgot my purse and came back to get it,” I explained.  
 
    “You might try looking in the box,” the woman replied. 
 
    I surveyed the coffin warily, not really sure why she thought my purse would be inside a coffin she obviously brought with her. She must have been some kind of traveling magician… or maybe a vampire? New Orleans was rumored to have their fair share. 
 
    “Yeah, I doubt it’s in there,” I said. 
 
    The woman shrugged, then stood up and walked around the perimeter of the room, curls of her cigar smoke swirling behind her. With her black veil and outfit, she looked like she belonged in film noir detective movie. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said, “but if I were you, I’d want to know what was inside the box.” 
 
    That was when it dawned on me. How weird to see a coffin on the bed in the first place. I mean, how in the world did the woman get it up here? Coffins are heavy and she was smaller than I was. 
 
    “Do you usually travel with coffins?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she answered in a bored tone, inhaling her cigar again. 
 
    “You know you aren’t supposed to smoke inside the hotel?” 
 
    Searching for an ashtray without finding one, she stamped the cigar on the nightstand and gave me a pointed look. “No one is going to stop me.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I said, deciding I had my fill of her, the coffin, the room, and the hotel for the day. I started for the door but she grabbed my attention again. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to look inside the box?” she asked. I didn’t understand why she kept referring to it as a “box” when it was clearly a coffin. 
 
    There was something in the tone of her voice—an apparent familiarity, as if we’d known each other for years, and it chilled me. 
 
    “I don’t want to look at it.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, her veil raising along with her eyebrows. “The two of you are going to be spending a lot of time together.” 
 
    That was when I decided I really had enough. My heart in my throat, I hurried towards the door. The last thing I wanted to do was spend any more time with Ms. Looney Tunes. 
 
    “You never struck me as someone who scared easily, Peyton.” 
 
    That got me. I slowly turned around. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    There was an odd buzzing coming from somewhere in the room, like a fly was trapped against the pane of the window. The woman started laughing, throwing her head back as the wafting smoke encircled her. I faced forward again and reached for the door, but my feet wouldn’t move. It was like they were stuck in dried concrete. 
 
    “I know all things in your silly mortal world,” the woman answered. 
 
    I couldn’t remember her opening the coffin, but somehow, the casket now lay face-open on the bed. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to look?” she asked again, smirking in an annoying way. Like she was daring me. 
 
    Annoyed by her spooky theatrics and wanting to prove something to myself, I lifted my foot and noticed the carpet was no longer anchoring me. With my heart jackhammering, I took the few steps that separated me from the coffin and peered over the side. 
 
    A body of a woman lay there, her hands folded in repose, her skin shrunken and waxy like cheese that was sitting too long on a countertop. 
 
    For a minute or two, I stared at the figure with a curious sense of detachment, unable to feel much of anything toward her, despite the fact that she shared my face. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t she?” the woman asked, lighting another cigar. 
 
    The longer I looked, the woman’s face began to shift away from mine, taking on the countenance of an old woman with bright yellow ringlets. Soon, that image shifted again and I was faced with Guarda, the old voodoo priestess who had assisted me on a few paranormal cases. Soon Guarda’s face faded into another one altogether—that of Baron Samedi, the Loa or God of Death.  
 
    His skin was as black as night and he appeared in the casket wearing his trademark sunglasses and cotton plugs in his nostrils. I’d had a few runins with the God of Death who was known for his obscenity, debauchery and fondness for tobacco, rum and mortal women.  
 
    As I watched, his lips parted into a wide grin and he turned his face to look at me. His eyes glowed white underneath his sunglasses. 
 
    “Peyton Clark,” he started, his voice deeply accented. “I want inside you.” 
 
    I awoke with a start. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Peyton?” Ryan asked as he sat upright and rubbed his sleep-swollen eyes. “What’s going on? Why did you yell?” 
 
    “I… I had a nightmare.” The dream was still so fresh that if I shut my eyes, I knew I’d go right back to that hotel room and Baron Samedi in the coffin, which was the last thing I wanted to do. I glanced at the clock beside the TV and noticed it was three a.m.  
 
    “That’s the third nightmare you’ve had in the past week.” 
 
    “Maybe I need to lay off the late-night horror movies?” I replied with a smile I didn’t feel. 
 
    Ryan sighed. He knew I didn’t watch horror movies. “What’s going on, Pey?” 
 
    Maybe I was being overly sensitive, but I thought I sensed a mild reproach in his voice, as if he resented being woken up night after night. Not that I could blame him. Neither one of us had gotten any sleep and it was getting old, to say the least. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I’m just feeling anxious lately.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    I didn’t respond right away. I was trying to formulate my answer. What was I nervous about? It could have been any number of things: the fact that my cousin was coming to visit, the damage to the roof from the recent storm, that I’d woken up now twice with mud all over the bottom of my feet and no plausible explanation as to why…and, finally, because I missed Drake. Yes, I could still talk to him and see him in his spirit form, but it wasn’t the same as having him inside my head. I missed our conversations, his confusion over things from the twenty-first century, his witticisms, our shared laughs, and the list went on. I mostly missed traveling back in time to solve mysteries with him—when we could coexist in the same space and time—when he was as real as I was. 
 
    “What are you nervous about, Peyton?” Ryan repeated. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” I responded, taking a deep breath as I faced him. “After you went to bed last night, I stayed up and read. One article said nightmares are common for people who have undergone a significant life change.”  
 
    Hmm… I’d undergone quite a few life changes in the recent past. 
 
    “Do you think you need to see a therapist?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I haven’t ruled it out.” It was the third or fourth time Ryan suggested therapy, and while I appreciated his concern for my mental health, I didn’t like being reminded that I could benefit from professional counseling. It wasn’t a very good feeling. 
 
    We’d been sitting in the dark for the last several minutes and even though it was really late, Ryan reached for the lamp on the nightstand and turned it on. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness. 
 
    In a corner of the room near the window sat a neon-yellow towel beside the bucket that was used for catching water since the storm hit. Our handyman, Greg, was so busy making calls that today was the first day he could come out. Ordinarily, Ryan would have taken care of the issue himself, seeing how he ran his own general contracting business, but he was incredibly busy with remodeling a hotel, so he had to call someone else in his absence. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing really to talk about,” I shrugged, although I knew he couldn’t be dissuaded so easily. 
 
    “What was the dream, er nightmare, about?” 
 
    Reluctantly, I told him as much as I could remember; how we’d been ghost-hunting at the Place D’Armes; how our visit was plagued by strange voices and unexplained footprints; and returning to the hotel when my purse disappeared. “When I got back to the room, I searched the bathroom. And when I came out, there was a woman sitting on the bed, smoking a cigar. Beside her was a coffin on the bed. She kept telling me to look inside it.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I saw the body of… someone.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the body had started out as mine and then morphed into Guarda and, finally, Baron Samedi. It was still too morbid even for me. 
 
    “You didn’t recognize the person?” 
 
    “No.” I took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s like you always say: nonsensical stuff that happens in dreams.” 
 
    “I think you’re feeling unusually anxious so it’s impacting your sleep.” Ryan placed his arm around my waist, and I snuggled into him, relishing his large arms around me. “I once dreamt all my teeth fell out.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with a little laugh as I imagined his handsome face sans teeth. Not so handsome anymore! “What happened?” 
 
    “I was talking to a pretty woman when one of my teeth fell out and flew across the room. I raised a hand to my mouth, trying to cover it because I was embarrassed, but then all of my teeth started to fall out. There were teeth everywhere. And she kept asking me, ‘Sir, are you okay?’” 
 
    I laughed in spite of myself. Ryan knew how to make me feel better. He always had. “Let’s hope that one isn’t an omen of things to come.” I ran the back of my hand against the smooth line of his jaw. “I’m pretty partial to your teeth.” 
 
    Ryan leaned over and kissed the top of my head. “Could be a premonition.” 
 
    “For our relationship’s sake, I hope not.” 
 
    “Come on, you wouldn’t love me if I were all gums?” 
 
    I laughed and batted him away playfully as he wrapped his lips around his teeth, effectively hiding them before trying to kiss me. I giggled as I pushed against him. Then he chuckled and stopped faux-attacking me. Smiling broadly, he revealed his perfect teeth. I ran my hand down his face, letting his stubble tickle my skin.  
 
    At that moment, someone coughed from the other side of the room. 
 
    I was more exasperated than startled. I glanced across the room and found Drake suddenly floating there. He was highlighted by the moonlight that streamed through the windows and he didn’t look happy. With his dark brown hair in disarray, as always, his olive complexion and his chiseled jawline, he was extremely handsome.  
 
    But his timing sucked. 
 
    Breaking away from Ryan with his lips still on mine, I directed my thoughts to the half-visible figure who stood by the armoire with his arms crossed and a perturbed expression on his face. 
 
    Seriously Drake? 
 
    The dead don’t sleep, mon cherie. You know this. 
 
    Not my problem. You can’t keep showing up right before I’m about to get… intimate! 
 
    “Peyton, yoo-hoo!” Ryan said as he gripped my cheeks and forced my attention back to him. “You started zoning out. Are you still thinking about your nightmare?” 
 
    “No, we just… we have a visitor.”  
 
    Ryan frowned and sighed at the same time. If Ryan trailed the list of people Drake liked, Drake was definitely on the bottom of Ryan’s list as well. The two were constantly trying to one-up the other, never mind that Ryan couldn’t see or interact with Drake; and Drake refused to give Ryan the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “Can’t you tell him to leave?” Ryan patiently tolerated these ghostly visits without ever complaining about his girlfriend’s propensity to communicate with spirits, but even he had his limits. “This isn’t an open house where Drake is free to come and go as he pleases. There should be strict lines that he respectfully doesn’t cross. He should understand that?” 
 
    Of course I understand! Drake railed as he glared at Ryan. 
 
    Then why are you here right now? I demanded. 
 
    I was merely taking a quick jaunt through the house, mon chaton, Drake started, his tone sounding affronted. And I chose to check on you to ensure your slumber was uninterrupted. When, lo, I come to learn that I am not welcome! And furthermore, I will have you know that I don’t appreciate you bringing more spirits into this house!  
 
    More spirits? 
 
    The doll! He insisted. The porcelain houses a spirit of its own and I do not appreciate more roommates. There are more than enough in this house as it is. 
 
    Can you tell if Lizzie is a good spirit? I asked, wanting to get Drake’s opinion.  
 
    The doll appears to be a good spirit, though it asks me way too many questions and generally rambles continuously. 
 
    I’m sorry for that, I said, trying to suppress a laugh.  
 
    Drake grunted at me and then drifted slowly down through the floorboards onto the floor below, beginning with his feet and ending with his dark hair. I watched him go with a pang of remorse, worried that I offended him. Ever since his expulsion from my body, a palpable distance developed between us that seemed to widen with each passing day.  
 
    I’d have to talk to him about it later. For now, I had a very much alive boyfriend’s tail feathers to smooth. 
 
    “He’s gone,” I said. “And he won’t be back tonight.” 
 
    “Good.” Ryan wasn’t even remotely broken up over the fact. “We need to draw up clear lines of separation. I get that this is his house too but if he were alive and walking in on us, it would be no different. Privacy is privacy.” 
 
    “I know and he knows,” I answered, suddenly exhausted. 
 
    “There’s nothing worse than thinking you’re alone with your girlfriend only to find out some Peeping Tom is watching your every move,” Ryan continued, sounding exasperated. “He needs to know I’m not into crowds.” 
 
    “He’s no voyeur,” I said, feeling agitated. “If he were, he wouldn’t have complained.” 
 
    “What did he say?” There was a menacing look in Ryan’s eyes, as if he were contemplating going downstairs and having it out with the ghost.  
 
    “He just coughed to let me know he was here.” Sensing Ryan still wasn’t appeased, I placed a hand on his arm. “I’ll talk to Drake tomorrow. He’s very sensitive and he needs to understand that just because we don’t always want him around doesn’t mean we don’t like him.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” muttered Ryan.  
 
    “That’s not nice,” I started. 
 
    “Just don’t forget we have a meeting with the solicitor at eight.” 
 
    “Oh, right.”  
 
    In a few hours, we planned to meet with a lawyer who was representing Luke Montague, a present-day descendent of Drake’s. He said he had a legal claim to my house—a belief that wasn’t shared by me or Drake, for that matter.  
 
    “Well, anyway,” Ryan started, touching my arm in a placating fashion, “let’s get back to what we were doing?” 
 
    I reached up and stroked the back of his head, more from a desire to forget my present troubles than any overpowering urge to have sex. Drake’s appearance killed the mood, at least for me. Apparently, it didn’t kill Ryan’s though, because he wasted no time in pulling me closer to him and thrusting his tongue into my mouth. As soon as my body began to respond to the intensity, a cold drop of water struck me on the arm—first one, then another, then another. 
 
    Reluctantly pulling away again, I said, “Hold on a sec.” 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    “I’m being rained on.” Standing, I peered into the half-light of the cathedral ceiling twelve feet above us. “There’s a leak in the ceiling.” Another few drops of water struck me on the back of the neck and I shivered. 
 
    “Another one?” Ryan sighed heavily as he stood up, walking over to inspect the leak. “At least we’re having it looked at in a few hours.”  
 
    “Right, but what can we do in the meantime?” I wasn’t eager to sleep in the same spot, getting dripped on for the rest of the night. 
 
    “We could go to my place,” said Ryan with a shrug. He’d been sleeping over so often lately, I sometimes forgot he had a home of his own. “You’d get a few hours in, at least.” 
 
    It was a sign of how frustrating the last hour had been that we weren’t even thinking about making love anymore. “I don’t feel like going anywhere tonight.” 
 
    “It’s not like I live far away, Peyton. It’s right next door.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m tired. I want to stay here.” I also didn’t want to deal with his two enormous dogs who wanted nothing more than to shower me with their love, in the form of dog drool and dog hair. 
 
    “We could sleep in one of your guest rooms then,” he offered optimistically. 
 
    “There’s one guest room with a bed we could try.” 
 
    Ryan nodded as he grabbed his phone and wallet from the nightstand and clicked on the flashlight app until his phone lit up like a beacon in the dark. He reminded me of a caretaker in a castle from an old movie carrying a candle on a plate. “Ready?” 
 
    I stood by the bed, hesitant. “I should warn you that the window faces the street, and the streetlamp is very bright. Even with the shutters closed, the room is flooded with light at four a.m.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll be up at four a.m. then.” 
 
    I nodded and followed him down the hallway and up one flight of stairs before we reached the guest room. I was so tired, I could barely keep myself upright. Once we saw the bed, I threw back the coverlet, crawled underneath it and moaned when my head dropped onto the pillow. I was already starting to drift off when a swoosh of wind caught my attention. I opened one eye to see Drake gliding through the wall. 
 
    Mon chaton, he started. 
 
    Not now, Drake, I thought, I’m just about to pass out. 
 
    Why have you moved into this bedroom? 
 
    The ceiling is leaking in my room. 
 
    I do not like being disallowed entry to your bedchamber, so I must find solace elsewhere and now you are here, invading my solitude. 
 
    Ryan crawled into bed beside me, completely unaware that I was having a conversation with Drake in my head. Ryan pulled the coverlet over us both and gripped me around the waist, pulling me close to him. Then he draped his heavy arm over my midsection. 
 
    “’Night,” he whispered. 
 
    “’Night, Ryan,” I whispered back. 
 
    Well, are you going to respond? Drake insisted. 
 
    Ugh, you are so annoying! You can go hang out in my room now, if you want to. 
 
    This is quite unfair, mon chaton. This is my house too and I should be allowed to freely roam. 
 
    I’m not in the mood to listen to you feeling sorry for yourself, I grumbled in thought. 
 
    You are in quite a mood. 
 
    Because I’m exhausted, I’m sick of being rained on and I’m not looking forward to going head to head with your nephew in a conflict over who has the legal right to this house. 
 
    Well, upon that subject, I am forever on your side, ma minette. But this you already know. 
 
    Mm-hmm. 
 
    What does that mean? He made a feeble attempt to replicate the “mm-hmm” sound which, it only now occurred to me, might not have been an expression in his time. 
 
    It means I agree with you. 
 
    Ah. He was quiet for a few moments. I trust your lovemaking appeased you? 
 
    Oh, my God, I grumbled. We are not discussing that right now. 
 
    You are in quite an odious mood, so perhaps it did not appease you? 
 
    It never happened, I said before immediately regretting it. Drake was a snoop and then some. 
 
    Never happened? 
 
    I exhaled a long breath and figured I might as well get the explanation out of the way because Drake wouldn’t leave me alone otherwise. I started getting rained on, so Ryan and I stopped fooling around to find a better place to sleep and now, here we are. 
 
    I would never have allowed a few drops of rain to interfere in an event where you and your… satisfaction were concerned, mon cherie.  
 
    Good to know.  
 
    In my day… 
 
    I already know, I interrupted him. You were once a notorious lothario. Blah blah blah. 
 
    Yes, quite so.  
 
    If I had an award, I’d give it to you. 
 
    Do not sound so condescending, ma minette! replied Drake in a tone of wistfulness as he sighed. With this body and face, can you blame the women of my time? 
 
    I don’t blame them and I don’t blame you and I don’t blame me. I just want to get some sleep. 
 
    You have yet to apologize for driving me from my own bedchamber earlier when all I was looking for was a bit of conversation. 
 
    It’s not your bedchamber, it’s mine. 
 
    Only because I lack the need to sleep. 
 
    Whatever the reason, it’s my bedroom. Not yours. 
 
    It was once mine. 
 
    That was a long time ago. 
 
    Ugh! You are quite disagreeable, Drake finished. With a melodramatic sigh, he disappeared from view. 
 
    Ryan stirred beside me and exhaled deeply. “How long has it been since these sheets were washed?” 
 
    “Just last week. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering. I know you’re allergic to housework so I got worried for a second or two.” 
 
    “Ha ha, funny,” I grumbled. Then I figured I should explain why I washed them because he was right: in general, I did try to avoid housework. “I figured Maggie would sleep in here and that’s why I washed the sheets and made the bed.”  
 
    “Maggie?” 
 
    “Um, she’s my cousin who’s coming to stay with me for two weeks. You already forgot?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Sensing that he was annoyed about something, I continued, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said slowly, “it’s just… we’ve already got one permanent guest in this house, and now we’ll be hosting someone else for the next two weeks. I wonder how long until we have privacy again.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re so bent out of shape about?” I stroked his shoulder gently with my freshly manicured nails. “First of all, it’s not like Maggie plans to be in our bedroom twenty-four/seven. She’s bookish and introverted; at an age where all she wants is to be alone.” 
 
    “I don’t want to come off as selfish for wanting you alone sometimes. It’s just—we haven’t exactly had any us time since we started dating, have we? There’s always someone else involved despite never being invited.” 
 
    Although Ryan was too polite to name names, I knew exactly whom he meant. “I’ll talk to him in the morning, or whenever we get back from our meeting.” I gave him a lingering kiss on the cheek. “Drake might be sullen and melodramatic, but he respects boundaries.” “Where are we going to sleep, though? If Maggie is sleeping in here, I mean.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that yet. “Hopefully, the ceiling will be fixed by tomorrow night. If not, there’re plenty of other rooms in the house.” 
 
    “Why are you so opposed to staying at my house?” Ryan muttered. 
 
    “I can’t leave Maggie here by herself.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t be by herself.” 
 
    “Drake doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Ugh,” he grumbled before remaining quiet. 
 
    It was rare we went to bed feeling frustrated with each other, but the past hour was a cascading series of inconveniences. It was beginning to feel like we were cursed. Probably all romantic relationships felt like that at some point. Reaching for his hand, I said, “On the bright side, at least we’re not trapped inside a haunted hotel.” 
 
    “Dream still bothering you?” asked Ryan sleepily. 
 
    “More than it should, probably.” I kept picturing the sweaty face of the cigar-smoking woman. “I remember there was something else that unsettled me.” 
 
    “What was it?”  
 
    “During the entire dream, I felt like I was being controlled by someone. Someone I couldn’t see. Like my actions were being directed.” I remembered not being able to move my feet. 
 
    “That’s the nature of dreams, isn’t it?” Ryan was beginning to drift off again now, his voice growing fainter. “You can’t always control them, even when you want to.” 
 
    I knew that, of course, but something about this nightmare was different. Like I was at the mercy of a powerful and malevolent intelligence, and my own will was being violated. I couldn’t have managed to resist looking inside the coffin, no matter how hard I struggled. I might have been able to dismiss the feeling if it weren’t such a familiar one.  
 
