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      While I have updated the Nightcreature Novels (adding cell phones, removing answering machines, etc), I wrote the New Orleans Nightcreature Trilogy (Crescent, Midnight and Rising Moon-Books 4,5,6) before, during and after Hurricane Katrina. As a result, these novels are grounded in that world, in what happened then and how it changed the city forever.  Rising Moon, in particular, is a love letter to post-Katrina New Orleans. Therefore, while I have updated technology, I have left references to the hurricane and the city as it was, and as it became, because this is part of not only the plot but the theme and the character development in this trilogy.
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      A life spent fulfilling a vow to a dead man is really no life at all, but I’d loved Simon Malone, and I’d promised.

      I’m a zoologist by trade, a cryptozoologist by choice. If I’d followed my training, I’d be holed up in a zoo or worse, studying giraffes and pygmy goats. Instead, I trace rumors of mythical animals and try to prove they exist. A frustrating exercise. There’s a reason no one’s captured a Bigfoot. They don’t want to be found, and they’re a lot better at hiding than anyone on earth is at seeking. Or at least that’s my theory, and I’m sticking to it

      Most cryptozoologists attempt to find undiscovered species or evolutionary wonders—real animals, nothing paranormal about them—but not me. I’d made that vow. Foolish, but when a woman loves a man the way that I loved Simon, she does foolish things, especially when he’s dying in her arms.

      So I follow every legend, every folk tale, every scrap of information, trying to uncover something mythical and prove it real. Though I’ve never believed in magic, my husband did, and the only thing I’ve ever believed in was him.

      I was having very little luck with my quest until the night the phone rang at 3:00 a.m. Insomnia and a very empty checking account made me answer it despite the hour.

      “Dr. Malone?” The voice was male, a bit shaky, old or perhaps ill.

      “Not yet."

      I needed to find a cryptid—translation: unknown animal—prove its existence, write a thesis. Then I could attach those lovely letters—Ph.D.—at the end of my name. But since the whole vow incident I’d been too busy chasing lake monsters and Sasquatch clones to spend time finding a new breed of anything.

      “Is this Diana Malone?”

      “Yes. Who’s this?”

      “Frank Tallient.”

      The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t figure out why. “Have we met?”

      “No. I got your number from Rick Canfield.”

      Swell. The last guy who’d said those immortal words, “You’re fired.”

      Rick was a lawyer who’d gone on a fishing trip with a bunch of other lawyers near Lake of the Woods, Minnesota. In the middle of the night he’d seen something in the lake. Something slick and black and very, very big.

      Being a lawyer, he was smart enough not to tell the others he’d lost his mind. Instead he’d gone home, searched the Internet and made some phone calls, trying to find someone to help him discover if what he’d seen had been real or imagined. He’d found me.

      “Rick thought you’d be free to help me,” Tallient continued.

      I was free all right. Unemployed. Again. A common occurrence in my life. I was very good at looking for things, not so good at actually finding them. However, I was one of the few cryptozoologists willing to travel on a whim for cash.

      I wasn’t associated with a university—not anymore. Not since Simon had gone over the edge, tarnishing both his reputation and my own. I depended on the kindness of strangers—hell, let’s be honest and just call them strange—to fund my expeditions. Right now I was fresh out of both expeditions and funds.

      “Since you didn’t locate Nessie—” Tallient began.

      “Nessie’s the Loch Ness Monster. I was searching for Woody.”

      Which was the name Rick had bestowed on the thing. People have no originality when naming lake beasts, always opting for some variation of the body of water they supposedly resided in.

      As usual, the moment I’d arrived at Lake of the Woods with my cameras and recorders whatever Rick might have seen had gone poof. If it had ever been there in the first place.

      In my expert opinion, an obscenely large muskie was responsible for the tales, not a supernatural lake monster, but I hadn’t been able to prove that, either.

      “I have a job for you,” Tallient continued.

      “I’m listening.”

      I had no choice. Though my parents were incredibly wealthy, they thought I was nuts and had stopped speaking to me the instant I married Simon. After all, what could a handsome, brilliant, up-and- coming zoologist from Liverpool see in a not-very-pretty, far too sturdy grad student unless it was her parents’ millions? He already had a green card. That Simon had told them exactly what they could do with their money had only made me love him more.

      In truth, I fit into Simon’s world better than I’d ever fit in my own. I stood five-foot-ten in my bare feet; on a good day I weighed a hundred and sixty. I liked the out-of-doors—didn’t mind dirt or sun, wind or rain. I’d joined the Girl Scouts just so I could camp. I’d done pretty much anything and everything I could think of to emphasize my differences from the never-too-rich, never- too-thin lifestyle of my mother.

      “Can you access the Internet?” Tallient asked.

      “Hold on.” I tapped my laptop, which sprang from asleep to awake much quicker than I ever did. “Okay.”

