
  
    [image: Franki Amato Mysteries Box Set]
  


  
    
      FRANKI AMATO MYSTERIES BOX SET

      (BOOKS 4–6)

    

    
      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Limoncello Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        FREE Mini Comedy Mysteries!

      

    

    
      
        Campari Crimson

      

      
        Galliano Gold

      

      
        Marsala Maroon

      

    

    
      
        Valpolicella Violet

      

      
        Book Backstory

      

      
        A Cocktail and Dessert

      

      
        Also by Traci Andrighetti

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FRANKI AMATO MYSTERIES BOX SET

        (BOOKS 4–6)

      

        

      
        by

      

        

      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2018, 2019, 2020 by Traci Andrighetti

        Cover designs by Lyndsey Lewellyn

        Limoncello Press www.limoncellopress.com

        ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-957200-08-8

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE MINI COMEDY MYSTERIES!

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know what Franki’s up to between the books? Sign up for my newsletter to receive a free copy of the Mini Comedy Mysteries, a hilarious collection that contains “Prugnolino Purple” (Franki #1.5) and five other short Franki Amato mysteries. You’ll also be the first to know about my new releases, deals, and giveaways.

      

        

      
        Here’s the blurb for “Prugnolino Purple:”

      

        

      
        It’s springtime in New Orleans, and Franki Amato’s BFF and boss, Veronica Maggio, has dragged her to an art auction at one of the city’s historic house museums. Up for sale, a provocative, not to mention peculiar, painting of their sixty-something ex-stripper landlady that is anything but priceless. Franki thinks the only crime at play is the image on the canvas until a cocktail waitress is found unconscious in front of an empty easel. After Franki finds a purple splotch on the presumed weapon, she and Veronica spring into action to ID the attacking art thief and locate the missing painting. But Franki’s biggest surprise isn’t the culprit—it’s the “blooming idiot” who bought the portrait before the auction started.

      

      

      

      
        
        And don’t forget to follow me!

      

        

      
        BookBub

        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/traci-andrighetti

      

        

      
        Goodreads

        https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7383577.Traci_Andrighetti

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/traciandrighettiauthor

      

        

      
        Instagram

        https://www.instagram.com/traciandrighetti/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Campari Crimson]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CAMPARI CRIMSON

      

        

      
        by

      

        

      
        TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

      

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2018, 2019 by Traci Andrighetti

        Cover design by Lyndsey Lewellyn

        Limoncello Press www.limoncellopress.com

        ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-957200-03-3

        paperback ISBN: 978-1-7337480-3-2

        hardcover ISBN: 978-1-7355761-0-7

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my ex-colleagues. Thanks for the love and laughs. I hope this book gives you both.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “That vampire is staring at me.” I clenched my jaw and tipped my head at a fanged female standing among parade-goers at the gates of Jackson Square.

      Veronica Maggio stood on tiptoes and gazed over the crowd. “The one with the curls and blue dress?”

      “Uh-huh.” I pulled up the collar of my peacoat. “Every time I look at her, she’s ogling my throat.”

      She gave a get-a-grip gasp. “Franki, she’s barely twelve years old.”

      No matter how hard I tried, I could never convince my best friend and employer that danger was a daily concern. Sometimes it seemed like she clung to her perky-positive Elle Woods worldview to spite me, and the proof was in her Legally Blonde-inspired pink Playboy Bunny costume. “Go ahead—scoff. But she reminds me of Claudia, the blood-thirsty kid Kirsten Dunst played in Interview with a Vampire.”

      “Well, this little vampirette isn’t going to bite you, especially not at a Halloween parade.”

      I looked to the voodoo doll beside me for support, but she looked away. “How does that make any sense?”

      Veronica shot me the side-eye. “You’re one to talk about making sense. I don’t know why you’re always so suspicious of people.”

      “Uh…” I blinked, incredulous. “Because we’re private investigators, and we’re in New Orleans?”

      “We both know vampires aren’t real.” She turned toward Decatur Street, resuming her wait for the first float. “And no one comes to the Krewe of BOO! parade to bite anyone. They’re here to have fun.”

      Judging from the way the buzzed Betelgeuse to my right had been baring his teeth at me, I wasn’t so sure about the biting part. “Maybe, but as soon as Glenda gets here, I’m heading home.”

      She glanced at her phone. “It’s six-thirty, so I’m expecting them any minute.”

      If I hadn’t been sufficiently spooked by the vexing vampiress, the realization that my sixty-something ex-stripper landlady was bringing a companion did the trick. “Them? I thought it was her.”

      “Carnie’s coming too.”

      Dread filled my veins like a bad transfusion. As her stage name implied, Carnie Vaul was a carnival-clown-turned-drag-queen friend of Glenda’s who once hired me to investigate a homicide involving her priceless amber necklace. And even though I technically worked for Veronica’s PI firm, Private Chicks, Inc., Carnie had thrown her weight around—all three hundred fifty pounds of it. The worst part was that I’d solved the case six months before, but she was still hanging around like an albatross from my neck—or a big boobie-bib. “I would’ve appreciated a heads-up.”

      “You just got one.” She stood on her tiptoes and scoured the crowd. “Try not to pick a fight with her, okay?”

      “Me?” I said, shocked. “That devious diva has targeted me from day one.”

      “She’s difficult, I know. But you played right into her hand.”

      I snorted. “Maybe it’s because her hands are so huge.”

      The crowd gave a collective gasp followed by cheers, and Veronica and I strained to see the float.

      “Oh.” She covered her mouth. “It’s Count Dracula.”

      The old phrase, “I vant to suck your blood,” came to mind. With a grimace, I turned to eye my toothy little friend but came face-to-face with Glenda.

      “How do you like me, ladies?” She struck a pose in a floor-length black feather dress and matching cabaret shoulder collar. “Miss Carnie and I decided to go as each other this Halloween season.”

      “Local celebrities trade places,” Veronica said as Carnie waddled into view. “What a cute idea.”

      “Creepy” was a better term. Glenda looked like an old crow with clown hair, and Carnie, in a white, plus-sized halter-top and boy shorts, bore an unsettling resemblance to the New Orleans Pelicans’ King Cake Baby mascot in his giant bib and diaper—except for the platinum wig and cigarette holder.

      “You know me.” Glenda flapped her two-inch purple feather lashes. “I love an excuse to dress in costume.”

      I suppressed a smirk. Glenda O’Brien, in art Lorraine Lamour, had worn a stripper costume every day since she’d started dancing some fifty years before. And everyone in The Crescent City was acutely aware of it.

      “Franki likes costumes too,” Carnie said in a fierce falsetto. “And hers is so realistic—a worn-out working girl who’s given up on her looks and her life.”

      A float of Chucky and his axe-wielding bride came into view, which was appropriate since I was feeling stabby.

      “I’m not wearing a costume because I was working.” I straightened my coat. “I had to finish my notes for an employee theft case.”

      Carnie’s eyes lit up like a jack-o’-lantern. “What did he steal? Your femininity?”

      That burned, especially coming from a queen.

      Glenda gave a raucous laugh. “If you need a costume, Miss Franki, you know I’ll do you right.”

      Wrong. Glenda was an avid stripper costume collector who’d provided me with outfits for a couple of cases. And thanks to her creations, I’d had wardrobe malfunctions that made Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl nip slip seem demure. “I don’t need a costume, thanks.” I hit Carnie with a direct stare. “But now I need a drink.”

      Veronica pulled some cash from her bunny suit. “I’ll buy us a round.”

      Before I could refuse, she took me by the arm and led me across the street. We walked along the gutter to bypass the partiers, and the Chucky float pulled up beside us.

      Glenda looked at its krewe. “Throw me something, Monster,” she shouted, using the Halloween variant of the Mardi Gras cry, Throw me something, Mister.

      A zombie chucked a painted oyster shell, but it sailed over Glenda and conked me in the head.

      “Ow!”

      The zombie looked dispirited. “Sorry, lady!”

      Carnie cackled as I checked for blood—and did a quick scan for the canined kid. Once I’d located her, I turned to take on the float. “You guys should stick to soft throws like Aunt Sally’s Pralinettes.”

      “Let’s get you to safety.” Veronica ushered me into Big Easy Daiquiris, and maybe it was the possible concussion, but I could have sworn I saw her smiling.

      Despite the crowd outside, there were only a handful of people in the shotgun-style establishment.

      “You have a seat,” Veronica said as she, Glenda, and Carnie approached the bartender.

      Following her advice, I sat at the bar and glanced at the TV hanging in the corner of the room. There was a Breaking News banner at the bottom of the screen, and it was clear from the gold New Orleans PD shield behind the empty podium that the police were about to hold a news conference.

      Glenda pulled out the barstool beside me and hiked her dress to her thighs before sitting down. “You going to meet your banker beau tonight, sugar?”

      The mention of my boyfriend, Bradley Hartmann, made my lips pucker—and not for a kiss. The day before he’d surprised me with the news that he was going on a two-week trip to New York for Pontchartrain Bank. The trip had been a surprise to him too, so I didn’t blame him for the late notice. What I did blame him for was not inviting me to come with him, not even for the weekend. “He’s wrapping up some things at the office.”

      She patted my knee. “I used to be like him, you know.”

      I couldn’t wait to hear how.

      “Hustling twelve-hour days, seven days a week.”

      “It must be tough being a stripper,” I said to commiserate. “And a bank president.”

      She gave a grave nod. “One day I realized that all of this”—she pointed to her body—“was no good to my clients if I wasn’t good with myself. So I made time to live a little.”

      Based on the stories she’d told me about her stripping days, she’d lived a little a lot. “Bradley can’t always control his own schedule. He just found out that he has to leave town tomorrow for work.”

      “And he’s not making time for you before he goes?” Carnie put a hand to her bogus bosom. “How telling.”

      I hit her with a don’t-go-there stare. “We’re meeting for brunch in the morning.”

      “Sounds about as sexy as a date at a grocery store.” She flopped onto the stool next to Glenda.

      Although I knew better than to fall victim to one of her jabs, it still hurt. I was sensitive enough about Bradley not inviting me to New York, so I didn’t need her picking apart our plans. “He has to be well rested for the trip.”

      “Well, you can hardly expect him to catch up on his beauty rest during a three-hour flight, can you?” Carnie had raised her falsetto an octave to sound innocent.

      I lowered my voice an octave to sound incensed—which I was. “He can’t sleep on the plane because his secretary’s going with him.”

      Glenda and Carnie exchanged arched brows.

      “It isn’t like that,” I protested. “Ruth Walker’s at least sixty years old.”

      One of Glenda’s eyelash-wings lowered to mid-flap.

      “I think someone’s throwing shade at mature women, Glenda,” Carnie said, using drag speak for insult.

      “’Sixty’ and ‘sexy’ are practically the same word, Miss Franki. You’d do well to remember that.”

      I gave a three-second sigh. With Glenda’s feathers all ruffled and Carnie’s boy shorts in a bunch, I would’ve been better off at the parade with the vampire. “I wasn’t ‘throwing shade’ at anyone. All I meant was, Bradley’s not into older women.”

      Glenda flipped her Bozo hair, but it didn’t budge. “His loss, sugar.”

      Veronica walked up behind me as the bartender delivered our drinks. I started to compliment his Captain Jack Sparrow costume, but then it occurred to me that it might be his normal look.

      “Three Zombifieds and one Vampire Bite,” he announced, placing orange-colored drinks and a blood-red concoction on the bar.

      I didn’t have to ask which one was mine. I frowned at Veronica, who raised her fleur-de-lis–shaped cup in a toast, and wished I’d gone home as planned.

      “Look, Miss Carnie.” Glenda pointed at the TV. “It’s that handsome hunk of man meat, Detective Sullivan.”

      Carnie licked her Lucille Ball lips. “Gurrrl, you know I’d like to take a bite of that beefsteak.”

      I dosed myself with my drink and glowered at the screen. The superintendent of police and the chief were on either side of the podium, and Detective Wesley Sullivan was right where he liked to be—front and center. I knew because I’d made the mistake of getting in the way of his glory while working on Carnie’s case. And because his ego was as inflated as his biceps, he’d done everything he could to sideline me, starting with throwing me in jail.

      I made eye contact with the bartender, who poured a daiquiri from one of the machines. “Could you turn up the sound, please?”

      “F’sure.”

      Veronica looked at the TV. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ll bet it’s about the blood bank, Miss Ronnie.” Glenda held her straw like a cigarette holder.

      The cold, red liquid I’d sipped took on a ghastly chill in my mouth. I held it there for a second and then swallowed, hard. “Blood bank?”

      The bartender aimed a remote control at the TV, and the murmur of reporters chatting in the background became audible.

      “As you may know,” Detective Sullivan said, quieting the crowd, “last night there was an attempt to break in to The Blood Center on Canal Street at eleven forty-five p.m. We believe the culprit or culprits were scared away by officers responding to an unrelated call near the scene.”

      “Send those officers my way, Detective. I don’t scare easily.” Glenda arched her back to emphasize her sex, not her strength.

      Detective Sullivan shot a somber look at the camera, matching my mood exactly. “The security camera outside the building was disabled. Fortunately, a security camera across the street captured an image of a suspect, who we’ll show to you now.”

      Video footage of a caped figure aired.

      “A cape?” I was dumbstruck—and disturbed. “A guy goes to steal blood from a blood bank and wears a cape?”

      Veronica shrugged. “Who said it was a guy?”

      “Um, the point is the cape?” I glanced around the bar, surprised that no one else was freaked out by the suspect’s choice of outerwear. “It’s awfully vampiric, don’t you think?”

      Veronica bit her straw and turned away.

      “It’s too much clothing.” Glenda scowled at the screen. “The public doesn’t want to see that.”

      “And capes are out of style,” Carnie chimed. “They need to put the camera back on that delicious detective.”

      Detective Sullivan reappeared, and Glenda and Carnie clinked cups.

      “If you know this individual, or if you have any information about the break-in, you can call us at the number on the screen.” He read from a sheet of paper on the podium. “If you’d rather remain anonymous, you can call Crime Stoppers, send them a text, or leave a tip online.”

      “What about your phone number, Detective?” Glenda cooed.

      As Sullivan left the podium, a young male reporter appeared on screen. “Do you have any active leads?”

      The detective looked annoyed. “We’re following up on some tips, but at this time we do not have a suspect.” He nodded at the gathering of reporters. “Yes, Bill.”

      An older man stepped forward with a notebook. “Do you have any reason to believe this attempt is related to the break-in at the Metairie blood bank last month?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” The detective pointed to someone off camera. “Ann?”

      “Do you have any idea what the motive would be for stealing blood?” she asked.

      The superintendent leaned into the microphone. “I’m afraid we’re out of time. This concludes the press conference.”

      I glanced at Veronica. “The superintendant skirted that question, didn't he?”

      “Yeah.” She sat on the stool next to me. “I wonder why.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know.” I reached for my Vampire Bite but then decided to leave it be. “Had you heard about the break-in at the Metairie blood bank?”

      “M-hm.” Her pretty pout thinned. “They wiped out their entire supply of B Positive.”

      My blood type. I scratched my neck. “Bizarre.”

      Glenda plucked a few feathers from her breast area. “Stranger things have happened in New Orleans, sugar.”

      After a year and a half in the city, I knew that was true. “But why would anyone steal blood? And only one type?”

      “I say it’s a fetish.” Glenda pulled a cigarette holder from the heel of her stripper shoe. “When I was dancing at Madame Moiselle’s back in the ‘90s, we had this VIP room regular we called The Podiatrist. He took pictures of our feet with a Polaroid.” She laughed and slapped my leg. “Then he rubbed the pictures between our toes before putting them in individually marked plastic baggies.”

      I pulled Veronica’s drink from her grip and took a gulp.

      Carnie, nonplussed by The Podiatrist, leaned back on her barstool. “Maybe it’s a wounded criminal in hiding.”

      A mobster or a drug lord was a possibility—one I didn’t want to consider.

      Veronica twisted her ring, staring into space. “Or maybe it’s for voodoo or witchcraft.”

      That was my cue to leave, or rather, flee.

      “Whatever the reason, I’m glad it’s Detective Sullivan’s problem and not mine.” I hopped from the barstool and, without thinking, chugged the rest of my Vampire Bite. And when I put the glass on the bar, I had a bitter taste in mouth, but not because it reminded me of blood.

      It was because something told me that I’d jinxed myself and that the blood bank problem was about to be mine.
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      I awoke, shivering. The temperature in my bedroom had dropped at least ten degrees since I’d gone to bed. Too exhausted to open my eyes, I rolled onto my back and reached for the hot pink velvet duvet, pulling it over the sheets. Then I waited to drift back to sleep.

      A blast of hot air hit my neck.

      And another.

      In my semiconscious state, I realized the blasts were coming in rhythmic bursts.

      Like breathing.

      In a flash I was alert, frozen with fear. It was ludicrous to think of vampires and blood bank thieves, but I did.

      As well as deranged drag queens.