    There were many times lately when I felt compelled to do things that were out of character. Just a few nights ago, I stepped out onto the balcony at sunset and fought an overpowering urge to throw myself over the balustrade. I wasn’t suffering from depression and had no desire to end my life, but the compulsion was overwhelming, all the same. Thankfully, Drake brought me back to my senses when he asked me what I was doing. Afterwards, I was terrified as well as completely confused. 
 
    “Why does everything seem to be going wrong, lately?” I wondered if Ryan was still awake, but it didn’t matter now; I just needed to voice my thoughts. “It doesn’t feel like we’ve had a moment’s happiness since Drake was exorcised from my body.” 
 
    Or maybe I was just unhappy. Having recently spent a significant amount of time in the dream world of 1920s Chicago with Drake, I returned somewhat shaken by the abundance of chemistry between us. If we spent any more time together, I could have easily fallen in love with him. Maybe I already did? But that was impossible, right? I was currently committed to Ryan. More than committed; we were happy together. 
 
    Weren’t we? 
 
    I began spiraling into ever-deepening circles of worry. It was almost a relief when my phone buzzed on the nightstand—once, twice, three times. 
 
    Normally, when someone called at this hour, I ignored it and put the phone on silent. But Maggie had already boarded her flight, so maybe she was trying to call me? I reluctantly reached for the phone but didn’t recognize the number.  
 
    Speaking in a low voice so as not to wake Ryan, I said, “Hello?” 
 
    The voice on the other end was unfamiliar, shrill, and slightly hysterical. “Hello? Is this Peyton Clark?” 
 
    “Yes.” I was gaining a reputation as someone who could speak to the dead, even if it wasn’t one I especially wanted. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry for calling you so late—I hope I didn’t wake you, but it couldn’t wait. I’ve gotten myself into trouble and I need your help!” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The tone of the woman’s voice was anguished, to the point of sounding panic-stricken. “I wouldn’t have bothered you,” she continued, “but I didn’t know who else to call. And after what happened tonight, I couldn’t wait a second longer. I had to get in touch with you.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Not knowing the nature of her dilemma, I wondered how best to advise her. “Are you in any present danger?” I asked. “Did you call the police?” 
 
    “No, the police wouldn’t know what to do with this,” she replied. “And I’m not in immediate danger anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    There was a pause and when she spoke again, her voice fell almost to a whisper. “I’d rather not talk about it over the phone, if that’s all right with you. I just… I’m kind of superstitious about these things. Would you be willing to meet me in person?” 
 
    What did being “superstitious” have to do with talking over the phone? I didn’t know but there it was. “Sure, how urgent is the situation?” 
 
    “Urgent enough that I don’t want to wait another day before seeing you. I’m free in the morning, if you are.” 
 
    That presented some logistical difficulties since I was meeting the lawyer at eight a.m. “Um, I have a meeting in the morning but we could meet around seven a.m. if you’re willing to get up that early? Or failing that, we could meet at ten.” 
 
    “I don’t get a lot of sleep,” she said. “Let’s do seven a.m.” 
 
    “Sounds great. By the way, what’s your name?”  
 
    The woman paused, then laughed in embarrassment. “I completely forgot to introduce myself. I guess in the back of my mind I assumed you already knew.” 
 
    “I’m not a psychic.” I found it unnerving how often people confused psychics with sensitives.  
 
    “Right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “My name’s Catherine St. Michael. I’m a journalist for the Times Picayune.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Catherine.” 
 
    “Likewise.” She paused. “Well, thanks for taking my call and agreeing to meet me tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. See you then.” 
 
    I hung up and put my phone back on the nightstand.  
 
    Ryan stirred beside me. “Who was that?” 
 
    “Somebody who’s having a rough night.” 
 
    “A rough night?” 
 
    “Yep, so rough that we’re meeting her downstairs in about four hours, so you’d better get some rest, if you can.” 
 
    Ryan swore loudly and rolled over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I barely shut my eyes before the faint hints of daylight began to appear from behind the shutters. My phone alarm went off and then Ryan’s alarm went off. For a few minutes, they seemed to be having an urgent conversation with each other. When Ryan failed to wake up, I rolled over and kneaded him lovingly but firmly on the upper arm.  
 
    “Babe?” 
 
    “Mmmm?” 
 
    “We need to get up. There’s a woman coming to see us in a few minutes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He was so tired the night before that I doubted he remembered our conversation. Hastily, I relayed again what Catherine told me over the phone: how she felt threatened but couldn’t go to the police.  
 
    “Are you sure she isn’t nuts? She sounds a little nuts,” Ryan said, now fully awake. 
 
    “She’s a journalist so she can’t be that nuts, right?”  
 
    “I think that qualifies her as most definitely nuts.” 
 
    “Ha ha, Ryan, funny,” I said as I playfully nudged him in the arm with my elbow. “Anyway, I’ll know within ten minutes whether she has a legitimate grievance, or she’s just some weird lady obsessed with the occult.”  
 
    “All right, well let’s eat breakfast before she gets here,” said Ryan, clambering into his blue jeans. 
 
    “No time for that.” I started searching the guest bathroom for my toothbrush before I remembered I left it in the other bathroom.  
 
    “This morning just keeps getting better,” he grumbled. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we were both showered and fully dressed. We drifted downstairs into the kitchen when I remembered I left Lizzie, the doll from Aunt Jessie’s, in Ryan’s truck.  
 
    “I’ll be right back. I forgot the doll in your truck.” 
 
    “Oh, right. That weird-ass doll,” he answered, shaking his head as he reached his muscular arms over his head and stretched, giving me a great view of his torso. Damn, but the man was sexy. “I really don’t want to see that thing at night.” 
 
    “I’m not planning to put her in my bedroom,” I scoffed although the image of Ryan waking up with the doll looking at him brought a smile to my face. 
 
    Ryan didn’t respond but started making a pot of coffee.  
 
    “Can you use those raspberry chocolate torte beans?” I called out with a cheeky smile as I opened the front door. “They’re my favorite.” 
 
    “Of course, Pey. Anything for you.” 
 
    I didn’t respond as I hurried out to his truck and pulled the bag with Lizzie in it out of the back seat. When I walked back in, I took her out of the bag and the moment I touched her, I felt the same slight humming I felt earlier in Aunt Jessie’s store. The radiant warmth again overtook me. The doll definitely possessed a lot of power and as far as I could tell, it seemed to be positive. Closing the front door behind me, I decided to seat her on the couch in the living room.  
 
    After putting Lizzie down on the couch, I walked back into the kitchen, coming up behind Ryan and giving him a quick peck on the cheek. Just then, the front doorbell rang. 
 
    “There’s our client now.” 
 
    “Potential client,” he corrected me. “Unless she’s psychotic.” 
 
    “Right, our potential psychotic client,” I said as I made my way down the hallway, past the living room and to the foyer. When I opened the front door, I found a woman in her mid-twenties standing on the doorstep, her hair a mess of curls. A pair of coffee-colored sunglasses were perched on top of her head that gave her a California beachy look. She wore a tight-fitting purple shirt with three-quarter sleeves and denim jeans that accentuated her robust figure. A key chain bearing the emblem “I <3 Dolly” hung from between the fingers of her right hand. She looked pretty much as I expected: eccentric and aimless, the sort of person who posed no danger to anyone. 
 
    “Hi, are you—?” 
 
    “Peyton Clark,” I said, offering her my hand as footsteps sounded behind me. A few seconds later, Ryan appeared at my side. “And this is my boyfriend, Ryan.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, I’m Catherine,” she said, but I noticed she didn’t bother shaking my hand or Ryan’s. Instead, she hung back with a shy, aloof air, as if waiting for us to invite her inside but worrying we wouldn’t.  
 
    “Come in,” I said as I opened the door wider. Catherine gave me a soft smile but once her eyes met Ryan’s, she dropped her gaze to the ground. For a journalist, she seemed rather lacking in the confidence department. 
 
    “Would you like some tea? Coffee?” I asked. 
 
    Catherine shook her head. She seemed too agitated to be bothered with mundane concerns like food and drink. “I’ll feel better once I’ve told you everything. This town is crawling with amateur paranormal investigators but you were the only one who struck me as having any credibility.” 
 
    “Why did you think I was credible?” I asked, growing curious. 
 
    She shrugged. “Reviews.” 
 
    I figured she was referring to Yelp, where I had a five-star average rating. 
 
    I led the way down the hall and into the living room where I motioned for Catherine to take a seat on the couch beside Lizzie. I plopped down next to Ryan on the velvet loveseat and she sat in the winged chair opposite. I couldn’t help but notice that her attention was fixed on Lizzie. 
 
    “That’s a pretty doll,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks, I just got her yesterday,” I answered.  
 
    Catherine continued to study the doll. “Weird, but it’s almost like she’s looking at me.” 
 
    “She’s not,” I said, unwilling to inform Catherine of Lizzie’s history or to agree that she probably was looking at Catherine. Most people didn’t do well with that sort of information. “She’s just a doll.” 
 
    Catherine nodded and brought her attention back to me. 
 
    “So, Catherine,” I started as I faced her with a smile. “What’s up?”  
 
    She smiled back at me and laughed a little, as if my question were entirely too casually phrased for whatever she was going through. “What’s up?” she repeated, taking a big breath as she expelled it and shook her head. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try the beginning?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Catherine nodded and took another deep breath before she commenced telling her story. It began nine months earlier when she met a handsome young man at a local bar that catered to singles who had recently graduated from college.  
 
    “It was eerie how well we connected,” she explained. “He was my type exactly. We both had the same off-beat sense of humor and appreciation for old school British sci-fi like Doctor Who, Blake’s 7, Quatermass and the Pit, Sapphire and Steel…” 
 
    I glanced blankly at her because aside from Doctor Who, none of the titles meant anything to me. “Wow, you really were like matching puzzle pieces,” I offered. 
 
    “Right?” said Catherine, leaning forward with renewed urgency. “He shared my taste in super obscure TV. Stuff that no one else ever heard of! And it wasn’t just that, but other little things we liked. And he wasn’t much of a drinker and neither am I. Anyway, after we’d been flirting for about an hour, he asked if I wanted to go back to my place.”  
 
    Ryan cleared his throat and looked away and I felt myself blushing. Catherine took a deep breath.  
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, clearly skipping the sex part, which was mildly appreciated. “We dated for about three weeks. At some point, I remember calling my sister and telling her I met the man of my dreams. My future husband.” She sighed again. This time it was more deeply. Then she started staring at the corner of the room as her eyes took on a wistful glow. “Looking back at it now, there were a couple of things that should have given me pause, but I was so smitten, I ignored any red flags.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the way Clarence never wanted to make out with me, even though we spent plenty of time alone in my apartment. He completely shunned all the physical aspects of our relationship.” She swallowed hard and her cheeks colored as if she were embarrassed. “I’m fine if a guy doesn’t want to have sex immediately, but he refused to even kiss me or hold my hand!” 
 
    “Sounds gay,” Ryan said, nodding. 
 
    Catherine faced him and frowned. “He wasn’t gay.” 
 
    Ryan nodded with an apologetic smile. Meanwhile, she turned her attention back to me. “And while we could talk for hours about TV from the ‘70s and early ‘80s, he hadn’t seen any shows that came out in the past twenty years. He never even heard of Buffy!” 
 
    “Ah,” I said as I realized where this story was going. I had a feeling Clarence was more ectoplasm than flesh and blood. Poor Catherine. 
 
    “I chalked that up to him being old-fashioned,” Catherine continued. “And I told my sister, it was one of those quirks that made him so lovable.” 
 
    “When did you start to figure things out?” I asked. 
 
    “I figured it out as soon as you said his name was Clarence,” Ryan said with a shrug.  
 
    I looked at him and shook my head even as my lips started to turn up with the smile I was doing my best to hold back. He smirked down at me as Catherine continued. 
 
    “Eventually, we got into an argument because I was tired of him always coming to my place but never inviting me over to his. My family said he was hiding something. Of course, I made excuses for him. But after about a month of dating, I started to get suspicious.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” I said.  
 
    “One night we were watching Hitchhiker’s Guide and sitting on opposite ends of the couch with a good three feet of space between us. Finally, I’d had it! I told him I didn’t like the fact that he never touched me and I said I wanted to go to his place for once.” 
 
    “And what did he say to that?” I asked, genuinely interested by this point. Clearly, Catherine was a sensitive, herself, if she had this long of an interaction with a ghost.  
 
    It seemed Ryan was rapidly losing interest at this point because he started busily answering texts on his phone. I had to figure they had something to do with the hotel remodeling project he was managing. Catherine didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    “We fought about it, at first,” she said. “He threatened to go home. Finally, I gave him an ultimatum and said if he weren’t willing to have me over at his place, we were done.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She frowned. “He agreed to let me but he warned me I wouldn’t like it. I didn’t understand at that point what he meant of course.” 
 
    “What happened next?” I asked, anxious to keep her on track. 
 
    “So, we got into my car and left. After driving for about twenty minutes, I realized we were leaving the residential part of town. There were no apartments nearby, and the streetlights were getting further and further apart. Pretty soon, we were way out in the country.” 
 
    “I’m sure that surprised you,” I said. 
 
    She nodded. “When he told me we were almost there, I looked around but there were no buildings anywhere. We were on a dirt road with nothing but sagging trees on either side of us and flocks of grackles perched on telephone wires.” She took a break and inhaled deeply before continuing. “I didn’t know where we were going, but I didn’t like driving so far out of town. And Clarence was being super vague and mysterious about where our final destination was. Finally, we drove past Old Fort Cemetery and he told me to pull over and park. I was confused, of course, but I did what he said, and as he opened the passenger-side door, I asked him why we were stopping.” 
 
    “And he said?” 
 
    “That we’d arrived!” she answered, flummoxed. “So, of course, I asked him if it was some kind of joke.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “But it wasn’t.” 
 
    “No,” she said as she nodded. “It wasn’t a joke. He got out of the car and walked through the gates of the cemetery.” 
 
    “Did you follow him?” asked Ryan, who was now paying more attention. 
 
    She laughed ruefully. “I took a couple of steps away from the car and watched him walking between the headstones, and…” She took another deep breath. “I know this is going to sound crazy because it still makes no sense to me when I replay it through my head but…” 
 
    “Nothing sounds crazy to me anymore,” I said honestly. 
 
    She nodded. “I swear to you that when Clarence reached the fourth row of headstones, he straight-up disappeared! I mean, one second he was there, and the next, he wasn’t.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do! I just stood there because my feet couldn’t move. And my heart was pounding, and my brain was like… trying to make sense of what just happened, you know?” 
 
    “Yep, I know,” I answered with a quick nod. “And then what?”  
 
    “Well, I waited there for maybe five minutes as I tried to register what was going on. But there was no sign of Clarence. So I decided to follow him, thinking that maybe he was just hiding behind a tombstone and my eyes played a trick on me or something. So I walked up to the fourth row of headstones and when I got there, he was nowhere to be seen.” She paused as she looked down at her white hands, which she folded primly in her lap. Then she glanced back up and I could see the tears shining in her eyes. “Take your time,” I said with a smile. 
 
    She nodded and sighed deeply before looking back up at me. “When I looked down at the headstones, sure enough, there was one that read Clarence Harper. He was born in 1957 and he died in 1982.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Catherine responded as she nodded and the tears started to flow. Ryan stood up and headed for the bathroom, returning with a few tissues, which he handed to her. Ever the Southern gentleman… 
 
    She accepted them as she smiled up at him in thanks. “You know, everything started to make sense the more I thought about it,” she continued, dabbing her eyes. “The last movie he could remember seeing in theaters was Poltergeist and his favorite song was ‘Thriller’ by Michael Jackson.” 
 
    As an eerie tale of disappointed love, it was certainly bizarre. Remembering what she told me over the phone the night before, I said, “You mentioned that something happened last night, but it sounds like you realized the truth about Clarence quite a while ago?” 
 
    Catherine nodded, but her attention was once again captured by Lizzie. She rubbed her eyes with the tissue but continued to stare at the doll. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    She looked over at me slowly. “The doll just turned its head,” she said, surprisingly calm.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I turned to look at Lizzie. Sure enough, the doll’s head was now facing the right of Catherine, whereas before it was staring straight ahead. 
 
    “She was looking right at me,” Catherine said. “But now she’s looking over there,” she finished, pointing in that direction. 
 
    “Don’t let her bother you,” I said as I dismissed the doll with a wave of my hand. “Now getting back to your story, I’m confused by your timeline. It seemed like the situation with Clarence happened a while ago?” 
 
    While she gathered her thoughts, I stole a look at the clock on my phone; we needed to leave in about twenty minutes, and probably wouldn’t have time to eat anything on the way. Dammit. 
 
    “Yes, it was a while ago,” Catherine admitted. “But there’s more to the story.” 
 
    “You’ve got another twenty minutes,” I said with as warm a smile as I could muster. “And then I have to leave for an appointment.” 
 
    She nodded. “After Clarence, I didn’t date for a while. A couple months passed, and my sister said she was sick of seeing me moping around the house, so one night a couple months back, I returned to the bar. That was where I met Grover.” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” Ryan grumbled as he shook his head. 
 
    As with Clarence, Catherine found in Grover a kindred spirit. Sitting in a corner of the bar, keeping to himself, he was reading a book on physics just to pass the time. He could speak seven languages and once volunteered as a translator at a local hospital for refugees. He shared Catherine’s passion for mid-century mystery novels and the first season of Mystery Science Theater 3000. Some nights, after sunset, they used to drive out to St. Francisville and sit under the water tower to stargaze and argue about the existence of alien life. 
 
    “He was very eloquent,” said Catherine, “and he used to tell me I was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, in this world or any other.” 
 
    “Didn’t that remark set off any alarm bells in your head?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Not until last night.” Catherine stared vacantly, with the look of a person reliving a fresh trauma. “I asked him if I could meet the rest of his family and he said they all passed away. He was the only one left behind, and that was because he wasn’t yet willing to let go of this world. I scolded him for being ‘emo’ and ‘melodramatic,’ but as it turns out, he was being strictly literal: his entire family—including himself—died in a bus accident in 1964 on a summer road trip through Georgia.” 
 
    “Well… shit,” I said quietly, wondering what better words to say. 
 
    “He was outraged that I didn’t already know,” said Catherine, fighting back more tears, “and I think that was the worst part. He kept telling me he had no body; but I thought he was saying he had nobody. I’m so stupid; I thought he was just lonely.” 
 
    “And this happened last night?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “That’s why I called you.” 
 
    “What did you expect me to do for you?”  
 
    “I thought maybe I was some sort of… I don’t know… ghost magnet or something?” she asked as her eyes went wide and teary again. “I’m worried I’m attracting these ghost men into my life and I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “Catherine,” Ryan started as he eyed her narrowly. “What’s the name of the bar where you met Clarence and Grover?” 
 
    “The Old Absinthe House,” she answered. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. The Old Absinthe House was rumored to have more deadly patrons than living ones. “I think it would behoove you to avoid any bars that are rumored to be haunted,” I said. “Clearly, you’re a sensitive.” 
 
    “I am?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Absolutely. You can contact the spirits in a way that most people can’t. You’re able to see, hear and interact with them. Most people are oblivious to the spirit world. So, if you want to avoid meeting spirits, you need to avoid hanging out in haunted places.” 
 
    “But, there are spirits everywhere,” Catherine started. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “So next time you meet a guy you like, the first thing to do is introduce him to a friend. And if your friend can see him, then you’re okay. If not, try again.” 
 
    Catherine sniffed ruefully. “I just wish I’d come to you the first time this happened,” she said. “We could have figured this out months ago, and I wouldn’t have fallen head over heels for Grover.” 
 
    “Well, now you know,” I said with a smile as I slapped my hands together and faced Ryan. “And, on that note, we have to get going!” 
 
    Catherine nodded and stood up, reaching inside of her purse before she faced me. “What do I owe you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said with a shrug. “Just take care of yourself and stop dating dead guys, okay?” 
 
    Catherine laughed and nodded, but she still appeared sad. “That might be easier said than done.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Ah, we’re going to be late!” Ryan said as we merged into the congested mid-morning traffic. “We should have left earlier and we’d be there by now!” 
 
    I didn’t say anything at first. It was one of those early spring mornings where honeyed light filtered through the boughs of the pecans and elms, dappling carriages and cafe awnings in a hazy glow. On a normal day, I’d be on my way to one of the local bakeries, where I’d spend the morning answering emails from my laptop, and guzzling copious amounts of coffee. 
 
    “I wasn’t the only one who lost track of the time,” I said finally. “You were just as caught up in Catherine’s story as I was.” 
 
    Ryan had no rejoinder to this, because there wasn’t one. Neither of us were paying attention. Instead, he sighed.  “I’m sorry I barked at you,” he said after a short pause.  
 