      Tallient recited a www-dot address. An instant later, a newspaper article spilled across my screen.

      “ ‘Man Found Dead in a Swamp,’” I read. “Not unusual.” Swamps were notorious dumping grounds for bodies. If the muck didn’t take them, the alligators would.

      “Keep going.”

      “Throat torn. Feral dogs. Huh.” I accessed the next page. “Child missing. Coyotes. No body. Seems straightforward.”

      “Not really.”

      Tallient recited a second address, and I read some more. “Wolf sightings.”

      My heart increased in tempo. Wolves had been Simon’s specialty; they’d turned into his obsession. Now they were mine.

      “Where is this?” I demanded.

      “New Orleans.”

      If possible, my heart beat even faster. Once red wolves had roamed the Southeast from the Atlantic to the Gulf and west to Texas. They’d been sighted as far north as Missouri and Pennsylvania. But in 1980 the red wolf had been declared extinct in the wild. In 1987 they’d been reintroduced, but only in North Carolina. So...

      “There aren’t any wolves in Louisiana,” I said.

      “Precisely.”

      “There’s a legend, though....” I struggled to remember it. “Honey Island Swamp monster.”

      “I doubt that Bigfoot-like footprints found decades ago have any relationship to death, disappearance, and wolves where they aren’t supposed to be.”

      He had a point.

      “Could be an ABC,” I said.

      The acronym stood for “Alien Big Cat”—a cryptozoological label given to reports of out-of-place felines. Black panthers in Wisconsin. A jaguar in Maine. Happens a lot more than you’d think.

      Most of the time ABCs were explained away as exotic animals released into the woods when they became too hard to handle or too big to fit in an apartment. Funny thing was, no one ever found them.

      If they were pets, wouldn’t they be easy to catch? Wouldn’t their bones, or even their collars, turn up after a truly wild animal killed them? Wouldn’t there be at least one record of an ABC being hit by a truck on the interstate?

      But there wasn’t.

      “This is a wolf, not a cat.”

      I was impressed with Tallient’s knowledge of crypto-terminology but too caught up in the mystery unfolding before my eyes to compliment him on it.

      “Same principle. Could be someone dumped a wolf in the swamp. Nothing special about it.”

      Except wolves weren’t vicious. They didn’t attack people. Unless they were starving, wolf-dog hybrids, or rabid. None of which were a good thing.

      “There’ve been whispers of wolves in and around New Orleans for years.”

      “How many years?” I asked.

      “At least a hundred.”

      “What?”

      Tallient chuckled. “I thought you’d enjoy that. The disturbances don’t seem to occur in any particular month, or even a common season. But they always happen during the same lunar phase.”

      “Full moon.”

      No matter what the skeptics say, full moons drive people and animals wacko. Ask anyone who’s ever worked in an emergency room, psych ward, or county zoo.

      “Not full,” Tallient said. “Crescent.”

      I glanced at the thin, silver, smiley moon visible from my window. “What was the date on those articles?”

      “May.”

      Five months ago. “And since then?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Could be because the bodies weren’t found.”

      “Exactly. Things that hunt under a certain phase of the moon do so every month. They can’t help themselves.”

      I wasn’t sure about “things,” but I was sure about animals. They were nothing if not creatures of habit.

      “A body was found yesterday,” Tallient continued. “Hasn’t hit the papers yet.”

      I looked at the moon again. Guess I was right.

      “What’s your interest in this?” I asked.

      “Cryptozoology fascinates me. I’d love to go on an expedition, but I’m... not well.”

      I stood. My feet literally itched. I bounced on my toes as excitement threatened to make me jump at this chance. I had to remember: What seemed too good to be true often was.

      “You want to pay me to find a wolf where a wolf isn’t supposed to be. Once I do, then what?”

      “Trap it and call me.”

      Not an unusual request in my line of work. The people who hired me usually did so in the hopes that they would become famous by revealing some mythical creature to the world, and they wanted to be the ones to do the revealing. I had no problem with that as long as the disclosure took place. All I wanted was to prove Simon hadn’t been crazy.

      “I can do that."

      “You do realize this isn’t just a wolf?”

      I hoped not, but my hopes weren’t often realized.

      “They call it a loup-garou. That’s French for⁠—”

      “Werewolf.”

      The rush of adrenaline made me dizzy. Though I took jobs searching for any paranormal entity—beggars couldn’t be choosers—the true focus of my quest should have been a lycanthrope. As Simon’s had been.

      The only problem was, I just couldn’t believe. Even though my maiden name was O’Malley and my father’s family hailed from the land of leprechauns and fairies, in Boston, where I grew up, the only fanciful thing was the city’s rabid belief in a curse on the BoSox.

