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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What about a one-night stand? Or a series of them?” Trish asked.

      Emily Rollins cast a sideways glance at her friend. “I think I need to swear off men altogether.” She gathered her billowing crimson skirt in her hands and climbed the stairs toward the hotel entrance, placing each step with precision. Practicality wasn’t on the list of requirements when she selected her costume for the Masked Movie Character Ball, and the last thing she needed was to trip on a layer of satin and tulle and tumble down before she even got inside.

      Trish adjusted her mask. “You can’t punish yourself forever, Em. You promised you’d try to have fun tonight.”

      She sighed and peered out over Canal Street, the dividing line separating the French Quarter from the rest of New Orleans. An October breeze raised goose bumps on her arms, and she shivered as she turned and drifted up the stairs.

      “I’m not punishing myself. I’m just…” She swallowed the sour taste in her mouth. “It doesn’t feel right to have fun so soon.”

      As they stepped inside the Maison Des Fleurs, soft classical music replaced the roar of outside traffic, and green carpet squished beneath her stilettos.

      Trish touched her elbow. “It’s been more than a year. It’s time to move on.”

      “I know.” She drew her shoulders toward her ears and wrapped her arms around her middle. “But after Jessica died…”

      “Well, tonight you’re the Queen of Hearts, darling, and you’re smoldering. Every hot-blooded man who’s passed through this lobby has checked you out.”

      Emily rolled her eyes, but her friend’s abrupt change in subject did help loosen the vise-grip squeezing her chest. Now the damn corset was the only thing keeping her from breathing properly. “Trish…”

      “Seriously. At least ten different men have given you a once-over in the five minutes we’ve been standing here.”

      She laughed. No one was checking her out, and she’d prove it. She whirled around to face the room, daring someone to look at her. A Captain Jack Sparrow look-alike wearing a simple black eye mask bowed formally, wiping the smug smile right off her face.

      Trish nodded. “Look, babe. All I’m saying is you’re new in town. It’s a masquerade, so the whole point is mystery. You can be anybody you want to be tonight, and no one will know the difference. Let me teach you how to have fun for a change.”

      She crossed her arms. “I know how to have fun.”

      “Sure, if you like wet blankets and cold showers. Come on.” Trish linked arms with Emily and dragged her toward the ballroom.

      Emily stopped outside the door and yanked her arm free. Her friend’s teasing words stung. She’d come to New Orleans for a fresh start—to get away from the guilt that had been chewing her to bits and spitting out the pieces—and she had moved on, hadn’t she? She’d done plenty of new things.

      An indoor skydiving place opened near her apartment a month ago, but she hadn’t worked up the nerve to check their prices. Iconic street cars chugged along the tracks every ten minutes in front of the urgent care clinic where she worked, but she’d never hopped on one. Hell, the only reason she’d been to Bourbon Street was because Trish dragged her there. Aside from her occasional walks through Jackson Square, she hadn’t explored the city she now called home. Her throat tightened. Maybe she hadn’t moved on at all.

      “All right. If I’m a wet blanket, what do you suggest? Should I make out with the first guy I see? Dance on the tables?”

      “Just let loose. Relax. Maybe hook up with a bad boy for once in your life. That’s what you need. A sexy New Orleans man to show you the city, get your mind off things.”

      “I’ve dated bad boys before.”

      Trish laughed and pulled her away from the door as a couple dressed as Princess Leia and Han Solo stepped past them. “Who? Phillip?”

      “He rode a motorcycle once.”

      “He’s an actuary, Em. You can’t get any more boring than that.”

      She chewed the inside of her cheek. “He cheated on me. That makes him bad.”

      Her friend wrapped her arm around her shoulders. “That’s the wrong kind of bad, babe. And anyway, that jackass cheating on you turned out to be for the best. If he can’t stick by you through the tough times, good riddance.”

      “It was quite a wakeup call, wasn’t it?”

      “And now you’re here with me, learning to live the life Jessica would have wanted for you.”

      She chuckled. “From the authority on having fun.”

      “You got that right.” She led her through the double doors into the ballroom.

      Emily gasped. Thirty-foot ceilings soared above with two massive chandeliers dripping with crystals, hanging side by side in the center of the room. A polished wood dance floor took up most of the space, and a band on a raised platform belted out a smooth rendition of Frank Sinatra’s “Fly Me to the Moon.” A generous buffet complete with shrimp cocktail, boudin, and oysters on the half shell sat against the wall, and an open bar stood catty-corner to the food. Hundreds of masked people in elaborate costumes representing characters from all genres of movies milled about the ballroom, mingling, dancing, laughing…having fun.

      “Drinks first.” Trish led the way to the bar.

      Maybe her friend was right. Maybe she did need to let loose tonight. It had been a year since her sister’s death. That fresh start needed to begin sometime; she’d been stagnant long enough.

      If a masquerade ball wasn’t the perfect opportunity to elicit change, what was?

