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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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sean sipped his coffee and put the finishing touches on yet another sketch of the beautiful redhead, who’d been starring in his dreams the past three nights in a row. He’d managed to capture the playful sparkle in her eyes perfectly, even through the mask, and his pencil lingered on the delicate curve of her smile the way his lips had days before. He shouldn’t have been so hung up on a woman he hardly knew, but if he couldn’t get her off his mind soon, he might have to take his mom up on her offer of scheduled serendipity.

      He dropped the pencil and slammed the sketchbook shut. Don’t be an idiot. He’d had his chance at love, and he should consider himself lucky for getting to experience it once. What made him think it could happen again?

      He dumped the rest of his java down the sink, grabbed his keys, and headed for the office. Climbing into his silver Tesla Model S, he started it. Sometimes he missed the sound of a gas-powered engine rumbling to life, but the soft hum of the electric motor provided a gentle reminder of the pollution he wasn’t spouting into the air every time he accelerated.

      A canopy of live oaks covered his driveway, dappling the morning sunlight into intricate patterns of light and shadow on the concrete. He pulled onto St. Charles and rolled through the Garden District, admiring the scenery. His artist’s eye would never tire of the lush gardens and grand antebellum homes that made up his neighborhood, homes that had stood for hundreds of years, many of them still belonging to descendants of the original owners.

      He grew up in a mansion three streets over that had been in the LeBlanc family from the beginning. His mom still lived there, and one day, he probably would again.

      As he headed toward his French Quarter office, the quaint, old charm of the Garden District gave way to the modern feel of the Central Business District. The buildings grew taller, their exteriors blander. He drove past Trinity Memorial Hospital, and his chest gave a little squeeze as it did every time he passed the place where Courtney spent her final hours of life. But she was in a better place now, and he still had a life to live. She’d told him that herself, many times when she came to him in his dreams.

      His dreams. The only face he’d seen in his dreams lately was that of a living, breathing redhead. He shook his head to chase Buttercup’s image from his mind. He was ready to move on. He had been for some time, though he didn’t think he’d ever meet another woman he could burn for. Until now.

      He turned down a side street in the French Quarter and punched the button to open the security gate on the alley near his building. Pulling into a parking space, he killed the engine and headed to the office. Sydney sat at the computer, her fingers flying over the keys as she updated the tour company’s website. Her jet-black hair was sheared short in a lopsided pixie cut, and an intricate sleeve of tattoos covered her left arm from her shoulder to her wrist. He closed the door behind him, and she waved a hand in the air.

      “Hey, boss. I’m almost done updating the calendar. I think we’ll be able to keep our full schedule after all. The new guy is awesome.” She turned around, and her almond-shaped eyes twinkled with her smile. “Where’d you find him?”

      He peered at the screen over her shoulder. Two tours per night, every night for the rest of October. Three on Saturdays. He’d better be awesome, or Sean was going to be leading a lot of tours this month. “A friend in the investigative side of the business recommended him. Seems to really know his stuff. Theater major too.”

      “He’s really good. I think he’s ready to go solo.”

      “Eric? So soon?” He stepped around the desk, and Sydney moved from the computer so he could sit. He’d intended to hire someone older and hopefully more responsible after the last college student quit without notice. But Eric was so enthusiastic, and he seemed to know everything about Sean’s investigations and the evidence he’d collected.

      She drummed her unpolished nails on the desk. “He’s done four tours with me the past two days. He’s ready.”

      He closed the calendar and eyed Sydney. She’d been twenty-one when he hired her four years ago, the same age as Eric now, and she was his most trusted employee. Of course, she grew up in his neighborhood, so he’d known her all her life. She handled the schedule, designed the company website. Hell, she even ran all the tech equipment on investigations. She was indispensable.

      His mother’s words rang in his ears. Kids today have no respect. Not all kids. “Call him and let him know he’s on the eight o’clock tour alone. I’ll follow in the crowd tonight in case any emergencies arise.”

      “Okay.” She traced her finger over the wood pattern in the desk. “He’s been asking about going on an investigation too. Got anything scheduled?”

      He leaned back in the chair and linked his fingers behind his head. “I’m working on something for Halloween. You in?”

      “Sounds like fun. Who else is coming?”

      “Just us, Jason, and Eric, I suppose.”

      “Oh.” She chewed her bottom lip and averted her gaze.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “No reason.” She busied herself checking the charging cables on the iPads. Finding a loose one, she pushed it in with a trembling hand and nearly knocked it off its base. She caught it before it could fall, and she let out a nervous giggle.