      In my youth there’d been no nonsense allowed—no Santa, no tooth fairy—I had to fight to read fiction. Which might explain why I fell so in love with a man who dreamed of magic.

      I glanced around our apartment near the campus of the University of Chicago. I hadn’t moved a book, hadn’t given away his clothes, hadn’t realized until just this moment how pathetic that was.

      “I find it strange,” Tallient murmured, “that odd things happen under a crescent moon in the Crescent City, don’t you?”

      I found it more than strange. I found it irresistible.

      “Are you interested?”

      Why did he bother to ask? He had to have heard how Simon had died. He had to know Dr. Malone’s sterling reputation had wound up in tatters. Tallient might not be aware that I’d vowed to make everyone who’d scorned Simon eat their words, but he had to suspect it considering what I’d been doing in the four years since my husband had died.

      My gaze fell on the only picture I had of Simon— knee-deep in a Canadian lake, slim, scholarly, blond, and brilliant—his grin still made me yearn. My stomach flopped as it did every time I remembered he was gone forever. But his hopes, his dreams, his work, lived on in me.

      “I’ll be on a plane in the morning.”
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      Tallient promised there’d be an airline reservation and a check waiting at O’Hare the following morning. In the meantime, I Googled him and discovered why his name sounded familiar. He wasn’t Bill Gates, but he was close.

      Frank Tallient had invented a widget for computers.  I wasn’t sure what it did beyond making him a gazillionaire.  At least he could afford me.

      After an accident several years ago had turned him into a recluse, he’d become fascinated with cryptozoology. Interestingly enough, details on his accident were nonexistent, leaving me to wonder if Tallient had used his tech skills to ensure a little privacy. I couldn’t blame him.

      The man was as good as his word and before twenty-four hours had passed I reached New Orleans. Heat slapped me in the face as soon as I walked out of Louis Armstrong International Airport. Mid-October and the temperature had to be in the midnineties. No wonder the wolves had fled long ago.

      Frank, as he’d insisted I call him, had also arranged for a rental car, a hotel room on Bourbon Street, and supplied the name and address of a swamp guide.

      “I could get used to this,” I said as the agent handed me the keys to a Lexus.

      Shortly thereafter I checked into the hotel and tossed my bag on the bed. I’d have the luxury of running water and sheets only until I found a base of operations. I couldn’t search for a cryptid from town. I needed to be where the action was at all hours of the day or night. Once I found such a place, I’d have my camping equipment shipped south,

      I wandered to a set of French doors, which opened onto a patio. Under the heated sheen of the sun, the rot showed—sidewalks cracking, buildings crumbling, homeless people begging coins from the tourists.

      One of the bizarre things about Bourbon Street, and there were a lot of them, was how a very nice hotel, like this one, could have a view straight into a strip joint on the opposite side of the street.

      Two women danced on top of the bar. When they began to do more than dance, and the milling crowd began to cheer, I turned away. I wasn’t a prude, but I preferred my sex in private and in the dark.

      Or at least I had back when I’d had sex. Since Simon, there’d been no one, and I hadn’t cared, had barely noticed. But alone in a hotel room on a street that advertised sex twenty-four hours a day, I felt both deprived and depraved. Hiring myself a swamp guide seemed like a good distraction.

      I entered the address provided by Frank into the GPS on my phone, then drove out of the French Quarter to the interstate, over Lake Pontchartrain, and into Slidell—an interesting combination of commuter suburb and Victorian brick houses. I didn’t have time to enjoy the contrast. I wanted the guide issue settled so I could get to work.

      I drove past every fast-food joint and franchise restaurant I knew and some I didn’t. Just beyond a strip mall, I took a left, trolling by new houses complete with Big Wheels in the driveways and swimming pools in the backyards. These gave way to older and older residences, then mobile homes, and finally shacks. One more turn and bam—there was the swamp. No wonder I’d heard reports of alligators in people’s yards. What did they expect when they put a backyard near an alligator?

      I shut off the motor, and silence pressed down on me. The weight of my cell phone in my pocket was reassuring. I could always call... someone.

      Climbing out of the Lexus, I thanked Frank in absentia. Whenever I was forced into any vehicle smaller than a midsize four-door, I felt as if I were driving a clown car.

      My mother, also quite tall, was an annoyingly slim woman with ice in her veins and hair as dark as her soul. Though she’d had no patience for fairy tales, she’d insisted I was a changeling. Where I’d gotten light green eyes, bright red hair, and an intense desire to play softball no one seemed to know. My appearance had marked me as an outsider, even before my behavior had branded me the same.

      Damp heat brushed my face along with the scent of rotting vegetation and brackish water. My eyes searched the gloom for something. Anything. Though my watch insisted I had a good hour of daylight left, the thick cover of ancient oaks shrouded me in chilly shadow. I saw nothing but a dock and a tributary that disappeared around a bend. Across the water, hundreds of cypress trees dripped Spanish moss into the swamp grass.