    “No problem,” I replied, feeling slightly mollified as I smiled up at him. “You know how easily I get distracted. I’m not trying to make excuses for being late but, in general, you’re the one who keeps us focused.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “I can’t always be the responsible one.” 
 
    I shrugged and offered him a smile of apology. “That’s just how our relationship works, babe.” Then I laughed as he shook his head. 
 
    “Peyton, Peyton, Peyton,” he said. 
 
    “You’ve always been the pragmatic one, while I’m the one who gets lost in my thoughts,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s your ADHD,” he answered. 
 
    “Probably,” I said. I’ve never been tested for ADHD but I imagine I probably have it. Not that I care too much. I like me the way I am. 
 
    We pulled into the parking lot of a suburban strip center hedged with philodendrons and haphazardly strewn with stray shopping carts. “Hmm, a strip mall?” I asked as I glanced around. Not exactly the location I expected to find a lawyer’s office.  
 
    “Yeah, weird.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a good sign?” I asked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Luke Montague could presumably afford a pricey lawyer, but it doesn’t look like he bothered with one?” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s a nice strip mall?” 
 
    I glanced over at Ryan in disbelief and he smiled at me. Our relationship was a curious thing when I thought about it. On the surface, Ryan and I seemed to have little in common, but we managed to work well in spite of that, or maybe because of it?  
 
    “Are you one hundred percent positive this is the right place?” asked Ryan, surveying the potholes, pawn shops and used furniture outlets that surrounded us. Overhead, a large American flag rustled in the morning breeze. The flattened remains of a cottonmouth moccasin lay under the bumper of an over-sized truck with skeleton-emblazoned mud flaps.  
 
    I checked the address I wrote down on a scrap of paper. “Yep, this is it.” 
 
    “Well, to your point, I think Luke Montague could have done better.” 
 
    I clicked on my phone and checked the email one more time, just to be sure I’d written the address down correctly. “Crap! It’s Auburn Place, not Auburn Street.” 
 
    Ryan let out a low groan.  
 
    “I mean, come on! Anyone could have made that mistake,” I started. “Why name two different streets essentially the same name? I mean, hello! There’s not like a shortage of words in the English language!” Ryan grumbled something indistinguishable but I held my ground. “This is totally not my fault.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me. “How far away is it?” 
 
    I frowned and smiled sheepishly. “All the way across town.” 
 
    “Send them an email and let them know we’ll be a few minutes late.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, we pulled up in front of a stately building with a neo-Romanesque design. The building was painted white, which contrasted nicely with the verdant, green lawn that was shaded with oaks.  
 
    Inside, the building smelled old—that musty smell of bygone eras. On the first floor stood an atrium with a circle of busts and a grand, sloping staircase; near the foot of the stairs, in a glass display, hung an antique sword from the pre-Civil War days. The place looked like a museum—not an office building.  
 
    We strolled up to the front desk of the lobby and I noticed the smell of talcum powder and liquid floor cleaner. A man in an ill-fitting suit, stood at the front desk, methodically picking all the green Jolly Ranchers out of a glass bowl.  
 
    Not seeing a receptionist, I addressed him. 
 
    “Hi. We’re here to meet with Mr. Reginald Ewing?” I started as I looked around myself doubtfully. “But I’m not sure we’re in the right place.”  
 
    “You’re looking at him,” said the shabbily dressed man, seizing a licorice stick that somehow made its way into the bowl. He stuffed it into his suit pocket. I stared at him in unmasked surprise. He didn’t project the air of formality I associated with the more expensive breed of lawyer, although he spoke in a posh trans-Atlantic accent. “We’re running a bit late or we would have been here half an hour ago,” I said sheepishly. 
 
    “And you must be—” 
 
    “Peyton Clark,” I answered.  
 
    “Ah!” he said as he reached inside one of his pants pockets and produced a candy that he immediately popped into his mouth. “The ostensible owner of the house whose ownership has recently come under question,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. 
 
    “And who might this upright, astute young man be?” he asked as he faced Ryan and I tried to hide my smile. Upright and astute? 
 
    “This is Ryan.” 
 
    “Pleasure,” said Ryan, reaching over and shaking Reginald’s hand firmly. Because we’d been in such a hurry to leave this morning, Ryan was still wearing his clothes from the night before: a long flannel shirt and blue jeans. He looked like the owner of a hipster coffee shop.  
 
    I worried that we were both under-dressed, but Reginald didn’t seem bothered by it; I got the feeling he only dressed decently because he was forced to. He offered us both a Jolly Rancher (notably not the green ones) from the bowl, which we declined. 
 
    “I apologize for asking you to meet me here, at the museum,” Reginald said as he arched his incredibly furry eyebrows at us. “My office is being renovated and because I docent here at the museum on weekends, they allow me to use their conference room.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine,” I said, not really sure what else to say. 
 
    Reginald led us upstairs, into a conference room, with large, undressed windows and a long, oval table carved from walnut. I could see my own reflection in its polished surface. I sat down in a chair near the end of the table, my heart already beginning to race. Ryan placed a reassuring hand on my knee, and I could see, from the creases in his forehead, that he too was worried. 
 
    Maybe I should have actually gotten a lawyer, myself? I wanted to, but Ryan insisted it was a waste of money and that anything a lawyer could do, we could manage ourselves. Not to mention that money was a little scant lately. I really needed a new client soon… 
 
    There were three bowls placed on the table at intervals, each one containing a different type of candy. Clearly, Reginald had a sweet tooth. 
 
    “Before we begin,” said Reginald, “would anyone like a snack?” 
 
    “I’m good,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” said Ryan with a game smile. 
 
    Reginald opened a tan leather briefcase. “My client is willing to offer you quite a large sum for your house, in order to keep this matter out of the courts.” 
 
    At first I thought maybe I misheard him, but the expression on Ryan’s face suggested I didn’t.  
 
    “He wants Peyton to sell the house to him now?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “He is willing to work with you if you are willing to work with him,” he finished as he looked at me pointedly. 
 
    “I’m not willing to work with him if it means losing my house,” I answered, shaking my head. 
 
    “Ms. Clark, might I remind you that your house is not the only historical building in this city?” Reginald asked me patronizingly. 
 
    “I’m aware of that but it doesn’t change anything and I’m going to fight tooth and nail to keep it.” 
 
    “Very well, I shall inform my client,” Reginald said as he closed his briefcase and gave us both a quick nod. “We shall be in touch.” 
 
    He rose and escorted us out of the conference room as I wondered how in the world Luke Montague found this bizarre man in the first place.  
 
    Ryan and I were in the process of descending the grand staircase when I heard it: a loud keening wail, as if from a woman in mourning. The noise was slightly muffled and seemed so out of place in this immense, pristinely polished building that at first, I thought it only existed inside my head.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked Ryan. 
 
    Ryan paused on the landing to listen and I could see from the perplexed look on his face that he heard it, too. 
 
    “You hear it, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. Slowly.  “You think it’s paranormal?”  
 
    “Why can’t you just say the word ghost?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “Isn’t paranormal the same thing?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess so.” I was going to say more, but the crying rose in pitch and with a weird feeling of excitement, I began running back upstairs in the direction of the noise. I paused at the top of the stairs to catch my breath and listened for the sound again. Ryan was right beside me. It was eerily quiet. “I don’t think it’s a ghost,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you can hear it too.” 
 
    Ryan nodded like I had a good point. And I did. Despite my living with a ghost for the better part of a year now, Ryan had yet to see or hear Drake.  
 
    Another sharp cry interrupted the otherwise still air. Whoever it was appeared to be inconsolable. As we searched the hall together, popping our heads in and out of the rooms we passed, I tried to imagine the kind of misfortune that would elicit such a vocal and unembarrassed outpouring of grief. Ryan pressed one ear to the wall, as if he suspected the noise was coming from inside the room opposite.  
 
    I paused in front of an empty water cooler, listening intently. “We seem to be getting further away from the noise.”  
 
    “We have to pick up Maggie from the airport in about an hour,” Ryan said.  
 
    “We’ve got time,” I said.  
 
    Ryan nodded and I turned my attention to our surroundings again.  
 
    “It’s bizarre that we’re the only two people in this building who seem to have heard anything.”  
 
    “I think, aside from Reginald, we’re the only two people in the building… period,” Ryan said. 
 
    There weren’t any of the usual sounds you’d expect to hear from a busy building—the hum of voices, the echoes of footsteps, the sounds of human beings. Just then, a pair of businessmen in matching suits walked past us but gave no indication that they heard anything unusual. Meanwhile, the crying persisted in the background.  
 
    “How could they not hear that?” I asked. 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “You’re sure it’s not a para… a ghost?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure,” I answered with a sigh.  
 
    By this time, we returned to the landing and were headed up to the third floor. “We’re going to feel like idiots in a few minutes,” said Ryan, “when it turns out the wailing is just a recording from a documentary about pirates or something.” 
 
    That wouldn’t have bothered me at all; it was unsettling to hear anyone crying so intently. “If that were the case,” I started, “why would the person in question continue to cry nonstop for the past ten minutes? That would make for a pretty long scene, don’t you think?” I took a breath. “And why would you think it was a documentary about pirates?” 
 
    “I dunno. I’m just along for the ride.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think it’s a movie,” I said. 
 
    The sobs grew louder as we scanned the third-floor hallway. My heart was practically jackhammering, and my breathing was fast.   
 
    “It’s coming from that room,” whispered Ryan, nudging me in the arm gently and pointing toward a pair of open doors. 
 
    My trepidation increased as we approached the room. The fear that I’d gotten it all wrong—that someone was just extremely upset and if we walked in on them, they’d be mortified, crossed my mind more than once. Something I wanted no part of.  
 
    But something inside me knew that wasn’t the case. I couldn’t explain why, but I had the same eerie feeling in my dream the night before, like I was being guided by something other than my own curiosity. It was like an unseen force that was pushing me along with invisible hands, a gentle urge that was impossible to resist.  
 
    We rounded the corner and faced a mostly empty room. Inside, a stage was set up with rows of chairs, like you might find in a church. In the first row sat a woman dressed from head to toe in black, including a black veil. Her full form shuddered as she sobbed, now more silently than before. She clutched a white silken handkerchief, which she continued to dab over her streaming eyes. Apparently, she was unaware that one of the microphones was knocked from its stand onto the floor and had rolled towards her. That was responsible for broadcasting her grief throughout the building.  
 
    Ryan was right in a sense: it was a perfectly normal explanation for the mysterious cries. Yet, it still didn’t make sense why the businessmen who had passed us in the hallway didn’t react at all—they just continued chatting with one another as if nothing untoward were happening. 
 
    As I pondered that mystery, I focused on an object placed in the center of the room. A coffin. It was garlanded with flowers, and a large American flag had been draped over it. I swallowed hard as a feeling of dread washed over me. Images from my nightmare with the woman in the black veil and the white coffin and Guarda and Baron Samedi started pouring into my head. 
 
    My heart began to pound and I found my gaze riveted on the coffin. If not for the flag, it might have been exactly like the one I saw in my dream the night before. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Well, mystery solved,” said Ryan blithely as he turned and faced me with a shrug. I could tell he was disappointed the crying woman didn’t turn out to be a ghost. “Now we’d better get going before Maggie arrives,” he started as he glanced down at his watch. “Damn! We’re already late!” 
 
    “We can’t be,” I said, shaking my head resolutely. I still couldn’t take my eyes off the coffin. 
 
    “What time do you have?” Ryan held up his phone, showing the time was ten-twenty-five a.m. 
 
    I frowned as I shook my head. “That can’t be right,” I said slowly, digging into my purse in search of my phone, “because it was only half-past nine when we got here, and the meeting barely took a few minutes.”  
 
    I was still flustered by the sight of the coffin and my heart didn’t slow down one bit. Not only that, but I was probably speaking loudly enough that I could be heard on the other side of the room. Pulling my phone from the purse, I checked the time: ten-twenty-six a.m. 
 
    I glanced from the clock back to Ryan as I shook my head again. How was it possible that so much time had passed? It felt like no more than five minutes could have elapsed since we left Reginald, but it was more like twenty or twenty-five minutes. “I don’t understand,” I started. 
 
    Something was wrong. I could feel it making my skin itch. Not for the first time that morning, I was struck by the presence of something unusual.  
 
    “Pey, we need to go,” Ryan said as he tapped his foot impatiently and raised his eyebrows at me.  
 
    “Not yet,” I said. I closed my eyes and tried to get a better read on the feeling I sensed. I needed Drake. Being a ghost, his connection to the otherworld made it much easier to figure out these types of situations.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I… I feel something,” I replied. “There’s something weird…” 
 
    “I, for one, learned a valuable lesson this morning,” Ryan said as I opened my eyes and found him looking at me impatiently. “Just because we can’t understand something doesn’t mean it’s paranormal.” 
 
    “Well? What does it mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “In this case? Nothing.” 
 
    But I wasn’t convinced. 
 
    I brought my attention to a long table pushed against the wall. Atop the table was a water jug packed with lemon wedges. I poured myself a glass and sat down in the back row of chairs, trying not to be distracted by the sight of the coffin or the woman.  
 
    “Peyton!” Ryan said, his frustration clearly evident in his tone. “What part about we’re late did you not get?” 
 
    But, I shook my head. “I can’t explain why, but I have a strange feeling that I can’t leave yet.” 
 
    Although I never experienced losing track of time in a very obvious way—I read about it and saw it investigated on TV. Most accounts of the phenomenon followed a familiar pattern that went something like this: a man and woman were driving down the highway when they suddenly realized it was six hours later, and they were two hundred miles away from where they’d been only second before. The paranormal authorities on such matters usually concurred that extraterrestrials were somehow involved, but I wondered. I mean, I hadn’t noticed any skinny, green guys with huge eyes wandering aimlessly around the building.  
 
    “I give up,” Ryan said as he stood at the back of the room, sucking on a lemon he’d somehow managed to extract from the jug.  
 
    “Ryan,” I said, turning around, “tell me everything you remember us doing from the time we stepped into this building.” 
 
    “Not much, honestly,” he answered with a shrug. It was strange, but he didn’t seem concerned about the time lapse at all. “We went straight to the front desk, where we met Reginald. Then we had our meeting and then we left.” 
 
    “And we spent maybe ten minutes at most looking for whoever was crying, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, that sounds pretty accurate.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the fact that it’s almost ten-thirty?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Pey. But, how will you explain to your cousin that we’re late picking her up at the airport because you wanted to sit in on a funeral you weren’t even invited to?” 
 
    “She’ll understand,” I said, doubting my own words. But suddenly, my lack of sleep the night before started to catch up with me; I felt deeply tired, and wondered if that, too, were a symptom of the enchantment of this place. “You don’t remember anything else?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’d better text Maggie and tell her we’re running late—” 
 
    But we were interrupted by the woman in mourning, who was now standing at the end of the row in front of me. She looked at me, but there wasn’t any expression on her face. 
 
    I suddenly felt like I shouldn’t be here. Like I was trespassing on her privacy. “Sorry if we’re intruding,” I said as I started to get up. “We’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Like I told you before, you’re not the ones bothering me,” she said in a kindly tone that still somehow managed to make my skin prickle. Of course, I didn’t remember her telling me anything because she hadn’t spoken to either one of us. “It’s that other woman who has been bothering me, the one you came in with.” 
 
    “Um,” I started as my heart began racing all over again.  
 
    The woman I came in with? What? 
 
    Overcome with a weird feeling of vertigo, I looked over at Ryan, whose eyes were wide. I raised my eyebrows at him as he faced the elderly woman and swallowed hard. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but can you tell me what you’re talking about?” he said. 
 
    “The woman you came in with,” she responded with annoyance. “She won’t leave me alone!” 
 
    “When did we come in?” I asked, facing her. “And what did we say to you?” 
 
    The woman appeared confused as she frowned at us. “Have you lost your mind, girl?” 
 
    “Please, just answer the question,” I said, smiling at her encouragingly. 
 
    She sighed. “You came in about thirty minutes ago.” Removing her glasses, she polished them with the hem of her black button-down shirt. “You said you were searching the building for something, I believe. And when you tried to leave, that other woman—the one who wouldn’t leave me alone all morning—stood in the doorway, blocking your path.” 
 
    I didn’t understand how that was possible or if it actually happened, but I also couldn’t account for the time that passed. I had a feeling this mystery woman, the one who had blocked our path, was somehow to blame. “What did this woman look like?” 
 
    “Well, you were there, so you both saw her!” 
 
    “I’m sure these questions seem odd but please, just humor me by answering,” I said. 
 
    The woman frowned. “Well, you were out in the hallway talking to that woman for about twenty minutes. And the woman was bundled up in shawls, wearing a pair of glasses and she smelled like tea rose perfume.”  
 
    But, of course Ryan and I were never out in the hallway for twenty minutes talking to anyone. At least neither of us had any recollection of doing so. Was this old woman lying? Or could she be crazy? 
 
    She didn’t seem crazy. And, I found it unlikely that she concocted such an elaborate story. She appeared so completely convinced by it. And her story did make sense for the missing half-hour. But the question remained: Who was this woman with the glasses? And why would she go to all the trouble of carrying on a conversation with us, only to erase our memories afterwards? I didn’t have any answers but I got totally creeped out and wasn’t sure what to do about it. 
 
    Ryan and I still hadn’t eaten breakfast and I was getting light-headed from all the confusion. And there was still Maggie to pick up from the airport… 
 
    The mourning woman left the room, her black veil bobbing as she walked. The room was now empty except for the two of us, but it didn’t feel as though we were alone. The presence I felt earlier still lingered.  
 
    “That was really weird,” Ryan said. 
 
    I nodded.  “Do you get the feeling she’s still here?” 
 
    “The woman who just left?” 
 
    “No, the woman we met earlier. The one we don’t remember meeting.” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee that old woman was telling the truth.” He took a breath. “She could just be off her rocker.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the fact that we both just lost twenty or thirty minutes of our lives and neither one of us can account for it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I couldn’t say with any certainty that the tea rose woman wasn’t still here. If she could alter perception and memory, maybe she knew how to avoid being seen… and smelled.  
 
    “Look, I know you can hear us,” I said in a low voice as I glanced around and addressed nothing in particular. “Show yourself… please.” 
 
    “What are you—” Ryan started, but I raised a finger to my lips. “Pey, have you forgotten your cousin is at the airport, waiting for us to get her?” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I said as I continued to look around the room. “But this is more important at the moment.” Then I glanced at Ryan as I handed him my phone. “Could you text Maggie and tell her we ran into an… issue? Can you ask her to grab a cab or an Uber and I’ll pay the fare?” 
 
    “Really?” Ryan asked as I nodded, and he exhaled his frustration but started searching through my contacts, all the same. 
 
    “I don’t know what your game is,” I went on a little more loudly as I started focusing on the room again. “But I’m asking you to show yourself and explain why we can’t remember anything. What did you do to deceive us?” 
 
    We waited for a minute in silence, but nothing happened. No portals materialized in the air before us; no eccentric-looking ladies appeared. But the air vibrated as though a latent power controlled it, and I could feel a swelling of emotion that wasn’t mine, or Ryan’s. It was a kind of merriment that verged on being savage. Of all the inconveniences I encountered this morning—the dripping roof, Catherine, being late to the meeting with Reginald, and Reginald himself, for that matter—this was easily the strangest, and the most menacing. 
 
    “Babe, she obviously doesn’t want to show herself,” said Ryan after a respectful pause. “If she’s still here, and I’m not sure she is.” 
 
    I resented the suggestion that I’d been talking to the air for the past three minutes. I knew what I felt; I sensed we weren’t alone in the room. And I didn’t need Drake inside me to know it was real. I was sensitive in my own right, and I had to trust my instincts. But Ryan was right about one thing: if the tea rose woman hadn’t appeared already, she probably wasn’t about to.  
 
    “We should get going,” I said, rising slowly. “We should stop at Lovie’s house on our way home.” Lovie was a friend who researched witchcraft and voodoo. 
 
    “You know that’s going to make us even later for Maggie,” said Ryan, “and we’re already late as it is.” 
 
    “It’s on the way there, and it won’t take more than ten minutes. We’ll be back home by the time Maggie arrives.”  
 
    “Remind me never to ask you to pick me up at the airport,” Ryan replied. 
 
    “Duly noted.” 
 
    I remembered Lovie once mentioning that she took something called “Tincture of Nepenthe” after blacking out during a séance, in order to see what occurred during the ten minutes she was unconscious. I wondered if the same tincture could help us retrieve the memories this mysterious woman seemed determined to hide. 
 
    As we came down the stairs and stepped into the lobby, I heard a commotion on the floor below us. A group of twenty people or so were standing in front of a glass display, murmuring anxiously. Upon reaching the base of the stairs, the crowd parted, and the source of the commotion became evident. The case was open and whatever was formerly inside it, now wasn’t. 
 