      Trish handed her a gin and tonic. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Emily grinned. “Dare me.”

      “What?”

      “Like when we were kids. Dare me to do something outrageous, and I’ll do it.”

      Trish sipped her gin fizz. “Seriously? I know you can’t see my eyebrows through this mask, but I am arching one in disbelief.”

      Her pulse quickened, and she swallowed before the lump could form in her throat. “Yes. I mean it. I promised I’d have fun, and you’re going to teach me how.”

      Her friend slammed her hand on the bar. “Two shots of tequila, please.” The bartender poured the drinks, and Trish handed Emily the tiny glass. “All right. I dare you to kiss a stranger.”

      “That’s it? Just kiss someone?”

      “Not just kiss. One: it has to be on a man’s mouth. And two: there has to be tongue.”

      She chewed her bottom lip and stared at the liquid courage in the glass. A kiss. She could do that, couldn’t she? Taking a deep breath, she tossed back the shot and set the glass on the bar. The tequila burned as it made its way down her throat and into her stomach. “Kiss a man, with tongue. Done.”

      Trish downed her shot and grinned. “And you are not, under any circumstances, to give him your number.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want you getting all goo-goo-eyed over the first guy you meet. This city is a living, breathing entity, and it has to be experienced fully before you settle down. Get your fill of fun before you do anything else.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Emily gave her a mock salute and ordered another gin and tonic. She was going to need it.
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        * * *

      

      “Another beautiful party, Momma. Well done.” Sean LeBlanc kissed Madeline on the cheek and tousled the purple feathers adorning her sequined mask. Her floor-length black dress curled up in eight places on the hem—Ursula the Sea Witch’s tentacles. And every time he took a step, he nearly tripped on one and busted his ass on the dance floor. All those years of dance lessons as a kid hadn’t prepared him for waltzing with an octopus.

      “Thank you. I do know how to throw a party, don’t I?” Her satisfied gaze swept the room before landing on him.

      “You always have.” He twirled his mom across the dance floor, carefully avoiding her tentacles and hoping to evade the question he could tell she’d been biting back all evening. At least she was making an effort tonight.

      “Tell me, Son. There are so many beautiful women here, but the only one you’ve danced with is your mother. Why?”

      And there went her self-restraint. He faked a smile. “I don’t know. I guess I’m not in the mood to deal with a woman tonight.”

      “When will you be?”

      Grinding his teeth, he tried to quell his irritation and come up with an answer that would appease her. “I date every now and then, Momma. Nothing to worry about.”

      “First dates don’t count. Unless you’ve had a second date I don’t know about?”

      “You know I haven’t.” He sighed. “I know what love feels like, and I’m not going to waste my time on someone it could never happen with.” If it could ever happen again.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Have you heard from Courtney lately?”

      He stifled a groan. She knew the answer to that too. “It’s been almost two years since her spirit made contact. I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “Sweetheart, she’s been dead for three. Even her ghost has moved on. Don’t you think it’s time you did too? She would want you to be happy.”

      He pressed his hand into her back and eased her into a fast spin. “I’m dancing with the most beautiful woman at the ball. I am happy.”

      She playfully swatted him on the shoulder. “Your charm won’t work on me, young man. I taught you everything you know.”

      The song ended, and he led her to the bar. Madeline wouldn’t be happy until he was married with a kid or two, and he’d get there eventually. Maybe. But he wasn’t going to force it. If he ever found the right woman, he’d know. Why would he waste his time with anyone else?

      His mom had done nothing but worry about him since the day his wife died. Hell, he’d worried about himself for a while, but he really was ready to move on…if the right woman came along. That’s what he told himself anyway.

      Still, he had to do something to get her off his back tonight, or she’d be throwing women at him every time he turned around. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll dance with the first person who recognizes my costume.”

      “Hasn’t anyone gotten it right yet?”

      “It’s a classic eighties movie. Someone will recognize it.” He picked up a Scotch on the rocks and took a sip.

      His mom grinned. “It would be more convincing if you had a Buttercup.”

      “Maybe I’ll find her tonight.”

      “I hope you do.” Mint julep in hand, she patted his cheek and sashayed into the crowd to mingle.

      The chances were slim. He’d been called Zorro seven times already, and he certainly couldn’t see himself dating a woman who didn’t recognize the main character of one of his favorite movies. His mother was right though. Courtney had only come back to console him the first year after her death. He hadn’t heard from her since, so she had obviously moved on. It was time he did too.

      “Mr. Sean.” A tiny cold hand tugged on his.

      He smiled at the little girl, and her blonde ringlets bounced as she giggled and pointed to a large, framed sketch hanging on the wall.

      “That’s me.” She vanished and reappeared next to her brother across the room. Sean and his team had investigated this building many times. He knew all the ghosts that resided here, and most of them were friendly. The portrait of the children was his donation to the charity. This ball and every event his mom planned this year benefited the local animal shelters. A hotel the size of this one would pay thousands for a sketch of the spirits that haunted it, and he was more than happy to donate the proceeds to a good cause.