      “Hello?” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the note. “Adam Ruelle?”

      The only answer was a thick splash, which halted my stride down the dock. How fast could an alligator travel on land? Probably as fast as I could. I might reach the car, and then again I might not.

      But what if that hadn’t been an alligator?

      Wolves are quick, as are big cats, and when dealing with new or undiscovered animals, anything could happen.

      I might have been raised soft, but before Simon and I started spending so much time in the field we’d taken self-defense classes. You couldn’t sleep under the stars in a dozen different states and not run into trouble sooner or later. However, knowing how to disable a man who outweighed me by fifty pounds wasn’t going to do me much good with a wild animal. What had I been thinking to come here alone, without a gun?

      Except I didn’t own a gun.

      Slowly I backed toward land, keeping my eyes on the flowing water. The muted splashing came closer and closer. I should make a run for it, but I hated to turn my back on whatever lurked in the depths of the lily pad-strewn tributary.

      I heard a rustle that wasn’t a fish, wasn’t even water. More like the whisper of weeds, the snap of a twig. I lifted my gaze to the far shore. A single flower perched atop a waving stalk, the shade of a flame against the dewy blue-green backdrop, as the tall grass swished closed behind a body. Could have been anything, or anyone.

      “Except for the tail,” I murmured.

      Bushy. Black. I tilted my head. Canine? Or feline?

      I walked to the edge of the dock to get a better look at what had already disappeared. When water splashed across my shoes, I started, then slipped.

      I was falling, my arms pin wheeling, my gaze focused, horrified, on the eight-foot alligator, jaws wide and waiting. Someone grabbed me and hauled backward. My heels banged loudly against the wooden slats of the dock, and the alligator let out an annoyed hiss.

      I expected to be released once my feet touched dirt; instead, my savior, my captor, held on tight.

      “Who’re you?” His voice rasped, as if he rarely spoke, and carried both the cadence of the South and a touch of France. I’d never heard another like it.

      “D-d-diana,” I managed, despite a significant lack of breath and a near-painful increase in my heart rate. “Diana Malone.”

      There. I sounded cool, calm, in control, even though I wasn’t.

      “I need a swamp guide,” I continued.

      “No guide here.”

      “I was told there was.”

      “You were told wrong. Take an airboat tour down the way.”

      Cajun, I realized as I strained to understand the words past the sexy accent.

      Sexy? What in hell was wrong with me? I couldn’t even see his face. Maybe I just had a thing for accents.

      I tried to recall what I knew about the culture. It wasn’t much. The Cajuns, originally Acadians, had come to Louisiana from France by way of Canada. Most had settled west of New Orleans, become farmers and fishermen, but that didn’t mean a few hadn’t migrated closer to the Crescent City.

      “Those folks will even let you hold a baby alligator,” he murmured.

      I shivered, remembering how close I’d come to an alligator holding me—and that hadn’t looked like a baby.

      “No, I need⁠—”

      His chin bumped my head; I could have sworn he smelled my hair. I tensed, trying to remember what I’d been taught to get out of this situation, but nothing came to mind.

      He was taller, though not by much, and definitely stronger. With one arm he held me so tightly I couldn’t move. His free palm skimmed up my thigh.

      “Hey!”

      “Woman alone shouldn’t come here,” he whispered. “You might see t’ings you should not.”

      “Like what?”

      Silence settled over us, broken only by the hum of the bugs skimming across the water. I could have sworn I heard a laugh. However, when he spoke, no humor colored his voice.

      “Curious cats should be careful.”

      “Was that a threat?”

      “An observation, cher."

      Cher? I hadn’t laid eyes on his face, and he was calling me dear? Talk about balls. Or maybe I shouldn’t.

      Twisting, I tried to get free, or at least to see him. He tightened the steel band he used for an arm, and I couldn’t breathe. My breasts—not large, but not bad—jiggled against his wrist. Something stirred against my backside before he released me with a shove.

      By the time I’d caught my balance and whirled around, he’d escaped into the cover of the trees, moving with a grace that reminded me of the ABCs I’d been thinking of when he arrived. His white T-shirt stood out in the encroaching night like a flare. The sleeves had been hacked off in deference to the heat, or maybe to reveal tanned, honed arms. Khaki pants hung on slim hips; he wasn’t wearing any shoes. Dark, shaggy hair sifted across his shoulders. I still couldn’t see his face.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer, instead lighting a cigarette, cupping the match in such a way as to keep the glow from reaching anything but tobacco. A bronze bracelet, the same shade as his skin, encircled his wrist. I’d never cared for jewelry on men, but on him the adornment only seemed to emphasize his masculinity.

      “Seen any wolves?”