      I couldn’t get my gun, because it was in the nightstand. My only option for taking on the intruder was the self-defense training I’d received during my year on the Austin PD.

      Corralling my courage, I opened my eyelids a crack. And the blood drained from my body.

      A hairy face hovered at my throat.

      Was it a big bat? A werewolf? An unshaven Carnie?

      The creature’s mouth opened, as though in slow motion, revealing pointed teeth and emitting a putrid odor.

      The smell of death.

      I whimpered, and it…barked?

      My body went limp.

      The creature was my cairn terrier, Napoleon.

      “Bad boy,” I shouted, supine. But I was madder at myself than at my dog. I didn’t know what had gotten into me—all I knew was that I wanted it to get out.

      He barked again.

      “Ugh.” I raised my head. “What do you want?”

      In reply, he jumped off the bed and trotted to the doorway. Then he turned and looked over his shoulder.

      “This had better be important business.” As soon as I’d said it, I thought of Bradley’s trip, and then I was doubly annoyed.

      I dragged myself from the black bordello-style bed and grabbed my gut. I’d been in a bad state before hitting the sack, so I’d gone out with a bang—an alligator sausage Dat Dog and crawfish étouffée fries topped off with a quarter jar of Nutella. The problem was that the alligator and the crawfish sought revenge, swimming in the muddy swamp of my stomach.

      Lumbering Bride-of-Frankenstein-style through the living room, I reached the front door and peered through the peephole. Satisfied it was safe, I opened the door. “Shake your tail fur.”

      Napoleon darted into the yard, and I lost sight of him in the darkness. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was after two a.m. because the lights were off at Thibodeaux’s tavern across the street.

      A cat howled from the cemetery next to the bar, and Napoleon growled.

      “Stay,” I commanded, although I still couldn’t see him. “You go in there, and you’re on your own.”

      The ghoulish graveyard had been the bane of my existence ever since Veronica had talked me into renting the apartment next door to hers on the first floor of Glenda’s fourplex. Because I lived in Austin at the time, my best friend had mailed me the lease. And she’d stayed as mum as a corpse about the macabre tombs, crypts, and mausoleums across the street. Otherwise, I would’ve run for my life. Even the locals knew how disturbing their aboveground cemeteries were, which is why they’d nicknamed them cities of the dead.

      And, as far as I was concerned, there was nothing uplifting about living by the dead, especially in one of Glenda’s apartments. Veronica described the décor as bordello chic, which was fitting since Glenda had furnished the place from brothel fire sales, but it also had a disturbing funeral parlor feel. When the day came that I could afford to move out, I was going to write a book about the experience—The Little Whorehouse of Horrors.

      The cat started caterwauling, and I heard my cairn “terror” tear across the grass to save the cemetery from the feline infiltrator.

      “Damn dog never listens to a word I say,” I muttered, slipping on my soccer sandals.

      The alligator and the crawfish switched from the freestyle to the butterfly the second I set off for the cemetery. When I got to the gate, I cursed whoever had left it open. The musty scent of decay assailed my nostrils, and I covered my nose and mouth. There was no way to know whether the odor was from the damp earth and thick carpet of dead leaves—or from something else.

      “Napoleon! Come. Here. Right. Now.”

      Nothing.

      As I debated whether to enter, a gargoyle glared at me from atop a tomb. Gritting my teeth, I took a step forward and stopped.

      The leaves were rustling—a lot.

      “That’s a big cat,” I said to the gargoyle, shifting my weight to the other foot. “Like, lion-sized.”

      A hiss sounded, and a yelping Napoleon dashed past me with his tail between his legs.

      I cracked a smile at his cowardice and glanced in the area of the cat commotion.

      And what I saw scared the smile from my face.

      Moving among the mausoleums was a caped figure—like the one on the press conference video.

      Following Napoleon’s lead, I turned tail and ran to the apartment in Olympic time.

      After checking on Napoleon, who was holed up beneath the zebra-striped chaise lounge, I peeked through the gold fringe of my drapes.

      There was no one in sight, but I wasn’t about to relax because I finally understood why I’d been so spooked. I’d lived in New Orleans long enough to know that people and things were connected in this city in ways they weren’t anywhere else. In unthinkable and unknowable ways.

      The vampire, the press conference, the caped figure—the uneasy feelings they’d given me had been no accident. One way or another, they’d come back to haunt me during Halloween.
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      My phone alarm went off, and I sat straight up in bed, knocking heads of garlic to the floor. It seemed silly in retrospect, but since I’d had the garlic in the house, I’d surrounded myself with it in case the caped creeper came in. It wasn’t that I really believed in the supernatural, but when faced with something spooky like a suspected vampire, my standard operating procedure was to play it safe rather than sorry until I had all the evidence in hand.

      After gathering up the garlic, I stumbled to my automatic coffeemaker. As I stood at the kitchen counter stirring the black brew into a half-cup of Baileys Crème Brulée coffee creamer, Napoleon pressed a paw to my foot.

      “You want breakfast, do you?” I grabbed his bowl and gave him a glare while dishing up his dog food. “You know what I want? A cairn terrier who doesn’t live up to his breed name.” I placed his kibble on the leopard-print linoleum. “So the cemetery excursions stop today, feline foe or no.”

      Swallowing some coffee, I scooped up my phone and returned to my room to get ready to meet Bradley. I should’ve been looking forward to our date, but part of me wanted to cancel, and it wasn’t because I was pouting about the trip. After the previous day’s events, my instincts were telling me to get back in bed—and pull the covers over my head.

      I stepped into the bathroom and onto something foreign. “What the⁠—?”

      My behind hit the floor and the coffee went flying—all over my one clean dress I’d hung in the doorway before going to bed.

      So much for listening to my instincts.

      Sprawled on my back, I lifted my head to see what had caused me to slip. There beside the pink claw-foot tub was the culprit—a bulb of garlic.

      “Seriously?” I put my head down.

      My ringtone sounded.

      Thinking it was Bradley, I reached for my phone and tapped answer as I pulled myself to my feet. “Hello?”

      “It’s your mother, dear.”

      “Yeah. Hi, Mom.” I resented the implication that I didn’t talk to her enough to recognize her voice. “Listen, I’m getting ready to meet Bradley. Can I call you tonight?”

      “This is important, Francesca.” Her typically shrill tone had turned snippy. “And Bradley can wait on you for once. After all, you’ve been waiting on him to propose for almost two years.”

      I exchanged a look with myself in the oval-shaped mirror of the red Louis XVI vanity. When was I going to learn to screen my calls? “What’s going on?”

      “Anthony quit the deli.”

      Maybe that was why I’d been getting the vampire vibe. My older brother Anthony had been sucking the lifeblood from my parents since the day he was born. At thirty-two, he was still living at their home in Houston and, until recently, “shirking” (a more applicable word than “working”) at their business, Amato’s Deli. “Wow. What’s he going to do for money?”

      She sighed a lifetime of exasperation. “That’s what I’m calling to talk to you about.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but I didn’t like the sound of another receiver picking up even more.

      “Ciao, Franki,” my nonna said in her thick Sicilian accent. “You got a ring-a yet?”

      I returned to my sprawling position on the floor. A combined call from my martyr mom and matchmaker grandma carried the physical impact of a one-two punch. “No, Nonna. Bradley hasn’t popped the question.”

      “But you steal-a the lemon six-a months ago,” she protested. “If you ask-a me, that-a Bradley is-a the lemon.”

      “She’s right, Francesca,” my mother singsonged. “When we were there in March, I told him all about the tradition—a single woman steals a lemon from a St. Joseph’s Day altar, and within a year she’s engaged.”

      The reference to the cockamamie Italian-American custom and my unwilling participation in it curdled the creamer in my stomach. There would be no lemonade made from this batch of lemons. “Right. So he still has six months to propose.”

      “Your Nonna and I think you need to move on. At thirty, your eggs are already old,” she reminded in her ticking-time-clock tone. “You can’t afford to put them all in Bradley’s basket.”

      I stood up and mouthed “help me” in the mirror. Only my mother could take an innocent idiom and turn it into an insulting indictment against my reproductive system.

      “What about that handsome detective we met at your house?” she trilled.

      My reflection and I rolled our eyes. What did everyone see in Sullivan? “Just so we’re clear, I’m staying with Bradley. And even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t date the detective.”

      “What’s-a wrong-a with you?” Nonna yelled. “He gave-a you a five-a dollar bill-a.”

      Bradley had given me a ruby and diamond necklace for my birthday, but my mom and Nonna were placing their bets on a man who’d tipped me five bucks when I’d performed a striptease to crack a case. “Getting me married is not a family project, okay? I can find a husband for myself.”

      “You haven’t found one so far.” My mother stated the painfully obvious.

      I watched the corners of my mouth leap to their deaths. “Can we get to the news about Anthony, please?”

      She snorted, as though I were the one being rude. “He’s decided he wants to work in the hospitality industry.”

      I almost hit the floor again—this time from laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” The snippiness had resurfaced.

      “Mom, Anthony doesn’t greet customers when they come into the deli—he grunts at them. So how the hell is he going to work in hospitality?”

      “Francesca Lucia Amato!” She went from snippy to snarly. “You watch your language, young lady.”

      That was my mother. When it came to having kids I was verging on menopausal, but when it came to anything else I was forever a child. “Fine. But even you have to admit your son is severely lacking in people skills.”

      “I most certainly do not,” she snapped. “Anthony can be very charming.”

      “Sì.” Nonna cackled. “Like-a the ass of a bull-a.”

      “Go ahead. Make fun, you two,” Mom shouted above our snickers. “But it’s all settled. Your father has given him his blessing to move to New Orleans.”

      I choked on a chuckle. “Who?” I whispered, hoping I’d misunderstood. “Who did Dad give his blessing to?”

      “Anthony,” she replied. “It’s a tourist city, and you know we have connections there.”

      There was no way I could forget. My nonna and nonnu had emigrated from Sicily to New Orleans where they’d raised my dad and his four brothers. And ever since I’d set foot in the city, my nonna had been trying to set me up with her Sicilian friends’ sons, grandsons, nephews, neighbors, and assorted acquaintances—some of the saddest suitors in the South. “But Houston has tons of tourists. Why come here?”

      “Your father got his start in the deli business in New Orleans,” she said for the thousandth time. “And Anthony has seen how well you’ve done for yourself after moving there. He wants a chance to do the same thing.”

      When she put it that way, I couldn’t begrudge my brother a shot at a new career. But I could begrudge him everything else. “Honestly, I think it’s a dumb idea. But whatever.”

      “I’m glad you agree.” She twisted my words to suit her worldview. “Now that it’s all settled, he’ll be at your place within the week.”

      The bathroom began to spin.

      “Wait a second,” I wheezed, returning to my safe place on the floor. “He’s not living with me, is he?”

      “He won’t be there long, Francesca. Just until he gets on his feet.”

      “Uff,” Nonna pffed in Italian. “He never get off-a the couch.”

      For once I was glad my nonna was on the phone. “She’s right, Mom. Anthony doesn’t get on his feet. And don’t forget that I live in a one-bedroom apartment. I don’t have room for him here.”

      “Your father and I lived in a one-bedroom house with all three of you kids when you were small,” she shrilled, making her maternal misery known. “God knows we’ve sacrificed for you. It’s your turn to sacrifice for us.”

      My eyes narrowed. Was this some kind of parental payback for being husbandless and childless? They unloaded their freeloading son on their single daughter?

      “Goodness, I’d better get off the phone.” She verbalized my sentiments all along. “I need to get a move on if I want to get Anthony packed.”

      I wouldn’t swear to it, but I thought I heard her squee.

      “Goodbye, dear.”

      The line went dead. And so did my hopes for the future.

      I’d been a fool to fear the caped figure.

      Anthony was the one coming to suck my blood.
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      “Where are you?” Bradley shouted into his cell phone above the jazz blaring at The Court of Two Sisters restaurant. “I’m going to have to head out in about twenty minutes to make my flight.”

      Disappointment joined the hunger already chewing at my insides as I clutched my phone and mentally cursed the red light. “I’m about to turn into the Quarter. I’ll be there in ten.”

      “We’ll have a few minutes together, then,” he said, sounding content.

      Carnie’s comment about the grocery store date came to mind, and my disappointment turned to annoyance. Was that all Bradley needed with me? A few measly minutes?

      “Franki? Are you still there?”

      “Yeah. See you in a few.” I tapped End, which symbolized how I felt about the whole situation—not seeing him the night before, not warranting more than a brunch date that morning, not being invited to New York for the weekend. And “a few minutes” was all the time I needed to tell him that.

      The light turned green.

      I hooked a right onto St. Ann Street, and I flinched.

      The scene before me looked like the college textbook pictures I’d seen of San Francisco’s Summer of Love—but in the French Quarter in the fall. And judging from the look of the hippies hanging out on the sidewalks, they were the same flower children from the summer of ‘67—only they’d matured into flower fogies.

      The light at the next intersection was red, so I slowed to a stop. Wondering whether the hippies were getting ready to rally for pot or protest a war, I looked around for their picket signs while I waited. Not seeing any, I glanced at the light.

      Then I looked down.

      A pair of black go-go boots had caught my eye because the wearer was marching up the middle of the street. The next thing I knew, “These Boots are Made for Walkin’” played in my mind. But when I raised my gaze, it wasn’t Nancy Sinatra’s face I saw but Nancy Reagan’s—with long black hair and gray roots.

      The woman reached the cross street, and I realized she wasn’t alone. Shuffling behind her slight frame was a chubby dachshund in a tie-dyed T-shirt and a band of merry—and hairy—men.

      As I looked on perplexed, she paraded to the front of my 1965 cherry red Mustang convertible, lowered her peace-sign sunglasses, and stared straight at me. Then she raised her bell-sleeved arms, and her entire entourage sat down.

      Unsure how to react, I sat immobile as the haughty hippie draped her arms around a sixtyish male with gray chest hair sprouting from his suede-fringed vest and proceeded to swap spit.

      Then I remembered that I, too, was wearing boots. I threw open my car door and stomped up to the impassioned pair. “Listen, I hate to break up your love-in, but you need to clear out.”

      The fringed flower fogy broke the lip lock. “This is a sit-in, man.”

      “Well, could you sit in somewhere else? Like on the sidewalk?” I pointed at my Mustang. “Because I need to get through here.”

      “That would defeat the purpose.” The hippie chick’s tone was hoity-toity. “We’re sitting in to protest the cruel and inhumane practice of boiling live crawdads.”

      I looked at her like she was high, which was a definite possibility. “Um, good luck because they’ve been boiling them here for hundreds of years.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Pam,” a frizzy-haired burnout in bell-bottom jeans and Jesus boots advised. “She’s part of The Establishment. You can tell by her cream-colored pants.”

      “What’s wrong with cream?” I protested. “It’s an earth tone.”

      Pam leaned back on her palms and tilted her head. “Yeah, I’ll bet she wants to break us up so she can go to brunch.”

      My head retracted. “I am going to brunch.”

      “Boo, hiss,” the hippies heckled.

      I recoiled again. I’d never heard anyone actually say “hiss,” and it seemed kind of harsh.

      A car horn blared.

      We turned and saw an elderly male in a Mercedes behind my Mustang.

      “See?” I shouted. “I’m not the only one you’re blocking, so why don’t you keep on truckin’ and get out of the street?”

      Pam’s old man rose on well-worn flip-flops. “We’re not moving, dig? So flake off.”

      Based on the context, I was pretty sure he was telling me to leave. But he did have a skin condition.

      Pam stood on scrawny legs. “Like, get back in your car and split.”

      “Like, I would, but you’re blocking my way.” I scrutinized the not-so-dynamite duo with a surly stare. “And whatever happened to promoting peace and love?”

      She grasped her live-and-let-live locket. “The times they are a-changin’.”

      Her comment reminded me that the times they were also a-wastin’. With mere minutes to meet Bradley, I balled my fists and stormed over to the man in the Mercedes. “You might as well turn around, sir.” I cast a glare worthy of a brunch-eating Establishment member at Pam and her people. “Those hippies are downright hateful.”

      Without further ado, I jumped into my car, pulled over to the curb, and parked. I might’ve revved my engine too.

      The hippies watched as I climbed from the car and slammed my door. Flinging my bag over my shoulder, I set off on the three-block walk to the restaurant.

      “Righteous,” Pam said.

      My boots practically screeched to a halt. What I really wanted to do was “rap” with her—and I didn’t mean “talk.” But at least ten minutes had passed since I’d talked to Bradley, so I decided to mellow out and keep on keepin’ on—and to stop using hippie lingo moving forward.

      After a couple of blocks, I emerged from the hippie hotbed into the usual tourist traffic. The strange thing was that the queasy-uneasy feeling of the night before had returned. I told myself it was nerves about confronting Bradley, but even I knew that was a lie.

      Because something was up. I just didn’t know what.

      “Hello, Franki.”

      The gruff Boston accent was familiar.