      Uh-oh.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face as a sickening feeling formed in his gut. “If you saw something, I don’t want to know about it.” Sydney was one of the psychics who actually could see glimpses into the future. Occasionally. Uncontrollably.

      She dropped her arms by her sides and turned to face him. “I never said I saw anything.”

      “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      The door chime dinged at six fifty-five, and Emily cringed. No one had walked through the clinic entry since six-fifteen, but of course her last patient would arrive five minutes before closing time. So much for actually getting to leave at seven.

      The mother eased her son into a chair and strutted toward the reception desk. Her heels clicked across the tiles, echoing through the building. “My son is sick. He needs to see a doctor.”

      Trish handed the woman a clipboard. “If you’ll fill out this form and give me your ID and insurance card, we’ll get you right back.”

      She reached a manicured hand across the desk and snatched the clipboard, her pointy, hot pink nails scratching across the plastic. “This can wait. He needs to see a doctor now.”

      Emily backed into the hallway, out of sight. It figured her last patient of the day would be a difficult one. She glanced at the sick child through the window. He sat curled up in the chair, his forehead resting against his knees. Well, the patient wasn’t the difficult one.

      “We need some basic information and a signature on the consent for treatment form. It only takes a minute.” Trish’s voice never lost its cheerful tone.

      “Isn’t this an emergency room? My son could be dying.”

      “This is an urgent care clinic, ma’am. If your son is dying, I’ll call for an ambulance to take him to an emergency room.” The sound of a dial tone buzzed in the air. Emily imagined Trish’s finger hovering over the nine button. She offered to call for an ambulance at least five times a day, but one was rarely needed.

      “No, no. He just has a sore throat and a fever. I don’t want to deal with a hospital.” The clicking of her heels receded as she made her way to her son and sat next to him. The boy reached for his mom, but she pushed him away and focused on the form.

      Ten minutes later, Emily opened the door to patient room number three. “Hi there.” She made eye contact with the child first, then focused on the mom. “I’m Emily Rollins, the nurse practitioner at this clinic. How can I help you today?”

      The woman flipped her fluffy blonde hair off her shoulder. “Where’s the doctor?”

      “We don’t have a doctor on duty today, but she’s only a phone call away if we need her. Nurse practitioners are licensed to treat the same injuries and illnesses as doctors.” She handed her a pamphlet explaining her occupation.

      The woman snatched it from her hand and scoffed. “My son needs a doctor.”

      Emily took a deep breath. “He needs medical care, yes. Unfortunately, at seven o’clock on a Tuesday night, your only options are an urgent care clinic or an emergency room. If you’d like to take him to the hospital…”

      “No.” She fisted the pamphlet in her hand. “He has a sore throat. His fever won’t go below 103, even with ibuprofen.”

      “May I?” She held up her light and a tongue depressor.

      “Please.” The mom motioned toward the little boy.

      “Can you open really big for me?” She peered into the boy’s mouth. Large, white puss pockets covered his swollen throat, and his lymph nodes had enlarged to twice their normal size. She listened to his heart and lungs and checked for any more abnormalities before entering her findings into the computer.

      “Did the nurse swab his throat already?”

      The woman nodded.

      “I see. Here it is.” She clicked on the link for the test results and pulled up the information. Of course, it was positive. “He has strep. Lots of rest. Lots of liquids. I’ll send in a prescription to your pharmacy. Make sure he finishes all the medication, even if he feels better.”

      The printer spit out a release paper, and she handed it to the mom. “Take this to the reception desk, and Trish will get you checked out.” She handed the boy a lollipop. “I hope you feel better soon.”

      He flashed a small smile and took the candy.

      Emily let out a heavy sigh and cleaned up the room. She’d been warned in nursing school that some people had a hard time accepting care from a nurse rather than a doctor. She’d gotten used to having to explain her qualifications, but sometimes it still irked her when people gave her that doubtful look. She flipped off the light and stepped into the hallway.

      “Will you tell her I’m sorry I doubted her?” The woman and her child still hadn’t left. “And that I appreciate her help?” She must have read the pamphlet.

      Emily waited for the door to chime their exit, and she turned off the hall lights and locked the interior door. “I heard what she said.” She pulled her purse from a drawer behind the reception desk.

      “I guess she gave you a hard time?” Trish shut down the computer and gathered her things.

      “Nothing more than usual. But it’s irritating when they walk in five minutes before closing time, wait no more than fifteen minutes to see me, and then they act like that. She would’ve waited hours at an ER.” She followed Trish out the door and waited for her to lock up.