      He took a deep drag, as if he hadn’t a care in the world, or an appointment in this century. Nevertheless, I sensed a wary interest.

      “Maybe a black coyote?” I pressed.

      The very thought excited me. A black coyote just might get me that Ph.D.

      “How about a big cat?” I continued when he did nothing but take another drag. “Cougar?”

      He blew smoke through his nose. “No wolves this far south.”

      “Coyotes?”

      “Got ’em now. Brought in to hunt nutria rats.”

      I’d read about those. Large rodents that resembled beavers but with a ratlike tail. I hoped the coyotes were winning.

      “Cats?” I asked again. “What about bears?”

      “Bobcat. A few bears. Don’t see ’em much.”

      I was constantly amazed at how easy it was for creatures to hide in their native habitat.

      “I’ve heard there’ve been disappearances. Tales of a wolf.”

      “There will always be tales.”

      “Where there’s smoke there’s fire.”

      His cigarette flared red on one end as he drew on the other. “You a cop?”

      “Scientist.” Saying I was a cryptozoologist only confused people.

      He tossed the butt to the ground. The resulting hiss revealed he’d hit water.

      “Can you guide me?” I stepped forward. “Do you know Adam Ruelle?”

      “No.”

      His voice was mesmerizing. I wanted to keep him talking forever.

      A mighty splash was followed by a thud on the dock. I spun, remembering there were more wild animals in the swamp than furry ones, but there was nothing there.

      Just as there was nothing when I turned back to the trees—no man, no beast.

      I couldn’t even find the cigarette butt.
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      As I stared at the place where the man had been, a long, low howl rose into the night. The hair on my arms lifted. I could swear the noise came from right in front of me.

      I’m a zoologist. I know howls are funny that way. Not only is it virtually impossible for a human to gauge their direction or distance, but often a few wolves can sound like a whole lot more.

      Of course one sounds like one, and that was one more than there were supposed to be around here.

      “No wolves in the swamp, my ass.”

      Nevertheless, I headed for my car at the fastest clip I could manage and not trip over my feet. I didn’t plan on proving myself right by meeting a lone wolf—or whatever that was. Being right wouldn’t keep me from being dead.

      Since wolves are nocturnal, my best bet would be to return with the sun, a guide, a gun. Maybe a gun wouldn’t even help. Or at least not one that wasn’t loaded with silver bullets.

      The thought startled a laugh out of me. Since the sound was slightly hysterical, I started the car and fled to town, not slowing down until I planted my butt on a bar stool in a place called Kelly’s. There was always a Kelly’s.

      Several blocks over, the music, the voices of Bourbon Street increased as the night progressed. I waited until the tourists cleared out and the locals drifted in; then I started to ask questions.

      “Ruelle ain’t a guide, ye nuts?”

      I frowned at an ancient man, so brown and wrinkled he must have bathed in sunlight for the past forty years. Why had Frank sent me to Ruelle if he was⁠—?

      “What is he?”

      “Crazy.”

      “Crazy how?”

      My companion stared into the bottom of his empty beer mug with an expression of such pathetic loneliness that I waved a finger, and the bartender filled it.

      “He owns a mansion at the edge of the swamp, but the thing’s all fallin' down. He lives in the wild.”

      “Then he is familiar with the area.”

      “Better’n anyone. But he ain’t been seen for years. He’s probably dead.”

      Maybe Frank had known Adam before he’d lost his mind.

      “Why would Ruelle abandon the family home?”

      “He went into the army right out of high school. Word is he joined some hotshot Special Forces group. When he came home he couldn’t live in the world anymore, so he went into the swamp.”

      I found myself wondering why a young man with any other opportunity would enlist. Of course I’d turned my back on opportunity, too, preferring to sleep in a tent with the man of my dreams rather than make oodles of money working for Daddy. However, I doubted Adam Ruelle had become a soldier because of a woman. Then again, maybe he had.

      While I considered what I’d heard, I picked up a book of matches on the bar emblazoned with a spooky font that spelled out Cassandra’s.

      The old man leaned over and tapped the word with a nicotine-stained finger. “You wanna learn about voodoo and such?”

      “Huh?”

      “Priestess Cassandra bought Marie Laveau’s old house on Royal Street.”

      “Marie Laveau the voodoo queen?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He nodded, warming to his subject “Most think Marie was actually two women—a mother and a daughter. When one died, the other took her place, which explains why folks believed Marie had power.”

      “Growing younger and not dying will do that.”

      “No one knows where Marie lived for certain,” the bartender said, “or where she’s buried, neither.”

      “She’s buried in St. Louis Cemetery Number One,” the old man stated. “Second most visited grave site in the country.”

      “What’s the first?” I was betting on the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier or maybe the Eternal Flame.

      “Graceland.”

      Well, no one’s ever claimed that Americans aren’t bizarre.