      A couple of buildings further ahead, I spotted a balding, beer-bellied guy in an orange island shirt and blue toe shoes that looked like gloves for feet.

      “Lou Toccato.” I flashed a sincere smile as I made my way over to greet him. I got a kick out of Lou and his kooky last name, which was Italian for “touched,” as in “crazy.” The irony was that Lou was sane while his psychic wife, Chandra, was the loon. But I was indebted to them both because they’d bailed me out of a bad place on a homicide case. “I haven’t seen you since the plantation investigation.”

      “That’s right.” He gave me a hearty handshake and then hiked up his sagging shorts.

      Even though I was in a hurry, I had to stop and chat with Lou, especially since I didn’t have to deal with Chandra. “Hey, so how’s business? Are you still in Mid-City?”

      “Nah.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Chandra and I formed an LLC.”

      “Huh,” I said, surprised. “A plumbing and psychic services company?”

      “Yup, yup.”

      In a weird way, it made sense. There were plenty of people in New Orleans who would equate overflowing toilets with misdeeds from the dead. “Where are y’all at?”

      He jingled the keys in his pocket and rocked back on his heels. “Over on Frenchmen Street.”

      I nodded, impressed. “That’s prime real estate. The plumbing business must be treating you right.”

      Lou rocked forward to his toes. “Actually,” he said in a confidential tone, “Chandra’s the breadwinner in the family.”

      If he’d hit me upside the head with a pipe wrench, I could not have been more floored. As psychics went, Chandra, aka the Crescent City Medium, was just plain sad. Not only was she phasmophobic, she was also a flat-out fake. “Where is she, anyway?”

      He jerked his shoulder toward an open door.

      It was unmarked, so I read the overhead sign. “Boutique du Vampyre?” Startled, I took a step back. “What’s she doing in there?”

      “Buying supplies,” he said with a shrug. “They sell candles.”

      “And custom fangs,” I added, reading from a placard on the wall. It was probably a psychosomatic reaction, but my neck throbbed. “I’d love to pop in and say hello to her, but I really have to⁠—”

      “Why, Franki Amato.”

      Chandra’s honeyed voice hit me like a hammer. And I rued the run-in with the hippies at the sit-in. Thanks to their concern for the crawdad, I was going to be sidelined by the psycho psychic.

      She studied my face as she stepped from the store, and I eyed her outfit. She was dressed like a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader but built like the Pillsbury Doughboy. Since I’d seen her last, she’d toned down the size of her Chanel bag, but she’d ramped up the breadth of her frosted bouffant bob.

      I mustered a polite smile. “Lou and I were talking about you.”

      “I know you were.” She raised a blood bag with a straw to her tiny lips.

      For a moment, I was relieved because it finally dawned on me that I was having a nightmare. How else would I explain the blood bag—and the hippies? But then Chandra shoved the bag in my face, bringing me back to my bizarre and bitter reality.

      “It’s not a real blood bag. It’s an energy drink,” she said, as though reading my mind. “Cute, huh?”

      Like a leach on a baby’s bottom.

      She put a pudgy hand on Lou’s chest, causing the suns, moons, and stars on her charm bracelet to jingle. “They have a blood clot spread that would be perfect for your cooking class.”

      The queasy feeling intensified. I wasn’t sure what kind of class Lou was taking, but I was positive I didn’t want to sample his cooking.

      “Boy, I need to get a look at that.” Lou headed for the door. “Nice seeing ya, Franki. You’ll have to drop by the house sometime.”

      “Will do, Lou.” I watched him go inside with regret. The thought of being alone with Chandra and her psychic shenanigans reminded me why I hadn’t kept in touch with her. “I wish I could stay and chat, but I’m super late for a date with Bradley.”

      Chandra put a purple paddle-shaped fingernail to her lips and giggled. “Oh, you’re not going to make it.”

      “Is that a prediction?”

      “No, reality.”

      I remembered another reason I hadn’t kept in touch with her.

      My phone vibrated.

      “Must be Bradley.” I looked into my purse.

      Jingling started, and the blood bag hit the ground.

      I watched as red liquid squirted onto my cream-colored pants, ruining my chances of making it to the brunch—and of being an Establishment member.

      Then I looked up.

      Chandra’s eyes had rolled back in her head, and her left arm was raised, both signs that a spirit was in the process of inhabiting her.

      “Nope. This isn’t happening today.” I tried to pull her arm down. Chandra might’ve been a fake, but she was no flake, to use the term in the proper idiomatic sense. If she was pulling the vibrating act, then she knew something—something that most likely had to do with me. And whatever it was, I wasn’t ready for it.

      Ever.

      The vibrating stopped, and her eyeballs returned to their places.

      I held up my hand. “Whoever is talking to you, I don’t want to know.”

      “But a young man is in distress.” She dug her nails into my arm. “You have to help him.”

      “If he’s dead,” I said, pulling her paddles from my flesh one by one, “then it’s too late to help him. And no offense to your spirit clients, but at Private Chicks Inc., we only work with the living.”

      “The human thing to do is hear him out.” She began to pace in her white platform boots—the second pair to walk all over me that morning. “But I can’t quite understand him. It’s like he’s drunk.”

      “Well, if I were dead and calories were no longer a concern, I’d be drunk too.” I pressed my back against the building. “Who is this guy, anyway?”

      “He won’t tell me.” She flailed her arms. “He keeps going on about drinking and sex.”

      I eyed a guy who was two-fisting foot-long drinks and escorting feather boaed–women on either arm. “That doesn’t exactly narrow the playing field in these parts.”

      Chandra gave a ghastly gasp and put her hands to her moon-pie face. “He’s not just talking about booze. He’s saying something about someone drinking his blood.”

      This time my eyes rolled back in my head. It was obvious Chandra had seen the police news conference the night before and was using it to push her services. Doing my best to sound serious, I said, “Oh. If this is about a bloodsucker, ask the guy if it’s my brother.”

      She blinked. “How did you know? He mentioned Anthony.”

      My head snapped back. I’d never uttered my brother’s name to anyone besides Veronica. Some things—like Anthony—were best kept in the family. “In what context?”

      “He said he’ll be in danger when he comes here.” She stopped pacing. “And he’s not the only one.”

      I knew she was probably guessing my brother would visit me at some point, but I decided to play along—just in case. “What kind of danger are we talking?”

      She pressed a palm to her cheek. “The same thing that happened to this poor young man.”

      “Which is?”

      Her eyes were as round as full moons. “He’ll be strung up like an animal and have his blood drained.”

      Maybe it was because she was talking about my brother, or maybe it was because I’d been in this situation with Chandra before, but I believed her.

      And, as if to back up the blood-draining business, the blood promptly drained from my face.
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      “You went home and went to bed?” Veronica gaped at me from her seat at the two-top table in our office kitchenette. “At ten thirty yesterday morning?”

      “Why else would I be here at eight a.m. on a Monday?” I hoisted myself onto the counter and pulled a beignet from a Café du Monde bag.

      Her gaze didn’t waver from my face despite the doughy distraction. “But why would you do that?”

      “Were you not listening to my Sunday saga?” I set the pastry on the bag, so I could tick off the awful events of the previous day on my powdered sugar–encrusted fingers. “First my mom announced that she’s sticking me with her slacker son, then those high-and-mighty hippies hijacked the street, and after that Chandra shook me up with her psychic shtick. So, I missed brunch with Bradley, and he didn’t even try to seem disappointed.”

      Veronica’s forehead wrinkled. “I still don’t see why you didn’t go to the restaurant.”

      “To do what?” I picked up my pastry and pouted. “Wave goodbye?”

      She stood and snatched the beignet from my hand. “To inform Mr. Bradley Hartmann that you’d be taking him to the airport, so you could discuss your relationship during the drive.”

      My mouth twisted to one side. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “Wait a minute.” She shook the beignet at me, and I lamented the loss of the powdered sugar that fell from it. “Did you avoid The Court of Two Sisters because Anne Rice set one of her books there?”

      “Do you really think I’m that paranoid?” I feigned outrage. Because we both knew I would’ve stood outside the restaurant wielding a cross if I’d so much as suspected that the author of The Vampire Chronicles had set a story in there. “The thing is, I was already frustrated when I ran into Chandra, and then she got me so freaked out that I wanted to go home.”

      Veronica smoothed the back of her brown leather pencil skirt and returned to her seat, taking my beignet with her. “Why would you listen to that medium when you know she’s a fraud?”

      I pulled another beignet from the bag and bit off half to buy time to think. After chewing it over, I replied, “Sometimes Chandra knows things that make me wonder if she does have a sixth sense.”

      “Because she pays attention and uses the details she picks up to draw you in?” Not only did her tone leave no room for disagreement, it practically called me a dummy. “But if it makes you feel any better,” she said, picking at my pastry, “I watched the news last night and this morning, and there were no reports of vampire attacks.”

      When she put it that way, it didn’t make me feel better. And it definitely confirmed that I was a dummy for sleeping surrounded by garlic. “I guess Chandra’s spiel about that spirit does sound pretty silly.”

      “You think?” Her stare was so pointed it could’ve drawn blood. “Now let’s forget about her and focus on Bradley. What are you going to do about the brunch incident?”

      “He called last night while I was asleep.” I brushed powdered sugar from my red V-neck sweater and leaned my head against the cabinet. “But I think I’ll wait until he gets back to talk to him about it.”

      Veronica looked like she’d seen a vampire. “Please don’t wait, for both our sakes.”

      “How do you factor into this?”

      “Whenever you let things fester, it doesn’t turn out well for anyone.” Her pitch was low and steady, as though treading through a minefield. “And as your friend, neighbor, and boss, I bear the brunt of it.”

      I shoved the other half of the beignet into my mouth. Clearly, I was the one who bore the brunt of it, as this conversation attested.

      “Now, I have some business developments to discuss with you.” She reached across the table for her laptop. “Do you want to talk here or in my office?”

      The business bombshell shocked me out of my pastry pity party. Private Chicks Inc. wasn’t making either one of us rich—or even comfortable—but I’d been under the impression that our finances had been steadily improving. And with my brother on the way, the last thing I needed was a pay cut. “Can we go to the couches? I want to lie down.”

      She gave a sly smile as she walked past me. “Change is good, Franki.”

      “Like Anthony-moving-in-with-me good?” I slid from the counter with my bag of a dozen beignets and followed her into the hallway. “Or Bradley-leaving-for-two-weeks good? Because, frankly, I’m not sure how much more good change I can take.”

      “I’ve hired a new PI.”

      The second she said it, Glenda came to mind—in a Sherlock Holmes hat and stripper shoes. “Before you say anything else, remember that I’m fragile right now.”

      Veronica stepped into our waiting room and took a seat on one of the two opposing couches. “It’s not Glenda.”

      Overcome, I collapsed onto the opposite couch and tossed my beignet bag onto the coffee table.

      “But she was a huge help during Carnie’s investigation.” She opened her laptop. “If we ever take another case involving a strip club or any other area of her expertise, I’ll hire her to consult again.”

      I stretched out on my back. Glenda’s only other area of expertise was men, which left the consulting door wide open, especially on spousal infidelity cases. “Let’s get this over with.” I clasped my hands across my belly like a corpse. “Who is this new PI?”

      Her lips spread into a satisfied smile. “David Savoie.”

      “But he’s in college.” I propped myself on my elbows. “He’s not quitting school, is he?”

      Veronica held up a hand to silence me. “He’ll continue to work part-time, like he has as our IT consultant. And since I could’ve hired him full-time, we also have the funds to bring on an occasional consultant, as needed.”

      Glenda got into my head again, and this time she was shaking her spyglass-shaped pasties. I promptly shook her out—right onto her partially tweed-covered tush. “But David’s a computer science major. Why would he want to do PI work?”

      “His experience at Private Chicks has convinced him that he’d rather use his computer skills to fight crime than sit at a desk programming all day,” she replied, her fingers clicking her computer keys.

      I lay down again. The news of positive change was both unfamiliar and unsettling. “Well, I’m happy it’s David. Although I am going to miss having him help me with research.”

      “You won’t have to because I’ve already hired his replacement.” Her eyes sparkled. “Standish Standifer.”

      Maybe it was the surprise or the repetition of “stand” in that name, but I stood straight up. “You mean, the vassal?”

      She did a combination arm-cross and head-tilt. “We’re not going to call him by a fraternity pledge nickname. He’s our employee, and we will show him the respect he deserves.”

      “Which is why I’m sticking with ‘the vassal.’”

      “I’d stick with the medieval servant too,” Chandra said. “They work so much harder than regular help.”

      Veronica started, and I stumbled and fell backwards onto the couch.

      Chandra was standing at the reception desk in a shiny silver-skirted suit that looked like something an A-list astronaut might wear in outer space. And I didn’t know what was more disconcerting—her loony lunar look or the fact that the lobby bell hadn’t buzzed when she’d entered.

      “Hi, Chandra.” Veronica rose to her feet. “How can we help you?”

      She pulled a big silver Chanel bag from her shoulder. “I came to talk to Franki.”

      Veronica gave me an I’ll-get-rid-of-her glance. “We’re in the middle of a business meeting. Can this wait?”

      She shook her oversized head, but her oversized hair didn’t move. “This is business too. I need to hire her for a case.”

      Visions of vampire bats flapped in my head. “You do?”

      She nodded—still no movement from her hair. “I wanted to talk to you about this yesterday, but I couldn’t in front of Lou. That’s why I sent him inside the boutique to look at the blood clot spread.”

      Veronica’s mouth opened, but no words came out.

      “Then that spirit butted in.” Chandra rolled her eyes at the heavens. “Talk about bad timing.”

      Relieved the spirit wasn’t the basis for the case, I returned to my reclining position. “Give the guy a break. He’d just had his blood drained.”

      Veronica shot me a smirk and returned to her seat. “Why don’t you come tell us about this case, Chandra?”

      “Glad to.” She emerged from behind the desk in platform boots that sparkled like stardust and high-stepped as though she were on a spacewalk. She settled in next to Veronica and placed her bag on her lap. “It’s about my Lou’s cooking class.”

      I turned toward her. “He’s the family chef?”

      Her whole body stiffened, like her hair. “I cook for my husband. But he’s an adventurous eater, and there are some things I won’t allow in my kitchen.”

      That was a surprising statement coming from someone who’d been drinking from a blood bag. “Like what? Organ meats?”

      “Bugs,” she replied, bug-eyed.

      Creepy-crawlies slithered beneath my skin. “What kind of culinary school is this?”

      “It’s Bayou Cuisine in the French Quarter,” she replied. “They’re offering a course in waste cooking.”

      “Waste cooking?” The creepy-crawlies squirmed into my stomach. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

      Veronica clicked her keyboard. “According to this website, it’s a movement aimed at protesting food waste. Followers dumpster dive for ingredients.”

      Chandra shivered, and her solar system earrings started to rotate. “Including the bugs.”

      “It’s a noble cause, but it sounds unhealthy.” I reached for my beignet bag.

      “The meals featured on this site might change your mind.” Veronica scrutinized her screen. “They’re balanced and gourmet quality.”

      “Another oxymoron. Garbage can’t be gourmet.” I sat up and placed the cushion behind my back. “So what’s this case about? Solving the mystery of why Lou would take the class?”

      Chandra’s lids lowered. She didn’t appreciate potshots at her Lou. “It’s because he’s socially conscious.” She paused. “And thrifty.” Her grip on her bag tightened, and her chin rose. “What I want you to find out is who’s undermining him.”

      Veronica looked up from her laptop. “I’m not following you.”

      She sighed as though irritated we couldn’t read her mind. “The students put their personal touches on a recipe selected by the head chef, and at the end of each class he picks the best one. The student with the most wins gets to be on the school’s Mardi Gras float next year.” Her nostrils flared as her upper lip curled. “But someone is making sure it’s not Lou.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “I mean, maybe he’s not the best cook in the class.”

      Her upturned nose turned up. “Lou knows his food. And he says one of his classmates is slipping bad ingredients into his dishes.”

      “Are you sure that’s what’s happening?” I pressed. “Because garbage, by definition, is bad.”

      Chandra's eyes turned murderous, and it struck me that she was the spitting image of Chucky’s bride.

      “My Lou doesn’t lie,” she growled.

      “All right, I believe you,” I said—but only because I was afraid she’d pull a blaster pistol or sonic screwdriver from her bag. “But this isn’t the kind of case we usually take.”

      “Franki’s right.” Veronica closed her laptop. “We normally investigate more serious crimes.”

      “Sabotaging my husband is a serious crime.” Her honeyed voice had turned hard. “Whatever this one’s paying you,” she head-jerked at Veronica, “I’ll double it.”

      The irritation on my best friend’s face captured my feelings exactly—dealing with Chandra was no walk on the moon. But it was hard to turn down twice my pay. “Let me think about it.”

      “Um, Franki?” Veronica stared at me like I was the space cadet.

      “Well I am working for two now,” I justified, referring to Anthony. “But what’s Lou going to think if I show up in his class?”