      “At least she changed her tune and apologized. Even if it wasn’t to your face.”

      “True. Well, I’m off till Saturday.”

      “I work tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you later. Stay safe.” She walked up Canal Street and started to make her usual left on Dauphine to head home, but she hesitated. She’d done nothing but work three twelve-hour shifts since the night of the ball and hadn’t had a lick of fun since that kiss. Her fresh start had gone stale, and it would be too easy to slip back into her stagnant routine. She needed to shake things up.

      Sure, she was exhausted and her feet hurt, but maybe a stroll through the French Quarter in the crisp evening air would energize her. At least she’d get to see a little more of the city she now called home.

      The streets bustled with activity. Especially Bourbon Street, which she hurried across to avoid the crowds. Trish had taken her bar hopping when she first arrived, and she didn’t remember much of the night. The excruciating headache she’d endured the next day had tried to remind her, but she was probably better off not knowing.

      After that night, she’d done nothing but work, eat, and go to the gym. It was time she lived, and the best way to do that was on a full stomach. She made her way to Jackson Square and ambled up to her favorite food cart.

      “How’s it going, Maury?” She grinned at the vendor as he used a pair of tongs to place a hot dog onto a bun.

      The old man’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Never better, Ms. Emily. How are you this lovely night?”

      “I’m good. Thanks for asking.” Her stomach rumbled as she squirted mustard across the all-beef frank and returned the bottle to the cart. Biting into her favorite guilty pleasure, she reveled in the deliciousness of the smoky flavor dancing on her tongue and downed the whole sandwich in two minutes. She bought a bottle of water and said goodbye to Maury.

      He waved. “See you soon.”

      “You know it.”

      She walked deeper into the square toward the church. Most of the artists who set up shops along the fence had packed up and wouldn’t be back until daylight returned. But plenty of fortune tellers and supposed mediums had tables set up throughout the pedestrian mall. She passed an old woman with sagging skin and gnarled hands, who looked up at her with a toothless grin.

      “Tonight’s an important night for you, princess. Sit down, and I’ll tell you what your future holds.”

      “No, thank you.” She hurried past and avoided making eye contact with any of the other scam artists. That woman couldn’t tell the future any better than a coin-operated fortune telling machine. She’d make some broad, general statements that could be applied to any person, in any aspect of their lives, and then she’d ask for twenty bucks. They were all the same. Bogus.

      She made her way toward the towering cathedral, where a crowd had formed on the front steps. It was probably one of those haunted history tours Trish had suggested she take to familiarize herself with the ghost stories of the city. While the ghosts couldn’t possibly be real, the sordid history of New Orleans had always fascinated her. It wouldn’t hurt to learn a little more about her home.

      She found the tour guide, a young man in his early twenties, wearing a top hat covered in an array of steampunk contraptions. He wore a long trench coat and an ascot tie. He seemed so comfortable in the attire, it was hard to tell if he was dressed up for the job or if this was part of his normal wardrobe. Halloween was more than a week away, but the French Quarter seemed to celebrate the holiday all month long.

      She tapped his shoulder to draw his attention away from the swarm of giggling girls surrounding him. “Excuse me, sir. Is there any room left on your tour?”

      He turned to her and tipped his hat. “You’re in luck. I’ve got one spot left, and it’s yours for thirty-five dollars.”

      “Thirty-five dollars? How long is the tour?”

      “Hour and a half. Can I sign you up?”

      She’d been on her feet thirteen hours already today. Could she handle another two? The temptation to head back home and curl up in bed was overwhelming, but what good would that do her? She was already here, so she might as well stay. Besides, maybe the tour would surprise her. It could be fun.

      “Sure. Sign me up.”
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        * * *

      

      Sean would’ve recognized that fiery red hair anywhere, even if it was pulled back in a ponytail tonight. And those perfect lips were pale pink as opposed to crimson, but he’d memorized the way they curved into a seductive smile. Her crystal blue eyes reflected the streetlights as she handed Eric her credit card and waited for him to finish the transaction. She lifted her right hand to sign the iPad with her finger, and her sleeve slipped up to reveal the pink and teal butterfly adorning the inside of her wrist.

      Hot damn. Buttercup was joining the ghost tour tonight.

      He took a deep breath to slow his heart as he eyed her from afar. She wore black slacks and a pale yellow sweater with a scoop neck that didn’t scoop nearly low enough. Sensible black flats replaced her red high heels, and a similarly sensible black bag hung from her shoulder.

      So this was the alter-ego of the gorgeous woman who’d set fire to his soul with a simple kiss. She was every bit as beautiful in her practical clothes. And even more sexy, if that were possible. This was the woman who was learning to live, and he was on a mission to be the man who taught her how to let go.