      “Priestess Cassandra lives at Marie’s place,” my companion continued. “Set up a voodoo shop.”

      “Sounds kitschy.”

      “Catchy?”

      “Touristy. Tacky.”

      “Not this one. She’s got things you won’t find just anywhere. Even has a voodoo temple out back.”

      That I wouldn’t mind seeing, but first things first. “I hear there’s been disappearances.”

      “In New Awlins?” He lifted his eyebrows. “Don’t say?”

      His sarcasm was understandable. I’d discovered early on in my search for the paranormal that a lot more people disappeared than anyone realized. With the huge transient population in New Orleans—both homeless and tourists— as well as a river, a lake, and a swamp nearby, I bet they didn’t even have an accurate count of the missing.

      I motioned for a refill and tried a different approach. “Been talk of a wolf in the swamp, too.”

      “I saw a wolf on Jackson Square.”

      I blinked. “In town?”

      The old guy nodded.

      “You’re sure?”

      Wolves definitely didn’t venture into highly populated areas—unless they were completely whacked.

      “If ye don’t believe me, ask Jay.” He flicked a finger toward a young man who was quietly consuming a huge hamburger at the other end of the bar. “He works the Square.”

      “Works?” I eyed Jay. He was cute enough, but I couldn’t see him trolling the streets.

      “Police.”

      Well, that made more sense. I resisted the urge to rub my hands together in glee. An off-duty police officer. What could be more convenient?

      If a werewolf walked right into Kelly’s, but I wasn’t going to wait around for that to happen.

      “Was there a wolf in Jackson Square?” I asked.

      Officer Jay looked up from his plate. “No.”

      I turned to the old man.

      “I saw it,” he mumbled.

      “Folks see strange things around here every night,” Officer Jay explained.

      “Like what?”

      Standing, he tossed some money onto the counter. “New Orleans is the most haunted city in America, and there’s a reason for it.”

      “Ghosts?”

      “Booze, drugs, loud music.” He headed for the door. “Messes with the head.”

      A few moments later I said my good-byes, then meandered down a quiet, dark side road in the direction of Bourbon Street. Within minutes I had the distinct impression I wasn’t alone. Perhaps one of the ghosts had decided to follow me home. Or maybe it was just a mugger. I’d almost welcome the opportunity to kick some low-life ass after allowing myself to be embarrassingly manhandled by⁠—

      Who?

      I paused and could have sworn whatever lurked behind me paused, too. How’s that for paranoid? I glanced to the left, the right, the rear, and saw nothing but shadows. So I walked faster, and as I did, I distinguished a clackety-clack, like nails tapping on a desk. Or claws clicking along the pavement.

      Now I was really losing my mind.

      Heated breath brushed my thighs, a growl rumbled the air, and my heart stuttered. I was afraid to turn, afraid of what I would see, or not see.

      Up ahead, someone had left open the gate to a private courtyard. I ducked in.

      Something scooted by, something low to the ground and furry. I was so amazed, I scrambled forward to get a better look and caught my toe in a crack. My knees hit the pavement, then my hands. I waited, expecting hot breath to brush my face instead of my thighs.

      Nothing happened.

      I climbed to my feet, using the wall for support, and stepped onto the street. A car whooshed past. Laughter drifted on the wind. A dog barked, but the sidewalk was deserted.

      Except for the man who lounged against the building a block away. Beyond him lights flashed, music pulsed, people danced in the street. His bicep flexed as he leaned forward to light the tip of the cigarette just visible beyond the long, dark fall of his hair.

      I started to run as he slid around the corner. By the time I reached Bourbon Street, all that remained was the milling crowd.

      That night I dreamed someone climbed onto my balcony. I’d left the French doors open. I’d known he would come. He moved to the bed with the grace of an animal. His eyes were so blue, they made me gasp, even before he reached out a rough, calloused hand and touched me.

      In the dream I saw him, and he was beautiful. Full lips, sharp cheekbones, long eyelashes—an aristocrat’s face and a workingman’s body. No man of leisure would ever possess scarred fingers, bulging muscles, or tanned skin.

      Naked he stood above me, the faint silver light shining across the ladder of his ribs, a taut, rippling abdomen. The desire to trace my fingers along the flow, feel the heat and the strength, press my mouth to those ridges, then move lower and taste him, nearly overwhelmed me.

      “Goddess of the hunt, moon, and night,” he murmured, his voice spilling down my skin like a waterfall.

      I wanted to lose myself in that voice, in him.

      The bed dipped. He did things I’d only imagined, whispered suggestions in a language I didn’t understand.

      I cried out, “Loup-garou,” and the breathy, hoarse rasp awoke me.

      A breeze fluttered the curtains. Heat poured in, along with the rumble of the party that still rocked the street below. I got out of bed, slammed the French doors, flicked the lock, still trembling with the memory of a dream that hadn’t seemed like a dream.