     “What happened?” Ryan asked.  
 
    I glanced around, finding it interesting that moments before there wasn’t anyone in the building except the two businessmen and Reginald. Now it looked like at least twenty people were in the lobby. 
 
    A man dressed in a security guard uniform looked over at Ryan. “There was an antique sword in this case and now it’s gone.” 
 
    “Yet no one saw anyone come in and remove it,” one of the people in the crowd said. “I was standing across the lobby, talking to a coworker the entire time.” 
 
    “Lotta stuff going on in this building today,” I said to Ryan.  
 
    “How bad is the security in this place?” asked one woman. “How can anyone just walk into a museum, lift a sword and walk out?” 
 
    “Hey, now,” the guard said with an angry look. “I was patrolling this place the whole time!” 
 
    “Makes me not want to ever come back,” said an older gentleman. Several women murmured their agreement. 
 
    “Um, isn’t that?” I started as Ryan and I watched Reginald elbowing his way through the crowd of onlookers. 
 
    He strode into the center of the group with a bemused expression. “What’s all the fuss about?” he asked grandly. “What’s everyone so upset for?” 
 
    “Your security is a bad joke, that’s what,” the old man said. “Someone just stole a priceless artifact—a sword that was once wielded at the battle of Antietam!” 
 
    Reginald’s face paled at the information, but he quickly rallied. “Bloody hell,” he muttered. Then he turned to face the group of onlookers. “I’m sure there’s someone in this room who must have witnessed the sword being stolen?” He flashed a yellow grin around the room.  
 
    A girl no older than fifteen, her hair braided in pigtails and wearing a Charizard T-shirt, stepped forward shyly. “I saw who it was,” she said. 
 
    “Very good, my dear,” Reginald said as he bent down until he was eye level with her.  
 
    The rest of the crowd appeared completely shocked. 
 
    “It was a boy,” the girl said. “A boy wearing a dragon baseball cap.” 
 
    “A boy, you say?” Reginald asked. “And how old was this boy?” 
 
    The girl shrugged and looked down at the ground. “Um, probably about eleven or twelve.” 
 
    Reginald raised his brows. “I hope you know better than to tell lies, miss,” he replied. “If you’re not telling the truth, you’re wasting time that could be better spent trying to catch the real thief. There are laws against that, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” the girl insisted, reaching into her banana-colored purse and pulling out a smart phone. She studied it for a few moments, scrolling with her thumb, before holding up a picture that showed, indisputably, a boy in a blue baseball cap standing in front of the display. In the image, he had his hands on the glass, and he was lifting the latch. She then flipped to the next picture, showing the boy removing the sword from the display by the handle. 
 
    Reginald looked at her and frowned. “And how is it that you have photos of our thief in progress?” 
 
    The girl shrugged. “I was standing in the corner over there, waiting for my aunt to finish shopping and I saw the boy. When he put his hand through the glass, I figured I should probably start taking some pictures.” 
 
    “Put his hand through the glass?” Reginald repeated as my stomach dropped down to my toes. 
 
    “How else can you explain how he took the sword without breaking the glass?” the girl asked him. 
 
    Reginald surveyed the two pictures on her phone with an air of exaggerated thoughtfulness. “And why didn’t you alert anyone when this happened?” 
 
    “There was nobody around,” she replied.  
 
    The woman who spoke first came bustling forward, looking agitated. “Let me see that,” she said. The girl held up her phone and the woman studied the image for a moment with a disconcerted expression. “I’ve seen this kid before.” 
 
    “Where?” Reginald asked. “Do you know his family?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “I don’t know him.” 
 
    “But you just said,” Reginald started. 
 
    The woman looked at him and frowned. “I said I’ve seen him.” Then she looked at the phone again and nodded. “Yep, there’s no doubt in my mind it’s the same kid—unless he has a twin. Y’all are gonna think I’m nuts for sayin’ this but...” 
 
    “Where have you seen him?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “That’s Pebbles Ross,” the woman answered coolly.  
 
    “It can’t be,” someone else said. 
 
    “Look at the picture,” the woman responded and passed the phone around, amid a sea of gasps and comments in the affirmative.  
 
    “It sure looks like Pebbles Ross,” someone said. 
 
    “That’s impossible!” a man standing beside the woman argued as he shook his head. 
 
    “And why is that?” Reginald asked. 
 
    “Pebbles Ross has been dead for years,” the woman answered. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ryan and I were still preoccupied with the mystery of everything that happened during the last hour: the stolen sword, the grieving woman, the invisible woman, and time we couldn’t account for. And now suspecting the sword thief might be a ghost? I wasn’t sure how much more my addled brain could handle. Especially on just one cup of coffee. 
 
    I excused myself to the ladies’ room because I needed a break. I needed some me time, even if only a few minutes. I breathed a sigh of relief as I opened the bathroom door and noticed I was alone. Going for the first stall, I opened the stall door and fastened it behind me.  
 
    What the hell was going on? I thought as I stared at the back of the bathroom door. I didn’t have any answers so I had to swallow down my mounting feelings of frustration. It’s no fun having numerous questions and no answers. 
 
    Just as I started turning around, in order to take care of business, it felt like I was encapsulated by a cold wind. It whipped around me, chilling me to the core, and holding me in place. I was so stiff, I couldn’t move or make a sound. An instant or so later, my eyelids shut of their own accord and I was accosted by images I didn’t expect. 
 
    I took a deep breath and forced myself to pay attention to the scene unfolding before my eyes. Even though I didn’t understand what was happening, I sensed whatever I was seeing was something I needed to see. 
 
    The image that began to take shape behind my eyes was that of a woman.  
 
    She was walking the palm-shaded streets and magnolia-scented alleys where the lunchtime crowd had gathered in the French Quarter. She wore a black top hat, beaded necklaces of various colors, and a long cape, but her eccentric appearance attracted little notice in a town famed for its Mardi Gras revelers. She didn’t seem to mind the lack of attention, however. Nonchalantly chewing on a licorice wand from a bundle she held in her hands, she was glaring at the crowds filling the sidewalks and patios with the air of someone who held all humankind in contempt. 
 
    Passing a sandwich shop, she tossed the licorice wand through the open door and continued on her way without varying her pace. She didn’t pause at the screams that followed approximately twenty seconds later, when the patrons noticed a writhing, hissing water moccasin where the licorice wand landed just a moment before. Passing the entrance to a sports bar and grill, she flung another wand through the door onto the linoleum tiles, where it trembled and twisted as it came to reptilian life. Every restaurant, every bar, every store she passed, the same ritual was repeated: she tossed a wand, or two, or three, into the midst of the crowd, smiling to herself as its effects were heard moments later all the way down the block.  
 
    And just like that, the images blanched from my mind’s eye and I found myself looking at the inside of my eyelids. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times as I took a few deep breaths and noticed I could move my arms again. The cold air that surrounded me was noticeably absent and the humidity coming from the open window above gave me a much welcomed hug.  
 
    I threw open the stall door and hightailed it out of the restroom as quickly as I could. I had no idea what came over me or who the woman in my vision was, but I did know one thing: I no longer wanted to be alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once we were on our way to Lovie’s, Ryan and I started arguing about the events at the museum. We left just as the police were arriving. I gave a brief statement in which I said I hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary before coming downstairs and learning the sword had been stolen. I didn’t mention anything about the weird vision I had in the bathroom. Not even to Ryan. But that was only because he took offense to what I said to the cops. 
 
    “It wasn’t strictly a lie,” I said, needing to defend myself. “It’s—” 
 
    “A lie,” he interrupted. “There’s no getting around that. You lied. To the police.” 
 
    “Well, what was I supposed to do?” I asked. “When you’re a sensitive, you learn really quickly that there are certain things you don’t tell the police. Like things having everything to do with ghosts.” 
 
    “A lie is a lie.” 
 
    I tapped my feet resolutely and sighed as I glanced outside the window and watched the scenery flying by in blobs of color. “You’d have done the same thing in my position.” 
 
    “I was in the same position and I didn’t lie.” He was quiet for a few seconds. “I told them what happened. That there was something otherworldly going on.” 
 
    “And you think they believed you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s hard to argue something that twenty other people are also saying. And the police seemed mighty interested in the photos that young girl showed them on her phone. Especially when one of the cops recognized the kid as a victim in that car accident the woman mentioned.” 
 
    I cleared my throat but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “And then when they questioned you, you didn’t tell the truth, which basically contradicted everything I just told them, suggesting I’m not a credible witness at best, and that I’m crazy at worst.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry. In general, police aren’t really interested in hearing about the occult.” 
 
    “The truth is the truth, Peyton.” 
 
    A tense silence descended over the truck as I pondered whether the events in the lobby, and in the third-floor conference room and the vision I had in the bathroom were all connected. What I couldn’t get past was the expression on the face of the woman in mourning. It was that look of certainty that she’d seen us before. The way she described the conversation we presumably shared with an unnerving degree of specificity. She’d just appeared so… convinced. 
 
    “What are you so busy thinking about?” Ryan asked as he glanced over. 
 
    I sighed. “That woman who was crying.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just keep wracking my brain, trying to understand how it’s possible that we could have been talking to her and some other woman without any recollection of either ever taking place.” I took a breath. “And then I keep worrying about the woman we couldn’t see—the one I was sure was in the room with us all the time.” 
 
    I thought about describing the vision I had in the bathroom, but I was more than sure he’d wave it away as nothing more than my overactive imagination. And that was the last thing I needed to hear right now. At that moment, there was nothing I wanted more than Drake inside my head. He would understand because he would have experienced the same vision with me. And even if he didn’t, he would have understood anyway. Because that’s just how Drake was.  
 
    He got me. 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t be worried about the woman you couldn’t see, but the one you could.” 
 
    “Explain?” I asked, still feeling tetchy from our previous disagreement.  
 
    “I mean we’re assuming that some invisible woman modified your memory,” he started. 
 
    “Not just my memory.” 
 
    “Okay, mine too. Someone neither of us remembers seeing or talking to.” 
 
    “If you’re going to say it was all a load of crap, you can save your breath,” I said, not meaning to sound so rude, but achieving it, all the same. 
 
    “No, I’m just saying I wouldn’t rule out the lady in black yet.” 
 
    “The one in mourning?” 
 
    He nodded. “Maybe she’s the one who tampered with our memories?” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I considered his point. I couldn’t rule anything out. Anything was fair game. “I think we just have to be okay that we don’t have answers… not yet anyway.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “I still have so many questions about that memorial service. Why was that woman there to begin with? Who was inside the coffin? Why was no one else there with her? Did you even see a body in the coffin?” 
 
    I couldn’t remember seeing one, now that he mentioned it, although I hadn’t been looking particularly closely. From the second I saw the coffin I was eager to leave. “Ryan, there are times when your distrust of everyone does you credit,” I said with a smile as I reached over and patted his thigh.  
 
    We pulled up in front of Lovie’s house, a two-story stucco building with vibrant green shutters and marigolds planted in the flower beds. A stray dog was nosing around the rhododendrons that bordered the edge of the property. It ran forward to greet us when we emerged from the car, as if we were old friends.  
 
    I already texted Lovie to let her know we were coming over and asked if I could borrow some of her Tincture of Nepenthe. Now she came striding out of the house in a silk gray and gold kimono, sipping from a glass of sweet tea with a long straw.  
 
    “Ryan and Peyton! So good to see you both! Are you hungry?” she asked, enveloping us both in a warm hug.  
 
    “We’re actually in a hurry, Lovie,” Ryan answered. 
 
    She waved him away with an unconcerned hand. “You can’t turn down an offer of my Crawfish Etouffee.” 
 
    “It’s my favorite,” Ryan admitted. 
 
    I smiled at her. “We don’t have time to stop for lunch, Lovie,” I said. “My cousin is on her way from the airport to my house as we speak.” 
 
    “Lunch another time then,” Lovie said as she opened the door wider and we walked inside.  
 
    “Yes, definitely,” I answered. 
 
    As she led us up the stairs and into the living room, Lovie asked, “Have you been following the news for the past hour? There must be something in the water this morning.” 
 
    “We were there,” I said with an enthusiastic nod.  
 
    “There?” Lovie asked. 
 
    “We were at the museum when the sword was stolen,” Ryan added. 
 
    “Museum?” Lovie asked blankly. “Seems like there’s more in the water than I thought!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “There are reports all over the news about an oddly dressed woman who was throwing live water moccasins into various dining establishments.” 
 
    I felt my heart drop and then speed up until it was beating so hard, I thought I might pass out.  
 
    “Throwing water moccasins?” Ryan asked with a shrug as we followed Lovie into her kitchen. “How’s that possible? Moccasins are venomous.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, Ryan,” Lovie answered with a pronounced smile as she looked at me and laughed. She had a soft spot for Ryan and his logic but sometimes he amused her, all the same. “An’ I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for you.”  
 
    “What else did the news say?” I asked, finally able to find my voice. 
 
    “There’s only one suspect, but witnesses are givin’ conflictin’ statements,” Lovie responded in her singsong voice. “Some say she was throwin’ snakes, others say she was holdin’ licorice wands.” 
 
    There was a bad taste in the back of my throat. I sat at the kitchen table and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “Seems like they would be able to tell the difference,” said Ryan, shaking his head. “Between a snake and a piece of licorice.” 
 
    I glanced out of the large bay window that overlooked her broad backyard. Then I returned my attention to Lovie who reached into the cabinets. She produced a few plates and set them down on the granite countertop.  
 
    “Did the witnesses say the licorice wand turned into a snake?” I asked, my voice softer. 
 
    Lovie faced me in surprise. “That’s exactly what they were saying!” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Ryan asked. 
 
    I just shrugged.  
 
    “Sounds pretty crazy to me,” Ryan said as Lovie dished him up some of her Crawfish Etoufee and he eagerly tasted an enormous mouthful. Yes, it wasn’t lost on me that I said we didn’t have time for lunch but Lovie insisted on feeding us anyway. Sometimes that was just how Southern hospitality worked—you received it anyway.  
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time it’s happened,” said Lovie. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryan asked between mouthfuls. I looked down at my plate, but I already lost my appetite. 
 
    “Remember the story of Moses and the magicians of Egypt?” Lovie asked. 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “I’ve gotta admit I mostly messed around during Bible study as a kid.” 
 
    Lovie smiled at him in an understanding way. “Moses’s staff turned into a snake and ate the snakes of the other magicians.” 
 
    “I don’t think Moses was carrying around a bundle of licorice,” I replied.  
 
    “No, he wasn’t.” 
 
    I nodded as I glanced down at my plate. All I could do was push the Etoufee around with my spoon.  
 
    “Peyton?” Lovie asked as she studied me. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Maybe and maybe not,” I answered as Ryan looked over at me. “I had a vision of that woman,” I started and Ryan looked surprised. 
 
    “When?” he asked, and his expression was slightly irritated.  
 
    “When I went to the bathroom after we met with Reginald,” I answered. 
 
    “A vision?” Lovie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “And in it, I saw exactly what you just described. A woman walking down the street throwing licorice sticks into restaurants. Licorice sticks that turned into live snakes.” 
 
    Lovie’s eyes went wide for a split second but then she regained her usual casual demeanor. “The spirits must have been trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “About what?” I asked. 
 
    Lovie shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” Ryan asked me, more annoyed. 
 
    “I intended to… I guess I was a little shaken up by it.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else, but I could tell he was bothered that I didn’t say anything to him. I was more than sure I’d hear about it later. But for now, I was relieved that we couldn’t get into it. 
 
    “Yes, I believe there’s somethin’ in the water,” Lovie repeated as she glanced out the window and nodded to herself. 
 
    “Or the air,” said Ryan. 
 
    Ryan went on to tell Lovie about our morning at the museum, beginning with the grieving woman’s unseemly wailing and ending with the ghostly theft in the lobby.  
 
    “Ryan thinks the two events might be connected,” I said, “but I’m not so sure yet. Just because they happened at the same time, in the same place—” 
 
    “Snake lady happened this mornin’, too,” said Lovie. 
 
    “Maybe they’re all connected,” said Ryan. 
 
    “Anyway,” I said. “We’ll know more once we figure out who we were talking to in the conference room, and what she wanted, and why she wiped our memories blank.” 
 
    “Tincture of Nepenthe should help,” Lovie said. Then she stood up and started for her cupboard. When she opened it, a strange smell emanated through the air. It reminded me of the scent of wet earth. Inside the cabinet were all sorts of vials of tinctures and powders and a few unrecognizable things that were hanging from the top of the cupboard. Reaching in, Lovie produced a small tinted vial that resembled an eyedropper.  
 
    “There was a period of two or three days where my body lived in this corporeal realm, but my spirit existed in another dimension,” Lovie started. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t here, but I was here,” Lovie answered, and Ryan appeared more confused. “My mind was somewhere else, but my body was here. Anyway, once I returned to this dimension, I had no memory of where I’d been or what I’d been doing for the past two days—which was terrifying—so I took Nepenthe to refresh my memory.” 
 
    “And it worked?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “Like a charm.” Lovie smiled and poured herself another glass of tea from the pitcher.  
 
    “So where were you?” I asked. 
 
    “I remembered having a rather nasty disagreement with Christopher,” she started.  
 
    Christopher was a warlock who worked with Lovie closely on various cases. He wasn’t exactly the warm and friendly sort. I could understand how she had a disagreement with him because “disagreeable” was a word that described him extremely well. 
 
    “After our disagreement, we didn’t talk for a day or so,” Lovie went on with a pronounced sigh. “And then Christopher visited me in a dream, and he apologized.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. Christopher apologizing wasn’t exactly true to character. 
 
    “Are you sure he really apologized?” Ryan asked. “Maybe you just dreamt it. I can’t imagine Christopher being anything but surly.” 
 
    Lovie laughed as she shook her head. “No, he did apologize, but then he must have thought better of it because he attempted to wipe my memory with a charm and did it so exceedingly well, that I lost track of two full days.” 
 
    She shrugged and tasted the tea in her glass before making a sour expression and pouring four more spoonfuls of sugar into the pitcher. One of the hardest things for a newcomer to understand about life in Louisiana was everyone’s universal addiction to the sweet tea. 
 
    “Will the Nepenthe work against all enchantments?” I asked warily. “I don’t know the level of power we’re dealing with here, but it wouldn’t surprise me if this mystery woman used some sort of spell or charm to block our memories from being retrieved.” 
 
    “The Nepenthe is strong and I’ve seen it work wonders numerous times,” Lovie reassured us. She didn’t exactly answer my question but I figured it was the closest thing to an answer I was going to get. 
 
    After we finished our Etouffee, well, after Ryan finished his, Lovie poured a teaspoonful of the tincture into two small glasses and handed them to each of us. I glanced at Ryan, smiling hesitantly before I downed it. It tasted like a mix between cherry cough syrup and what I imagined dish soap would taste like.  
 
    “How do you feel?” Lovie asked. 
 
    “Okay so far,” I answered.  
 
    But something started happening.  
 
    For a moment, the room seemed to ripple, as if the molecules underpinning reality were becoming unstable and beginning to wobble. Maybe I was hallucinating but I thought I saw subtle changes in the room: a flowerpot moved two inches to the left, a cookie jar that was in the shape of a panda now had the shape of a rooster, and over everything was a greenish tint. Then the room itself began to fade, slowly at first. And another landscape took its place. 
 
    I found myself walking through the third-floor corridor of the museum where we met Reginald. I looked to my left and found Ryan right beside me. We were approaching the room from which the wailing came. I turned to ask him a question but was unable to speak. A second or so later, I realized why: I was having a vision of things that had already occurred; consequently, I had no control over what happened in the past. 
 
    “The crying is coming from that room,” said Ryan. But just as we reached the door, we found our paths blocked by a stout, pudding-faced woman draped in so many shawls that she had no neck to speak of. She had long bangs and a mess of short, black hair that covered her ears, conveying the impression of a woman who reached middle age and stopped caring about how she looked or what anyone thought of her. The effect was both unsettling, yet strangely inspiring. She grinned, slowly.  
 
    “Excuse me but can you let us through, please?” I asked. Her bulk filled the whole doorway.  
 
    “Where are you going?” the woman responded. 
 
    I looked at Ryan and he looked back at me but neither of us answered. Maybe that was because neither of us had a good answer. How do you explain why you’re chasing a ghostly wailing through the halls of a museum?  
 
    “You hear that crying?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “Yes, she’s been doing it for the past hour,” the woman replied although she seemed uninterested. “I assume the deceased was someone very close to her. Her husband, I think I heard a passerby say.” 
 
    “Her husband?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded. “Nobody has shown up yet except her. The service isn’t scheduled to start until three. Satisfied?” 
 