      Buttercup skirted around the crowd and settled into a spot at the back. Sean needed to pay attention to Eric’s performance—to make sure he delivered the correct information and entertained the group as well as Sydney claimed he could. The back row was as good a place as any to observe his new employee. Eric straightened his hat, winked at a blonde in the front row, and began his speech. Sean strolled up next to Buttercup.

      “Good evening.” He clasped his hands behind his back and grinned.

      She flipped a switch on the side of her phone and dropped it into her purse. “Hello.” She glanced at him and dropped her gaze to the ground.

      “Nice night for a ghost tour.”

      She raised her eyes to meet his and quickly looked away. “The night is nice. Yes.”

      “But not for a ghost tour?” Did she not recognize him? Or was she pretending not to?

      She let out a sigh and wrapped her arms around herself. “I honestly don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t believe in ghosts.”

      “Maybe you will after the tour.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He’d heard that line many times, but more often than not, after ninety minutes on this tour, the skeptics turned into believers. He could turn Buttercup into a believer too. “You never know.”

      Her gaze met his and traveled down to his lips, where it lingered a second too long. His heart gave a squeeze as the urge to lean in and taste her pooled in his chest. She narrowed her eyes and gave him a once-over as if she might recognize him.

      “I haven’t lived here very long. I’m just getting acquainted with the city.”

      She really didn’t recognize him. He could have some fun with this. “So you’re not a tourist then?”

      “No. Well, tonight I guess I am. I haven’t been out much since I moved here. What about you?”

      “Oh, I live here too. I’m Sean, by the way.” He held out his hand.

      “Emily. It’s nice to meet you.” She placed her palm in his, and a tingling sensation shot through his body. Parting her lips, she sucked in a little breath. She must’ve felt it too. The spark from the ball was still there, whether or not she knew who he was.

      Eric motioned for the group to follow and led the tour into Pirate’s Alley. He pulled up a big QR code on his iPad and held it out to the crowd. “I’m going to be showing you actual evidence of the hauntings at several locations on this iPad. But if you want to scan the QR code now, you can also watch the live presentation on your phone.”

      Perfectly delivered. And just as he’d been trained, Eric walked around the group letting the customers scan the code. A symphony of beeping sounded as people’s phones connected to the tour presentation site, and the blonde Eric had been eyeing giggled as he whispered something in her ear. He’d have to have a word with his new employee about picking up women on the job. Only he was allowed to do that.

      Emily laced her fingers together and left her phone in her purse.

      “Aren’t you going to scan the code?” Sean asked. “You’ll miss out on all the evidence if you don’t.”

      “I’m sure if it’s that convincing, I’ll be able to see it on the iPad.”

      “I’ll scan it then. You can look at mine.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and scanned the code. She needed to see it up close to get the full effect. This was the only tour in the city using this type of technology to deliver vivid proof of the ghosts haunting the French Quarter. He was proud of his operation, and for some strange reason, her approval mattered to him.

      Eric maneuvered to the front of the group and played a series of still photos of the alley. A dark mass appeared in shot after shot, moving closer to the camera with each image. Sean held out his phone so Emily could see, and she pressed her lips together and blinked at the screen. Stepping closer, he rested his hand on her back, and her breath caught. She swallowed and moistened her lips with her tongue. She may not have been interested in the images, but she had to be feeling the chemistry.

      Should he tell her who he was? If he did, she might turn tail and run. And the night was going well so far. Better to let things play out and see how it went. He leaned in closer and whispered in her ear. “Pretty amazing evidence, isn’t it?”

      He purposely lingered near her neck, breathing in her clean, sweet scent. Soap and lilies. She shivered as if his breath tickled her ear, and her own breathing grew shallow.

      She cleared her throat and stepped away. “I’d hardly call it amazing. That can be easily faked in Photoshop.”

      He stiffened. Plenty of skeptics had chalked the evidence up as fake, and it never bothered him before. Some people didn’t want to believe, and that was fine. The unknown could be scary, especially in regards to life after death. But Emily calling his evidence fake did bother him.

      He hardly knew the woman. Her opinion on the supernatural shouldn’t have mattered any more than the next person’s, but it did. And he knew exactly why. He liked her, and he wanted her to like him. All of him.

      “This tour guarantees none of their evidence has been retouched.” He followed next to her as the tour moved on to the next stop.

      “I don’t have much faith in a company that makes its money spreading rumors and lies.”

      Ouch. He stopped walking and crossed his arms.