      I couldn’t blame myself for an erotic fantasy. I was a young, healthy woman who’d denied herself sex for four years. Suddenly confronted with a mysterious man, unlike any I’d ever known, I’d have been worried if I didn’t dream of him.

      Nevertheless, I was annoyed with myself—frustrated, sweaty. Too wide awake for this time of the night, I didn’t relish what was to come. Hours in the dark, lonely and guilty, because even though Simon was dead, within my dreams he’d been alive.

      Until tonight, when another man had taken his place.

      I spun away from the window, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

      At the foot of my bed, stark against the creamy satin bedspread, lay the bright red flower I’d seen on the far shore of the swamp that afternoon.
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      I stood near the window shaking my head, unreasonably spooked by a flower.

      Well, maybe not unreasonably. I hadn’t brought it here. My gaze flicked around the room. There wasn’t anywhere to hide, except⁠—

      I glanced at the floor, and the breath I’d been holding streamed out in relief. The wooden bed frame ended at the carpet. There was no “under the bed.”

      I crept toward the bathroom. Why I didn’t just call security I’m still not sure. Perhaps I couldn’t bring myself to say, “I found a flower. Save me!”

      I’d left on the bathroom light as I always did when sleeping in a strange place. I hated walking into walls half-asleep.

      The reflection in the vanity mirror revealed there was no one inside. Just as there was nothing in the closet.

      I turned toward the window. The curtains, meant to block the sun so Mardi Gras partiers could sleep away the day, also blocked everything else. Unable to bear not knowing, I strode across the room and whipped them back.

      Then stared past the empty balcony, studying the flickering neon across the street My room was on the fifth floor. How could anyone have scaled the hotel without being seen from below?

      Would the drunks even notice? If they had, would they care or merely cheer? Except, if they’d cheered, I’d have heard them.

      Someone had been here. But who? How? Why?

      All questions for a time when the sun was shining. Too bad they kept me up for the rest of the night

      Dawn found me dressed and swilling coffee from the complimentary urn in the lobby. If I could have positioned my mouth directly beneath the spigot without undue notice, I would have. I was so tired.

      I showed the concierge the address on my handy dandy sheet of paper. Contrary to the opinion of the sexy-voiced Cajun with an attitude, the concierge confirmed it as the location of a trustworthy guide service—CW Swamp Tours. I retraced my route to the dock where a man waited on an airboat.

      “Deanna Malone?”

      I guess he was waiting for me.

      “Diana,” I corrected, and he grinned.

      I wished that he hadn’t. His teeth were nothing to write home about. They’d make a short letter since there were so few left. A shame. He didn’t appear a day over twenty.

      “Mr. Tallient sent me.”

      The accent was Deep South—not a hint of France, and I missed it

      “I was here yesterday,” I said.

      His face, which resembled both Howdy Doody and Richie Cunningham, despite the bright white hair that shone beneath the morning sun like a reflector, crumpled with the effort of thought. “Was I supposed to come yeste’day? I get confused.”

      I hoped he didn’t get confused in the middle of the swamp.

      “I met someone—” I began.

      “No one but me comes to this place.”

      “Tall, dark.” I left out “handsome,” fearing I’d sound too much like Snow White. “Long hair.”

      “Don’t bring no one to mind.”

      I wondered if this was Adam Ruelle, except Ruelle was mysteriously missing. Besides, I doubted a man who had been raised in a mansion, however broken down, would let his teeth rot out of his head. Then again, I could be wrong.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Charlie Wagner.”

      “Did Frank—Mr. Tallient—tell you why I’m here?”

      “You want to look for the wolf.”

      “Have you seen one?”

      Charlie’s gaze slid from mine. “Can’t say I have.”

      I found his choice of words interesting. He couldn’t say. Didn’t mean he hadn’t seen it.

      “You gonna meet me here at dusk?” he asked.

      “Dusk?” The last time I’d come at dusk I’d nearly been eaten by an alligator, and that had been the best part.

      I remembered the voice, the scent of smoke, breath in my hair, an arm cradling my breasts. A long, long time had passed since a man’s anything had been near them. Maybe the alligator hadn’t been the best part, after all.

      “You wanna look for the wolf, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Wolves don’t come out in the light,” Charlie explained.

      I knew that. “All right. Dusk.”

      He made no move to leave. After several silent moments, I asked the question that still plagued me. “Do you know Adam Ruelle?”

      Charlie had been peering into my face, and now he glanced away. “Neva met him.”

      “Know where he lives?”

      “No one does.”

      “What about the Ruelle place?”

      Charlie pointed to the far side of the water and the waving grass.

      I had nothing else to do. Tallient had already hired Charlie. And I was curious.

      “Take me there.”