    “Thanks for letting us know,” I said. 
 
    The woman said nothing, but her eyes seemed to glimmer, as if she were enjoying the woman’s pain. She eyed me narrowly. 
 
    “You’d think by now you could tell the difference between a living woman and a spirit,” she said. 
 
    “You mean the woman in mourning?” I asked as I shook my head.  
 
    “Yes,” the mystery woman responded. 
 
    “She’s a spirit?” I asked, growing confused. I was taken aback. Ryan could hear the crying, so how could the woman be a spirit? Furthermore, Ryan could also see her!  
 
    “You should be able to answer that question for yourself, considering you’re a sensitive, Peyton,” the woman replied. 
 
    I felt my heartbeat skip. “How do you know my name?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The woman ignored my question.  
 
    “Is that the word they use now? Sensitive? When I was a girl, we called it ‘ESP’ and ‘parapsychology’ and a lot of other scientific-sounding jargon.” She said as she shrugged. “Words change but the basic ideas remain the same.” 
 
    “How do you know Peyton’s name?” Ryan demanded. 
 
    “I suppose it’s past time for introductions, isn’t it?” the strange woman said. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered immediately. “I’d like to know who you are and how you know who I am.” 
 
    She bowed slightly, her hair falling into her face. “My name is Angharad Llewelyn and I’ve only recently arrived to New Orleans.” 
 
    The name “Angharad Llewelyn” sounded like she made it up on the spot.  
 
    “What brings you to New Orleans?” asked Ryan as he eyed her with the same level of suspicion as I. 
 
    “You’re smart people,” Angharad said, looking completely irritated at both of us. “I assume you’ve noticed the recent increase in spiritualist activity here in the Bayou?” 
 
    Ryan and I looked at each other and frowned. It was fairly obvious that neither of us noticed anything out of the ordinary in New Orleans lately. Angharad appeared even more out of sorts. 
 
    “There is, at this moment, something running loose in the French Quarter over by Pirates Alley,” she said in an increasingly irritated tone. 
 
    “Something?” I repeated as my eyes went wide and Ryan studied Angharad. 
 
    Angharad nodded. “In the next hour there will be an attack on the museum.” Then she sighed dramatically. “Of course, after that comment, both of you will naturally suspect me, at first.” 
 
    “Well, if you know about the attack ahead of time,” said Ryan, “doesn’t that automatically make you the prime suspect?” 
 
    Angharad ignored him. “I’ve visited the museum on this exact morning at least six times now, and I still can’t figure out who is behind the robbery. I’ve watched Pebbles steal the sword repeatedly and each time I hope for a clue as to who put him up to it, I get nothing. Whoever is behind the robbery clearly doesn’t want it being traced back to her.” 
 
    “Her?” I asked. 
 
    Angharad nodded. “I feel female energy surrounding the robbery. And if you must know, I’m wondering if the woman in that room might have had something to do with it.” Then she pointed at the woman who was mourning the body in the casket. 
 
    “The mourning woman?” Ryan asked, just to be sure I guessed. 
 
    “Yes, that one.” 
 
    “Why would you assume she has anything to do with the robbery?” I asked. 
 
    Angharad shrugged. “Whenever I enter the room to question her, she won’t talk to me and she asks me to leave, which only makes me more suspicious.” 
 
    “Or maybe she just wants to mourn her family member in peace, and you keep interrupting her?” I suggested.  
 
    “It’s a convenient cover,” said Angharad. “Anyway, having examined every second of what goes on in this museum in the next hour, I’m convinced the robbery involves a case I’ve been investigating—about a boy named Pebbles Ross. He disappeared about a decade ago during Katrina.” 
 
    “A lot of people disappeared during Katrina,” Ryan answered. He was also in New Orleans during the hurricane and witnessed the worst of it first-hand. “A lot of people died.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s assumed that was the fate of this boy.” Angharad tugged at one of her shawls nervously. “But I’m not convinced.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her more, but before I could, a second figure appeared in the doorway—the woman dressed in black who was seated in front of the coffin.  
 
    “I’ve already asked you to leave,” she said, addressing Angharad without noticing us. “If you don’t stop bothering me, I’m going to call security.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Angharad dryly. “There’s not a single member of staff in the building this morning. I’ve already looked.” 
 
    “Regardless, I don’t want you here.” The mourning woman then addressed me. “And who are you?” 
 
    “We’re sorry to bother you,” I said as I turned to Ryan as if to say I spoke for him as well. “We will be on our way.” 
 
    “You aren’t bothering me,” said the woman, shooting a venomous look at Angharad. “But she won’t leave me alone.” 
 
    Ryan touched my arm lightly. “We’d better go. Maggie’s plane is about to land soon. We can figure this out later.” 
 
    Angharad let out a small snort of derision; she appeared to be one of those people whose every action seemed calculated.  
 
    “Is there something you want to say?” asked Ryan, frowning at her all the while. 
 
    “No, feel free to go about your business.” She began to walk away, but after a few paces, turned and said, “Because you won’t remember any of this conversation anyway. I’m not ready to become the culprit in regard to this missing sword.” 
 
    Judging from the blank expression on Ryan’s face, he didn’t understand what she meant any more than I did.  
 
    “Won’t remember the conversation?” I repeated, as I shook my head. Before either of us could ask Angharad what she meant, she rounded the corner and disappeared. 
 
    Looking satisfied but still ruffled, the woman in black returned to her position in front of the casket.  
 
    Slowly, the vision subsided. I found myself blinking as the landscape of the museum faded into the muted colors of Lovie’s kitchen. I was seated at her table and Ryan was sitting right beside me. When I turned to look at him, his eyes were wide open, but his irises had rolled back into his head rendering his eyes entirely white. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I asked as I looked at him with more than a little concern. 
 
    “He’s fine. He’ll be comin’ round the mountain in just a bit,” Lovie answered.  
 
    I noticed she had a paperback copy of an Agatha Christie novel. She was still holding it, so I figured she was reading while we were in our trance.  
 
    As soon as she finished her sentence, I heard Ryan inhale deeply. I glanced over at him and watched his irises roll back into place as he blinked a few times with the look of surprise on his face.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I reached over and patted his hand. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered on an exhale. “That was some trip.” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” I answered. 
 
    “So, what did you learn?” Lovie asked. 
 
    “Did we see the same thing?” Ryan asked Lovie. 
 
    “Yes, there is only one true reality,” Lovie told us with a succinct nod. 
 
    “Yeah, then we didn’t exactly find out much,” Ryan said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Well, we learned who the mystery woman was,” I argued. I faced Lovie and decided to take over. “There was another woman at the museum and her name was Angharad Llewelyn. She said she was new to New Orleans and I guess the reason she wiped our memories clean is because she thought we’d accuse her of stealing the sword.” 
 
    “Yep, we saw the same thing,” Ryan said. 
 
    Lovie didn’t appear the least bit surprised.  
 
    “It was odd when Angharad said something about replaying the same morning over and over in her head, like being on a Groundhog Day loop.” 
 
    “She knew about things that were currently happening in other parts of the city too,” Ryan added, “things that we wouldn’t find out about until later.” 
 
    “Yeah, she told us that there would be an attack on the French Quarter,” I said. 
 
    Lovie seemed more interested. “A witch who’s been tormenting the city with snakes maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I shrugged.  
 
    “And she saw things that hadn’t happened yet,” Ryan continued. “She knew there would be a robbery at the museum before it ever happened.” 
 
    “She seemed to think the woman in mourning was involved with it,” I added. “But she didn’t say why or how.” 
 
    Picking up my bowl off the counter, I went over to the sink and washed it.  
 
    “Then she couldn’t tell you who was behind the theft?” Lovie asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “She said whoever did it was hiding their trail.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Lovie said as she tapped her fingernails against her lower lip. “Whoever did it must be a very powerful witch.” 
 
    “A witch?” 
 
    Lovie nodded. “Or a voodoo priestess—definitely something spiritual. Regardless, there is magic involved. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Unless it was Angharad and she purposely lied to us in order to convince us of her innocence?” Ryan asked. 
 
    I rinsed my hands over the sink. “It doesn’t seem very likely to me. I mean, if that were the case, why would she explain everything she did?”  
 
    “Yeah, but don’t forget, she wiped our memories,” Ryan pointed out. 
 
    “But, why waste the time in telling us anything at all if she were behind it?” I continued. 
 
    Lovie nodded. “I believe Angharad—I don’t think she was behind the theft but probably doing as she said—trying to figure out who was.” 
 
    I dried my hands before retaking my seat at the counter. Lovie was laying out a spread of raw vegetables and ranch dip. I grabbed a handful absently, wishing the day would slow down so I could catch my breath. It didn’t seem possible that only hours ago I’d awoken in bed, troubled by a dream about a haunted hotel. If I’d known how eventful the morning later proved to be, I might have been tempted to stay in bed all day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We returned to my house twenty minutes later to find the handyman, Greg, at work on the ceiling in my bedroom. Maggie still hadn’t arrived but I had a feeling she would any minute. Meanwhile, Drake stood in a dusky corner of the sitting-room with his hands over his ears, softly grumbling about something. Unfamiliar with his ghostly anatomy, I couldn’t tell if his ears were actually injured or he was just being melodramatic. I sensed it was the latter. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as I greeted Greg. He glanced down at me from where he stood on his ladder and smiled. Ryan, meanwhile, started talking to him about the leak. I took that as an exit cue and started down the hallway for the kitchen. I wanted something to drink. I wasn’t surprised when Drake floated up beside me as I opened the refrigerator door. 
 
    “Tell the man with the drill to take his trade elsewhere, s’il vous plait!” he exclaimed and I could hear his voice in the open air, rather than inside my head. Sometimes he chose to communicate with me like that and others, he preferred the privacy he found inside my mind. “The noise is most offensive to my sanity, mon chaton.” 
 
    “Why are you hanging out in that room if you don’t like the noise?” I set my purse down on the counter, over the moon with joy to see him despite his perpetual prickliness. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re talking to Drake?” Ryan asked as he walked into the kitchen. He seemed irritated and I was more than sure his mood had everything to do with Drake’s presence. The two men were both alpha males that did nothing but butt their empty heads in displays of bravado. 
 
    I glanced at Ryan and smiled apologetically. “Yes, sorry. I keep forgetting you can’t see or hear him.” 
 
    “Tell Drake to be quick because we’ve got lots going on,” Ryan said. “And Maggie is going to be here any second.” 
 
    Drake glared at him. “And you can tell le barbare to mind his own business pour moi.” 
 
    “I won’t do that,” I said as Ryan disappeared down the hallway. “But going back to your original complaint, why are you hanging out with the handyman if you don’t like the noise?”  
 
    “The sound echoes throughout the entire house, mon ami,” Drake replied. He was, easily, the most pretentious person living or dead, that I ever met. Depending on my mood, my house could either be cozy and comfortable or insufferably irritating.  
 
    “So go hang out in the garden for a while.” 
 
    Drake frowned at me and a lock of his dark brown hair dropped onto his forehead, giving him the rakish air of an absolute rogue. Which wasn’t far from the truth. Drake was exceptionally handsome, but he was also smugly self-centered. And, yes, equally charming. 
 
    “You are well aware that the departed are not capable of just floating from place to place like an untethered dirigible.” 
 
    “Like a what?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest. “An untethered dirigible.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time. What the heck is an untethered dirigible?” 
 
    “A dir-i-gi-ble is an aircraft such as a blimp or a zeppelin. An untethered dirigible floats with no sense of direction or control.” 
 
    “Oh,” I answered with a shrug. “You learn something new everyday.” Then I thought better of it and turned to face him. “You were alive when people traveled in blimps?” 
 
    He glared at me. “Non,” he said as he shook his head.  
 
    “Then how did…” I started. 
 
    “I watched a program on that infernal contraption you refer to as…” 
 
    “Television,” I finished for him. 
 
    “Ah, oui,” he said with a clipped nod. “About the noise…” 
 
    “You can’t even go into the garden?” I asked rhetorically as I searched the fridge for something to drink. Pushing past the orange juice and a pitcher of sweet tea that was way too sweet, I grabbed the grape juice bottle. 
 
    “Non, I cannot,” Drake replied. He watched me remove the top to the bottle before downing a few huge gulps. “Your manners are quite uncivilized, madame,” he said with feigned disgust. 
 
    “Stick a sock in it, Drake,” I answered as I wiped my mouth with my sleeve. I put the cap back on the juice and placed the bottle in the fridge before I shut the door and went into the living room. Drake floated at my heels.  
 
    “When will you allow me to occupy your lovely body again?” Drake asked as he eyed me up and down. It was no secret that Drake had been lusting after me for quite a while now. 
 
    “Um, file that under never,” I answered. Although there was a big part of me that wanted Drake back inside of me (in a possession sort of way, thank you very much) as much as he did, I enjoyed toying with him. He drifted down into the chair, accidentally sinking through the cushion before struggling to lift himself back up. I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “I miss being out and about,” he said with a frown.  
 
    “So you can’t go anywhere or leave the house?” I asked. I basically already knew the answer. If he could have, he would have. 
 
    “The amount of energy expended to exist in the outside world is too taxing. The deceased thrive in the places where we once lived, and our vitality begins to falter as we drift away from those locations.” 
 
    “Ah, now I get it,” I answered. 
 
    Glowering at the room above us, as if he could see straight through the floor, he said, “I would prefer not to leave, but I can’t continue to stay here or subject myself to this awful racket.” 
 
    “Are ghosts usually so sensitive to sound?” I asked, now genuinely interested.  
 
    “Yes, I am quite delicate in all of my senses,” Drake answered. “With each fall of that hellish hammer above us, I am reminded of the young man in the Bible who had a tent peg driven straight through his skull!” 
 
    “You’re so dramatic,” I answered with a smirk. “It’s not that loud!” That wasn’t strictly true; the noise was almost unbearable, but I enjoyed watching his indignant splutters.  
 
    “We shall see if you feel the same way when you’re a ghost,” muttered Drake. 
 
    I tried not to feel sorry for him because pity is basically a useless emotion, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t imagine not being able to sleep or go out to view the outside world. More than once Drake expressed feelings of lust and hunger that presumably couldn’t ever be satisfied. I imagine it must be immensely frustrating to spend one’s eternity longing for the things you could no longer have.  
 
    I’m fairly sure I’d spend all of my limitless free time scheming to possess someone who was still living. As far as Drake was concerned, truthfully I was searching for a way to convince Ryan to allow Drake back inside my body. I didn’t how to broach the subject. Ryan preferred that Drake would stop haunting my house, so he was even less excited about the prospect of Drake haunting my body. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Maggie texted me to say she asked the Uber driver to swing by McDonald’s and she’d be arriving in thirty more minutes. Feeling exhausted from the events of the morning, Ryan and I tried to take a catnap in the guest room while we awaited Maggie’s arrival.  
 
    I slept fitfully; every few minutes the bang of a hammer against wood or the tooth-grinding whir of a power drill awoke me. And Drake was correct—the noise was no more muted in the other rooms: there wasn’t a single place in the house that the clamor couldn’t penetrate.  
 
    “At least Greg can finish patching the roof before tonight,” said Ryan feebly.  
 
    “Are you sure? It looked like there were quite a few leaks that needed patching.” Getting up, I fumbled in my purse for my noise-cancelling headphones until remembered that I left them in the room where the handyman was working.  
 
    “My point is, he’s not staying all night,” Ryan said with a frustrated sigh. “If Maggie wasn’t on her way, I’d say we should take our nap at my house.” 
 
    “And I would have totally agreed, even with your slobbering, hairy dogs.” I started for the door. “I’ll be right back. Getting my headphones.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ryan rolled onto his side and covered his head with a pillow. I smiled at the visual as I walked down the hall. At the sound of a knock on the door, I walked to it, thinking it was probably Maggie. 
 
    When I pulled it open, I noticed a young girl, maybe ten years old, standing there and looking at me serenely. She was clothed in a checkered dress with a white collar that ended above her knees. She wore Mary Jane’s with white socks and her hair was cut short and pulled up on one side. She didn’t appear to be from this era which probably meant... 
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    “Hi,” she answered as she looked up at me. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Emily.”  
 
    “Hi Emily, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    I was taken aback at her question and frowned a bit. “Why do you want to come in?”  
 
    “I heard you have a doll to play with,” she answered. Then she craned her neck to look inside the house.  
 
    “A doll?” 
 
    She nodded and looked up at me shyly. “I like to play with dolls.” 
 
    “How did you find out I have a doll to play with?” 
 
    “A lady told me,” she answered. “She told me to come play with it.” 
 
    I frowned. “Who was the lady?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know much about her.” Then she took a deep breath. “And she told me not to talk about her.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said and watched her as she watched me. “Emily, what’s your last name?” I asked, thinking I might need to know this later.  
 
    “Stewart,” she answered. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “No!” the word came from inside the house but it was a voice I didn’t recognize. I turned my neck, trying to see who was in my house but all I could see was Lizzie, who was sitting on the couch, in the same place I’d left her. Only her head was turned so she was facing the front door. One of her arms was held up as though she were pointing at the front door. There was no one else in the room. 
 
    Could it be possible that the voice had been Lizzie’s? I was reminded of Aunt Jessie saying Lizzie could talk so maybe it was possible… 
 
    When I turned to face the little girl again, she was gone. 
 
    I shut the door as I shook my head and tried to make sense of what had just happened. Just then, Drake materialized in front of me. 
 
    “It’s just us in the house right?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, ma minette,” he answered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because something weird just happened.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There was a little girl outside who asked to come inside and I think that doll, Lizzie, said the word ‘no’.” I took a breath. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “There is a spirit who resides within the porcelain so I believe it possible but it would be no easy feat.” 
 
    “I think she was warning me not to let the little girl inside. I’m not sure why though.” 
 
    Drake shrugged. “What did the little girl want?” 
 
    “To play with Lizzie, I’m assuming.” 
 
    I shrugged and started for the hallway. As long as there wasn’t anyone else inside the house, that was all I cared about. Strange little girls and talking dolls aside.   
 
    When I opened the bedroom door, I noticed Ryan had succeeded in drifting off. I walked up beside him and sat down as I pondered the last few minutes. Turning over on my side, I placed a pillow over my head, thinking it might help me get a few minutes of shuteye. But all the noise from Greg was only slightly muffled, and my neck ached from the strain of lying flat on the mattress. I tossed and turned a few times before my body finally surrendered to sleep.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I had to gasp but it was lodged in my throat. Someone was standing near the foot of the bed, regarding me with a look of studied indifference. She was wearing a blue beanie, a pair of over-sized glasses that were sometimes black, sometimes blue, depending on the lighting, a Phineas and Ferb T-shirt, and dark denim jeans with large pockets.  
 
    “Oh, my God, Maggie!” I said as I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “You just scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    Despite the uncaring pose, her eyes took in the room with a restless curiosity, as if she were trying to record and remember every detail.  
 
    “Nice to see you too, Peyton, even though it looks like you totally forgot I was coming.” 
 
    “I didn’t forget, I swear,” I said as I inhaled deeply and smiled while standing up. “Hey, Mags,” I said groggily. I reached for her and gave her a hug, which she didn’t return. “Did you have any trouble getting here?” 
 
    “No,” she said, “except that my driver kept trying to make small talk the whole time. He wanted to know what my favorite band was, how long I would be in town… blah blah blah. I kept giving him one-word answers until he finally quit talking and cranked up the music and left me alone.” 
 
    “Good girl.”  
 
    “I’m guessing the mountain lying next to you is your dude?” she asked, pointing to Ryan who hadn’t woken up yet. He slept like the dead. 
 
    I nodded and held my finger up to my lips as I motioned her out of the room. Noting she brought her bags with her, I picked them up and left them outside the door before I closed it.  
 
    “You’re going to be sleeping in this room tonight. Hopefully, the handyman will be finished with the roof by then, otherwise we’ll crash at Ryan’s house.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “I’m going to get a cup of coffee,” I said as I started for the kitchen. “How was the flight?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You know. Whatever.” 
 
    I smiled. It was exactly what I would reply at her age. Ah, teenagers. “When was the last time I saw you?” I asked. 
 
    “The family reunion in West Covina.” 
 
    I nodded. “Almost a year ago.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    As we went downstairs into the kitchen, I felt a peculiar rush of emotions. The kind that accompanies a reunion with a member of one’s own family—a shared excitement and hope that mutual frustrations won’t ruin what could prove to be a lovely time together. “Do you want anything to drink?” I hesitated for a second or two. “I should have prefaced that by saying I haven’t been to the grocery store yet so there’s not much in the fridge or the pantry.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m sorry! I was supposed to go shopping this morning but circumstances conspired against me.” I didn’t bother elaborating; I could sense now wasn’t the time to bring up Catherine, who kept dating ghosts, or the stolen sword, or Angharad, or the witch with the live snakes or the random little girl who wanted to play with my ghost doll. Opening one of the cabinets, I added, “We’ll go shopping tonight, okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” she answered as she started glancing around, taking in the house for the first time. It was a big house and she had a lot to take in. I could only hope it continued to remain mine… 
 
    “So is this house really haunted? My mom said it was.” 
 