      He still hadn’t figured out how or when the siblings died; they didn’t do much more than play and giggle. Her name was Alice; her brother was Jonathan, and that was the most they’d been willing—or able—to share so far. That they’d shown themselves to him tonight was a good sign, though. He’d have to get his team back for another investigation.

      But now, he had a promise to keep. He scanned the crowd, searching for friendly faces. No need to waste his time on a woman who couldn’t have fun at a party like this. If the food and free-flowing alcohol weren’t enough, the band was on fire. But all these damn masks made it hard to see people’s eyes. He’d have to go for smiles.

      A blonde and a redhead sat at a high table near the dance floor. The Red Queen and the White Queen from Alice in Wonderland. Nice choice. Red laughed heartily at something the blonde said. Her crimson lips curved into a smile that lit up her whole face. She was definitely having a good time.

      He ambled closer to their table to get a better look, and damn, did he like what he saw. Fiery red hair flowed over her shoulders and down her back. Her creamy breasts nearly spilled out the top of her tight-laced corset, and her shiny red high heels peeked out from beneath a flowing skirt that unfortunately blocked his view of her legs. Something about all that red had him burning inside.

      The Lone Ranger escorted the White Queen to the dance floor, and Red’s smile didn’t fade. She sipped on a clear drink and swirled the ice in the glass. His pulse quickened.

      Maybe he was in the mood to deal with a woman tonight after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emily laughed as the Lone Ranger dipped Trish on the dance floor and nearly dropped her on her head. The bartender wasn’t stingy with the alcohol, and after the shot of tequila and her second gin and tonic, her head spun in a delightful way. She pushed the glass away. Any more, and it might affect her judgment. She was on a mission. But not just any guy would do. If she was going to kiss a stranger tonight, she wanted to feel something.

      Passion. Her life had been devoid of that emotion for nearly a year. Of course, she was mostly to blame for the downward spiral her last relationship had fallen into, but she could change. Trish only asked for a kiss. Emily would one-up her friend and make sure the kiss made her burn.

      She scanned the ballroom. Plenty of men appeared attractive, but the costumes and masks made it hard to be sure. Captain Jack Sparrow looked cute, and she’d always had a thing for pirates. But he’d blackened his teeth to go with the costume, and the thought of kissing that made her skin crawl. A wolf-man character looked big and muscly, but she couldn’t tell if the blanket of hair peeking out of his shirt was real or part of the costume. This was going to be harder than she thought.

      She picked up her drink and downed the contents as a man in all black approached her. He wore knee-high boots and black pants that hugged his muscular thighs. His Renaissance-style shirt revealed a smooth, sinewy chest, and a long sword sat sheathed at his hip.

      So far, so good.

      A black cloth wrapped around his dark eyes acted as a mask, and another cloth covered his head, concealing his hair. Her gaze traveled up and down his body, and when she met his eyes, he smiled.

      Her pulse quickened. She could definitely burn for this guy.

      He sauntered toward her with a cocky gait—completely in character—and his playful grin and full, kissable lips sent her stomach flipping.

      “What’s the Queen of Hearts doing all alone at a party like this?”

      Emily sat up straighter. “I could ask the same question of you, Dread Pirate Roberts. Where is your Buttercup?”

      “I’m currently interviewing for the position. Would you like to apply?” His devilish grin widened; her heart pounded harder.

      “And how many applicants would I be competing with? It must be a coveted position.”

      He chuckled. “So far tonight, ma’am, you’re the only candidate.” He cleared his throat and whisked her glass from the table. “Your drink is empty, and that’s a shame. Let me get you another one.” He examined what was left of the contents. “Gin and tonic?”

      “Yes, but...”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      He strode to the bar, and she got a view of his backside as he moved. Nice. Everything about the man was scrumptious. She inhaled a deep breath to calm the swarm of butterflies in her stomach. What on earth was she thinking agreeing to a dare like this? She didn’t go around kissing strangers.

      “One gin and tonic for the beautiful queen.” He slipped into the chair next to her and set the drink on the table.

      “Thank you.” She could do this. It was just a kiss, and he was just a man. An incredibly sexy pirate tonight.

      He leaned an elbow on the table. “You know, you’re the first person who’s gotten my costume right.”

      “Really? The Princess Bride is a classic. I can’t believe people don’t recognize you.”

      “I know. It’s one of my favorites.”

      “And you look so authentic. You’ve got the mustache and everything. Is it real?”

      He smoothed the thin strip of hair above his lip. “Of course. But everyone thinks I’m⁠—”

      “Zorro?”

      “Nailed it. By the way, my name is⁠—”

      “Westley.” She stirred her drink and swallowed before raising her gaze to his. “Your name is Westley tonight.”

      “Oh, we’re being mysterious?”

      She shrugged. It was better if she didn’t know his name. Trish was right: she didn’t need to attach herself to the first man she met. And this guy was way too magnetic.