      Charlie’s boat was a smooth, fast ride. I probably should have been wary. Airboats flipped in the swamp all the time. But the whip of the wind in my hair, the sun on my face, was too enjoyable to ruin with what-ifs. In the daylight, the swamp was beautiful. A riot of colors, hardly any alligators, not a nutria rat to be had. I doubted the area would be as appealing tonight.

      The red, stalklike flower grew everywhere. I jabbed my finger at a clump as we scooted past, but since we both wore earphones to drown out the blare of the boat, Charlie wasn’t going to be answering my questions anytime soon. He merely flashed me his un-teeth and kept driving.

      The Ruelle Mansion became visible as we slid wide around a small island. The place would fit perfectly on a Halloween card. The boards had gone gray; the windows were broken; the porch listed to one side. Despite its condition and obvious age, the word stately came to mind. In days past, music, laughter, life, had filled the rooms. If I concentrated very hard, I could imagine the Ruelle Mansion coming alive again.

      Most plantations in this part of Louisiana were located on the Great River Road, which ran from New Orleans to Baton Rouge. Finding one here was as mysterious as it was fascinating. I felt as if I’d stepped through a time warp and into another century.

      Charlie cut the engine, and we bumped against the decaying dock.

      “How long since someone lived here?” I asked.

      “Used to be a lot of transients in and out. But no one lately.”

      “Why not?”

      “People got spooked. Ha’nts and such. Heard tell a few folks disappeared and no one ever saw ’em again.”

      I stared at the building. If any place looked haunted, the Ruelle Mansion did.

      “I’d think the walls would have rotted in the damp.”

      “Made of cypress wood from the swamp. Never rots. House’ll stand 'til the end of time.”

      While I should have been reassured that the structure was sound, instead I was a bit creeped out that the house would be standing here when the rest of the world had passed away.

      “Come with me.”

      I wasn’t afraid of ghosts, but I had a hard time believing every homeless person in the area had been scared off by the rumors. I didn’t relish running into a transient as I wandered through the place.

      Charlie shrugged, tied up the boat, and followed.

      “What’re those flowers?” I indicated a patch that seemed to mark the end of the yard and the beginning of the swamp. “The tall red ones.”

      “Fire iris.”

      “Pretty.” I took a step in their direction.

      “Don’t touch’em!”

      “Why?” I had visions of hives, rashes, swamp warts. Hell. The thing had been on my bed.

      “Bad luck.”

      “What kind of bad luck?”

      “Hoodoo and such.”

      Hoodoo was an old-time, backwoods version of⁠—

      “Voodoo?”

      His only answer was another shrug.

      This was the second time voodoo had entered the conversation since I’d gotten here. Of course I was in New Orleans, the voodoo capital of America. I shouldn’t be surprised. However, I decided it might behoove me to visit Priestess Cassandra after all.

      Charlie climbed the steps, his boots thunking against the worn wood like distant thunder. The sun threatened to cook everything well done, yet he wore jeans, a long- sleeved shirt and work boots. I suspected the latter had something to do with snakes. Glancing at my sneakers, I made a mental note to buy heavier shoes.

      He opened the door, and I followed him in. Someone had stayed here once. Several hundred someones, by the size of the garbage pile. The scent of old food, new dirt, and...

      I could have sworn I smelled blood.

      I shook my head. The place was dim, dusty, dirty, but there wasn’t any blood that I could see. Why would there be?

      If there’d ever been any furniture, it was gone now, either stolen or maybe used as kindling—although I couldn’t imagine the weather ever being cold enough to warrant a bonfire. There weren’t any holes in the roof or the floor, only the windows. With some elbow grease and a few pounds of soap and water, the place could be habitable again. Hey, I’d seen worse.

      A board creaked overhead, as if someone had accidentally stepped on a crack, then frozen at the sound.

      “Hello?” Charlie called.

      No one answered.

      I jerked my head toward the stairs and together we climbed them, splitting up on the second floor. Charlie took the right side; I took the left. I didn’t find anything but dirt until I reached the last room near the back of the house.

      There wasn’t anyone there—at least no one alive. Ha- ha. But there was a picture on the wall. A very old, very interesting picture. I was still looking at it five minutes later, trying not to hyperventilate, when Charlie found me.

      “Who is that?” I asked.

      “Ruelle.”

      “I thought you’d never met him.”

      Charlie cut me a quick glance. “Not Adam. That there’s his granddaddy, several generations back.”

      He tapped the corner where a tiny notation read: 1857. I’d been too flipped out to notice.

      “Name’s Henri.” Charlie spoke the name with a French twist, dropping the h, putting the accent on the second syllable. “He’s been dead over a hundred and fifty years.”

      Charlie’s words reached me from a long way off. I couldn’t stop staring at the photo.

      The face was that of the man in my dream.
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