      Chandra’s eyes shined like stars. “I’ll tell him you called and asked about his class because your Bradley is an adventurous eater.”

      It was plausible, and under the circumstances I wouldn’t have minded serving Bradley a waste sandwich, to put it politely. “Okay, but I doubt the school would let me enroll since the class has already started.”

      “Nonsense. I called them, and they’re still taking students.”

      I pictured myself pulling the lid off a pot of turnip greens and tarantulas. “You know what? If this were any other kind of class, I’d be happy to help you. But I can’t do entomology eats.”

      “My Lou’s going to be on that float come February.” Her tone was guttural, and her teeth were gritted. “I’ll triple your salary.”

      “On the other hand,” I said, sitting forward, “I did grow up in Houston, so I’m fairly comfortable around the cockroach.”

      “Perfect.” She pulled a checkbook from her bag. “Because tomorrow’s recipe is Creole Cockroaches.”

      Houston, we have a problem.

      The lobby bell rang as the door burst open. David blew in with the vassal in tow.

      “David!” Veronica admonished.

      His long, lanky body skidded to a stop, and the vassal, who was shorter and nearsighted, face-planted into his proton pack backpack.

      Veronica shifted to face David. “Now that you’re a PI, you need to enter the office like a professional. We’re with a client.”

      At the sight of Chandra’s space suit, his brow rocketed up his forehead. But the vassal, who sported a Stormtrooper shirt and an R2D2 lunch box, smiled as though he’d found a kindred spirit.

      “Oh, uh, sorry.” David hung his head and looked at Veronica from beneath his lashes. “We’re freaked out.”

      The vassal didn’t look freaked out. He just nodded, and his jaw went slack, but then that was his signature stare.

      His open mouth reminded me that it was time for a second beignet. I snatched the bag from Veronica’s hand. “What’s going on?”

      “A Tulane alum we know is missing.” David slid his backpack off his shoulder and let it drop with a thud. “It’s all over Facebook. And the news.”

      “Was he in your fraternity?” Veronica asked.

      The vassal pushed up Coke-bottle glasses. “No, a rival frat.”

      I pulled out a pastry. “How do you two know him?”

      “He still parties at his frat house, even though he’s, like, forty.” David pushed his brown bangs to the side. “And he pranked our frat before the semester started.”

      The boys fell silent.

      “Well?” I looked from David to the vassal. “Is one of you going to tell us what this guy did?”

      The vassal gripped his backpack straps. “He nailed a gamma and a sigma on either end of our fraternity house sign.”

      Something told me the result would be classic. “What’s the name of your frat again?”

      David cleared his throat. “Uh, Epsilon Epsilon Kappa.”

      Chandra giggled. “From EEK to GEEKS.” She pulled a pen from her purse. “I’ve got to write that down.”

      David and the vassal exchanged an embarrassed look.

      “Sorry, guys, but your frat left itself wide open for that one.” I bit into the beignet. “Which frat is the missing alum in?”

      The vassal’s slack jaw lifted into a smile. “Delta Upsilon Delta.”

      Chandra snickered as she wrote in her checkbook. “The DUDs.”

      “DUDs is right.” David flipped his bangs. “They’ve had more scandals than any fraternity in the school’s history. And they were just suspended.”

      Any frat with a forty-year-old member should’ve been suspended. Not only was it morally unconscionable, it was massively uncool. “What for?”

      David shrugged. “No one knows, and the university hasn’t released an official statement.”

      “That’s odd.” Veronica tapped a finger on her cheek. “I wonder if this alum’s disappearance is related to whatever the frat was up to.”

      “I dunno,” he replied. “He was last seen on a vampire tour.”

      Chandra’s charm bracelet jingled, and I jumped.

      “If that’s a vampire contacting you,” I said, tossing my beignet on the table, “you tell him you’re in a meeting.”

      She bolted up in her boots. “I hate to hire you and run.” She handed a check to Veronica. “But the undead give me the heebie-jeebies.”

      This from the psychic who talked to spirits.

      We all watched Chandra spacewalk to the door, where she turned and shot me a laser look.

      “The cooking class starts at six p.m. on Tuesday.” She pointed a paddle-shaped nail at me. “And remember, you’re there to investigate a crime, so don’t get any big ideas about being in that gumbo pot.”

      I blinked. “What gumbo pot?”

      “I’m paying triple for this?” she huffed. “It’s the school float. What else?”

      Considering the garbage theme, the choice of float was a low blow to my beloved gumbo, not to mention me. “Don’t worry. The only thing I’ve got big ideas about is my fee.”

      Her lips puckered, and she left.

      I leapt off the couch. “Lock the door, David.”

      Veronica stopped him with a stare and then turned to me. “What’s the matter with you? You know we’re open for business.”

      “Exactly.” I grabbed my bag and my half-eaten beignet. “We always get the crazy-creepy cases, and my gut’s been telling me one’s on its way ever since I saw that ominous vampiress.”

      “Say what?” David said, and the vassal’s slack jaw slackened even more.

      Veronica did a head roll and put a hand on her hip. “The second I heard the words ‘vampire tour,’ I knew you’d start. Now I hate to play the boss card, but we all have work to do.”

      David and the vassal scurried to their desks.

      She picked up her laptop. “I could use your eyes on a workers’ compensation case—if you can reign in your sanguivoriphobia.”

      “My what?”

      “Fear of blood eaters.” She held up her hands and curled her fingers like Bela Lugosi going in for the bite. “As in vampires.”

      “Don’t confuse me with Chandra,” I sassed as Veronica turned and headed up the hallway. “She’s the one with the ridiculous phobias.”

      Before following her to her office I looked back over my shoulder, and I clutched my cross necklace the entire way.
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        * * *

      

      Afternoon rain beat a soothing rhythm on the roof of Private Chicks. My eyelids succumbed to the sound, closing and opening like automatic garage doors gone awry, and I dropped my head to my desk. It was amazing how tired twenty hours of sleep and a belly full of beignets made you.

      Through the haze of my post-lunch stupor, I heard heavy breathing coming from the doorway. For a second, I thought it was a vampire, but my mind reminded me that was ridiculous. The more likely culprit was the vassal, whose slack-jawed style made him a committed mouth breather.

      With my forehead on my forearm, I asked, “What is it, Va—” That didn’t sound right. “I mean, Sta—” That didn’t sound right either. “Just, what is it?”

      The breathing stopped.

      “Josh Santo is here to see you.”

      My head popped up. “Who?”

      His gaze darted up the hallway. “A…man?”

      The name was unfamiliar, and, judging from the way the vassal had said “man,” I would’ve preferred to keep it that way. “Is Veronica here?”

      “Yes.”

      This internship was off to a stellar start. “Yes, what?”

      He looked to one side. “Ma’am.”

      “Thanks for that.” The sarcasm rolled off my tongue as I rolled backwards in my chair. “What I meant was, where is she?”

      “With Mr. Santo.” His eyes enlarged behind his lenses. “In the conference room.”

      A clap of thunder shook the three-story building, and the news that Veronica was in the conference room shook me. It was a large space across the hall from our third-floor office, and we reserved it for private client meetings—the kind where the crime was either extremely delicate or especially dreadful.

      The mouth breathing resumed.

      “That’ll be all, Vassal,” I said as I rose to my feet, because that time the nickname seemed appropriate.

      He turned and ran, which did nothing for my nerves.

      I headed up the hallway as though I were going to my own bloodletting. And as I crossed the lobby, David and the vassal eyeballed me from their desks like I had a date with Darth Vader. To stop their stares, I lanced them with a laser-beam look and exited the main office.

      I grasped the conference room door handle, and lightning flashed, and the rain intensified.

      The weather had to be some kind of cosmic joke.

      Steeling myself for whatever was to come, I opened the door. When I caught sight of the twenty-something male at the head of the table, I understood why the vassal had stumbled on the word “man.” With his thick brown hair and facial fur, Josh Santo looked part human and part werewolf. And his torn plaid shirt didn’t help.

      Veronica smiled, but it was strained. “Josh Santo, this is Franki Amato.”

      “Excuse my appearance.” He stood and extended a veiny hand. “I’ve been at the police station since eight p.m. yesterday.”

      Before going in for the shake, I checked his fingertips for claws. Then I took his hand. It was cold and damp, and I wondered whether it was from the rain or from guilt. Not everyone who sought our services was innocent. “Did the police do that to your shirt?”

      Josh grimaced, embarrassed. “These are my work clothes.” He returned to his seat. “I was sanding a fireplace in my bedroom when the police showed up.”

      “Mr. Santo was questioned in a homicide that took place on Saturday night,” Veronica said as I sat across from her. “Apparently, Wesley Sullivan is in charge of the investigation.”

      My pulse picked up, probably because my blood was trying to make a break for it. That was the same night Sullivan had given the news conference, and I had a sick feeling the case was related. “Why are you a suspect?”

      Josh looked at the table and laughed. “You’re not going to believe this.”

      I didn’t reply. By then, I was willing to believe anything.

      His gaze sought mine, and his ice blue eyes seemed to glow from their dark-circled sockets. “It’s because the guy’s blood was drained.”

      My six beignets almost came up, and Veronica seemed shocked. Chandra’s psychic surmises didn’t seem so suspect anymore.

      “Why”—I stopped to catch my breath—“why would the police connect a crime like that with you?”

      He pressed his knuckle to his lips. “This is where it gets funny.”

      Neither Veronica nor I came close to cracking a smile.

      “A few months ago,” he said, clasping his hands on the table, “I bought the Compte de Saint Germain’s old house at the corner of Royal and Ursuline. And now the police think I’m trying to be him.”

      I had no idea who this count was or why anyone would try to emulate him, but I scooted my chair away from Josh nevertheless. “Why? Who is this guy?”

      He grinned, revealing a mouthful of wine-stained Osmond teeth. “An eighteenth-century vampire.”

      His words hit me like a stake through the heart.
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      “Is there any chance you said eighteenth-century umpire?” I knew he hadn’t, but I’d been dreading this moment for three days, and now that it had happened I was going to do my darnedest to undo it. “Or maybe empire?”

      Josh glanced from me to Veronica, who was still speechless. “I get that this sounds incredible, but Jacques de Saint Germain was definitely a vampire.”

      I sunk low in my seat. Since moving to New Orleans, my creepiest cases had involved freaky figures with French names—like legendary voodoo queen Marie Laveau and the voodoo loa of the dead, Baron Samedi. “I take it de Saint Germain was from France?”

      “Well, the count was vague about where he was from and how he got his money, and the history books aren’t much help.” He leaned back in his chair. “What we know for sure is that he worked in London as an opera composer in 1745, and after being accused of espionage he showed up in France in the court of King Louis XV. Toward the end of his life, though, he started telling people he was the son of Francis Racoczi II, a Transylvanian prince.”

      And I’d been worried he was French.

      Veronica’s wide-eyed surprise had been replaced with narrow-eyed skepticism. “Why do people think he was a vampire?”

      Incredulous, I looked at her like she’d lost it. “Does Transylvania mean nothing to you?”

      Her narrow-eyed skepticism slid into slit-eyed sarcasm.

      “All right, so vampirism isn’t an ethnicity.” I straightened in my seat. “But it is suspicious that this guy initially covered up being from Transylvania. And let’s not forget that he was a count, like Dracula.”

      Veronica swallowed a sigh. “Please continue, Mr. Santo.”

      “Call me Josh.” He flashed a too-toothy grin.

      The second he said it, I realized that “Josh” was similar to “Jacques” and that “Santo” was Italian for “Saint.” I tried to scan his neck for bite scars, but his collar was suspiciously buttoned.

      “Josh it is,” Veronica obliged.

      He took a deep breath. “So, people think de Saint Germain was a vampire for a lot of reasons. For one thing, he had amazing talents. Famous people like Marie Antoinette, Voltaire, and Casanova were blown away by his skills. I mean, the guy spoke twelve languages, played the violin like a virtuoso, and painted like a master. And supposedly, he could turn metal into gold.”

      “So he was a prodigy,” I said, holding out hope the man was merely a misunderstood mortal. “That happens.”

      His furry brows furrowed. “Yeah, but he never seemed to age past forty. And when people asked him how he stayed so young looking, he told them he knew the secret to eternal life.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe he had good genes.”

      Josh laughed like I had to be joking. “Good genes wouldn’t explain how he managed to show up in New Orleans in 1903 when he was born in 1690.”

      That little detail was disturbing, but I was determined to veto the man’s vampirism. “Whoever showed up in NOLA was an imposter, like that woman who claimed to be Anastasia.”

      He flashed an I-wouldn’t-be-so-sure smile. “The locals were convinced it was the count because he had a lot of habits consistent with vampire legend. Like, he loved to go to the city’s best restaurants, but no one ever saw him eat. He just drank red wine.”

      Refusing to eat at restaurants was a red flag, and not pairing wine with cheese was all but hard evidence he was inhuman.

      Veronica chewed her cheek, unconvinced. “What happened when he came to New Orleans?”

      “This is where it gets good.” Josh’s eyes were eerily aglow. “He got a reputation around town as a ladies’ man. Then one night passersby heard a scream and saw a woman jump from his second-floor balcony. She died at the hospital, but she managed to tell police that she’d been having a drink with the count when he suddenly rushed across his living room with super-human speed and tried to rip open her jugular vein with his teeth.”

      My hand went to my all-too-exposed neck. That did it for me—the dude was undead.

      “Was the count arrested?” Veronica asked.

      Josh gave a slow shake of his head. “By the time the police showed up at his place, he was long gone. But they reported that the house reeked of death, and there were bloodstains on the floor that were too old to be from the woman.” He pressed his palms on the table. “Not only that, there was no furniture or food, only wine bottles filled with human blood.”

      I swallowed hard, but the spit lodged in my throat like a lump.

      After a sickening silence, Josh began to cough.

      Veronica touched his back. “Could I get you some water or a soda?”

      “I saw a restaurant downstairs.” His voice was husky. “Any chance I could get a Bloody Mary?”

      My arm hair stood at attention. Given the circumstances, it was a peculiar choice of beverage.

      “Certainly.” She rose from her seat. “I’ll run down to Nizza.”

      “So will I.” I flew to my feet. I wanted to get out of that room—and into a bar.

      Veronica opened the door, and David and the vassal fell backwards. They lay frozen with their hands pressed to the floor. But it wasn’t a ruthless vampire they feared—rather a wrathful Veronica.

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into all of you,” she whisper-shouted after closing the door behind us, “but I’m over it.” She turned to me. “You need to go back in there. And you two”—she glowered at David and the vassal—“get up and go back to your desks this instant.”

      “Stay where you are.” I pointed at the petrified pair. “I’m not going in there by myself, especially not in this red V-neck sweater. The name alone is an open invitation for a vampire bite.”

      Veronica balled her fists. “Franki, this nonsense has gone too far. Josh is a harmless young man who needs our help.”

      “And who’s been accused of imitating a vicious vampire,” I said, balling my fists right back. “So on the off chance he gets the urge to tear open my throat with his teeth, I’m taking the guys with me.”

      David’s jaw went slack to match the vassal’s.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “But don’t keep him waiting any longer. We don’t want to lose his business.” She flipped her hair and headed down the stairs.

      I grasped the door handle and turned to David and the vassal. “You two can stop holding down the floor now.”

      They pulled themselves to their feet and followed me into the conference room. “Josh, these are my associates⁠—”

      “We met in the lobby.” His tone was friendly, as though we were there to hang out.

      “Super.” Skipping the introductions spared me from saying “Standish.” I took Veronica’s seat and tapped a key on her laptop to bring it back to life. “They’re joining us for, uh, training purposes.”

      David and the vassal slid as stiff as cadavers into their seats—at the far end of the table.

      “You mentioned that the police accused you of imitating Jacques de Saint Germain.” I stressed “Jacques” and “Saint” and paused to let that sink in. “What did you do to get on their radar?”

      “It has to do with my research,” he replied. “I’m writing a book about the count."

      Sensing a safe subject, the vassal’s chest swelled. “Biography or paranormal fiction?”

      Josh revealed impressive incisors. “Comedy.”

      The vassal seemed paralyzed, and David went pale.

      Stifling a shiver, I typed thinks bloodsuckers are funny. “How does one research a vampire, exactly?”

      “I walk the streets around my house at night, retracing the count’s steps.” He paused. “I’m not trying to be him. I just want to get a feel for what it was like to walk the Quarter hunting a victim”—his eyes widened—“for my book.”

      I scooted my chair back like I needed more room for my legs. And I did. In case I had to run from the room. “That reminds me, property in the Quarter is pretty pricey. Mind if I ask how you got the money to buy it?”

      “Some savings, stock investments.” He crossed his ankle over his knee. “You know.”

      No, I definitely didn’t. There were no stocks or savings in my portfolio, unless you counted my Leaning Tower of Pisa piggy bank, and that was never going to tip over at the rate I was filling it. “Not a lot of people your age have that kind of money. What do you do for a living?”

      “Programming, until the company I founded was bought out for fifty million. Now I’m retired.”