      “And even if they aren’t retouched,” she turned and stepped toward him, “they could have been fabricated on the spot with a play on light and shadow.”

      He arched an eyebrow at the stubborn woman.

      She shrugged and curved her lips into that seductive smile that weakened his knees. “I’m a skeptic. I can’t help it if I have an analytical mind.”

      “Analytical, huh?” They walked side by side toward the tour group. “What about passion? And art?”

      “Those things are nice, but there’s not much room for them in my job. Compassion, yes. But I have to be rational.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “At an urgent care clinic.” She stepped backward off the curb and nearly landed on her ass. But he caught her by the shoulders and pulled her to his chest.

      She fit in his arms exactly like he remembered. Perfectly. The fresh scent of her shampoo wafted through his senses, and he fought the urge to press his nose to her hair and breathe in her essence. “Are you okay?”

      She pulled from his embrace, but her right hand lingered on his chest. Her gaze traveled down to his lips again, then returned to his eyes. She narrowed her own eyes as if trying to put the pieces together. She remembered him, but her “analytical” mind wasn’t allowing her to accept it.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not usually clumsy.”

      “Aren’t you?” She’d said those same words to him on the dance floor at the ball. Surely she’d remember.

      She stiffened, yanking her hand from his chest. “No, I’m not.”

      Eric played another piece of evidence, this time of a coat hanger flying across the screen inside a hotel room.

      Sean showed her his phone. “You can’t tell me that was faked. You can see the hanger the whole time. No one touches it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, but that doesn’t mean someone didn’t tie a piece of fishing line to it before they started filming. There are plenty of ways to fake all of this evidence. Ghosts aren’t real, and the people who believe in them are...Well, it’s not good for them.”

      “Not good for them?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. It was nice meeting you, Sean, but I have to go.” She turned and marched across the street.

      “Wait. Emily, where are you going? The tour isn’t finished.” He darted into the road and collided with an oncoming pedal cab. Sean grabbed the handlebars as the driver slammed on the brakes. The front tire skidded between his legs, narrowly missing the important parts.

      The driver rang his bicycle bell and grumbled, “Watch it.”

      “Sorry.” He maneuvered around the cab and caught up to her. “Please don’t go. I’m sorry if I upset you.”

      She sighed and rubbed her arms. “You didn’t upset me. This tour…the ghost talk…it’s…” She shook her head.

      “Hey, Sean?” Eric called from across the street. “Can you help me with something?”

      “Oh, you know the tour guide?” She arched a delicate eyebrow. “No wonder you’ve been talking it up so much.”

      “Sean?” Eric called again.

      He groaned. “Can you wait here for a second, Emily? I need to see what he wants, but I’m not done talking to you.”

      “There’s really nothing more to say. I need to get home.”

      He looked at her. “Please? Give me five minutes? It’ll be worth it, I promise.”

      “Sean?” Eric again.

      She gestured for him to go.

      “I’ll be right back. Please.” He looked both ways before crossing the street this time. Eric met him on the curb. “This better be important.”

      Eric glanced across the road, and Sean followed his gaze. Emily still stood there, her arms crossed, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

      “The presentation froze.” Eric shoved the iPad in his face. “It won’t restart.”

      “This happens occasionally.” He turned to address the group. “Sorry, folks. We’re having a bit of technical difficulty.” He lowered his voice to Eric. “Hold these two buttons down until it restarts. Then everyone will have to rescan the QR code to get back in sync with the presentation. Didn’t Sydney teach you this?”

      Redness spread across Eric’s cheeks. “Right. Reset, rescan. I’m sorry, my mind blanked. I really am ready to do this on my own.”

      “I know you are. You’re doing a great job.” He patted him on the shoulder and started across the street, but Emily was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      Emily flung open her door and trudged into her bedroom. What was she thinking going on a ghost tour? She knew they’d present the stories as if they were real, but she didn’t expect so many people to buy it. She’d seen firsthand how a belief in the supernatural could turn into a deadly obsession, and she wanted nothing more to do with it.

      Just stop engaging. That’s what she’d have to do. Smile and nod and let people believe what they wanted to believe. Just because her sister went nuts trying to prove ghosts existed, it didn’t mean everyone would. And it wasn’t her responsibility if they did.

      No more arguing. Especially not with hot guys like the one she met tonight. She yanked the cord to turn on her ceiling fan and climbed into bed. On her hands and knees, she traced her gaze along the line of salt surrounding her bed.