      He smiled. “I get it. It’s a masquerade. We can reveal our identities at the stroke of midnight.”

      She tilted her head. If she was still talking to him at midnight, she’d be in trouble.

      “Okay. Westley, it is. Can I call you Buttercup?”

      Covering the tip of the straw with her finger, she brought the other end to her lips and released the contents into her mouth. “I’ll let you know.”

      He laughed and downed the rest of his drink. “I promised our hostess I would dance with the first woman who didn’t call me Zorro.” Standing, he offered her his hand. “Would you care to join me on the dance floor, my queen?”

      “I would be delighted.” She took his hand and let him lead her to the center of the floor. The band played Billy Joel’s “Just the Way You Are,” and Westley pulled her close. Though their bodies didn’t touch, an inexplicable magnetism held her. His masculine scent, the warmth radiating from his skin—she couldn’t have pulled away if she’d wanted to.

      One hand on her hip, his left hand cradling her right, he led her around the floor with the grace of a professional. His strong arms guided her into moves she didn’t know she had in her dance repertoire. He spun her, releasing his hold to twirl her under his arm and pull her back into a firm embrace.

      She gazed into his eyes, unable to quell the butterflies flitting their way into her chest. “Wow. You’re an amazing dancer.”

      His cocky grin returned as he twirled her. “All those years of cotillion finally paid off.”

      “What’s cotillion?”

      “Dance and etiquette classes my mom forced me to take as a kid. I hated every second of it.”

      “And now?”

      “No regrets at all.” He gave her one final spin and dipped her so low, her head nearly touched the ground. As he brought her back up, she stumbled into him, and he caught her in his arms. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s the alcohol. I’m not usually this clumsy.”

      His gaze lingered on hers, and though she was steady on her feet, he still held her close. The feel of his firm body pressed to hers sent warmth flooding through her limbs, and as he started to let her go, she held on tighter.

      “I love this song. Can we dance again?”

      A slow smile curved his lips. “As you wish.” He kissed the fingers of her right hand then traced his thumb across the tiny butterfly adorning the inside of her wrist. “That’s a nice tattoo. What does it mean?”

      Instinctively, she wanted to jerk her hand away, but she forced herself to hold contact. “It means I like butterflies.”

      “I like them too.”

      Her heart fluttered as he slid his hands to the small of her back and held her with firm yet gentle pressure. Cheek to cheek, she clutched his shoulders and tried to slow her breathing. His woodsy scent filled her senses, making her head spin, and as the slow, sultry music played on, she melted into his embrace.

      She lost track of how many songs ended, how many new ones began as they held each other on the dance floor, softly swaying to the rhythm. She could’ve held on to this mysterious man all night. His strong arms. His intoxicating scent. The way his breath tickled her ear when he turned toward her.

      He slid his hands up and down her back, his gentle touch raising goose bumps on her arms. His heart pounded against her breast as she glided her hands across his shoulders to cup the back of his neck. It was time. She was going to kiss him.

      Her cheek brushed against his masculine stubble as she pulled away to look in his dark brown eyes. He inhaled deeply, dropping his gaze to her mouth. Her eyes fluttered shut as he leaned in. Something vibrated against her hip, and she opened her eyes. His gaze lingered on her lips.

      “Westley?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your pants are vibrating.”

      He chuckled. “They can leave a message.”

      “It might be important.”

      He pressed his forehead to hers and slid his hand up her neck, into her hair. “Nothing is as important as dancing with the most beautiful Queen of Hearts I have ever seen.”

      Heat flushed her cheeks. “I’m sure you say that to all the ladies.”

      “I can assure you I don’t.” He twirled her around the dance floor and stopped close to the edge.

      Emily wasn’t the type to swoon, but something about Westley made her knees weak. “You really are a fantastic dancer.”

      “It’s all part of my diabolical plan.”

      “Your plan?”

      He smiled. “To keep you here until midnight, when the masks come off, and the identity of the most beautiful woman in New Orleans is revealed.”

      Her heart slammed into her throat. She wanted to know this man. More than his identity, she wanted to know him. But she couldn’t. Trish was right. She shouldn’t latch on to the first hot guy she met.

      She needed to kiss him and walk away.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket again, and he let out a disappointed grunt.

      “You should answer that. It’s probably important if they’re calling again.” She released her hold on his shoulders, but he tightened his grip around her waist.

      “You’re not getting away so easily.” He fished the phone out of his pocket. Checking the screen, he sighed and pressed the device to his ear. “This had better be important, Jason.”

      He closed his eyes and listened. “You have got to be kidding me. Did you call Syd?” He stroked his fingers down her cheek and mouthed the word sorry. “How many over are we? Twenty-five? No, I’ll be there in fifteen… Yeah. On my way.”

      He mashed the screen with his thumb to end the call and shoved the phone into his pocket. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her into a tight embrace and pressed his lips to her ear. “I have to go.”