      Air escaped from the vassal’s open mouth, and his chest began to deflate. And David let out a high-pitched whine, probably pained by his decision to trade programming for PI work.

      Normally, I would’ve smiled, but I was a little shaken by that sum myself. “Are you from New Orleans?”

      “Nope.” Josh pulled a phone from his pants pocket and studied the screen.

      “O-kay.” I typed vague about where he’s from—like the count. “Going back to your research, did you do anything unusual? I ask because plenty of people walk the French Quarter at night, so that wouldn’t be suspicious from a police perspective.”

      He pocketed the phone and folded his arms. “Apparently, the problem is that I dress like the count when I go out. In a top hat, tails, and a cane.”

      The vassal snorted, proving his nose could work, and David turned a laugh into a cough, as though Josh was the nerd, not them. And I couldn’t argue with that. In comparison to the could-be count’s clothes, their sci-fi wear seemed like haute couture.

      But no matter what kind of clothes the kid wore, his story wasn’t adding up to a trip to the police station. “I don’t see how wearing an eccentric outfit in the Quarter, of all places, would qualify you as a murder suspect.”

      “Neither do I.” He looked thoughtful as he smoothed his mustache. “But the cops kept asking about my cape.”

      The room fell so silent that we could’ve heard a top hat pin drop.

      My mind replayed the video of the caped figure from the news conference, and I typed possible suspect in blood bank business. “Why do you think they focused on your cape? Was the murderer wearing one?”

      “They didn’t say because they were trying to keep details of the murder under wraps.” He looked at me from beneath long lashes and grinned. “Get it? Under wraps?”

      The vassal gave a laugh that sounded like a cross between a donkey bray and a clown horn, and Josh lit up, as though his career as a comedy vampire writer was clinched. When he saw that I wasn’t laughing, however, his smile faded.

      “Anyway,” he said, adjusting his collar, “I told the detective that I wore a cape for book research, and he seemed to believe me. But when I mentioned where I’d bought it everything changed.”

      I looked into his icy blue eyes. “Where did you buy it?”

      “Boutique du Vampyre,” he replied, like it was Macy’s or Sears.

      I casually pulled my V-neck closed, and with my free hand I typed he’s a cape-wearing vampire wannabe. “Do you shop there often?”

      “No, it was just the obvious place to get a cape.”

      Obvious if you’re into vampires. “What did Detective Sullivan say to that?”

      Josh stared into the distance and tugged at his beard. “He asked me if I’d tried to break in to the blood bank on Canal.”

      I’d suspected as much, but what I didn’t expect was his failure to deny the crime. “And did you?”

      He winced like he’d been bitten. “I never went anywhere near the blood bank.” He shot me a wounded look. “That hurt my feelings, by the way.”

      Not wanting to provoke the ire of a would-be vampire, I opted to change the subject. “Let’s move on to the murder. You mentioned that the police are trying to keep the details on the down low, but were you able to glean any specifics?”

      “A couple of things, yeah.” He rubbed his mouth. “A patrol car stopped me in the Quarter at around eleven last night. When I asked what I’d done, they said they wanted to talk to me about a murder that had happened the night before.”

      My blood chilled at the news that someone had been killed on Saturday night, because it begged an awful question—actually, two. After unsuccessfully trying to get a fix from the blood bank, had the caped figure preyed on a live victim? And, was the caped figure sitting at the table with me, trying to throw me off his scent?

      I swallowed, but the spit was still stuck. “Where’d they find the body?”

      “At Saint Cecilia Cemetery.” His tone had turned deathly quiet. “And from what I could tell, the crime scene was gruesome. The killer took all the blood from the guy’s body.”

      The door opened, and we jumped. But it was just Veronica with the Bloody Mary.

      At the sight of my best friend, I got a surge of courage, and I decided to go in for the kill. “Did you have anything to do with the murder?”

      “Gah! So distrustful.” He flailed an arm in my direction. “I’m not a blood-sucking killer, and if I was I wouldn’t drink a guy’s blood. That’s just wrong.”

      Instinctively, I held out my hands. “I’m sorry, but I had to ask.” And then I typed he’s a homophobic cape-wearing vampire wannabe. “Did you get the name of the victim?”

      His eyes bore into mine as he stroked his beard. “Gregg Charalambous.”

      “Whoa.” David’s frame went as slack as the vassal’s jaw. “That’s the dude from DUD.”

      Josh’s lip curled at David like he was the weird one.

      “The victim was a member of David and Standish’s rival fraternity,” Veronica explained. “Delta Upsilon Delta.”

      “And he was last seen walking the Quarter.” I met Josh’s gaze—and held it. “During a vampire tour.”
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        * * *

      

      “Rest easy in The Big Easy.” My tone was decidedly uneasy as I stood on the damp sidewalk of Rampart Street, reading the Saint Cecilia sign.

      And it wasn’t only because the cemetery had a slogan.

      From what I could see, rest didn’t come at all easy at Saint Cecilia. Smack in the center of the graveyard was a giant skeleton sculpture crouched atop a crypt that beckoned with a bony hand. And if that wasn’t enough to scare the dead, the mausoleum wall that ran along the front of the cemetery was so deteriorated that rotting coffins—and their residents—were being evicted from final resting places.

      “This place must be a real scream on Halloween,” I said under my breath. Then I zipped my jacket and headed for the entrance.

      Cecilia was the patron saint of musicians and a fitting choice for a cemetery in Tremé, the historic African-American neighborhood credited with the invention of jazz. And as I pushed open the main gate, it groaned a quasi-musical tune. But it didn’t sound like any jazz I’d heard. It was more like a slasher soundtrack.

      “Nothing foreboding about that,” I lied and entered the maze of graves.

      The rain had stopped, but dark clouds hovered over the cemetery. And the grounds were dead silent, making me wonder whether whatever had happened to the victim had happened to the responding officers too. Picking up my pace, I skirted the skeleton and spotted crime scene tape wrapped around a columned, walk-in crypt and two statues, one of a winged woman and the other of a male with winged sandals, on either side of a Greek-key-adorned door.

      Although I was sure the body had already been taken to the morgue, I still needed to get a look inside the crypt. I glanced over my shoulder for cops, and crooks or creeps, and pulled my phone from my pocket. After I’d snapped a few photos of the exterior, I switched my phone to my left hand and rummaged in my jacket pocket for a hair tie and gloves.

      “What took you so long?”

      The flat, disembodied voice sent my cell and my shriek high into the heavens.

      But it wasn’t a slasher.

      It was Sullivan.

      I yanked down my jacket to stop myself from yanking him down—to the hallowed ground. “I’m sure you get a real charge out of sneaking up on people in cemeteries.”

      He stood before me in a fitted black suit and mirrored sunglasses that glinted like steel. “I do when they’re about to contaminate my crime scene.”

      “Look, I’ve been hired⁠—”

      “Save it, Amato,” he interrupted. “I know you’re working for Santo because I referred you.”

      His statement was so shocking that I would’ve flung my phone again if I’d known where it was. And I realized that I’d been so unsettled by the crime, I’d forgotten to ask Josh Santo how he’d gotten my name. “Why would you refer me?”

      “This is a sensitive investigation.” He folded his arms against his broad chest. “Mass hysteria is an understatement for what’ll happen if the details get out about what went on in that crypt.”

      His comment did nothing to quell my concerns about the case. For the sake of my skin—and bones—I decided to play nice. “Was it that bad?”

      “The victim was strung up by his heels, and his jugular was slit.”

      My stomach turned upside down like I’d been strung up by my heels. And I thought of that supposed spirit’s words to Chandra about Anthony, not to mention the jugular-obscuring scarf I’d left lying on my dresser. “Is it true that his blood was drained?”

      He nodded. “Down to the last drop.”

      Coffee came to mind—and I resolved to switch to black tea.

      The detective’s phone rang, and he pulled it from his inner suit pocket. “This is Sullivan.”

      While he listened to the caller, I started searching for my cell. I didn’t see it around the crypt, so I checked a neighboring tomb. A tree was growing from the top, and it had been there for so long that its roots had shattered the concrete on one side. I kicked a pile of leaves at the base of the broken wall, and I found something.

      Not my phone.

      A bone.

      A human bone.

      The scream took root in my belly and sprouted from my mouth like the tree from the tomb.

      A pair of arms wrapped around me—strong and, gratefully, flesh-covered.

      “It’s all right.” Sullivan’s tone, like his embrace, was strangely soothing. “That kind of thing happens in these old graveyards.”

      I stayed still for a moment, suspended in the surreal scene.

      Why was Sullivan holding me?

      Was this a trick?

      A precursor to a takedown?

      And, whatever it was, why didn’t I detest it?

      My phone began to ring, and I jerked from his arms as though I’d been burned by the fires of hell. I turned and resumed the search for my cell so he wouldn’t see the heat spreading to my cheeks. It wasn’t my reaction to the bone that I was embarrassed about—it was my reaction to him.

      “Bradley Hartmann.” Sullivan sounded like he was reading the name.

      I spun around and discovered that he was reading it—from my phone display.

      He shot me a wicked smile and put the device to his ear. “Wes Sullivan here, Brad old boy. I didn’t think we’d get a chance to chat again after I arrested you for sucker-punching me in that strip club. You been staying out of trouble?”

      Bradley had seen Sullivan slip the infamous five-dollar bill into my stripper thong, and his punch was proof that he didn’t share my nonna’s appreciation for the tip. So it went without saying that he would appreciate hearing his arresting officer answer my phone even less. Before the dastardly detective could do anymore damage, I wrested the device from his grip.

      “H-Hey, Bradley,” I said, surprisingly—and suspiciously—breathless. “We were, uh, investigating a homicide.”

      “You didn’t tell me you were working another murder case.” His tone was a lot like Sullivan’s had been when he’d caught me at the crypt.

      “I was only contracted for the case a couple of hours ago.”

      “That must be why you’re out of breath,” he said as dry as that old bone I’d uncovered.

      “What? I don’t understand.”

      “Because you ran right to the scene.” The sarcasm that dripped from his voice seemed to seep through the receiver.

      My body went as stiff as one of the cemetery statues while I processed his implication. Did he think I’d been kissing Wesley Sullivan when he called? “Wait a minute⁠—”

      “I already waited—make that wasted—a minute listening to that damn detective.” He spoke like he was talking through his teeth. “Now I’m being called back to my meeting.”

      Classic Bradley—all work all the time.

      “Then I’ll let you go,” I huffed. And puffed. “I wouldn’t want you to miss a single second of a meeting on my behalf.” I practically punched End, trying not to note the symbolism of the gesture, and shoved the phone into my pocket.

      Wanting to look anywhere but at the detective, I stared into the distance, and a withered rose on a tomb caught my eye. Was it a sign of the state of my relationship with Bradley?

      Dying?

      Or…dead?

      “Trouble in paradise?” Sullivan asked.

      That was an ironic choice of words given our surroundings, and I was in no mood for irony. “You had no right to answer my phone.”

      He gave a low chuckle, but it might as well have been a mwa-ha-ha. “It sure was fun, though.”

      “Is that why you referred me to Josh Santo? To have some laughs at my expense?”

      “Maybe I like the way you shake things up.” He did a shimmy, mimicking my striptease.

      My fingers formed fists. “I stripped to solve a strip club murder. I hardly think that applies in this case.”

      “From what I’ve read, funeral strippers are pretty popular in China and Taiwan.” He lowered his lenses and leered. “The people of New Orleans would take to them too, if you were taking it off.”

      My huffing and puffing turned to spitting and sputtering.

      But Sullivan just grinned.

      “Hidey-ho,” a burly male bellowed as he pushed a wheelbarrow full of chains to the crypt. Except for his purple tank top and beige cargo shorts, he looked like a thirty-something Santa. And he was every bit as jolly.

      “Hey, Phil, I’ve gotta run.” Sullivan jerked his thumb in my direction. “But do me a favor and keep this one from crashing the crime scene, would ya?”

      “Happy to oblige, Detective.” Phil grinned and tugged at his tool belt, revealing a tattoo of a cat in pajamas. “I am the crypt keeper.”

      I took a step back. A merry crypt keeper was not the cat’s pajamas.

      Sullivan pulled his keys from his pants pocket. “Hey, since I won’t be here when your boyfriend calls back, give him a message for me.”

      I refused to respond.

      “Tell him I said it’s time to get his priorities straight.” He gave my arm a tap and walked away.

      I stood there, stoic. But I was reeling from his remark. Was the situation with Bradley so obvious that even Sullivan could see it?

      The detective stopped short. “Oh, and Amato?” He turned and pointed at me. “You be careful around that Santo character.”

      A statement like that was worth breaking my stony silence for. “Why? What do you know about him?”

      Sullivan removed his steely sunglasses and slayed me with a steely stare. “He was here at the cemetery the night of the murder.”
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      “So you referred me to a homicidal vampire?” I shouted after Sullivan, but he’d already disappeared among the tombs.

      Phil tapped me on the shoulder, and I spun on him like a Tasmanian Devil.

      “Hoo! Someone’s jumpy.” He chuckled. “Before you go, I’d like to call your attention to a rare opening at Saint Cecilia.” He grinned and gestured game-show-host style to a crumbling crypt with a For Sale by Owner sign like it was a prize trip to the Netherlands instead of a one-way ticket to the netherworld.

      My upper lip fled to my nostrils. “You can buy a used tomb?”

      “You can rent them too.” He tipped the wheelbarrow, and the chain hit the ground with a ghostly rattle.

      New Orleans had a lot of unusual customs, but renting graves was beyond bizarre even for The Big Easy. Because, last I’d heard, death was permanent. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”

      He shrugged. “They have to rent if the family crypt is already cooking a loved one.”

      My stomach burned like an incinerator. “Mind clarifying that?”

      “These babies are like pizza ovens.” He patted the top of a tomb. “They cook bodies for a year and a day minimum per Judeo-Christian mourning rituals. When a new body comes along, we empty the bones into a bin below.”

      My passion for pizza fizzled. “It’s a great opportunity and all, but I’m not here to, uh, shop. I came to see the crime scene.”

      “You heard the detective. No can do.” Phil picked up the end of the chain and dragged it around the side of the crypt.

      I followed, checking the area for anything unusual. “Could you at least give me some information about the murder?”

      “Since I found the body, I’d say so.”

      Sullivan seemed to trust Phil, but his sunny disposition made me suspicious, particularly since he’d found the deceased. “When did you find it?”

      “Late Sunday night.”

      I recognized the irony of my next question, but I had to ask. “Do you work the graveyard shift?”

      Phil shook with laughter, and I half expected him to ho ho ho. “Nice one.” He wiped a tear from beneath his glasses. “By the by, that expression came from the Victorian practice of putting a bell called a Bateson’s Belfry in the coffins of the deceased to make sure they weren’t buried alive. Relatives stayed at the cemetery to listen for the ring. Same with ‘saved by the bell’ and ‘dead ringer.’”

      I’d had my fill of Phil and his cheerful chatter. “That’s fascinating. But why were you here if you didn’t have to work?”

      He clamped a padlock on both ends of the chain, securing the crypt. “I popped by after spending the weekend at a Do-It-Yourself taxidermy workshop in Texarkana. I’d forgotten my dissection kit at the office.” He rubbed his hands together. “And I was ready to get to stuffing.”

      Alibi aside, the dissection kit was a cutting reminder that he and I were alone—in a place bodies were buried. From the corner of my eye, I scanned the cemetery for a visitor or an escape route. “So, what prompted you to look inside this crypt?”

      He put his arm around the statue of the winged woman. “Nike had been moved. When I straightened her, I noticed the door had been pried open.”

      “What did you see inside?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Chevals-diable.”

      I assumed it was a Cajun curse word. “That bad, huh?”

      “The crypt is crawlin’ with ‘em.”

      My head tipped forward. “With bodies?”

      He looked at me like I was looney. “With chevals-diable. It’s French for devil’s horses, but around here we call ‘em graveyard grasshoppers.”

      My skin prickled at the lexical lessons—and a possible insect infestation.

      “It was no coincidence that they chose this crypt.”

      I looked at Phil like he was the loon. “The bugs?”

      “No, the killer. Because we don’t know who did this, I used the colloquial singular ‘they’ to avoid the gender discrimination inherent in ‘he’ and ‘she’.”

      Yes, we wouldn’t want to discriminate against a murderer.

      “What I meant was, a Greek-American man wearing a Greek fraternity shirt in a Greek Revival tomb?” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “That was intentional.”

      When he put it that way, I had to agree. “How do you know the victim was Greek?”

      “Sullivan mentioned his surname, Charalambous. Clearly of Cypriot origin.”

      To me it just sounded like one of those fancy names they gave to cheap booze. “What was on his shirt?”

      “The letters Delta Upsilon Delta, which is apparently the fraternity that reported him missing.”

      The frat house was my next stop. “Are there other Greek Revival tombs in St. Cecilia?”