      When she’d lived with Phillip, she’d learned the hard way the trail had to be complete to keep the nightmares at bay. He had a tendency to step on the salt when he climbed into bed, breaking her circle of protection. She’d tried filling a water hose with the granules and wrapping that around the bed, but the gory nightmare that left her gasping for breath proved that experiment a failure. It seemed the only way the salt would work was if she applied it directly to the floor.

      Luckily, the low speed of the fan didn’t stir up enough wind to disturb the granules. The line was intact, so she could rest easy tonight.

      If she could get her mind off that gorgeous hunk of a man called Sean. If she could’ve kept her mouth shut about the “evidence,” he might have asked her out. He seemed interested, anyway. His dark brown eyes smoldered when he looked at her, and his crooked smile reminded her of her mystery man from the ball.

      For a moment, she thought it was him, but their similarities began and ended with the smile. Westley had a mustache, and Sean’s face was smooth. His dark hair was thick and wavy, and Westley had to be a blond. Sean couldn’t have been Westley, anyway. Surely he would’ve said so if he was. If she tried hard enough, she could think of a thousand reasons why they had to be different men, the most important one being she didn’t want them to be the same.

      Embarrassing herself in front of Sean was enough. She couldn’t allow the memory of her night with the mysterious Westley to be tarnished too.

      She pulled the covers up to her chin and squeezed her eyes shut. It didn’t matter if it was the same man or not. She’d never see either of them again. Sean had asked her to wait while he talked to the tour guide, but she was too humiliated to hang around. Had she been aware he knew the guide, she might have held her tongue instead of condemning the supposed evidence. As it was, she’d made an ass of herself, and the best way for her to save face was to walk away.

      One of these days she’d learn to keep her mouth shut and not embarrass herself in front of every good-looking guy she saw. In her defense, she was exhausted, and it had been two and a half years since she’d been on the dating scene. She’d forgotten what it was like to be single. The awkwardness of meeting someone new.

      There was one way to get over that. Next time she met a man who made her heart race, she was going to ask him out. Why not? She was a strong, independent woman. If she wanted a man, she should be able to go after him. No more rules. No silly games. She was going to do things her way.
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      “So, everyone’s good with the schedule for the rest of the month?” Sean turned his laptop around to show his employees the screen. Their weekly lunch meeting at Dat Dog on Frenchman Street was one of the highlights of his week. There was nothing better than an alligator sausage hot dog smothered in crawfish etouffee, and a “work meeting” was the perfect excuse to have them on a regular basis.

      “And everyone works Halloween. The only reason you can call in sick is if you’re on your death bed or you lose a leg. Understood?” He narrowed his eyes at his employees.

      “What about an arm?” Eric grinned as his leg bounced up and down.

      “You can still walk without your arms.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sydney gave him a mock salute.

      Eric sat up straighter. “I’ll be there.”

      “So, Junior’s going to work out after all?” Jason mussed Eric’s hair, and Eric knocked his hand away and punched him on the shoulder.

      “Shut up, man. I’m only four years younger than you.”

      “I’m kidding. We’re glad to have you aboard, assuming you’re going to stick around.” Jason stole a French fry from Sydney’s plate, and she slapped his hand.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Eric said. “This is my dream job.” He grabbed the last fry off Sydney’s plate.

      “Hey! I was going to eat that!”

      “Sorry.” Eric held the half-eaten fry toward her, and she snatched it from his fingers.

      Sean closed his laptop. “Gentlemen…”

      Sydney cleared her throat and crossed her arms.

      “And lady. Can we focus, please? I have somewhere to be at three o’clock.” He tapped his Rolex and shook his head.

      “You have a date with that redhead from the other night?” Eric wiggled his eyebrows. “She was smokin’.”

      “Redhead? Y’all went out to pick up chicks without me?” Jason crossed his arms.

      Sydney straightened her spine and gave him a quizzical look.

      Sean dragged a hand down his face. How did this work meeting morph into a discussion about his personal life? “No, not the redhead.” Only in his dreams.

      “Someone else, then?” Eric asked. This kid fit in with the crew like he’d worked there for years. That wasn’t such a good thing at the moment.

      “Yes. I have a hot date with a pit bull named Roxy. I’m walking her through the Quarter to advertise an adoption special at the shelter. Satisfied?”

      “So you’re using the dog to pick up chicks?” Resting his hands on the table, Eric leaned forward like he was seriously interested in Sean’s dating techniques.

      “I’m not trying to pick up chicks.” His voice sounded exasperated, even to him. This meeting had gone way off track.

      “Calm down, guys.” Sydney tossed her trash in the can behind their table and patted Sean on the arm. “You know Sean doesn’t date.”