      She fought the shiver running down her spine. “I figured as much.”

      “Can I see you again?”

      She bit her lip to keep from saying yes. “Tonight, for me, was about learning to live again. To enjoy life, and I’ve enjoyed every second I’ve spent with you. But this is all I’m able to give right now.”

      He pulled back, disappointment evident in his eyes. “How about this? I’ll give you my number, and if you ever decide you have a little more to give—and I’m not asking for much…just a little of your time—then you can call me.”

      The temptation overwhelmed her. She couldn’t form an appropriate answer, so she did the only thing she could.

      She crushed her mouth to his.

      A deep groan rumbled in his throat as he parted his soft lips to let her in. He tasted sweet, like honey laced with warm whiskey, and when his tongue brushed against hers, fire shot through her veins. He tightened his arms around her, and she allowed herself to get lost in his embrace. They were the only two people in the world, and being in his arms was all that mattered. The kiss slowed to a gentle brush of the lips, and she had to get away before she gave in.

      She took a step back and rested her hand on his cheek. “Thank you, Westley, for a lovely evening I will never forget.”

      His gaze was heavy and filled with longing. “Can I at least know your name?”

      “My name is…” She shouldn’t. The moment with Westley was ending, and sharing names would only quell the mystery. She stepped toward him and placed a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “Call me Buttercup.”

      He chuckled and lowered his chest into a formal bow, his heated gaze never straying from her eyes. “As you wish.” He lingered for a moment as if hoping she’d change her mind.

      “Goodbye, Westley.”

      “Farewell, Buttercup.” He nodded and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sean shook his head as he trudged up Chartres Street toward Jackson Square. The crisp fall air nipped at his cheeks, but it did nothing to cool the slow burn that woman had ignited inside him. The taste of her mouth—sweet lime and passion—lingered on his tongue. Was her face as gorgeous as her tall, sexy body? If he’d hung around long enough, he might have found out.

      Damn job. Damn responsibility.

      Christ, she’d felt good pressed against him, kissing him. Making him want more for the first time in years. Stirring up emotions he thought he’d never feel again. Buttercup had said she needed to learn to live, but with the way she was able to get him so worked up with a simple kiss…she was doing a fantastic job of living already.

      The crunch of aluminum under his boot pulled him out of his thoughts. He picked up the flattened can of Coors and tossed it in a trash bin. He could fantasize about the things he’d never get to do with Buttercup later. Now, he had a job to do.

      Jackson Square bustled with activity, as it usually did on Saturday nights. Though the park gates closed at dusk, and most of the artists had taken their wares home for the night, people still flocked to the cathedral plaza for the evening activities. A dozen psychics—some real, some fake—set up tables and offered readings for a small fee. Some used crystals, some tarots or runes, but they all focused on one common theme: giving people a glimpse into their futures. Sean smiled and nodded a hello to one of the mediums.

      The old woman lifted a gnarled hand to wave. “I see a change coming for you, Sean.”

      “And I don’t want to know about it.” He hurried past the psychic. She’d offered to give him a reading several times, but he always declined. The future was best left unknown. Especially when there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to change it.

      “Hey, Zorro,” someone called from a restaurant balcony.

      He flashed the man a tight-lipped smile and waved. That was the eighth Zorro reference tonight, but it didn’t matter. Buttercup knew who he was, and that was good enough for him. He shoved his hands in his pockets and made his way toward the church.

      Swarms of people huddled around tour guides from various companies, preparing to be wowed by the sordid history of the city. Of course, most of these tours weren’t historically accurate. “Fantastical exaggerations of legends” was a better description, but the tourists didn’t care. They wanted to be entertained, and this late in the evening, most of them were drunk anyway.

      Jason already had the overflowing tour group split in two, waiting on the steps in front of the St. Louis Cathedral. The massive white church towered over the square, providing the perfect backdrop for the haunting excursion he was about to lead. It had taken years to finagle Crescent City Ghost Tours into this spot, and earning the title of Most Reputable Tour Company five years in a row ensured him first choice of meeting spaces.

      “Hey, man.” Jason jogged toward him, clutching two iPads to his chest. “Sorry to pull you away from your mom’s party. I didn’t know what else to do. Most of the spots were prepaid so I couldn’t send them away.”

      Sean took one of the iPads. “You did right. But I think you set a record for the most epic cockblock of all time.”

      Jason furrowed his brow and ran a hand through his dirty-blond hair. “Oh, shit. I am so sorry. You got her number though, right?”

      He wasn’t about to share the details of his failed attempt at landing a date with the sexy redhead with his employee. “You ever get ahold of Anthony? Why’d he no-show?”

      “He finally picked up the sixth time I called. Said he didn’t want to do it anymore. He quit.”

      “Shit. Figures he’d pick the busiest time of year to leave us high and dry.”

      “Syd will be back in town tomorrow. She and I can split his shifts until you hire someone.”