      “Not many. In choosing a final resting place, locals went for architectural styles that were fashionable for houses and public buildings at the time.” He winked and stroked his beard. “You know NOLA. We put the ‘fun’ in funeral.”

      Phil wasn’t wrong about that, especially considering the jazz funeral phenomenon. But still. “What can you tell me about the body?”

      He held up a finger. “You mean, what can I show you. Before the police came, I took pictures of Gregg. I do that for all of our departed residents and guests. I find it promotes a sense of family.”

      I tried to close my mouth but couldn’t—until I remembered those devil bugs. “Can I see them?”

      He twisted his mustache à la Dick Dastardly. “The detective didn’t say anything about pictures, now did he?”

      His devious behavior did nothing to quell my concerns, and it didn’t help that dusk was descending on the cemetery. But I had to get a look at the crime scene one way or another.

      He led me to a caretaker building that wasn’t much bigger than the crime scene crypt and opened the door. “Ladies first.”

      Desperately hoping he’d left that dissection kit at home, I stepped inside the dim room, keeping him in my peripheral vision.

      He entered and rummaged through the drawers of his desk, and I studied my surroundings. The office had the musty odor of a mausoleum, but it looked like an armory. Antique weaponry adorned the walls, and there was an anvil and a variety of tools scattered around the floor. Even more unsettling, there was a shelf with books on anatomy, embalming, and zombies.

      Phil pulled out a cleaver.

      I went rigid.

      Was he about to siphon my blood?

      And stuff me?

      “Might I interest you in a charcuterie board?” He grabbed a salami from the clutter on his desk.

      My body went slack, and I sunk onto the anvil.

      He whacked off a salami slice. “Not to brag, but I cured the meat myself in a casket buried underground.”

      My saliva went on strike. Given the cemetery setting and his taxidermy hobby, I didn’t dare ask where the meat had come from, not to mention whether the casket he’d cured it in had been occupied. “My parents own a deli, so I’m good.”

      “Fine profession. If I wasn’t already living the dream, I’d be a deli owner. Or a butcher.” He chewed the meat with gusto and kissed his fingertips. “Mm. Buonissimo!” Then he removed a photo album from the bookshelf and flipped the pages.

      I stood, and my stomach seized both because of the oily salami smell and the content of the photographs. For most of the “residents” and “guests” he’d taken two pictures, one in the casket and another after he’d removed them from the tomb. And he’d posed with each one as though they were at a party.

      “Here we go.” He tapped a Polaroid.

      I took the album and sunk back onto the anvil. I’d seen some awful crime scenes before, but this one would haunt me. The victim was kneeling and slumped face forward in a pool of black grasshoppers. “Are they eating his blood?”

      He gave a happy ha. “Good grief, no. Chevals-diable are herbivores. They eat moss and the like. And most of his blood had been drained from the gash on his jugular and the two holes on his wrist.”

      A jolt went through me, and Josh’s Osmond teeth flashed before my eyes. “Holes? Like the blood was sucked out?”

      “Or drained. You can’t see it from the way he’s sitting, but his ankles were bound with a rope, and he’d been hung upside down from a hook.”

      Chandra’s words shook me all over again—he’ll be strung up like an animal and have his blood drained. “How…how did he get to the ground?”

      “My theory? He got himself down, which was quite a feat considering his age.” He bent over and turned the page. “I cleared the chevals-diable to get this shot.”

      The camera angle of the second photo made two things clear. The victim was facing the wall when he died, and his right index finger was stained red.

      Why?

      Because he’d used his own blood to write a message on the wall, just above the floor.

      Campari Crimson.
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      The front door of Delta Upsilon Delta opened, releasing a waft of dirty laundry, marijuana, and stale pizza that practically knocked me off the porch of the Greek Revival mansion. My eyes stung from the stench, and when my tears cleared, I blinked at the twenty-something bleached blonde who stood before me in a sheer black chiffon robe and pink teddy. “Maybe Baby?”

      “Who’s askin’?” her helium-pitched voice squeaked.

      “Franki Amato. You helped me with a case at Madame Moiselle’s, remember?”

      Maybe waved her champagne bottle. “I ain’t seen Franki in months.”

      I wished there was a swing or patio furniture around because the case was draining, and it wasn’t because of the blood-swilling vampires. “I’m Franki, so you have seen me.”

      “Okay.” She moved to close the door.

      I kept it open with the butt of my hand. “What are you doing at a frat house? Dancing?”

      “I quit the strippin’ business.” She straightened, but then swayed on her high-heeled slippers. “I got tired of being objected by men.”

      If she didn’t want to be “objected” by men, she’d picked the wrong outfit—in both senses of the word. “What are you doing now?”

      “I’m a mom.”

      That statement shook me more than the stench. “A mother? Really?”

      “Uh-huh. I got twenty sons.” She took a swig from her bottle, and rightfully so after that revelation.

      “Wait.” A light went on in my brain, which was more than I could say for Maybe’s. “You’re the frat housemother?”

      “The pay is great, and I get to lay around all day.”

      I had no doubt about that, or about the fact that the frat was going to stay suspended. “Listen, I’m investigating a case, and I need to talk to the person who reported Mr. Charalambous missing.”

      She tried to put a hand to her cheek but missed. “Someone stole our scotch? I’d better call the cops.”

      “Uh, one of your sons already did.” I didn’t correct her on the scotch issue because Charalambous did sound similar to Chivas. “Can you ask one of the guys inside who made the call?”

      “Wait here. I can’t let you inside on account o’ I have to protect my boys.” She slammed the door, and I closed my eyes and nose to shield myself from the odor onslaught.

      A car passed with music blaring, and I turned and surveyed the multi-million-dollar homes glowing in the golden streetlight of St. Charles Avenue. I was no expert in architecture, but even I could spot several styles, Spanish, Italianate, Gothic, which raised two questions. Was Phil right that the killer had matched the style of the tomb to his victim? And if so, why?

      I leaned against a twenty-five-foot-plus column, and another question popped into my head. How was it possible that a bunch of college students lived in an estate in the Garden District, while I lived in a rundown fourplex near the university?

      The door opened.

      A bored-looking frat boy appeared with a joystick. He wore the standard “frattire,” a backwards baseball cap, pink polo shirt with a turned-up collar, belted khaki shorts, and boat shoes. “Yeah?”

      “Are you the individual who reported Gregg Charalambous missing?”

      “No.”

      Great. The talkative type. “And your name is?”

      His lids lowered. “Craig.”

      Clearly, I wasn’t going to get an invite inside, but from the way it smelled, that was fine. “Can you please tell me who contacted the police about Gregg?”

      He turned his head. “Yo, Dom. Door.”

      A dark-haired male in a New England Patriots T-shirt and jeans strutted over with a bag of Cheetos and a set of chopsticks.

      Craig gave Dom a hard stare. “What are you doing?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want to get my hands dirty.”

      If this guy was a neat freak, he’d picked the wrong kind of organization to associate with.

      Craig widened his eyes at his finicky frat brother. “This investigator wants to know why you called the cops about Gregg.”

      “Oh, uh…” Dom gazed at the manicured lawn rather than at me. “On Saturday night, Craig and I went with him on one of those French Quarter walking tours to get ideas for our Halloween party, and he never made it home.”

      I pulled a pen and notepad from my bag. “Do you happen to know Gregg’s address?”

      “On the couch by the stairs.” Dom gestured behind him.

      “He lived here?” I tried to see inside, but neither one of them moved aside. And I wondered what they were trying to hide.

      Craig tightened his grip on the door handle. “Moved in his senior year.”

      If Gregg had been the age of most seniors when he moved in, that would’ve been eighteen years before. “But you have to be in school to live in a frat house.”

      Dom gave an I-know nod. “He was.”

      I would never again feel guilty for taking five years to graduate. “What made you think he was missing and not at a friend’s house?”

      “He didn’t show up on Sunday to make the mold for the ice luge, and he knew how important that was to the frat.”

      “What for?”

      Craig’s head retracted to emphasize his smirk. “Uh, for the party?”

      And I’d thought jack-o’-lanterns were the Halloween must-have. “What can you tell me about Gregg?”

      Their faces were as blank as uncarved pumpkins.

      I stifled a sigh. “You know, personality, likes, dislikes?”

      Dom’s face tightened in concentration. “He played the kazoo.”

      In my opinion, that alone was enough to get the guy offed. “Did he have enemies?”

      Craig burped. “Every woman he ever dated.”

      “Could you give me their names?”

      Dom scratched his head. “I don’t even think Gregg knew them.”

      The more I heard about the guy, the more I questioned whether he had been murdered by a vampire. From the sound of things, the killer could’ve been an ex out for blood. “Did he have any family?”

      “Delta Upsilon Delta.” Craig’s tone signaled the end of the discussion.

      They didn’t know much about Gregg. Or, that was what they wanted me to believe. “Just a few more questions. Does the phrase Campari Crimson mean anything to you?”

      Dom squinted. “Sounds like a drink.”

      Of course a frat boy would think that. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      Craig squared his stance. “At Molly’s on Decatur. The tour we were on stops there for a drink break.”

      “What company did you use?”

      He adjusted his cap. “Where Dat Tours.”

      I jotted down the name. “Which one? Ghosts and Goblins?”

      Dom frowned as though he regretted what he was about to say. “Vampires and Victims.”
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      “You’re being ridiculous, Franki,” I said as I peered at Thibodeaux’s from the rearview mirror of my Mustang in my driveway. It was hard to see through the thick rain, but I could make out a few people inside. After all, it was only ten p.m.

      And yet my gut told me to stay in the car.

      I looked again at Veronica and Glenda’s apartments.

      Darkness.

      No signs of life.

      I glared at myself in the mirror. “Okay, that was melodramatic even for you. They’re just out somewhere. Now get out yourself and let Napoleon out.”

      I threw open the car door and dashed from the driveway to the porch, wishing I’d turned on the outside light.

      As I fumbled to get my key into the lock, water dribbled down my neck, reminding me of blood.

      And vampires.

      And victims.

      I spun around and surveyed the cemetery. After seeing the gruesome photos of the crime scene, the caped figure weighed on my mind, as did Phil’s meat cleaver. And salami.

      Thunder boomed, startling me from my thoughts.

      I turned back to the door.

      Lightning lit up the sky.

      And the Bride of Frankenstein in my doorway.

      I screamed like the bride when she’d met the monster in Dr. Frankenstein’s lab, and I launched my bag into the air.

      A clunk echoed in the night followed by the groan of metal.

      Water doused my head with the intensity of a fire hose.

      “That’s a fine way to welcome your family.” My mother’s shrill voice sliced into my brain like a dissection kit. “And you broke Glenda’s gutter.”

      I sputtered and pulled a cluster of slimy leaves from my eyes.

      My mom stood before me wearing a face full of cold cream, a hairnet over her bouffant brown bob, and a 1970s chiffon nightie that could’ve doubled for Lily Munster’s shroud.

      One day I would listen to my gut.

      I collected my bag from the wet grass and glanced at the driveway, longing to escape and looking for the Ford Taurus. “I didn’t know you were here because I didn’t see your car.”

      “Anthony took it.”

      “Where?” I brushed past her and entered the apartment. “You just got to town.” I wanted to add, And remarkably quick.

      She closed the door. “He said he wanted to go to the French Quarter to start looking for work.”

      That explanation was as thin as a sheet of my nonna’s seven-yolk ravioli dough and every bit as rich. Still, the news that he was out alone made me uneasy in light of Chandra’s prediction and what had happened to Gregg. The truth was, I was worried about my brother, which is why I took Josh Santo’s case despite my suspicions about the guy. But I knew better than to tell any of that to my mom. Otherwise, she would never leave.

      I tossed my purse on the floor and kicked off my shoes.

      Napoleon lay on his back on the bearskin rug with his paws twitching like he was running in a dream.

      I felt betrayed that he’d slept through my scream. “I hope you’re at least running to my rescue in your sleep.”

      The twitching stopped.

      “Apparently not,” my mother said.

      Scowling, I set off for the bath. I entered my bedroom, and a bolt of lightning illuminated the room.

      I went rigid as though I’d been struck.

      Because I saw a sight more terrifying than the Bride of Frankenstein standing in my doorway—a Bride of Dracula sleeping in my bed.

      I stomped into the living room to confront my mother, who was rummaging in her purse on the velvet zebra-print chaise lounge. “You brought Nonna?”

      “I had to, Francesca.” She pulled out a tissue and wiped off the cold cream. “Your father needs me at the deli, so I can’t make Anthony’s meals.”

      I rested my head in my hands. Sending a surrogate to cook for your thirty-two-year-old slacker son was not conducive to helping him start a new life—or to getting him out of my apartment.

      “The good news is that she’ll cook for you too.” My mother adopted the forced cheerful tone she used every time she opened a gift from my father. “And you’ll hardly notice they’re here because you’re never home.”

      And I was going to make it a point to be home even less. “They’ve got one month,” I growled. “No more, no less.”

      I stormed to the bathroom, grateful that I didn’t have any straight razors, and switched on the light. I looked like Sissy Spacek in Carrie but without the pig’s blood.

      Blood.

      Why did I have to go there?

      I stripped off my wet clothes. Things were tough enough in my personal life, so I couldn’t get carried away about vampires in my work. Bloodsucking zombies did not exist, and I had to stop worrying that they did.

      My ringtone sounded from my purse in the entryway, but I needed a soak—and a shot—before I could face my mom again. The call was probably from Bradley, and it would serve him right to wait.

      “Detective Sullivan! It’s Brenda Amato. We met in March?”

      I bristled at the realization that my mother had rifled through my purse—and that she’d assumed the breathy voice she reserved for attractive men. I threw on my robe and rushed into the entryway.

      “Why, yes, Detective.” She fiddled with her hairnet in full-on flirtatious mode. “Franki does sound like me.”

      I did not sound like my mother, especially not when she was imitating Marilyn Monroe. Outraged, I did an impersonation of my own—Jack Nicholson’s psychotic stare in The Shining—and grabbed the phone. “Franki here.”

      “Brenda adores me.” His normally smug tone smacked of extra smugness. “Like mother, like daughter.”

      I sputtered again—without the gutter water.

      “I see you’re still overcome by my embrace, but we’ll have to table our relationship talk for another time.” He paused to let the insinuations stew. “I imagine Phil showed you the family photo album?”

      “Mm-hm,” was all I managed. My mother was studying me for any signs of emotion, so I couldn’t allow my cool façade to crack.

      “Then you understand that we need to keep the puncture wounds between us—and the so-called ‘residents and guests’ of St. Cecilia cemetery.”

      I wanted to tell him to drop the cemetery sarcasm, but my mom’s eyes were trained on me like Napoleon’s were when I had human food or a dog treat. “Not a problem.”

      “Meanwhile, I suggest you brush up on local legends about vampires.”

      “Vampires?” My façade cracked like an old coffin. “Surely you don’t believe in them?”

      “Not the undead kind.” He’d gone from smug to spookily serious. “But there are real, live people who drink human blood. And we’ve got a homicidal one on our hands.”
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      “The Times-Picayune mentions the puncture wounds?” I stood before Veronica’s desk holding the Baileys Chocolatini creamer I’d planned to pour into my morning espresso.

      “That’s what it says.” She looked at the article. “Someone must’ve leaked it to the press, and you know what that means.”

      “Yeah, it could compromise the investigation, and Sullivan’s going to blame me.”

      She folded the paper. “No, it’s going to bring all the crazies out.”

      I gaped at her. “Who do you think we’ve been dealing with up until now?”

      “I know the detective’s got you spooked about this case.” She reclined in her fuchsia chair. “But I can guarantee that you won’t be killed by a vampire.”

      “Only because my family’s going to kill me first.” I shook the creamer in lieu of my fist. “I barely slept last night after the shock of my mother and the gutter. And she cleared out at three a.m. when Anthony blew in. Then I kept getting woken up by thunder.”

      “I didn’t hear any thunder.”

      “That’s because it was only in my apartment, i.e., Napoleon and Anthony’s snoring and Nonna in the bathroom.”

      She grinned and rose to her feet. “Why’d your mom leave so early?”

      “Her official line was that she had to get to the deli by eight,” I said, following her to the kitchenette. “But she really wanted to clear out before Anthony or Nonna had time to decide to go back to Houston with her.”

      “Ah.” She poured some French Press. “What about Bradley? Have you talked to him?”

      “Not since the phone call fiasco at the cemetery.” I leaned against the doorjamb. “But that’s probably a good thing. You know how worried he gets about my homicide investigations, and I don’t relish the idea of telling him that this one involves a vampire. And Chandra.”

      “Not to mention frat boys.” She swallowed a sip of coffee. “Which reminds me, since Glenda and Carnie know Maybe Baby, we should have them ask her about Delta Upsilon Delta.”

      “Don’t mess with me when I’m on edge, Veronica.” I blocked the doorway, prepared to do battle. “Glenda and Carnie suck the lifeblood out of me, and given the nature of this case, I don’t have any to spare.” I punched the double option on our new espresso machine for emphasis. “Besides, I told you about Maybe. Do you really think she’s going to be able to tell anyone what those boys are up to?”