      “I do date. I just…” He closed his eyes for a long blink. “C’mon, Syd. You too?” He’d known Sydney his entire life. She’d known Courtney and everything he went through when she died. He didn’t need this shit from her too.

      He let out a heavy sigh and looked her in the eyes. “You know I’m trying.”

      “I know.” She focused on her hands and picked at her fingernails. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry too.” Eric punched his shoulder. “The way she was looking at you during the tour, I thought surely you were going to hook up.”

      “Well, we didn’t. Can we move on now?”

      His employees nodded.

      “So we all work on the thirty-first, and immediately after the eight o’clock tour, you need to gather up your gear and meet me in the lobby of the Maison Des Fleurs. I managed to secure the ballroom for the evening, and we’re going to have a little Halloween investigation.”

      “Awesome,” Sydney sang. “I can’t wait to try out my new spirit box.”

      “Count me in.” Jason grinned, and they all stared at Eric.

      “Wait…I’m invited too? I thought I was just a tour guide.”

      Sean shoved his laptop into his bag. “You’re one of us now. Consider it your initiation. Welcome to the team.” He rose from the table and slung his bag over his shoulder. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I have a date with a pretty little pit bull, and if I’m lucky, she just might kiss me.”
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        * * *

      

      Trish clutched Emily’s arm with a freshly manicured hand and led her out of the salon. “How’s the fresh start going? Anything exciting happen since the ball?”

      “Ugh. Not good.” They walked up Royal Street, and she stopped to admire a black and red vintage-style dress in a boutique window. “I’ve been working so much. I haven’t had much time.”

      “What’d you do yesterday, then? You had the whole day to yourself.”

      They ambled farther up the street and stepped into an art gallery. “Laundry. Cleaned my apartment. Went to the gym.”

      “Em…” Her voice held a disappointed tone. “I’m going to have to see about rearranging my schedule so we can have more time off together. We need to sync up our shifts so I can help you live.”

      “I am trying, okay? I went on a ghost tour Tuesday night.” She clutched her purse strap on her shoulder and stared at a giant painting of a cartoonish blue dog.

      Trish raised her eyebrows. “How did that go?”

      “Horribly.” She crossed her arms over her stomach. “I made an ass of myself in front of this really hot guy. I insulted his friend.”

      “But you got his number, right?”

      “What? No, I didn’t get his number. C’mon.” She jerked her head toward the exit and led her friend out onto the street. “I was so embarrassed I ran away. Besides, what happened to not getting serious with the first guy I meet?”

      Trish shrugged. “This wasn’t the first guy. He was the second. Why’d you run away?”

      “I told him the company was spreading lies and all their evidence was faked. I didn’t know he was friends with the tour guide.”

      “Ouch. I guess he didn’t take it well?”

      “I don’t know. He wanted to talk to me more, but I ran away while he was distracted. I was too mortified to face him.”

      They walked in silence toward her apartment, and she mulled over the conversation in her mind. With his heated gaze and the way his lips lingered near her ear when he whispered to her, he’d seemed genuinely interested. At least, she assumed that was the way a man would act if he were interested in a woman. It had been so long since she’d been on the dating scene, she’d forgotten how to flirt. She shook her head. Apparently, she’d forgotten how to talk to men altogether. When was she going to learn to keep her mouth shut?

      Trish sighed and wrapped her arm around Emily’s shoulder. “Babe, we’re going to have to work on your dating skills.”

      “I know. I suck.”

      “You don’t suck. You’re just getting warmed up. Did you at least get a name this time?”

      “Sean.” A tiny sigh escaped her lips with the name, and a warm shiver ran down her spine. “It’s such a sexy name, don’t you think? Sean.”

      “Very sensual.”

      “It just rolls off your tongue like a melody. Sean. Hello, Sean.”

      Trish laughed. “Oh, Sean. Right there. Oh, yes. Oh, Sean.”

      She glared at her friend. “It sounds better when I say it.”

      “Relax.” She rolled her eyes and swung open the door to the bakery downstairs from Emily’s apartment. “What’s he look like?”

      “He’s about six foot two, wavy dark hair, dark brown eyes, sexy smile. You know…his smile reminded me so much of the Dread Pirate from the ball, I almost asked if he was him.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “It couldn’t have been him. He would have said something, don’t you think? I mean, my costume wasn’t that much of a disguise.” She shuffled forward as the line moved toward the counter. “Anyway, with the amount of alcohol I drank that night, maybe I’m not even remembering him right.”

      “True. What do you want?”