    I arched a brow at her. “Why? Are you scared of ghosts?” 
 
    “No. I don’t even believe in them.” 
 
    “Then why did you ask if it was haunted?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Because I wanted to hear what you’d say.” 
 
    Teenagers. I couldn’t remember if I’d been so difficult when I was her age but it was probably safe to say that I was. “Well, it’s a good thing you don’t believe in the spirits of the dead because then they can’t hurt you.” 
 
    She eyed me narrowly. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I shrugged again. “As I understand it from Lovie, a voodoo priestess who also happens to be a friend of mine, if you don’t believe in demons, they can’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Maggie started as she held her hands out in front of her dramatically. I was fairly sure Drake did exactly the same thing on more than one occasion. The expression on her face turned to one of concern. “Are you saying…?” 
 
    “There’s a demon in this house, yes,” I answered nonchalantly with a big smile as if that would make things better. As if a demon was about as alarming as a fieldmouse. “But as long as you don’t believe in the demon, it can’t hurt you.” 
 
    Maggie swallowed. Hard. I tried not to lose my composure and turned to face the cabinets as I smothered a laugh. 
 
    “I’m hardly a demon,” Drake said as he materialized right next to her, regarding me with a complete lack of amusement.  
 
    “Potato… po-tah-to,” I said with a shrug as I turned around to face them both. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Maggie asked as she eyed me with suspicion. 
 
    “Oh, the demon.” 
 
    “Um, what?” Maggie darted a nervous glance around the kitchen. “Are you mental?” 
 
    “No, I’m not mental, Maggie,” I said with a “duh” undertone. “But rule number one when dealing with unsettled spirits is that if a demon addresses you, you better answer him.” 
 
    “Or what?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Or he’s liable to get super pissed off and that’s something you really don’t want to see.” 
 
    “So the demon is here in the room with us?” Maggie asked as she looked around herself and swallowed audibly.  
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. “He’s standing right next to you and asking me if you believe in him.” I paused for dramatic effect. “What should I tell him?” 
 
    “Tell him no!” she answered immediately.  
 
    “Very funny, mon chaton,” Drake said as he crossed his arms against his chest and regarded Maggie with keener interest. “And who is this pretty, little morsel?” 
 
    “She’s my cousin so don’t get any ideas,” I answered as Maggie’s eyebrows reached for the ceiling. I added. “And she doesn’t believe in you anyway.” 
 
    “Does she really think I’m a demon?” Drake asked as he studied her and then me. “Hmm, perhaps I like the title of demon.” 
 
    “Half the time I think you’re a demon so would it really come as any surprise to learn that other people did too?” I answered with a yawn. Sometimes it was just too easy to mess with Drake. 
 
    “Can you stop talking to the demon please? You’re freaking me out,” Maggie said. 
 
    I faced her with a smile. “I thought you didn’t believe in demons?” 
 
    “I’m not a demon!” Drake railed at both of us.  
 
    “Well, I don’t but…” She swallowed her words as soon as Drake floated through the counter and opened all of the doors to the kitchen cabinets at exactly the same time before slamming them shut. Maggie let out a yelp, jumping about two feet into the air and facing me with wide eyes. All the hairs on her arms were standing up straight. Clearly, she was petrified. 
 
    “Okay, Drake, that’s enough. Stop being so dramatic,” I said, raising my hands and bowing in the universal sign of supplication. Then I faced Maggie. “Drake isn’t a demon but he is a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Did he just do that?” Maggie asked, her fear still very much evident in her huge eyes. 
 
    “Yes. He’s mad that I called him a demon.” 
 
    “Then he’s not… a demon?” Maggie asked, swallowing hard.  
 
    “No, he’s not.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. His name is Drake Montague. He was a French policeman during the 1900s, and he’s actually a good friend of mine. He won’t hurt you,” I added. “So before you start worrying, stop. The most he’ll do is talk your ear off so long that he won’t allow you to get any sleep.” 
 
    “Very funny, mon chaton,” Drake said with a pronounced frown. 
 
    “A policeman from the 1900s?” Maggie repeated, taking a few breaths and appeared to calm her down. “Is he hot?” 
 
    I couldn’t stifle my laugh as I faced Drake. My smile broadened when he stood up straight and pranced in a strange preening sort of trot.  
 
    “Tell her how handsome I am, mon ami.” 
 
    “Hot?” I asked as I glanced over at Maggie and she nodded at me encouragingly. Clearly, she was hoping the answer was yes. “Um… not really. He’s actually pretty overweight and has maybe three… no, make that four chins; a badly receding hairline and a nose so big, he could probably smell whatever Maude is cooking down the street.” 
 
    “Insufferable!” Drake railed at me and I started laughing. I noticed the lights started to flicker off and on as Maggie’s eyes went wide again. She glanced around furtively, half expecting a demon to emerge out of nowhere. 
 
    Then she faced me. “He’s mad at you for saying that, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Oui! I am quite angered with you!” Drake yelled. He faced Maggie and inhaled as deeply as he could. Then he simply blinked in and out of view a few times. Once he reappeared for good, I wasn’t sure, but it looked like Maggie was staring right at him. 
 
    “Oh... my... God,” she said, and her mouth dropped open. 
 
    Yep, she could definitely see him. Interesting. 
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked Drake as I studied him. 
 
    He shrugged. “I wanted your little friend here…” 
 
    “My cousin,” I corrected him. 
 
    “Your cousin,” he continued. “To see me in my true state which is quite a contrast to the ignoble way in which you described me!” 
 
    “Wow, he’s really a ghost?” Maggie said as she pulled her eyes away from Drake and looked at me. She stared at Drake again. “Because he looks so real. Like I can’t really see through him at all.” Then she looked down at his feet. “Well, maybe a little.” 
 
    “I am quite real!” Drake insisted and glared at her before he returned his full glare at me. “And I am no demon!” 
 
    “Drake, this is Maggie. Maggie, this is Drake.” 
 
    They both said hello, although Maggie never quite lost her expression of shock. At least she no longer looked afraid. Actually, the more she looked at Drake, the more her expression blanched into one of admiration? I shook my head as I realized Maggie definitely thought Drake was hot. Not that I could blame her.  
 
    “So why haven’t you allowed other people to see you?” I asked while frowning again at Drake and wondering what other tricks he had up his sleeve that he neglected to inform me about. “Like Ryan, for example.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I think the answer is quite apparent,” he said with a pout. “If I wish for someone to see me, they shall see me.” 
 
    “Do they have to possess some sort of psychic ability to see you?” Maggie asked him. 
 
    Drake nodded. “In order to see or interact with me, you must be sensitive to the spirit realm. And I must allow you to see and hear me.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m sensitive?” Maggie asked as she faced me and seemed pleased with that fact. 
 
    “I guess so.” I shrugged. “And maybe this means you do believe in spirits now, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I guess I’m a believer now.” 
 
    “Come, Cousin Maggie,” Drake started as he brushed past me and took her hand in his—which proved pointless because his hand just floated right through hers. “Let us retire to the drawing room where you can regale me with tall stories of your travels.” 
 
    “You feel so cold,” she said as she pulled her hand back into her body and shivered. Then she looked back at me. “Are you coming, Peyton?” Clearly, she was hoping my answer would be yes. Relieved and happy Drake wasn’t a demon, I could tell she didn’t exactly trust him. Smart girl. 
 
    “I guess so,” I answered although I was more interested in finding a cup of coffee than listening to her tales of travel. I was more than sure a long-winded story about Drake’s trials and tribulations when he was alive was about to be recounted. That and other stories, which I’d already heard at least a hundred times. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After thirty minutes of Drake’s stories, Maggie decided she wanted to get out of the house, so I offered to take her into town. Ryan was still sound asleep, so I figured I’d leave him be. Once we parked, Maggie decided she was hungry again so we found ourselves at Dat Dog on Freret Street.  
 
    I wasn’t especially hungry, so I ordered a basket of seasoned fries for us to share, while Maggie—who recently became a vegan—bought a spicy vegan chipotle dog laced with garlic and oregano. 
 
    “This place is awesome,” she said as we sat outside on the patio, “they have so many vegan options.” 
 
    “You don’t have vegan options in Solvang?” I asked. 
 
    Yes, Maggie was one of the lucky few who actually lived in the reproduction Danish town of Solvang, California. The majority of the population was comprised of tourists and more tourists.  
 
    “We do, but they’re harder to come by.” She paused, looking suddenly bashful. “That’s why I do most of my grocery shopping in Santa Maria.” 
 
    “Your mom doesn’t do the grocery shopping?” Maggie’s mother, Brenda, worked a lot and was uptight and temperamental in general. There was no Mr. Brenda. 
 
    “She does, sometimes.” Maggie was now taking a greater-than-warranted interest in her half-finished hot dog. A few yards away, a family was posing for one of those done-in-ten-minutes sketch portraits. She glowered at them as if she resented their togetherness.  
 
    “Sometimes?” I asked and studied her. 
 
    “Yeah. Sometimes.” 
 
    “And other times?” I prodded, even though I could tell Maggie wasn’t exactly comfortable. 
 
    “Other times she’s too busy drinking to even know I’m home,” Maggie finished. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Maggie nodded like she wasn’t surprised. I wasn’t close with Brenda because my mother, Brenda’s older sister, was never close to her either. Truth be told, I was pretty surprised when Maggie reached out to ask if she could come and stay with me for two weeks. 
 
    “Well, you’ll be heading to college soon, right?” 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “I haven’t made up my mind yet. Either that or I’m thinking I might look for a job. Either way, I want to move out.” 
 
    “Because of your mom’s drinking?” I asked, wondering if I was asking too much. 
 
    “No. Mostly because she’s just not much fun.” 
 
    “Not much fun?” 
 
    Maggie nodded and then shrugged. “She’s gotten a little… weird.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    “She’s just super judgmental of everyone and everything.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. Feeling unsure of what more to say, I took a bite of a fry and chased it with a swallow of Coke.  
 
    “She didn’t want me to come out here to see you,” Maggie continued. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because of all the ghost stuff.” 
 
    “The ghost stuff?”  
 
    “Yeah. All the haunted house stuff. She thinks you’re a little loony.” 
 
    I tried not to take offense because Brenda probably wasn’t the only one in my family who thought I was “loony.” And, honestly, I didn’t really care. “But you came out anyway?” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “I always liked you and I really wanted to see New Orleans.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you did.” 
 
    Maggie nodded and started to zone out on her straw. When she looked up at me, I could tell there was more going on in her head. “Mom found out that I believe in spirits and she said I would never have gotten the idea into my head if it weren’t for you.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “But I thought you just said you didn’t believe in them?” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “I just said that because I didn’t want you to think that was the only reason I came here.” 
 
    “Why would I think that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I imagine lots of people would want to visit their cousin if they knew she could see and talk to ghosts, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” I answered but I wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “I just didn’t want you to think I thought of you as a freak show or something.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for that,” I answered with a smile. Teenagers.  
 
    I was quiet for a few seconds as another question occurred to me. “Is Drake the first spirit you’ve actually seen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Then she cocked her head to the side. “It’s crazy how real he looks. I mean, you can’t see through him unless you look down at his feet.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And he’s like, super hot. I didn’t know ghosts could be so hot.” 
 
    “Well, they look the same as they did when they were alive.” 
 
    “It’s a shame he’s dead,” she said with a laugh. “He’s definitely a looker.” 
 
    “Don’t tell him that,” I said with a smile. “He’s already got an ego the size of Louisiana.” 
 
    “So do you have the hots for him?”  
 
    “For Drake?” I asked with a laugh. “He’s a ghost.” 
 
    “So what?” She shrugged. “You can still have normal conversations with him and he seems to be super advanced on the spiritual spectrum.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, he’s not like stuck replaying the scene of his death over and over again. He interacts with you, and he looks totally three-dimensional. That means he’s powerful as far as ghosts go.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess he is.” I ate another fry and noticed, with chagrin, that I nearly gobbled the entire basket. I shoved the rest of them at Maggie. “You need to finish these.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    So going back to your mom,” I started and Maggie frowned. I tapped my nails against the side of my soda cup in agitation. I should have known that Brenda—straitlaced, conventional Brenda—wouldn’t encourage the family gift. She disapproved of me even before she learned I could see and communicate with ghosts. She almost seemed relieved when she learned of my vocation, because it gave her retroactive justification for her abject disapproval of me. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to know what goes on after death,” she’d once told me, her neck throbbing with rage. “It’s supposed to be a mystery.”  
 
    I explained to her that Drake had told me essentially the same thing, in different words—that ghosts were stuck in a liminal place between the afterlife and earth. But of course, Brenda wouldn’t have it. I never knew if she doubted Drake’s words were true or Drake, himself. Brenda didn’t believe in ghosts and spirits. 
 
    “Did you explain to your mom that it’s not like you asked for this gift?” I asked.  
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Yeah. I told her all that, but you know how she is. Once she makes up her mind, there’s nothing that can convince her to change it. I defended you. I told Mom you’re not, like, a devil worshipper but she wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “So I’m guessing she doesn’t share the gift with us?” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “My mom is the last person in the world that any ghost would want to show themselves to.”  
 
    She sat quietly for the next few seconds, staring at her untouched fries. It was a mostly cloudless afternoon and the sun was bearing down on the backs of our necks.  
 
    When she looked up at me, her eyes seemed clouded with worry.  “Can we go now? I’m not feeling particularly hungry.” 
 
    “You barely touched your fries!” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re already cold. I should have eaten them before I started my hot dog.” 
 
    We returned our baskets to the counter and walked back to the car. As I replayed the conversation over in my head, I gathered that Maggie and Brenda were alienated from one another. And I could also tell that Maggie was outgrowing her mother. She had a thirst for the outside world, something I’d never seen in Brenda. It was tempting to tell Maggie she could come and live with me if she wanted to, but I knew her mother wouldn’t allow her to reside long-term with an “occultist.” And Ryan would probably have a fit. 
 
    Speaking of whom, Ryan was still asleep when we returned to the house, but we found Greg downstairs in the sitting-room, busily packing up his tools.  
 
    “I managed to fix the hole near the window,” he said, “but the one over the bed will have to wait until I can get my tallest stepladder. Unfortunately, the ladder’s currently in a storage shed in Shreveport and it’ll take me at least ‘til tomorrow night before I can get out there and pick it up.” 
 
    “I’m sure Ryan has a ladder that’s tall enough.” 
 
    Greg shrugged. “Well, even if he did, I got a couple other jobs I gotta check on today an’ tomorrow, so I’m afraid that’s just how it’s gotta go for now.” 
 
    “Well, let’s pray it doesn’t rain tonight,” I said, with an uneasy feeling that it would. 
 
    “It don’t look like rain,” he answered. 
 
    “Yeah, but you never know,” I retorted, because it was the truth. One second it could be muggy and humid, and the next, raining. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you,” I said even though I couldn’t hide my disappointment that the roof wasn’t waterproof. 
 
    I walked Greg out with Maggie at my heels. Once I closed the door behind him, I turned to face her. “Ryan and I can sleep in one of the guest rooms until Thursday night. He’ll moan about it, but it’ll be fine. Or we could all sleep at his house?” 
 
    “Um, I think I’d rather stay here if that’s okay.” 
 
    I also had a feeling she was interested in getting chummier with Drake. Not that I could blame her. The ghost was an absolute charmer.  
 
    I went upstairs to check out the ceiling and Maggie, now slightly bored without anything better to do, followed at a slight distance. Somehow, the ceiling over the bed was still leaking water despite the fact that it hadn’t rained since last night.  
 
    “Growing up I always wanted to live in a house with an enormously high ceiling,” said Maggie as she gazed up at the enormously high ceiling and frowned, “but now I don’t know if it’s worth it.” 
 
    “It’s no problem as long as you have an enormously tall ladder,” I answered with a laugh. “Thus, in this case, I guess you could say it is a problem.” 
 
    The prospect of sleeping in another room might have been an inviting one if not for all the cleaning and changing of sheets that it required first. As I mentioned earlier, I wasn’t a fan of household chores.  
 
    “Honestly, sometimes I want to tell Luke Montague he can have this place,” I said, feeling sorry for myself. “Let him be the one to deal with leaking roofs, creaky, hardwood floors and musty, old ghosts.” 
 
    “I will have you know,” Drake started, surprising us both when he appeared out of nowhere. But he was interrupted by the only other male in the house. 
 
    “We’re not giving the house to Luke Montague.” Ryan appeared in the doorway, still looking bleary-eyed as he faced us both and stifled a yawn. 
 
    “Whoa,” Maggie said, apparently impressed with my boyfriend. 
 
    “Maggie, this is Ryan. Ryan, this is Maggie.” 
 
    Ryan stepped forward and shook Maggie’s hand as they both said hello. Then he faced me and smiled. “There are always going to be minor annoyances in an old house, but I know how much you love this place even on its worst days.” 
 
    Ryan was right, of course. “He’s got a point,” I said to Maggie with a smirk. 
 
    “As if you would just leave me here to face whomever happened to move in after you,” Drake continued, sounding indignant. “You wound me, mon chaton.” 
 
    “It was just a joke, gosh!” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    Ryan faced me in confusion for a second or so but then realized I was talking to Drake so he mumbled something incoherent and started for the bathroom where, a few seconds later, I heard him brushing his teeth. He walked back out to inspect the ceiling. 
 
    “Did Greg even attempt to fix the leak?” he asked. 
 
    Before I could respond, a sharp explosion burst through the air.  
 
    I screamed. 
 
    Maggie screamed. 
 
    Ryan looked at both of us like we were nuts. 
 
    Drake let out a concerned “Mon Dieu!” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The sound came from outside; that much was clear. Ryan looked from me to Maggie, and both of us looked at him and then at each other, as our eyes widened in disbelief. I had a feeling this day was about to get a whole lot weirder. 
 
    “What,” Ryan started, “was that?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “A bomb!” Maggie declared. Ryan reached for the locked cabinet beside my bed where he kept a gun when Lovie’s voice could be heard calling out from the front yard. 
 
    “Peyton?” she yelled, her voice audible through the open window. 
 
    “Lovie?” I yelled back, instant relief suffusing me. 
 
    “Come downstairs an’ let me in, honey! An’ if you wouldn’t mind fixin’ a couple o’ plates o’ whatever you’ve got in your pantry—it’s been a bit.” 
 
    Ryan froze with his hands on the lock of the gun cabinet as he gazed back at me, nonplussed. “Is that really Lovie?” he asked, shaking his head. “Why would Lovie set off an explosion?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I mean… it sounded like her.” Who the hell else would it be? I wondered to myself. 
 
    “Because it is her,” Drake announced as he appeared beside Ryan. “And apparently, she brought a friend with her.” 
 
    “Drake said it’s the real Lovie,” I said to Ryan with a shrug. 
 
    “And she brought a friend,” Maggie added, nodding. 
 
    Ryan faced us both with a frown. “And how the hell does Drake know if it’s really Lovie?” 
 
    “Le barbare is such a bore,” Drake responded as he shook his head and disappeared through the door. 
 
    “He’s a spirit,” I answered with a shrug. “And he knows things we mortals don’t?” 
 
    Ryan took a big breath and nodded. “Okay, let’s go see Lovie.” 
 
    “And her friend,” Maggie added before turning to face me. “Then we should let her in, right?” she asked, but she appeared nervous at the suggestion and she started chewing on her fingernails. “I mean, why are we even asking whether it’s the real Lovie?” 
 
    “Because so many weird things have taken place today, I wouldn’t be surprised if Scooby Doo showed up on Peyton’s doorstep,” Ryan answered.  
 
    “Hmm, that would be interesting,” I said. 
 
    He grumbled something but nodded and started for the front door. Maggie and I followed behind him. When I passed Lizzie in the living room, I noticed her head was turned towards the door as well. That wasn’t creepy at all… 
 
    We found Lovie waiting for us on the front porch along with a woman I instantly recognized. I felt the heat of anger welling up within me as I faced her and she gave me a sharp expression.  
 
    “Angharad,” I said stonily. What was she doing on my front porch with Lovie? I wondered. 
 
    “Luckily for you, I was able to locate your friend, Lovie, here,” said Angharad, pushing past me into the foyer without an invitation. I doubted this woman ever got invitations anywhere she went. “There happen to be a few things we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Come right in,” I grumbled as I shook my head and looked at Lovie, who merely shrugged but gave me a smile and a quick hug. 
 