      “Valid argument, the latter not the former.” She took a seat at the table. “So what do you suggest?”

      “David and the vassal are in a frat, even if it is for computer science, so we have them find out what the DUDs are hiding.”

      “That could get complicated, and we don’t actually know that they’re hiding anything. Maybe they didn’t invite you inside because they’re being cautious after getting suspended.”

      “Hiring a stripper house mom seems cautious to you?”

      Veronica cocked her head, conceding defeat. “Then you think they’re behind Gregg’s death?”

      I opted not to rehash my reservations about Josh. “It’s too early to say.” I pulled my Whole Lotta Latte mug from the machine. “First I need to interview the other people on the Vampires and Victims tour. And I need to figure out what Campari Crimson means.”

      “Any ideas besides a mixed drink?”

      “Not so far. But why would a guy who’s dying write the name of a drink?”

      She lowered her mug. “To tip off the police that it was drugged?”

      “But that wouldn’t tell them much in terms of solving the crime, unless the drink is specific to a particular bar. Even then, why not write something more incriminating like the killer’s name?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know it.”

      “Based on what his fellow DUDs said about him and women, that’s probably the case. But he could’ve been out-of-his-mind drunk too.” I grabbed a teaspoon and stirred in a half-cup of creamer. “Not to stereotype, but to stereotype, he was a frat boy, and he was last seen at a bar.”

      “I guess we’ll never know. The coroner’s office can’t very well test his blood-alcohol level, can they?”

      I dropped the spoon into the sink. “That really could’ve been left unsaid.”

      The door buzzer sounded.

      Veronica looked at her watch. “Are you expecting a client?”

      “No, but I’ll go. Maybe it’s someone with a normal case.” I picked up my mug and headed down the hall, but when I entered the lobby my hopes of normalcy waned.

      Chandra sat on one of the couches in a short yellow-orange dress with a wide silver belt that resembled a Hula Hoop encircling the waist, and her big bob had gone totally blonde. Except for her Moon Boots, she looked like Saturn.

      “If you came to remind me about Lou’s cooking class tonight, I’m on it.”

      “I wish that was the only reason I’ve come.” Her moon pie face turned maudlin. “The spirit told me they found his body at Saint Cecilia Cemetery. He popped in yesterday while I was getting my highlights done, and my stylist was so spooked she spilled the bleach.”

      That explained the hair. “Actually, I was contracted by a suspect in his death.”

      She gasped and pressed her paddles to her mouth.

      My gaze dropped to her charm bracelet, which I willed not to jangle. “If you want to see Lou in that gumbo pot come Mardi Gras, don’t channel the spirit.”

      “But he’ll want to talk to you if you’re working his case.”

      Ignoring her, I took a sip of my Chocolatini latte and grimaced, not because of what she’d said but because the creamer made the coffee taste like Count Chocula, which wasn’t the flavor I’d been going for.

      “Aren’t you going to ask what he said?”

      I walked to the reception desk and pretended to check the calendar. “Not even if you pay me quintuple my fee.”

      Her head rotated like a planet in the solar system. “But he could help you solve the case. And save your brother.”

      In light of my living situation, saving Anthony wasn’t a selling point for the spirit. On the other hand, he’d been my protector since we were kids, and I felt the same protective instinct toward him. “All right, but this had better be worth my time.”

      “Oh, it is. And you need to listen anyway because a blood moon is coming.”

      I’d about had it with the sanguine scares. Nevertheless, it was good to be prepared. “Could you elaborate?”

      “It’s a red eclipse that causes blood moon fever in vampires.”

      I went to the couch and lay down. “I’m going to need you to tell me what that is first.”

      “It coincides with the eclipse, so it lasts up to three days and increases vampires’ lust for blood.” She lowered her brow and scrunched her face, like a killer Kewpie doll. “They’ll hunt you with a ferocious intensity, and if you try to escape, they’ll become enraged and plunge their fangs into your veins and suck you drier than a mummy.”

      On second thought, it wouldn’t hurt to hear Gregg out. “What did the spirit say, exactly?”

      Chandra crossed her legs and bounced a boot. “Well, he’s beside himself, as you can imagine, so I didn’t get every word. But there was one thing he said over and over again.”

      I waited, but apparently Gregg’s message had fallen into a void in space. “And that is?”

      Her eyes grew as big as Jupiter. “Bros before hos.”

      My lips curled, and I considered pulling the saturnine belt from her waist and strangling her with it. The phrase was something a frat guy would say, but it also smacked of someone jerking my crucifix chain. “Why are the spirits you talk to always so vague about the details of their deaths? I mean, how come Gregg didn’t just tell you who killed him instead of stringing us along?”

      “He’s trying to protect his fraternity brothers.” She fluffed her hair in a huff. “There’s a real vampire out there who could seek revenge on them.”

      “Drop the supernatural shmatter, okay?” I sat up, annoyed. “Even you know vampires aren’t real.”

      “That’s what they call themselves, ‘real vampires,’ as in flesh and blood.”

      That left a bad taste in my mouth. “Yeah, theirs and other people’s.”

      She pointed at me, producing an ominous jingle. “You joke, but there’s a huge community in New Orleans. And in Buffalo.”

      Hollywood, sure. But Buffalo?

      “And they’re very active.”

      I cringed. “You say that like they’re community-oriented or something.”

      “They are.” She pulled a phone from her Chanel bag. “If you don’t believe me, look up the New Orleans Vampire Association. They do lots of charity work, like feeding the homeless.”

      That sounded all kinds of wrong. But Anthony was kind of a charity case, so it was possible that this crowd would latch on to him—with their teeth.

      “And they have annual vampire balls during Halloween,” she said, “similar to the one Anne Rice’s Vampire Lestat Fan Club puts on.”

      Certainly not my scene, but a gathering of vampires could be useful for identifying suspects. “Do you know any of the names?”

      “Endless Night is a big one, and there’s the Blood Lust Vampire Ball.”

      After learning about blood moon fever, I planned to pass on the latter.

      “Oh, and…what’s it called?” Chandra did a search on her phone and held up the display. “Here you go. The Crimson Cotillion.”

      The crimson hit me like a meteor.

      Was there a connection between the cotillion and Gregg’s dying message?
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        * * *

      

      “Sure you don’t want the vampire experience?” The sixty-something owner of Where Dat Tours pushed a brochure through the slot beneath the ticket booth window. “You can spend twenty-four hours living like one of the bloodsuckers, including sleeping in a real coffin.”

      From my position on the river walk, I saw a steamboat sailing up the Mississippi, and I was tempted to dive into the water and swim after it. “Just the names and addresses of the people who took the Saturday night tour.”

      “Your loss.” He took a bite of a chicken parmesan po’ boy glistening with grease, like his skin, and tossed it onto the wrapper. “Our intensive tour might help you solve your case.”

      His comment reminded me of Sullivan’s recommendation that I study local vampire legends—and of how important it was not to talk with your mouth full. “What time does the next Vampires and Victims group leave?”

      “At midnight.” He sucked tomato sauce from his thumb.

      “I’ll take a ticket.” I pulled a couple of twenties from my wallet. “But that’s awfully late.”

      He took the bills and pocketed one of them for the information I’d requested. “We have to wait till the vampires come out.”

      Normally, I would’ve smirked at the line, but evidently it was true for New Orleans. And Buffalo.

      “Give me a minute to get you those names.” He passed me a ticket. “In the meantime, meet your tour guide.” He cast a leery look over my shoulder. “And keep her outta my hair.”

      That would be easy since he hardly had any. I looked behind me and did a double take. The head hippie from the sit-in, Pam, was strolling up the river walk with her dachshund, Benny. She wore a macramé halter-top, striped hip-huggers, and daisy sunglasses, while Benny sported Pam’s peace-sign shades—and a rainbow headband.

      I turned to the owner. “You do have me down for the vampire tour, right?”

      He gave a tired nod. “Looks like a bad flashback to Haight-Ashbury, don’t she? But she ain’t from San Francisco. More like Mars.”

      Pam cut in front of me and put Benny and an old pair of loafers on the counter. “You got my scratch, Marv? I need to get my Earth shoes resoled.”

      I assumed scratch was money, but I was confused about the Earth shoes. They looked like they should’ve been buried, not given new life.

      “You gotta get in line. I’m helping this PI.” He jerked a thumb in my direction. “She’s investigating that guy from your tour who got his blood drained.”

      Pam lowered her daisies. “A brunch eater, crawdad killer, and PI? Karma’s gonna sock it to you.”

      “It just did.” I locked my eyes on her like a laser pointer. “Anyway, I came to ask you a few questions.”

      “I talked to the fuzz last night.” She leaned against the counter. “And I was working when the stiff took my tour, so you’ll have to talk to Benny about what went down.”

      My gaze dropped to the dog and back to her. “Come again?”

      She patted Benny’s head-banded head. “This boy doesn’t miss a beat. Problem is, he only speaks Bulgarian.”

      Marv was right about the Mars thing. This woman was far out, as in spacey. “That’s okay. I prefer the human perspective, anyway.”

      “Whatever bakes your brownies.” She pushed up her daisies.

      “Here’s your list, lady,” a Scooby Doo voice said.

      I jumped and stared at Benny, whose paw rested on a sauce-stained sheet of paper.

      Marv rose from below the counter with a grin. “Like how I did that?”

      I replied with a side-eye and then scanned the names. Besides Gregg, Craig, and Domenic, I didn’t recognize any of them. “What can you tell me about the victim and his two frat brothers?”

      Pam picked up Benny and sat sit-in style on the grass. “They were crooked.”

      So she’d noticed something suspicious too. “How so?”

      “They couldn’t stand up straight.”

      I cocked my head and scrutinized her face. Either this chick was way-out or I was way-off. “Why’s that?”

      “Because they were crooked.” She waved her arms like she was doing the Hippy Hippy Shake. “You know, stoned? Blitzed? Drunk?”

      I joined her on the ground. Our rap sessions were exhausting. “What about the others?”

      She took the list. “Drea and Dale Bacigalupi spent the whole time hassling with their kids. And this Raven Smith chick came alone. So did Thomas Van Scyoc, but the dude was a total loner. Every time I looked at him, he was checking out my neck.”

      That got my attention. “Were you wearing a necklace?”

      “My Why-be-rude-when-you-can-be-nude charm. It’s battery operated, so it blinks.”

      Nothing eye-catching about that. “Who else took the tour?”

      “The only other one was Linda West. I really dug her. She’s a manager at Pharmanew, but she’s got a groovy plan to take it in a holistic, anti-aging direction.”

      I knew the company. It was a leader in the pharmaceutical industry in the central business district downtown.

      “Anyway, a girlfriend canceled on her, but Linda was rip city.”

      I imagined teeth tearing into flesh. “What do you mean by rip?”

      She gave a sad headshake. “I mean she’s a gas, man. Like ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’?”

      I sighed. If I questioned Pam again, I was going to need an interpreter fluent in hippie. Or Bulgarian. “Let’s go back to Mr. Van Scyoc. Anything else you can tell me about him?”

      She handed me the list. “When he introduced himself, he mentioned that he runs Belleville House, the old fogies’ home on Royal.”

      “Good to know.” Bayou Cuisine was on the same street, so I could stop by before cooking class. “Hey, does the phrase Campari Crimson mean anything to you?”

      “Reminds me of Mellow Yellow or Kozmic Blue.”

      I was pretty sure those shades hadn’t made the color wheel. “Great. Well, I’m coming on your midnight tour, so if you remember anything else, you can tell me tonight.” I stretched out my legs. “Oh, and before I forget, do you cover the story of the Compte de Saint Germain?”

      Pam leaned back on her hands. “All the way to 1983.”

      “Do you mean 1903? When he showed up in New Orleans?”

      “I’m talking about the count’s last-known alias, Richard Chanfray. He supposedly committed suicide in St. Tropez in 1983.”

      Josh hadn’t mentioned that part of the de Saint Germain story. “But if he died, then obviously he was a mere mortal and not a centuries-old vampire.”

      “Who said he croaked? They never found his body, just a suicide note.” She plucked a wildflower and slipped it into her hair. “I figure the count pulled another one of his disappearing acts and is still out there doing his blood-sucking thing, maybe even here in New Orleans.”

      I gave her a get-real look.

      “If you don’t believe me, look Chanfray up.” Pam stood and brushed off her hip-huggers, and Benny stood and shook. “I gotta bug out.”

      You already have.

      After she’d split, so to speak, I crossed the train tracks that ran along the river and entered the French Quarter. As I made my way to Royal Street, I googled the counterfeit count. A 1970s photograph of Chanfray popped up juxtaposed with a painting of the real count from the court of Versailles.

      And my blood ran as cold as the waters of the Mississippi.

      Chanfray was the Compte de Saint Germain’s doppelgänger.

      But he was also a dead ringer for Josh Santo.
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        * * *

      

      A petite middle-aged nurse entered the lobby of Belleville House in a uniform eerily similar to Nurse Ratched’s in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. “Mr. Van Scyoc is ready for you.”

      The “ready for you” was unsettling, especially considering that the name Belleville and its sterile, rundown atmosphere evoked New York’s infamous Bellevue psych ward. Nevertheless, I suppressed my lobotomy fears and followed her down a hallway. Both the wallpaper and the laminate floor were yellow—not mellow, but medicinal. And the nostril-stinging odor of ammonia didn’t help the ambience.

      The nurse opened an unmarked door that made an ominous creak. She gestured for me to enter. “Ms. Amato.”

      “Thank you, Sylvia.” The thirty-something male behind the desk spoke in a subdued, lugubrious tone as though we were in a funeral home rather than a retirement home. Adding to the macabre mood, he was thin and deathly pale. “Come in. And close the door.”

      I hesitated because it seemed like a setup. The walls were bare, and the only thing on the desk was a large computer monitor, making the office seem staged.

      Reluctantly, I shut the door, and it creaked a final warning. I took a seat in a folding metal chair, but I kept my feet planted firmly on the dingy tile floor in case I needed to bolt. “As we discussed on the phone, I’m here to ask you about the vampire tour you took on Saturday night. But first, I was wondering whether the police have questioned you about the death of Mr. Charalambous?”

      He flipped his dishwater-blond bangs to one side and folded his hands on the desk. “Yes.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he appeared to be waiting for me. “Well, could you tell me if you noticed anything unusual about anyone on the tour, including Mr. Charalambous?”

      “I did.”

      Had working with the elderly slowed this guy down? I scooted my chair closer to his desk, trying to instill a little life into him. “How about I run through the list of attendees, and you give me your impressions?”

      “No need. We had name tags.” He fixed his slanted blue eyes on me and sat motionless, so much so that he didn’t blink.

      Irritation invaded my chest. Why couldn’t I catch a break on just one of these interrogations? “What can you tell me about the victim and his fraternity brothers?”

      His smile was cordial, like I’d inquired about his relatives or friends. “They were fine.”

      “And the Bacigalupi family from Utah?”

      He smacked his lips and nodded. “Them too.”

      An alarm went off on his watch.

      He reached into a desk drawer and produced a plastic container. “Would you like half a peanut butter sandwich or some mashed potatoes?”

      “Oh, I already ate.” I was ravenous, but I’d have sooner taken meds from the man than eat his peanut butter and potatoes.

      Thomas pulled out his sandwich. “Can I ask you something?”

      “That would be terrific,” I gushed, overexcited about the prospect of a two-sided conversation.

      “If Gregg had his blood drained through holes on his wrist, why are you questioning me and not that woman with the Mardi Gras boa he was talking to?”

      How he’d made the connection between blood loss and a feather boa I did not know. “I plan to meet with everyone from the tour. But are you talking about Linda or Raven?”

      “Raven.” He popped a piece of bread crust into his mouth.

      “What about her?”

      He chewed and studied his sandwich. “She had white-blue eyes with pinpoint pupils. And fangs.”

      I stared at him, thinking I hadn’t heard correctly. “Like, prominent canine teeth?”

      “No, I have those.” His gaze rose to meet mine. “What I mean is, why is everyone asking me what happened to Gregg when you guys could ask the vampire?”

      I felt faint, like I’d been drained of blood, and questions hung over me like dark shadows.

      How many vampires were involved in the case?

      And would someone else die during the blood moon?

      If so, was it Anthony?

      Or, despite Veronica’s guarantee, could it be me?
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      “But I taught-a you how to cook-a.” The outrage in my nonna’s voice threatened to reach through the phone and shake some sense into me. “Why you wanna take a class-a?”

      Since I was standing in the kitchen classroom at Bayou Cuisine with Lou and two female students, I couldn’t tell her I was on a case. “I thought I’d learn how to make something besides Italian.”

      Silence. Like the calm before the sirocco that scorched Sicily in summer.

      The receiver struck a hard surface.

      She’d either dropped it in dismay or thrown it in disgust. To Italian grandmothers, eating other ethnic foods was the culinary equivalent of attending a non-Catholic service, and that was a sin more serious than blasphemy. “Everything okay, Nonna?”