      Sean clapped him on the shoulder. “I appreciate that. C’mon. We’ve kept our customers waiting long enough. You claim a group yet?”

      “I’ll take the one on the left.” Jason led him to the group that would be his captive audience for the next hour and a half.

      A man in a Dallas Cowboys shirt stumbled forward. “You brought Zorro to be our tour guide?”

      Fantastic. He was starting the night off with a heckler.

      Jason switched to his tour guide voice, extra loud and filled with energy. “You guys are in for a treat. Sean here isn’t just a tour guide. He’s the owner of the company…and he’s the one who collected all the evidence we’ll be showing you along the way.”

      A hushed murmur fell across the group as the Cowboys fan shrank back into the crowd.

      Sean tapped the iPad screen and brought up a photograph of a dark shadowy figure in the alley next to the cathedral. “That’s right, ladies and gentlemen. Every story you’ll hear on this tour is true. The hauntings are real, and we’ll show you the proof. Our tour starts here in Pirate’s Alley.”
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        * * *

      

      “All right, babe. Spill.” Trish clutched Emily’s arm and dragged her toward the bar. “Gin fizz and a gin and tonic, please,” she said to the bartender.

      “Actually, make mine a Scotch on the rocks.” She had a warm whiskey taste on her tongue, and she wasn’t ready to let it go. Her lips, still tingling from that amazing kiss, curved into a smile as the bartender filled her glass.

      “Who was he, and when are you seeing him again?” Trish handed her the drink.

      “I don’t know, and I’m not.” She sipped the Scotch and cringed at the bitter liquid. It tasted better on Westley’s lips.

      Her friend set her glass on a table and crossed her arms. “I’m not buying that for one second. You just ordered Scotch. You don’t drink whiskey.”

      She took another sip of the unpleasant drink. The sharp liquid burned its way down her throat, and she pushed the glass away. “I know. It tasted good on his tongue, so I thought I’d give it a try.”

      “And?”

      “It’s horrible.” She took a swig of gin fizz and swished it in her mouth to wash away the rancid flavor. Westley must’ve been drinking a different brand.

      Trish laughed. “So…tell me what happened.”

      “I did just what I said I would. We danced. He didn’t tell me his name, and I didn’t tell him mine. Then we kissed, and he had to leave.” She shrugged and traced the rim of the whiskey glass with her finger.

      “Where did he go?”

      “I don’t know. It sounded work-related, but I didn’t ask.”

      “You really don’t know anything about this guy?”

      She let out a long sigh. “I know he’s charming. He has this woodsy, masculine scent that makes my head spin; he’s an amazing dancer, and he tastes like honey and whiskey—but evidently not the kind I ordered.”

      “And you wish you got his number.”

      Yes. “No. It’s better this way. You’re right. It was fun, and I’ll always remember it that way. At least now I won’t find out he’s an asshole later. He’ll always be charming Westley to me.” Dipping her finger in the drink, she put a drop of the golden liquid on her lip. She flicked her tongue out to taste it and wrinkled her nose. It still didn’t taste like him.

      “Emily? Is that you, dear?” The most glamorous octopus she’d ever seen approached her from the bar. Her black, sequined gown had eight tentacles curling up from the floor, and purple feathers adorned her sparkling mask. “It’s me, Madeline LeBlanc. I’m so glad you could make it.”

      She shook the woman’s hand. “Trish, this is my real estate agent, Madeline. She’s the one who gave me the tickets for tonight.”

      Trish shook her hand. “Thank you so much, Ms. LeBlanc. It’s a beautiful ball.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome. It’s my pleasure, really.” She turned to Emily and flashed a knowing smile. “I see you and the Dread Pirate Roberts hit it off. Where did he run off to?”

      Tongues of heat crept up Emily’s cheeks to lap at her ears. How many other people had noticed her escapade with Westley? “He, umm…had to go. I don’t know where.”

      “How odd of him to run off on you and not say where he was going. Well, I’m sure he’ll call you tomorrow.”

      She glanced at Trish before focusing on the floor. “I don’t think so.”

      Madeline touched her shoulder. “He will, dear. He’s a gentleman.”

      Emily cleared her throat and met her real estate agent’s gaze. “I don’t even know his name.”

      “His name⁠—”

      “Is best left unknown.” Trish wrapped her arm around Emily’s shoulders. “Tonight was an experiment. A reminder that Em’s still got it, and she doesn’t need to attach herself to the first man she meets.”

      Madeline’s gaze cut between Trish and Emily. “You don’t want to see him again?”

      “Oh, I do. And I’m sure if it’s meant to be, we’ll run into each other somewhere.”

      Madeline pursed her lips and stirred the melting ice in her drink. “Are you sure you don’t want me to work some Sea Witch magic for you? Give you a strong pair of legs so you can go after your man?”

      “I’m sure, Madeline.” Her legs weren’t the problem. What she needed was a stronger heart, because the one she had still wasn’t fully recovered from the last time someone smashed it to bits. Between her sister and then Phillip, she’d lost too much already. As much as she longed for her mysterious pirate, she was better off not knowing him. “I’ll leave it up to serendipity. If I see him again, I’ll know it was meant to be.”