    “Who is that?” Maggie whispered to me as she looked from Angharad to Lovie. That was when I realized Maggie hadn’t been introduced to Lovie and vice versa. Well, and Angharad too, for that matter.  
 
    Once we walked into my living room, I made the necessary introductions. Maggie appeared quite taken with Angharad which caused me some level of concern because I didn’t know or trust the witch. 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here,” Ryan started as he faced Angharad. 
 
    Angharad looked at Ryan with indifference as she seated herself in one of the winged chairs alongside the fireplace. Then she produced a martini glass out of thin air, looking as much at home as if she owned the place. I was viscerally reminded of the three weird sisters in A Wrinkle in Time. All we needed was a stormy night to complete the effect.  
 
    “Wow,” Maggie said as she watched Angharad with awe. 
 
    When I glanced over at Lizzie where she sat on the couch, across from Angharad, sure enough, she was now facing our bizarre guest. As long as Ryan didn’t notice, we’d be okay. I doubted he could handle the knowledge that the doll could move on its own. I wasn’t sure Maggie would be able to handle it either, for that matter. 
 
    “What manner of creature is this?” Drake asked, as he appeared beside Angharad and floated around her, inspecting her as if she were a bizarre bird. “And is she friend or foe?” 
 
    “Oh, buzz off, ghosty,” Angharad responded as she swatted the air around herself, presumably trying to bat Drake away. “I’m not here to hurt your human. If I wanted to, I already would have.” 
 
    “Ghosty?” Drake repeated as he appeared completely affronted when he faced me. “And she told me to buzz off? Mon Dieu!”  
 
    Maggie started to giggle and Angharad’s attention immediately latched onto her. “You’ve got the gift too, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Um… I guess so?” Maggie asked as she looked at me uncertainly. 
 
    “Yes, she has the gift,” I responded. 
 
    Angharad nodded but then appeared wholly disinterested. “Well, come along then!” she continued. “Have a seat. All of you. I haven’t got all bloody day!” 
 
    Drake and Maggie immediately sat down on the loveseat, on either side of Lizzie, across from Angharad and faced her with measured anticipation. Lovie sat in the other side chair beside Angharad. I, however, ignored her theatrics and remained standing. Ryan stood beside me. “How did you find Lovie? A few hours ago, she had no idea who you were.” 
 
    I pictured Angharad appearing in Lovie’s kitchen amid plumes of smoke and pillars of fire—but the actual story was much less dramatic and more convoluted, involving a homing pigeon, a couple of smoke bombs, and a mysterious man on the telephone who spoke in a Russian accent… 
 
    “Two hours later, I found myself stranded on the far side o’ town near the Oak Park Shoppin’ Center,” said Lovie, “with no way ta get home an’ wonderin’ why I was out here in the first place, when Angharad appeared an’ said, ‘Get in, stupid!’ She told me we were headed to your place.” 
 
    “And that didn’t strike you as odd?” I asked as I watched Lovie taking note of Lizzie. She studied the doll for a moment or two and smiled at her, nodding softly. Ryan continued to stand beside me, eyeing Angharad as well as the open space beside Maggie with equal amounts of suspicion. 
 
    “Well, it did at first,” Lovie said. “But Angharad’s aura speaks for her.” 
 
    “She has an aura?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “We all do,” Angharad announced and then yawned. 
 
    Maggie continued to study her with an expression mixed between awe, admiration and fear. “What was with the explosion?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, my pretty, little friend,” Angharad started as she turned to Maggie before inspecting her long, gnarled fingernails. “Apparently, Peyton’s doorbell is nonfunctioning, and no one could hear us when we knocked. Thus, after five minutes of knocking, I decided to come up with another means of attracting your attention.” 
 
    “Phone call maybe?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Phones are so antiquated,” Angharad said with a sigh. I had no idea what she meant.  
 
    “It seems Angharad’s trick worked,” Lovie said, clapping her hands in her lap and smiling complacently at everyone in the room, Drake and Lizzie included. 
 
    “We were slightly distracted with some maintenance issues,” I replied. My last encounter with Angharad hadn’t left me eager to see her again, and I felt a little irritated with Lovie for bringing her over when she knew Angharad, Ryan and I didn’t part on good terms.  
 
    “Now that Peyton has invited you in,” Ryan started as he addressed Angharad. “Can you agree not to erase our memories again?” 
 
    “Erase your memories?” Maggie repeated, her mouth dropping open as she looked at me, then Ryan, then Drake and finally Lizzie. She studied Lizzie for a few seconds as though she were puzzled by the doll. I could only imagine she was picking up the doll’s psychic imprint. 
 
    “I think that doll just moved,” Maggie said in a whisper while she continued to stare at Lizzie.  
 
    “Yes, that doll houses a spirit, child, which means she can move and speak on occasion,” Angharad answered. Then she turned to face me again. “No, I won’t erase your memories!” she said with a laugh, as if the question itself were absurd. “I only did that this morning to keep us from being overheard.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, clearly lost. “I thought you didn’t want to be targeted for a crime you didn’t commit?” 
 
    “A crime?” Maggie repeated. 
 
    “There was a sword stolen from a museum this morning and Angharad was worried we’d think she did it,” I explained. 
 
    “Why would she think that?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Long story,” I answered and faced the witch again. 
 
    “Oh, that too, I suppose,” Angharad said as she watched Maggie and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “What did you mean that you didn’t want us to be overheard?” I pushed her. 
 
    She faced me again and shook her head impatiently. “It’s—it’s time-related and very complicated.” 
 
    “We’re accustomed to anything complicated,” I answered between tight lips. 
 
    Angharad sighed. “I implanted the conversation in your memory so that only you and the hunk over there could find it.” She loosely motioned to Ryan. 
 
    “Hunk?” Drake responded as he faced Ryan in an unimpressed manner. Then he glanced at me and frowned. “He is quite apish in my opinion.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch, ghosty, you’re just as handsome,” Angharad responded with a cackle and faced Drake. “In fact, what do you think about haunting my house instead of this one?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Drake responded, still out of sorts. 
 
    I laughed. Maggie laughed. Lovie laughed and Ryan glared at each of us in turn. When he faced me, he arched his eyebrows in a rendition of: what am I missing? 
 
    “Drake is pissed that Angharad said you were a hunk,” I explained as I shook my head. “Men.” 
 
    “There was no need to inform le barbare about my comment, mon chaton,” Drake muttered. 
 
    “Going back to what you were saying about not wishing to be overheard,” Ryan interjected as he cleared his throat and faced Angharad. “What if someone happened to be standing around, listening, when we first met you, before you wiped our memories?”  
 
    “They might have overheard us talking, but they won’t remember it,” Angharad answered, reaching into her black bag. She pulled out a red and white striped umbrella that appeared much too large to have fit into her bag. She opened it, and began spinning it rapidly in circles until the red lines began to look like spirals. Maggie looked utterly delighted, Ryan less so. Like me, he seemed to be worried that this was another one of her tricks.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed,” Angharad answered. “I’m creating an impermeable bubble around us, so that only those in the immediate vicinity can hear what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    “There’s no one in this house except for us… and Drake,” I said with a flicker of annoyance. 
 
    “I’m not worried about ghosty,” said Angharad airily. “There could be other things listening, things you’re not even aware of.” 
 
    “Things?” Maggie repeated. 
 
    “Best if I keep the umbrella spinning.” 
 
    Ryan scowled. Whatever Angharad’s explanation, it appeared like she was placing us under some kind of enchantment, judging by the way Maggie, Ryan and Drake’s expressions began to soften the longer they looked at the umbrella. 
 
    “Lovie,” I started as I looked at my friend who waved away my concern.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said but I had to wonder if she, too, had fallen under Angharad’s spell. 
 
    As we watched the umbrella, I could feel myself being lulled into a trance-like state of perfect calm. 
 
    “How long have you known each other?” asked Maggie as she looked from Angharad to me. 
 
    “They’ve known me for about six hours,” answered Angharad. “When we met this morning, I mentioned that I’m investigating a young man named Pebbles Ross. He stole the sword from the museum this morning.” 
 
    “Pebbles Ross is dead,” said Ryan as he shook his head. 
 
    “So what?” Angharad responded, glaring at him.  
 
    “So how could he steal a sword if he’s dead?” Ryan answered. 
 
    Angharad shook her head, her chin held high in the air. “You know very little about spiritual matters.” 
 
    “Who was Pebbles Ross?” I asked. 
 
    Angharad faced me. “The story goes that Pebbles was cruelly locked in the basement of a flooding house before Katrina hit. The door couldn’t be opened from the inside and it was assumed he’d died. But when authorities returned to the house after the waters had begun to recede, and unlocked the door, there was no trace of poor Pebbles.” 
 
    “He must have escaped somehow,” said Maggie. “I’m guessing he found a way out of the basement and died trying to escape from the house?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Angharad. It was clear from the tone in her voice that she’d already considered as much. “But then, how does one escape a locked basement with no windows?” 
 
    “Maybe whoever locked him in, didn’t close the door all the way?” Maggie seemed determined to find a rational explanation to the mystery. 
 
    “Entirely possible.” Angharad hadn’t stopped spinning the umbrella. If her arms were getting tired, she showed no sign of it. “The one thing I feel sure about is that Pebbles wasn’t killed by Katrina.” 
 
    Lovie stared hard at Angharad, looking completely absorbed in this new mystery. “What do you think did kill him?” 
 
    “I believe he was killed right before Katrina and the story about being locked in the basement was just that—a story, a cover, an explanation.”  
 
    “But why?” Drake asked and leaned in, eyeing Angharad with interest. Drake could never resist a good mystery. 
 
    “It is a little known fact that Pebbles Ross was a sensitive of the highest caliber,” Angharad answered him with a clipped nod. “As children are usually much more attuned to the spiritual world than are adults, perhaps this should not be all that surprising.” 
 
    “What does his being a sensitive have to do with his death?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Children are easily influenced and easily controlled,” Angharad responded with an expression of ennui. “And a child with incredible supernatural abilities? That child would be deemed quite valuable to those who involve themselves in such matters.” 
 
    “Then you believe he was killed for his abilities?” Drake asked. 
 
    “I do,” Angharad responded. 
 
    “But, why kill him for his supernatural powers?” Maggie asked, shaking her head to say she wasn’t following. 
 
    “In death, there is nothing standing between the supernatural and a gifted sensitive, yet life stands in the way,” Angharad answered.  
 
    “Then you think Pebbles was killed purposely and later he was coerced into doing someone’s bidding, which included stealing the sword from the museum?” I asked. 
 
    “Quite so,” Angharad answered. 
 
    “For what purpose?” I asked and then shivered. There was a chill in the room that had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    “I cannot say for sure, though I have my suspicions,” said Angharad. 
 
    “And what are those suspicions?” I asked. 
 
    Angharad took another swallow of her martini and licked her lips. “I believe Pebbles was involved in a much broader scheme, incorporating other deceased children.” 
 
    “A broader scheme?” Ryan repeated. 
 
    Angharad nodded.  
 
    “You mean, a broader scheme as in… more robberies?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Angharad answered. “If you’ve been paying attention, you’ll notice that in the last month or so, various antiquities around this town have been going missing. The sword from the Battle of Antietam is just the most recent in a long string,” she finished.  
 
    “What else has been stolen?” I asked. 
 
    Ryan began nodding. “I remember reading something about a bunch of old photographs that were stolen from the library’s collection,” he started. 
 
    “Yes,” Angharad interrupted. “Photos of James Sumpton Sutherland otherwise known as Ol’ Master Sutherland.” 
 
    “Who was he?” Maggie asked before Angharad could explain. 
 
    “Sutherland purchased a block of land that bordered the Mississippi River, not far from New Orleans, where he began building a plantation house in the West Indies style. Construction began on the house in 1787 using materials from the swamp and the river and it was completed around 1790. A couple of years later, Ol’ Master Sutherland would begin growing and processing indigo, with slave labor, of course. It was right around then that gossip started spreading from one slave to the next—gossip which eventually reached the ears of the white folk.” 
 
    “What kind of gossip?” Maggie asked, leaning forward as she listened to Angharad’s story. 
 
    “Gossip of the worst type,” Angharad responded, nodding as she faced all of us in turn. She was good at telling stories—I’d grant her that much. “Rumors held that Ol’ Master Sutherland was a follower and believer of the devil’s gospel. And it was common knowledge that he treated his slaves deplorably. Not only that, but many of his slaves would go missing, never to be seen nor heard from again. The slaves believed the missing had been sacrificed to the devil.” 
 
    “That’s the story my mama always told me ‘bout ol’ Sutherland,” Lovie said with a quick nod. 
 
    “Sutherland might have been a sadistic son of a bitch, but he didn’t last long,” Angharad continued. “It was maybe two years after the plantation was built that Ol’ Sutherland went missing himself, only to appear a week or so later, floating in the river, bloated and his skin had been picked over by the fish. In his forehead was burned the sign of the pentagram.” 
 
    For a minute or two no one said anything. It was Ryan who spoke first and he addressed me. “I’ve gotta get going. I have a job in Gretna.” 
 
    “Alright,” I whispered as I stood to walk him out, excusing myself for a few minutes.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Lizzie turning her head to watch me. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ryan opened the front door, stepped onto the porch, and I followed. It was late afternoon and dappled sunlight glimmered through the boughs of the pecans. Across the street, I could see rows of wood-framed houses, some of them older than mine, their trees swaying in the warm breeze. 
 
    Ryan opened the truck door and climbed in as I walked up beside the door, where he was fumbling for his keys. “How long will you be gone?” 
 
    “Not sure,” he said, turning on the engine as he faced me. “Won’t be long, though. Will you be OK? That Angharad seems like a nutjob if you ask me.” 
 
    I laughed. “Just a normal day in the life of Peyton Clark, I guess.” 
 
    He gave me a quick nod and a smile. “Guess so.” 
 
    “So all that stuff she said about Sutherland was true?” 
 
    Ryan shrugged. “I remember reading something in the Times Picayune about all the historical photos, I think there were five maybe, of Sutherland being stolen recently. That’s all I remember.” Then he smiled. “Don’t believe everything you hear, Peyton, especially where that old woman is concerned.” 
 
    “I know and I don’t,” I said with a smile but something about Angharad’s stories about Pebbles and this Sutherland character didn’t sit well with me. Maybe it was also owing to the fact that I’d had that visit from ghostly Emily Stewart, who was interested in Lizzie. Who had told Emily about Lizzie and how did whoever that was know I had Lizzie? 
 
    Ryan pulled out of the driveway, kicking up a cloud of gravel and dust as he left. Quelling the anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach, I returned to the house, where I found everyone still seated while anxiously listening to Angharad’s tales. 
 
    Maggie was questioning her, asking Angharad things like where she was from, what she did for a living before taking up… whatever she did now, and how she settled on her current occupation.  
 
    For her own part, Angharad seemed torn between wanting to answer Maggie’s questions and preserving the air of intrigue and mystery that clung to her like a second skin. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, I didn’t like Angharad and I definitely didn’t trust her. I was convinced that she was one of those women who cultivated a sense of mystique in their admirers, but in time, saw themselves as much more interesting and important than they really were. 
 
    Clutching the stem of her martini glass tightly, Angharad said in a sultry voice, “…there are certain veils beyond which we mortals are not permitted to look… we are allowed only glimpses…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure to what she was referring, and I didn’t care enough to inquire. 
 
    “So old pictures of Sutherland were stolen along with a historic sword,” I said as I walked back into the living room. Everyone turned to look at me and Drake’s gaze lingered the longest. “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact,” Angharad continued.  
 
    “What else?” I asked. 
 
    “A dybbuk box was reported stolen from that occult store on the corner of Decatur Street,” she started. “I forget what it’s called.” 
 
    “The Midnight Store?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one,” Angharad nodded. “Coincidentally, both the photos and the dybbuk box were reportedly stolen by children. Video surveillance from the library apparently recorded whoever this ghostly child was.” 
 
    “You saw the video?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Angharad answered. “The police have control of the footage now and it would be quite a headache to retrieve it.” 
 
    “If you never saw the footage, how do you know it exists?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “It was written up in the newspaper, child,” she answered. 
 
    “And the dybbuk box?” I asked. “Does anyone know who stole that?” 
 
    “What the heck’s a dybbuk box?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “It’s a box that’s said to be haunted by a dybbuk which is a restless and usually malicious spirit,” Angharad answered. 
 
    “A spirit that’s able to haunt and possess the living,” Lovie added. 
 
    “The only way to free the dybbuk from the box is to burn the box and it often takes a long time to do so. But, as it’s burned the spirit is released,” said Angharad with her usual air of tranquility. I wondered if her demeanor was owing to the martini, which seemed to have greatly calmed her nerves since our first meeting. “Anyhoo,” Angharad continued as she faced me again. “To answer your question, Peyton, no one knows the identity of the child who stole the box. And the identity of the child who stole the photos hasn’t been confirmed, most probably because the child died before technology is what it is today.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the children?” I asked. “Boys? Girls? 
 
    “The child who stole the photos was a girl and the sex of the child who stole the dybbuk box is unknown.” 
 
    “This is so crazy!” Maggie said as she shook her head. “I feel like I’m in a movie or something.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t, so it’s best to eradicate those romantic and silly notions right out of your head,” Angharad scolded. “Magic calls for cold logic and nothing more.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Maggie said and dropped her head, appearing embarrassed. 
 
    “It seems to me that we need to come up with a plan of action,” Angharad continued. “I’ve wasted entirely too much time in the museum, reliving the hours leading up to the theft of the sword, hoping to know who put Pebbles up to it.” 
 
    “Going back to all the things that have been stolen lately,” I started as I faced Angharad. “Do you think they’re connected?” 
 
    “Of course!” she said as though I were stupid for asking. 
 
    “But, why and how?” Maggie asked. 
 
    Angharad drummed her fingers against her cheek and hummed while she was thinking. Then she pulled her hand away and began nodding at each of us in turn. “I believe someone is collecting all these artifacts for one purpose,” she started and then grew silent. 
 
    “Which is?” I asked. 
 
    “For a grand spell,” she answered. 
 
    “What type of grand spell?” Lovie asked. 
 
    “The type of grand spell that brings the dead back to life or allows an entity to take over a person’s body, destroying their soul in the process. The type of grand spell that means trouble for everyone,” Angharad finished.  
 
    I swallowed. Hard. 
 
    “There was a little girl who appeared in front of my door earlier,” I said, figuring now was probably the time to bring this subject up. “I’m fairly sure she was a spirit because she was dressed like it was the 1950s.” 
 
    “Wow,” Maggie said. 
 
    “What did she want?” Angharad asked. 
 
    “She said she wanted to play with Lizzie,” I said and pointed at the doll in question. 
 
    “Interesting,” Angharad answered as she looked at Lizzie and studied her for a few seconds. “Did she say how she found out you had the doll?” 
 
    “She said a woman told her. When I asked who the woman was, she said she didn’t know and that the woman didn’t want that information known,” I finished. 
 
    Angharad stood up and nodded as she walked around the doll, inspecting her. “Very interesting…” Then she faced me. “Did the little ghosty have a name?” 
 
    “Emily Stewart,” I answered. 
 
    “Emily Stewart,” Angharad repeated a few times. “Doesn’t ring any bells.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s coincidence?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing is coincidence,” Angharad answered as she looked up at me. 
 
    “Then you think the stolen sword, the images of Sutherland, the dybbok box, and Emily Stewart are all related?” 
 
    “Of course!” Angharad responded as she inhaled deeply and then began shaking her head. “How they are related, I don’t know. But, you keep an eye on that doll,” she finished as she motioned to Lizzie. “And if that little ghosty comes back, you find out everything you can from her.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Angharad began pacing around the couch, scratching her head and rubbing her chin, which was covered in long and wiry hairs. “The question remains as to why whoever is behind these robberies chose the particular items they did. Why that particular sword? There are any number of swords available at antique stores in this city or online. Why that one? And why the pictures of Ol’ Sutherland? And why your Lizzie?” she finished as she faced me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and shrugged. 
 
    “The one thread of hope I’m clinging to is that the abductor will somehow make herself known, maybe the next robbery will be sloppy. If we can reliably map this person’s actions, we might eventually get a sense of what he or she is after.” 
 
    “Which means we have to wait for the next theft,” said Maggie impatiently.  
 
    “What about the witch in the French Quarter who was throwing licorice wands that turned into snakes?” I asked as I faced Angharad. “Do you think she could be involved in this?” 
 
    “Could be,” Angharad nodded. 
 