      “I smack-a the phone because I can’t-a smack-a you. You’re throwing your life in-a the trash.”

      I grimaced and glanced at the salvaged ingredients next to my mini stovetop. She didn’t know how right she was.

      A middle-aged male entered in a toque blanche and white double-breasted jacket. He took his place at the kitchen counter facing the class and checked his utensils.

      “The chef’s here. I’ve gotta go.”

      “I save-a some arancini for you. You’re gonna need-a real food.”

      She was right about that too. I might’ve been throwing my life in the trash, but that didn’t mean I had to eat it. “Don’t bother. You should invite Santina over because I won’t be home until after midnight.”

      “No! You got a date-a?”

      I didn’t appreciate the implication that I would cheat on Bradley, much less her shock at the idea that someone might have asked me out. “Obviously, I meant work.”

      “All work and-a no play make-a Franki a zitella.” She spewed sarcasm like water from a spaghetti strainer.

      And her use of the Italian word for old maid rubbed me raw like a parmesan cheese grater. “Um, zitella is not part of the expression. You’re supposed to say I’m ‘a dull girl.’”

      “That goes without-a sayin’.”

      A lot of things went without-a sayin’, but that had never stopped the woman before. “See you tomorrow, Nonna.”

      I ended the call and shoved the phone into my bib apron pocket. The talk about work reminded me that I had to do some, i.e., size up the sabotage suspects. I’d positioned myself between Lou and Michele Guffey, a short brunette with blue Manga-girl-sized eyes. Next to Michele was Sara Pizzochero, who was blonde, blue-eyed, and lean, not like a bimbo but a black belt. The competitive type.

      “Bonsoir, new student.” The chef approached my station and took a long, loud slurp from a CC’s Coffee go-cup. “I’m Chef Guenat, but everyone calls me Chef Mel.” He flashed an LA smile—Los Angeles, not Louisiana—to match his accent. “I’ve been here for twenty years, except for a brief layoff, so it would be silly to call me by my last name. And Mel is swell.”

      Great. Instead of the Crazy Cajun, I get the Kooky Californian. “Uh, yeah.”

      He returned to the front of the room. “Tonight the menu is red beans and rice and cornbread with honey. By the way, Mel is like miel, which is French for honey, so it’s like you’re adding me to the recipe.” He gave a happy laugh.

      No one laughed with him.

      “Now let’s get cooking.” He chuckled, pleased with the pun. “Speaking of cooking, it’s a science, and precision is key to flavor.”

      So is fresh food.

      “Start by dicing the vegetables. Don’t chop or mince. And be careful with the knife.” His brow shot to the brim of his chef’s hat. “Cooking is a dicey business.”

      I hacked into an onion, unsure how much longer I could hack his puns.

      My phone buzzed, and I thought it might be Bradley. I didn’t dare look at the display for fear of being sliced and diced by Sara and Michele. They’d been eyeing me like they wanted to eat me, which was a possibility in a waste-cooking class.

      Truth be told, I was hungry too, so much so that I almost regretted not eating Thomas’s peanut butter and potatoes.

      My gaze strayed to some seasoned almonds.

      “Lou, are those for us?” I pointed to the dish.

      “Yeah, Chef Mel always brings snacks. The guy spoils us rotten.”

      An apropos phrase considering our dumpster-dived grub. But if the snacks had come from outside the school, they were more than likely from a store. I popped one into my mouth as a tester. It was spicy and extra crunchy. “Wow. Those almonds are intense.”

      “Oh, they’re not almonds.” Michele spoke like Cinderella. “They’re Creole cockroaches.”

      My stomach reared like a devil’s horse, the only bug more horrifying than a cockroach. I stuck out my tongue and slapped it several times to knock off any remnants of shell or guts.

      Chef Mel practically tee-heed. “My special spice mix tickled your tongue, eh?”

      Sara snickered. “It was probably the little feet.”

      I gagged and gave her a glare. Despite her cute Italian accent, the black belt was my bet for Lou’s saboteur. All I had to do was catch her in the act.

      Chef Mel tapped a tablespoon on the counter to get our attention. “Next, chop the Andouille and sauté it with the vegetables over a low heat.”

      I didn’t see the sausage, so I removed the lid from one of two covered bowls. It contained the red beans.

      With…legs?

      I leapt as high as a graveyard grasshopper. “Those aren’t beans, they’re June bugs!”

      “All right, I confess.” Chef Mel held up his hands in surrender. “They’re out of season, so they were frozen.”

      Bile crept up my esophagus. At least, I hoped it was bile. “What the hell is the rice? Maggots?”

      His head bobbed up and down. “That’s a great idea for a future class.”

      One I had no plan to attend.

      I put the lid on the bowl, and my stomach growled, not because I was starving but because it was warning the bugs to keep out.

      I leaned in to Lou. “He should’ve called this red bugs and rice. I mean, trash is one thing, but bugs are a whole other deal. And where does anyone get frozen June bugs, anyway?”

      “He caught ‘em.” Lou placed a skillet on the gas stove. “In the spring they swarm the streetlights in front of the school all the way down to Belleville House, that retirement home.”

      “I know the place.”

      “Yeah, I redid their pipes last spring.” He pulled up his chef’s pants. “Completely clogged with calcium deposits. Put in all new PVC.”

      I removed the Andouille from the second bowl and started chopping. “That must’ve been lucrative.”

      “Nah, I barely recouped my costs.” He added oil to the skillet and turned on the burner. “They ran outta funds when they paid off a family after a wrongful death.”

      My gut tingled, and I had to reassure myself that the cockroach couldn’t have survived my molars. “Do you know how the person died?”

      “Not specifics, but you hear a lot working underneath floors.” Lou threw a handful of sausage into the pan. “And somebody’s grandpa had lost a lot of blood.”

      I stopped chopping. “From an accident? Or abuse?”

      “Couldn’t tell ya, but it sounded odd.” He wiped his hands on his apron, smearing Andouille juice across the bib. “The family said his blood was missing.”
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        * * *

      

      “I mean it, Veronica.” I shielded my mouth and phone from view of the pedestrians outside Molly’s at the Market. “There was something serial killerish about that Thomas guy. I wouldn’t be surprised if he bled the grandpa dry.”

      “A nurse or another staff member is a more likely culprit.” Her voice was hushed despite the background noise at Galatoire’s restaurant. “And the man could’ve died from an undiagnosed medical condition, for all we know.”

      “An autopsy would’ve determined that.”

      “Not necessarily. But I’ll find out whether a court case was filed in the morning. Dirk and I are about to be seated, and then he’s taking me to the French 75 Bar.”

      Envy pierced my chest like a poisoned Cupid’s arrow. “Bradley took me there once—when I was more important than his job.”

      She sighed. “You just said that you missed a call from him when you were in class. Why don’t you call him back?”

      I leaned against the wall of the Irish pub. “Because I don’t want to.”

      “Normally, you’d be desperate to contact him.” Her tone had softened. “What’s going on with you?”

      An elegantly dressed couple passed by, arm in arm, and another arrow stabbed the open wound.

      “I guess I don’t know what to say to him.”

      “How about—I miss you, and I can’t wait until you’re home?”

      I sniffed. “I haven’t decided if I do miss him. Besides, with Anthony and Nonna around, it might be better for him if he stays gone.”

      “Oh, Franki. You know he adores your family.”

      I’m glad one of us does.

      “Hang on a sec,” Veronica whispered to someone, presumably her boyfriend. “Why don’t you go unwind at my apartment until Dirk and I get there?”

      The offer was tempting, but a couple of French Quarter Task Force cars rolled by, reminding me that I had work to do. “I told you, I’ve got that tour at midnight. And I’m already at the pub. Someone here could remember seeing Gregg on Saturday night.”

      “Are you going to interview Raven tonight too?”

      “Don’t say ‘interview’ in reference to a vampire, okay?” I flashed back to the vampiress at the Krewe of BOO! parade. “And you can’t seriously expect me to talk to her in the middle of the night.”

      “You’ll have to,” she said gravely.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because she can’t come out of her coffin during the day or she’ll burn up and blow away.” Veronica giggled, and I heard Dirk yuk it up too.

      “I know someone who’s burning up.” My tone was as dry as vampire dust. “And she’s coming in late tomorrow.” I ended the call and entered Molly’s.

      It was nine o’clock, which was early by New Orleans standards, so I had my choice of seats. I climbed onto a stool at the far end of the bar. The pub was a hangout for local notables, particularly politicians and journalists, so I needed to question the staff away from interested ears. I also wanted to avoid the center of the bar because there was a coffin hanging overhead and because the late owner, Jim Monaghan, Jr., sat on top of the cash register—in an urn.

      A young male bartender with black hair, glasses, and a “Marco Arroyo” nametag tossed a Guinness coaster in front of me. “What can I getcha to drink?”

      I jerked backward and slid halfway off my barstool.

      He had a full set of vampire teeth.

      “Sorry.” He spit out the offending eyeteeth. “We host an annual Halloween parade, and I’ve been getting into the spirit.”

      I wanted nothing to do with the spirit—his, Chandra’s, or anyone else’s.

      He turned on a faucet and scrubbed his hands. “Drink’s on the house.”

      Molly’s famous frozen Irish coffee enticed me, but caffeine was a bad idea before a creepy tour. On a whim I asked, “How about a Campari Crimson?”

      “What’s in it?”

      That answered my question. “Never mind. What do you have on tap?”

      “Abita Amber, Chafunkta Voo Ka Ray⁠—”

      “Are you okay?” I interrupted.

      His brown eyes got big. “Are you?”

      “Oh. I thought you were choking.”

      He gave a sympathetic smile and pointed at the label on the tap. “It’s an Imperial IPA. The Voo Ka Ray is a play on Vieux Carré, as in French Quarter.”

      “Got it. I’ll take one of those.” I slid a twenty across the bar. “Listen, Marco. I’m a PI, and I’d like to ask you some questions about a tour group that came in Saturday night.”

      “Now I get why you jumped when you saw my teeth.” He filled a frosted mug. “You want to know about Gregg.”

      “Why would you make that association?”

      He placed the beer in front of me and put the bill in a tip jar. “Because everyone’s talking about how he died, especially after the blood bank break-ins.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe a vampire killed him?”

      “Either that or it was one of his ex-girlfriends.” His demeanor was nonchalant, as though either option was equally possible.

      “Is he a friend of yours?”

      “He was kind of a regular and a local legend.”

      “Why?” I asked in a what-in-the-hell-for way.

      “He’s the oldest student and frat boy in the city of New Orleans, if not the entire state.” He grabbed some dirty mugs from the bar and placed them in the sink. “You’ve got to admire that kind of devotion.”

      If you could call it that. “Let’s go back to his girlfriends. Do you know any of them?”

      “Fortunately, no. But it was clear he had a type. Crazy.”

      Although I was willing to entertain the possibility that an angry ex had killed Gregg, especially since Craig had also mentioned his exes, I couldn’t imagine a woman, even a wack job, single-handedly stringing him up. “You were here on Saturday, right?”

      “I served his whole group. We take care of them pretty quick since they only have about fifteen minutes.”

      “Does anything stand out about his behavior? Or who he was with?”

      “We were slammed, so I didn’t notice much.” He rested his forearms on the counter. “But I did see him talking to a dark-haired lady with a boa.”

      She could’ve been the vampire Thomas mentioned, but the description fit a lot of women in the quarter on any given day of the week. “Did she have glowing eyes and vampire teeth?”

      His mouth twisted in an apology. “I went through a rough divorce, so as far as I’m concerned all women do.”

      I took that as a no, but I planned to follow up with the vampire herself. During daylight. “Anything else you can tell me about the group?”

      “Yeah, one of the guys has been in here before with a cocktail club. He has dirty blonde hair, pale skin. Seems like a loner.”

      That sounded like Thomas Van Scyoc. “Did he talk to Gregg?”

      “Apart from ordering a drink, I’ve never seen him talk to anyone. He just stands around and watches.”

      Definitely Thomas. “What’s the name of this cocktail club?”

      “OBIT.”

      I frowned. “Reminds me of obituary.”

      “It’s supposed to. Their full name is the Grande and Secret Order of the Obituary Cocktail, but don’t be put off by that. They’re good people.”

      I was sure they were, but I had my doubts about Thomas. And the creepy cocktail club only reinforced my suspicions given the Campari Crimson clue.
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        * * *

      

      While the Victims and Vampires tour members assembled in front of the tall white wall surrounding the old Ursuline Convent, I pulled Pam aside. “So, I ask you about a murder involving a guy drained of blood, and you don’t mention the vampire on his tour?”

      She pointed to her necklace. “Like the locket says, live and let live.”

      I gave her a you-should-know-better glare. “You came of age with the Beatles. It’s ‘Live and Let Die.’”

      “I don’t have time for your hang ups, dig? I’ve got a tour to do.” She yanked up her hip huggers and led Benny to the head of the group.

      “All right, people.” Pam raised her arms like she was communing at a be-in. “I’m going to lay a righteous and frighteous story on you about this convent and NOLA’s founding mothers. Locals consider it a point of pride to be a descendent of one of these first mamas. They call ‘em the Casket Girls.”

      That explains a lot about this town.

      “In the 1700s, King Louis XV sent ships with prospective wives for the colonists. The French skirts brought these freaky hope chests they called cassettes, but everyone in the colony called them casquettes because they looked like caskets.”

      Benny groan-growled—either that or it was Bulgarian for “bummer.”

      “The girls stayed at the convent until their weddings went down. But after they made the scene, the death rate doubled, and a rumor circulated like a doobie at a drum circle that they’d smuggled vampires in those casquettes.”

      Talk about a tale from the crypt.

      “Now, life in a swamp colony was like a bad trip, so some of the girls cut out and left their hope chests. The nuns stored them in the attic, which is the only pad in the Quarter with shuttered windows.”

      I studied the gray and black shutters, which looked coffin-like on the white, stuccoed convent.

      “That’s because the nuns had opened the chests, and they were empty. They told the Archbishop, who was hip to the vampire rumor, so he had the windows shuttered and the chests sealed with nails and screws blessed by the head preacher man, Pope Clement. Yet passersby have seen the windows open in the wee hours—when the vampires come out of the casquettes.”

      My gaze darted back to the shutters, just to check.

      “In 1978 two reporters asked to see the infamous casquettes, but the Archbishop told them to split. They said, ‘Hell no, we won’t go,’ and that night they climbed the wall and set up video cameras. The next morning, their equipment was scattered across the grounds, and they were dead on the steps.” Pam held out her hands. “And this is the trippy part. The dudes were almost decapitated, and eighty percent of their blood had been drained.”

      A cold hand brushed the back of my neck, and I let out a scream from beyond the casket.

      Detective Sullivan laughed low in his throat. “I’m beginning to think I make you nervous, Amato.”

      Pam grimaced like she’d done a hit of acid. “No, baby. That chick was already flipping out.” She picked up Benny’s leash. “Okay, gang. Let’s head around the corner to Royal Street.”

      The group followed Pam, but I turned on Sullivan. “Real adult of you to go for my jugular during a vampire story.”

      He pulled his shoulders back, accentuating the breadth of his chest in his cable knit sweater. “You had a moth in your hair. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Leave it.” My tone was as tense as my limbs as I stalked after the group. I’d had it with him. And with bugs. “What are you doing on this tour, anyway?”

      “I thought I’d take my own advice and brush up on vampire lore. Plus, I got a little carried away at dinner, so I wanted to walk it off.” Sullivan grabbed his six-pack gut and gave me a sidelong look. “Italian is heavy, but I can’t resist it.”

      My stomach fluttered like it was full of moths. He was talking about food, wasn’t he?

      I stole a glance at him.

      He ogled me like I was a leg of prosciutto.

      The fluttering intensified, as did my pace.

      It was unfathomable, but I felt like I did when my Catholic school went from all girls to coed—like a young Eve being introduced to an apple. Except that this one was rotten. With a worm. “I took you for an Irish stew guy.”

      “I won’t turn down a plate of meat and potatoes. But I’ve developed a weakness for arancini.”

      “Arancini?” The coincidence caught me off guard.

      “You know, those Sicilian rice balls? They’ve got a crispy fried outside, and then you bite into one.” His pitch was low and verging on lustful. “And you taste that soft, saucy center.”

      I re-upped my speed, and so did my pulse. Sullivan was trying to seduce me, but that was no longer the source of my nerves. It was his reference to arancini al sugo.

      “Now that we’re all here.” Pam shot me an incensed stare as we rejoined the group. She pointed to a brick mansion with a wrought-iron balcony at the corner of Royal and Ursuline. “This is the former home of Compte Jacques de Saint Germain.”

      And the present house of Josh Santo.

      Pam launched into the legend of the count, but my mind returned to those rice balls.

      I side-stepped to Sullivan. “Hey, so, most restaurants around here don’t make the arancini with sauce,” I whispered. “Where’d you get them?”
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