      “Hmm…” She flashed a small, unconvincing smile. “Do you ladies like art?”

      “Sure we do.” Trish clutched her arm and cast her a sideways glance, curling her lip with a what is this crazy lady talking about now? look.

      “Come with me. I want to show you the piece that was donated to our cause tonight.” Madeline turned and motioned for them to follow, her tentacles swishing as she sashayed through the crowd.

      Emily looked at Trish and shrugged. Madeline was supposed to be the best real estate agent in New Orleans and the go-to person for anything and everything social. She seemed to know everyone…and their business. She’d already offered to play matchmaker for Emily on several occasions, and it wouldn’t have surprised her if Madeline knew the mystery man’s identity.

      But Emily didn’t need to know. She wanted to, but she certainly didn’t need to.

      Madeline gestured to a large charcoal portrait. “The hotel paid five thousand dollars for it, and the artist generously donated the proceeds to our charity. What do you think?”

      Two children in period clothing sat on the grand staircase in the portrait. The girl’s blonde ringlets hung down to her shoulders, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. The boy was younger, and he clutched the girl’s arm and angled his chin down in a timid smile.

      “Five thousand dollars?” Emily stepped closer to examine it. The artist definitely had talent. Each stroke of charcoal was precisely placed, creating an exquisitely realistic image. The artist had captured the children’s personalities on paper as if he knew them personally. “It’s a beautiful drawing. Who are the children?”

      Madeline smiled wistfully at the portrait. “Their names are Alice and Jonathan. No one knows where they came from or why they’re still here.”

      “Still here? Are they orphans?”

      “No. They’re ghosts.”

      Emily scoffed and stepped away from the picture. “There is no such thing.”

      Trish grimaced. “That’s a touchy subject, Em. New Orleanians take their spirits very seriously.”

      “You live in the most haunted city in the country,” Madeline said. “If you aren’t a believer yet, you will be.”

      A pang shot through her chest, and she had to force a whisper over the lump in her throat. “The belief in spirits isn’t logical, and it does more harm than good.”

      Madeline clasped her hands in front of her. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “I…” She inhaled deeply and let her breath out slowly. No matter how much she liked the woman, she wasn’t about to share the pain the so-called spirit world had brought into her life. Better to walk away now than get involved in a useless conversation. “It was a lovely party, Madeline. Thank you for inviting me. I should be going, though. I have a long day at work tomorrow.”

      “Of course. I’m so glad you made it.”

      Hiking up her skirt, she hurried toward the exit. Ghosts weren’t real; she’d convinced herself of that a long time ago. She’d tried to convince her sister too, but Jessica’s obsession with the spirit world ended up killing her. No one could see ghosts, and Emily would make damn sure she didn’t get involved with anyone who thought they could. Whoever made that portrait was a scam artist; there was no other explanation.

      “Emily.” Trish rushed to her side and followed her toward the door. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I think I’m going to head home though. I have to work in the morning.”

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I know you don’t want to believe in ghosts⁠—”

      “I can’t, Trish.”

      “I know. But most of the people in this city do, and you’re going to run into it all over the place. Just about every building in the French Quarter has a story about a haunting, and lots of people pay to hear about them. It’s big money here, so you’re going to have to learn to take it all with a grain of salt.”

      “I know. And you warned me about it before I moved here.” She shook her head. “I should’ve taken that job in Dallas.”

      Trish pursed her lips. “Dallas is far less exciting than New Orleans.”

      “With far fewer believers in the paranormal.”

      “Maybe so, but your BFF doesn’t live in Dallas, does she?”

      “No, you don’t.” And the fact that her childhood best friend lived here did tip the scales in New Orleans’ favor. She’d have been completely alone if she’d gone to Dallas, her life even more boring than it already was. If that were possible.

      “Don’t act like you regret moving here. If you’ll just get out and explore, I’m sure you’ll fall in love with this city like I did. Give it a chance.”

      “You’re right. This was my first encounter with a believer. I guess it caught me off guard.”

      Trish shrugged. “And it probably won’t come up that often if this was the first time in three months. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to learn about the legends. At least you won’t be so shocked next time it happens.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Listening to a bunch of ghost stories was the last thing she wanted to do. Ghosts were nothing more than products of people’s overactive imaginations. Anyone with a logical, analytical mind knew hauntings weren’t possible, and until she saw some believable proof, she would continue to only believe in things she could see. That’s what she told herself, anyway.

      “I’m going to head home. You coming?” She gave Trish a hug.

      “Nah. I’m going to hang around a bit longer. See if I can find myself someone as exciting as your mystery man.”

      A fresh flood of warmth washed through her body. “Good luck.”