    “You mentioned that woman when Ryan and I first met you. Did you know who she was?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Angharad responded. “But witches are territorial and when we are visiting another’s turf, we can feel their energy and leave our own—almost like a calling card.” 
 
    “So was this her turf?” I asked. “Because obviously it wasn’t yours since you aren’t from around here.” 
 
    Angharad nodded. “I got the feeling that whoever that witchy was, this was her turf yes.” She cleared her throat. “The energy I felt in coming here wasn’t welcoming.” 
 
    That could have just been owing to your lovely personality, I thought but didn’t comment. 
 
    “Did you actually see her?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I felt her,” Angharad answered. “I could feel her imprint on this city—a certain energy that bore her mark.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t get a read on her identity from the feeling?” Lovie asked. 
 
    “No,” Angharad answered as she shook her head.  
 
    “I had a vision of the witch,” I said. “But I wasn’t able to figure out who she was—only that she was wearing a black top hat and a black cloak. I never saw her face.” 
 
    “Pity,” said Angharad. “There are people in this city who know things—some of them living and some of them dead.” 
 
    At the thought of the dead and the living, I was reminded of our conversation that morning with Catherine St. Michael—so much had happened afterwards that it felt like a year had passed since breakfast. “Yes, that’s true,” I said. 
 
    “And where would the best place be to learn the knowledge possessed by the dead?” Angharad continued, like she was quizzing us. 
 
    “You mean, like where do the deceased hang out?” Maggie asked, looking awed and equally nervous. 
 
    “New Orleans is a very haunted place in general,” I answered. 
 
    “I’m well aware,” Angharad responded in that rude manner of hers. “But think of the best, most haunted spot.”  
 
    Maybe it was due to Catherine’s visit this morning, which was still on my mind but the name I blurted out was The Old Absinthe House. 
 
    “I’ve heard of it though I’ve not yet been to visit,” Angharad said with visible interest. 
 
    “You can find all sorts of information in New Orleans if you know where to go,” I replied. “I’ll grant that it’s a long shot, but maybe someone, living or dead, at The Absinthe House would know something. If the ghosts of children are responsible for these robberies, it stands to reason that the dead would know about it.” 
 
    “The ghost grapevine might be able to help us,” agreed Angharad as she clapped her hands together and smiled.  
 
    “We’ll go tomorrow,” I said, worried we were getting off-track. “I’m exhausted, and I’m sure Ryan will be tired too, when he gets home. We didn’t sleep well last night. I want to get Maggie settled in also. She had a long trip.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that long,” Maggie argued. “I’d much rather go ghost hunting with you anyway.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you won’t get far,” said Angharad. “You have to be at least twenty-one years old, or dead, to get inside.” 
 
    “Yeah, and your mom wouldn’t exactly like it if I took her eighteen-year-old to a bar,” I added. “I can just imagine that conversation.” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “Okay, point taken.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Angharad and Lovie left a few hours later; Angharad had to be somewhere uptown by six and would, luckily, be tied up all night which meant she wouldn’t be able to accompany us to the Old Absinthe House. That was a relief in and of itself because Angharad’s company was in a word—trying. As far as I was concerned, Angharad was mostly rude and more unlikeable. 
 
    After they left, Maggie shuffled upstairs to settle herself in her room while I sat at the island in the kitchen and started making a grocery list. I was still scanning the pantry when Ryan came through the door a few minutes later and flung his keys down on the stand by the sofa. 
 
    “Hey,” he said but it wasn’t a hey that sounded happy. 
 
    “Hey,” I answered. 
 
    Giving the pantry a once-over and not finding anything more edible than a bag of marshmallows, he took the bag and sank down into a dining chair at the head of the table.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just issues with the job. Same old, same old.”  
 
    “Well, things weren’t much better here. It seems everyone is taken with Angharad, everyone, that is, with the exception of me,” I grumbled. 
 
    Ryan looked over at me and laughed. “Not too crazy about the old witch, are you?” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he said and shook his head. “I should have picked up something for us to eat while I was out. I’m sorry I didn’t,” he finished with a sigh. 
 
    “It’s fine; I’ll go to the store in a few minutes, or you can come with me if you want.” 
 
    Judging from his slumped shoulders, Ryan wasn’t feeling up to the task. “I guess we’d better,” he said, “don’t want Maggie launching any formal complaints.” 
 
    “Yeah, the last thing I need is Brenda accusing me of starving her only daughter,” I answered with a sigh. “I don’t think she needs any new reasons not to like me.” 
 
    “Not to like you?” asked Ryan wearily, motioning for a water bottle from the stack on the counter. I handed him one and he placed it on his neck. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s safe to say that it was all Maggie’s idea to come here. Her mother didn’t want her to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Brenda thinks I’m loony.” 
 
    “Well, you are a little,” Ryan said with a teasing smile. I play-punched him in the bicep and he grabbed my arm, pulling me into him.  
 
    “Brenda doesn’t believe in spirits or the supernatural, so it follows that she wouldn’t like Maggie coming out here and me filling her head with ghost stuff.” 
 
    “You can’t please them all,” Ryan said with a shrug. 
 
    “You’re so good at consoling me,” I replied as I raised a brow at him. 
 
    “You know I’m only teasing. And I’ve always told you not to worry about what people say. Certain people are predisposed to disliking you, and if you took away one reason, they’d always find another.” 
 
    “You want to talk about this somewhere else?” I asked, reaching for my keys. “Like maybe in the car on the way to the store?” We still had groceries to buy and the day wasn’t getting any younger. Also, I didn’t want Maggie to overhear us. 
 
    “Sure,” Ryan said as he stood up and picked up his keys and wallet. Maybe I’d get lucky and he’d pay. I paused at the stairs and called to Maggie to let her know we were running errands. 
 
    “Okay! Can you get me some Diet Coke?” she called back. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I followed Ryan outside.  
 
    On our way to the store, I caught Ryan up on the last part of our conversation with Angharad and my decision to stake out The Old Absinthe House. “I told Angharad the two of us could go tomorrow night. But of course, if you object—” 
 
    “I’m not opposed to it,” said Ryan, reaching around behind me and massaging my shoulders, “But what are we trying to accomplish?” 
 
    “Angharad believes that priceless historical artifacts are being stolen by the ghosts of children for some big spell or something.” 
 
    “Or something?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, Angharad wasn’t exactly clear on what she believed exactly, but it was something along those lines. She thought that because the children were dead, then maybe the only people to know about what was going on would be the deceased.” 
 
    “And she’s basing this theory on the fact that some old photos and a sword were stolen?” 
 
    “And a dybbuk box.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    I explained to him what a dybbuk box was and then I mentioned the visit I’d had from Emily Stewart. 
 
    “So you think the little girl was sent to take Lizzie?” he asked. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “I mean… yes? Maybe? Why else would she have shown up at my doorstep asking after the doll?” 
 
    “Maybe she just saw it through the window and wanted to play with it?” he asked. 
 
    “A ghost?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you sure she was a ghost?” 
 
    “Ryan, she was dressed like it was 1952.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said with a nod. “I admit, that does seem weird.” Then he grew quiet for a few seconds. “Are you sure she came to the house for the doll?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you have an attic full of paranormal shit,” he answered. “Maybe someone sent her for something else instead and she just happened to see the doll?” 
 
    “She said a woman told her the doll was in the house.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” Ryan argued. “Maybe that was just a way to get a little girl interested in doing your bidding? Tell her there’s a beautiful doll there that will talk to her and play with her?” 
 
    “Okay, keep going. I’m picking up what you’re laying down,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “But the real reason you want the little girl to go to visit Peyton Clark is to find out what occult items she has in her attic? An attic that’s jam-packed with shit, most of which should be donated to the Good Will.” 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny, boyfriend of mine.” 
 
    “I like that—‘boyfriend of mine’,” he said with a smile and reached over to squeeze my thigh. 
 
    My mind was still caught up on the conversation because Ryan was right—not only was there a ton of crap in my attic, but there were quite a few items up there that could wreak havoc if they wound up in the wrong hands…  
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The body had been perfectly preserved in the ice. 
 
    What little there was of the winter sun was low on the horizon, shining at an angle, casting long shadows but giving little or no heat. It was noon, and the sun had reached its zenith. It would be gone in an hour or so. 
 
    Whoever this was, he’d spent the harsh winter buried in snow and ice. Same with the knife sticking out of his chest. The body was that of a male Native American. He was Inuit, no doubt. He was maybe thirty-one, thirty-two. He was also completely naked, although his legs were still partly encased in ice. 
 
    One of my deputies, Miguel, who was wearing latex gloves, squatted next to the dead man, and looked carefully at the knife protruding from his chest. 
 
    “Strange,” he said. 
 
    A bitterly cold wind swept over the freshly-thawed lake. I ignored the wind, or tried to. I might have hunkered down into my police-issue jacket a bit more, but that was it, and no one saw me do it. There’s an unwritten rule in Alaska, at least, out in these parts; you ignored the cold, and you sure as hell didn’t make a fuss over it. Even if you were a woman, and especially if you were the chief of police. 
 
    I squatted down next to him and studied the knife.  
 
    Miguel nodded towards it. “It’s not a normal knife.” 
 
    Antler handle, sloppy glue job.  
 
    The afternoon light reflected dully off the metal shaft. I suspected the knife had been plunged all the way into the man’s chest; however, due to the ravages of time and the brutal winter, his skin had retreated some, revealing more of the unusual blade. 
 
    “It’s homemade,” I said as I continued to study it. “And it’s silver.” 
 
    Miguel nodded.  
 
    We both stood but continued staring down at the body, which was propped up against a tree in a sitting position, as if waiting for teatime. 
 
    “Ijiraq,” he said finally, using the Inuit name for “shape-shifter”—a name I was all too familiar with. 
 
    I knew this was coming. After all, in these parts—these remote parts—the legend of the shifter was prevalent. For three months now, I’d been the chief of police of Hope, Alaska, and during that time, I’d heard the word whispered dozens of times. Some weren’t whisperings. Those who were courageous enough spoke freely of the creatures that many believed stalked their woods, raided their homes, and stole their livestock and, in one case, their children. 
 
    I’d heard the rumors, too, all the way down in Anchorage, where I’d worked homicide for eight years. We’d all heard the stories that trickled out of Hope. And we’d all laughed at them, too. After all, Anchorage was the last outpost of civilization. It was where the Starbucks stopped, and where the real bucks started. Where hipsters’ beards weren’t just ironic, but necessary. Anchorage was the last place where people were born and raised and educated and actually became something. 
 
    But out here, in the wild, beyond our imaginary fortress walls, anything was possible. Or so some claimed. Out here were thousands of acres of untouched wilderness. Out here were beasts of all shapes and sizes. Polar bears, moose and brown bears in unheard-of sizes. Some even claimed the last vestiges of the Ice Age were out here, too, but these stories seemed less probable, though no less prevalent. It wasn’t that unusual to hear stories from hunters returning from the wilderness who’d claimed to see wooly mammoths and mastodons. (I never knew the difference between the two, truth be known.) There were also the Inuit trackers who said they’d seen saber-toothed tigers and dire wolves and lived to tell about it. 
 
    Yes, we’d heard all the rumors and legends. We’d listened to the stories from behind our lattes and within our heated homes. We’d heard the stories and we’d laughed them off. We had to. We were civilized, after all.  
 
    But there were some stories that weren’t quite so easy to dismiss. And those stories revolved around wild men and women who lived off the grid. Way, way, way off the grid. People who governed themselves and lived outside time and space and law, people who were nearly impossible to reach. And if you did reach them, you were in for the fight of your life. 
 
    Now, the wind somehow found its way inside my clothing, but I ignored it. If someone looked closely enough, they might have seen my shoulders hunch a little as I attempted to ward away the cold, but they wouldn’t see anything more. 
 
    I was the new girl. And not just a girl, either. I was the chief of police. The boss. And the Neanderthals here didn’t know what to make of me. Six machismo officers, all under my command. The small town of Hope had been looking for a new police chief, and I’d been looking for a way out of Anchorage. It was a match made in heaven. At least on paper. In reality, the guys didn’t like me, and some might have even hated me. After all, who was I, an outsider, to come in and tell them how to run their department, their town, their lives? Hell, I was a city slicker, an outsider, and I was a woman, too. All of which added up to animosity.  
 
    All of which I ignored. 
 
    I was convinced that most of them thought I’d be gone by now. Most had it wrong. It was going to take a lot more than butt-hurt cops to scare me away.  
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like this, Miguel?” I asked. 
 
    He moved closer to the blade, and was now inspecting it from just inches away. There was no blood, but I wasn’t surprised. Undoubtedly, any blood had washed away with the snow melt. At present, the temperature was a little above freezing. Warm enough to melt snow but not warm enough, apparently, to cause decomposition. The dead man before me could have died hours ago, minutes ago. Hell, he looked like he could be alive even now. 
 
    “Yes, Chief,” he said. “I have.” 
 
    I waited.  
 
    Miguel had been the first to call me chief. A few of the others had followed suit, but the name hadn’t stuck. I hadn’t earned it yet, I suspected. At least in their eyes. My years in homicide had done nothing to impress them. Then again, I wasn’t here to impress anyone. I was here to uphold the law. At least, that’s what I’d said during my interview with the mayor. What I hadn’t said was that I was here to start over, to find myself, to heal myself. Mostly, I was here to forget. 
 
    Miguel continued, “It was when I was a boy. I found a man on a boulder, facing the sky. A spear in his chest.” 
 
    “A spear?” 
 
    He nodded. “With a silver tip.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything else?” 
 
    “The elders burned the body.” 
 
    “Who was he?” 
 
    Miguel, who was about thirty, the same age as me, and who sported uncannily round eyes for an Inuit, glanced at me. “My brother.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I said. 
 
    Miguel looked back at the man propped up against the tree. “We must burn him, too.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “First, we find out who he is, and then we find out who killed him.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The beads of rain splashed my face, the sudden coldness shocking at first but then, strangely comforting. People always thought it was odd that I preferred a rainy day over a sunny one. Who knew? Maybe I was odd. I’d been accused of worse… 
 
    I could feel the burn in my legs as I continued jogging and before long, I found myself headed for the woods—woods that were dark, hidden. 
 
    My heartbeat started to increase as unease overcame me, though I wasn’t sure why I was feeling anxious. I ignored the feeling and continued forward. That was when I saw him—the largest animal I’d ever seen in the wild. A wolf. 
 
    He was standing maybe five feet in front of me and was completely black with the most startling gray eyes. I’d never seen eyes this color—that of steel.  
 
    I immediately stopped and my heart rode up into my throat. I took a step back but the wolf made no motion to follow me. Instead, it just stood there, watching. Waiting. 
 
    I won’t hurt you, Elodie. 
 
    It was the creature’s voice in my head. And it was plainly male—the tone deep and gruff.  
 
    I didn’t understand how it was that I was hearing the creature’s thoughts in my own mind, but there it was. 
 
    I need you, Elodie. We all do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My eyes popped open at the same moment that I bolted upright. I was panting and the sweat was already beading along my hairline. It took me a few seconds to catch my breath and convince myself it was just a dream. A recurring one. But my heart continued to thump against my ribs in rapid succession as if it wasn’t convinced. 
 
    I threw off the duvet cover and reached for my fluffy white bunny slippers from underneath my bed. Their proximity was by design, considering I woke up nearly every night the same way. Yet, the dream had changed. Before I’d moved to Hope, Alaska, I woke up every night dreaming about an evening eight years ago when my fiancé, Nick, had been shot and killed, right in front of me. It was the reason I’d become a cop and the reason I’d moved to Alaska from Connecticut. Call it escaping the past or fleeing from reality, call it whatever you wanted.  
 
    Yet, ever since I’d moved to Hope, I hadn’t dreamt of Nick once. Instead, I’d had this dream or a variation of it. And it was always the same: a wolf—black and enormous and I could hear his voice in my head, telling me he needed me. 
 
    I shook my head as I put on the annoyingly fuzzy slippers and then plodded into the living room, the milky-white moonlight guiding my way. The clock on the stove revealed it was 2:00 a.m. 
 
    “One of these days,” I said with a sigh, even though I wasn’t exactly sure what it was that I was trying to tell myself. One of these days, I’d actually sleep through the night? One of these days, I’d stop having this weird dream about a talking wolf with steel gray eyes?  
 
    Gus, my overweight and overloud roommate, plunged off the couch from where he’d been napping and assaulted me with what sounded like an overture of bleating sheep. It was the sound he made when he was hungry and he was always hungry. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered as he weaved his white, portly body in between my ankles, nearly tripping me in the process.  
 
    He sat down next to his kitty bowl and then looked up at me with an impatient expression pasted across his flat face. I flipped on the light switch and suddenly felt like my eyes were being burned out of my head as they fought to acclimate themselves to the fluorescence overhead. Once I was able to see through the narrow slits of my squinting eyes, I pulled open the pantry door. Gus’ rows of Fancy Feast cans took prime position up front and center, outnumbering my human food five to one. 
 
    “Dr. Ivers is going to be upset with me,” I reprimanded the uninterested Persian cat. “You know we’re supposed to be watching your weight.” 
 
    Even if Gus could have understood me, he probably would have responded with something along the lines of, “I’m hungry, so Dr. Ivers can shove it.” As it was, he just licked his chops as I opened the can. I leaned down to spoon out the nasty stuff, but Gus dove for it before I had the chance to empty all of it into his bowl. The guy was serious about his victuals. 
 
    I plopped the can into the recycle bin and then stood back as I studied Gus with my arms crossed against my chest. He made a funny sort of humming sound as he vacuumed the food in his bowl. For myself, I couldn’t even remember if I’d eaten dinner the night before. 
 
    “Maybe if I shaved you, you’d look thinner and we’d be able to pull one over on the good doctor,” I said, legitimately concerned about the scolding I was sure to get from Dr. Ivers. 
 
    Gus finished his chicken pâté in record time and made a beeline again for the living room. He flopped onto the sofa, curled into a big, white ball and promptly went back to sleep. 
 
    “Not even a thank you, ungrateful cat,” I grumbled as I turned off the solar flares overhead and made my way back into my living room. “And what does it say about me that the most conversation I’ve had all week is with you?” I sighed and wondered whether this self-imposed loneliness was going to wreak long-term havoc on me. 
 
    I stood in front of the sliding glass doors that overlooked the harsh Alaskan winter, debating whether or not to make a new pot of coffee or just heat up the leftovers from yesterday. The moonlight reflected against the blanket of white that covered what was, in the summer, a meadow. Beyond the blanketed meadow was the open wilderness, delineated by the pine tree line. In my small community of Pine Hill, everyone kept their animals indoors. Not just in winter, either. In summer, too. If you didn’t, you’d never see them again. Courtesy of the wolves. 
 
    I shivered in spite of myself as I remembered the eyes of the body of the man whom Miguel and I had found preserved in the icy tundra. I’d seen a lot of dead bodies in my time, but there was something about this one that stuck with me. It was the expression in his eyes that was echoed in the curve of his lips. Surprise. 
 
    Surprise? I thought to myself as I shook my head and frowned. How obvious could I be? Of course, he was surprised! No one expects to receive a silver dagger straight through the chest! The first thing anyone would feel is the shock of it. Jeez, Elodie. 
 
    I exhaled a pent-up breath as I recognized the truth in my thoughts. This case was going to be a big one. As it stood, it was the biggest case I’d come across in my three months here in Hope. That meant I needed to step up my game. Thinking a corpse looked surprised wasn’t going to win me any sleuth awards. If I were going to put this case to bed, first, I had to make sure I put myself to bed. It was true—I wasn’t getting enough sleep. I could read as much in the dark circles underneath my eyes. If my aristocratic mother were to see me now, she’d probably have an aneurysm right on the spot. That reminded me, I still hadn’t called her back. 
 
    I glanced at my cell phone on the coffee table in front of the snoring cat and noticed the green light was blinking—I had a voicemail. I was sure it was from my mom. During off-duty hours, she was the only one who called me. I didn’t bother listening to it because her messages were always the same… 
 
    Why wasn’t I meeting any eligible men when I was living in a place where men outnumbered women nine to one? Was I over Nick’s death yet? If not, I really should be. I was now thirty and my biological clock was ticking, so why wasn’t I considering my future more seriously? Why had I become a police officer anyway? Didn’t I remember that, once upon a time, I’d been prom queen and, therefore, could have been the enviable wife to any of the guys on the football team? Didn’t I remember that underneath my amorphous uniform, I still had a figure most women would die for? Wasn’t I aware that in looking just like my mother did at my age, I was beautiful? 
 
    “No wonder you’re the only one in my life, Gus,” I said as I glanced over at the now-twitching cat. “You don’t talk back.” 
 
      
 
    Lone Wolf 
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