      Emily stepped outside, and the crisp night air raised goose bumps on her bare arms. She called for an Uber and climbed into the backseat. Her apartment was only six blocks away, but her high-heeled Mary Janes were already rubbing her toes. She’d be on her feet all day tomorrow, and she didn’t need the blisters a walk home would cause.

      Hiking up her skirt one last time, she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Peaceful silence greeted her as she opened the door and stepped inside. She unlaced her bodice on the way to her bedroom and inhaled the first truly deep breath she’d taken since she put the damn thing on. The costume was silly and extravagant, and she still wasn’t sure why she’d let her friend talk her into wearing it.

      She yanked off her mask and dropped the dress on the floor. Tiny flakes of red glitter rained down around her legs as she stepped out of the garment and smiled. Extravagant, yes, but the effect it had on Westley was well worth the hassle. She shivered.

      Now there was a man who’d be occupying her dreams for a while. But as much as she wanted to see him again, it was definitely better this way. No one was as charming and perfect and seemingly handsome as he appeared to be. Now she could hold on to that vision of him and never be disappointed. Of course, she could only envision him with that stupid mask and head covering. His eyes were a deep goldish-brown, but she had no clue what color his hair was, or if he even had any.

      Blond. She’d imagine him blond like the Westley from the movie. Dark eyes. Light hair. Tanned skin. Oh yeah, he was welcome in her dreams. She slipped on a blue cotton nightshirt and poured a fresh ring of salt around her bed. Hopping over the trail, she climbed into the sheets and peered over the side. The ring was intact. No breaks anywhere. No nightmares would be invading her sleep tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Sean stepped through the double doors of the empty ballroom and found his mother admiring his portrait of the ghost children. Her mask lay on a table, and she rubbed at her smudged eye makeup and turned around to greet him.

      “Where did you run off to in such a hurry?”

      “Sorry, Momma.” He gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “One of my employees up and quit on me, so I had to run a tour.”

      “Let me guess. The young Anthony?”

      He nodded. He’d have to hire someone else and quick. October was far too busy for Jason and Sydney to handle on their own.

      “Kids these days have no manners. No respect for others.”

      “I know, Momma. I’ll try to hire someone older next time.”

      She pressed her lips into a line and stared at him. “I noticed you found a Buttercup tonight.”

      “You saw that, huh?” An image of those perfect red lips curved into a seductive smile flashed in his mind, and his chest tightened. He couldn’t wait to put pencil to paper and immortalize the gorgeous queen.

      “And then you let her go.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. “That was her choice, not mine. She doesn’t want to see me again.”

      She crossed her arms and shook her head. “Bless your heart. Men can be so stupid.”

      “Momma!”

      “I’m sorry, but that girl does want to see you again. She was crazy about you.”

      He glared at her. Madeline LeBlanc was famous for her meddling, and he could see exactly where this conversation was heading. “And how would you know that?”

      “Because I know her, and I spoke to her after you ran off.”

      His heart thumped against his chest. “What did she say?”

      “She called you charming, perfect…I think the word ‘amazing’ may have been mentioned.”

      He laughed. “Well, if she felt that way, why wouldn’t she even tell me her name?”

      His mom shrugged. “Something about not attaching herself to the first man she meets. She just moved here a few months ago. And she also mentioned if she ran into you again, she’d be happy about that. Serendipity, she called it. She sounds like a hopeless romantic to me…kinda like someone else I know.”

      “I am not a hopeless romantic. I’m waiting for the right girl.” Why didn’t anyone understand that? Just because he was a man, it didn’t mean he had to chase after everything with boobs and a pair of legs.

      Madeline arched an eyebrow. “She could be the one, and I can arrange that serendipity for you.”

      His chest squeezed even tighter. Could she be the one? He hadn’t felt that alive since Courtney died. And his mom knew how to get in touch with her. Temptation gnawed at his gut, and he had to bite his tongue to keep from agreeing to her suggestion. Buttercup had said all she could give him was tonight. He wouldn’t ask for more.

      “No, I’ll respect her wishes. And who knows? Maybe I will run into her again, and we can have that serendipitous moment after all. It’d be a nice story to tell your grandchildren one day, wouldn’t it?”

      She fisted her hands on her hips. “Don’t play the grandchildren card on me unless you’re serious, young man.”

      He winked. “I would never tease you about that.”

      “Love at first sight is a real thing. I knew your father was the one the second I laid eyes on him.”

      He sighed. “Goodnight, Momma. Are you okay to drive home? You didn’t have too many mint juleps, did you?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “I’m fine. But you let me know when you change your mind.”

      “I won’t change my mind.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      “Goodnight.” He turned and strode away. Pausing in the doorway, he opened his senses, searching for any lingering spirits that might want to show themselves before he left. They must have sensed his brooding mood; no one appeared to him. Just as well. He couldn’t focus on much but that fiery red hair and soft, pale skin. Even though she’d worn a mask, he’d recognize her anywhere. And the tattoo on her wrist would be confirmation enough he’d found her again if he ever ran into her.
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