      “Chicken salad on a croissant. And anyway, Sean didn’t look anything like how I imagined the guy from the ball looking without his mask and head cover.”

      Trish ordered the sandwiches and handed her a paper cup. “No one can compete with your imagination. That’s not fair.”

      “Actually, Sean was better. All that wavy dark hair…” Heat crept up her cheeks, and she fanned herself with a napkin.

      “And let me guess: when you fell off the curb, he caught you in his arms and held you as he gazed into your eyes.” She clasped her hands beneath her chin and batted her lashes.

      The heat in Emily’s cheeks spread to her ears. “How did you know that?”

      Trish giggled. “You always turn into a klutz around hot guys, and they have to catch you when you fall. It’s kinda your thing.”

      “It is not my thing.”

      “Anyway…you ran away from him.” She handed her the sandwich.

      “Like I said, I suck. Let’s go upstairs to eat these.” She led her friend out of the bakery and up the side stairway to her apartment above.

      Trish followed her onto the landing. “Living so close to a bakery this good could wreak havoc on your waistline.”

      “Tell me about it. And my apartment smells like fresh-baked bread every morning. It’s amazing.” She bent down to look at the label on a large box sitting outside her door.

      “What did you order?”

      “I don’t remember ordering anything, but it’s addressed to me.” She handed her food to Trish and pushed open the door. Lifting the box, she stumbled inside. “Jeez, this is heavy.”

      She slid the package onto the table and peered at the return address. No name. The address wasn’t familiar, but the box had come from Houston.

      Trish plopped into a chair and unwrapped her sandwich. “Who’s it from?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Open it.”

      Her stomach tightened. She hesitated as a wave of wariness rolled through her system. “I don’t know. It’s kinda creepy.”

      “It’s just a box.” Trish took a bite of her lunch.

      “You’re right. I’m being silly.” She grabbed a pair of scissors from the drawer and cut through the tape. The flaps popped open, and a packing peanut floated to the floor. She brushed a layer of Styrofoam aside and reached her hands into the package, sliding her fingers down a smooth piece of wood. “It feels like another box.”

      “A box inside a box. How mysterious.”

      She lifted the object from the package, and packing peanuts rained onto the table and all over the floor. “I hate these things.” She tossed a few into the carton and peered at the box she received.

      Her heart gave a thud. She recognized the two-foot rectangular cherry-wood chest instantly. It belonged to her sister. She ran her hand across the lid, feeling the contrast of the smooth wood against the rough carvings etched into the top. They were letters, though she didn’t recognize the language. And as far as she knew, her sister never figured out what it said either. She lifted the lid, but it didn’t budge. A copper keyhole nestled in the center of the front panel kept it locked tight.

      “Is there a key in there?” She nodded toward the packaging, and Trish dug through the peanuts.

      “I don’t see one. What is it, Em? Where’d it come from?”

      She slid her hands across the top and tried the lid again. Still locked. Of course. “It belonged to Jessica. She bought it at an estate sale a few months before she died.” Pressure mounted in the back of her eyes. She hadn’t cried over her sister’s death in months. She wasn’t about to start now.

      “Maybe Robert sent it to you?”

      “Maybe. Is there anything else in the box?” She fished her hand through the Styrofoam and found an envelope in the bottom of the package. Pressing it to her chest, she squeezed the paper, hoping to feel a key inside. Aside from the letter, it was empty. Her disappointment must have been evident in her eyes because Trish put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Are you okay? Do you want to be alone?”

      “No.” Being alone was the last thing she wanted right now. If she were alone, the tears might fall, and she was through crying over a woman who chose to take her own life—even if she was partially to blame.

      “Do you want me to read the letter to you?”

      She nodded and passed the note to her friend.

      Trish pulled the single sheet of paper from the envelope and scanned the contents. “It’s from Robert. You ready?”

      She inhaled a deep breath and lowered herself into a chair. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

      “‘Dear Emily, I hope this package finds you well. I know it’s been a while since we’ve spoken. I’ve met someone. And, well, it’s been more than a year. I hope you don’t mind that I’m moving on. I was going through Jessica’s things, and I found this box. She didn’t have it long, but she was very attached to it. I couldn’t bring myself to throw it out, but I also don’t feel right taking it into my new home. I think she would’ve wanted you to have it.’”

      Trish looked up from the letter. “Sure you’re okay?”

      A heaviness settled in her chest, the most weighted emptiness she’d ever felt. “I’m fine. Does it say anything else?”

      Trish reached across the table and gave her hand a squeeze. “There’s a little more. It says, ‘I know she had a key for it. I locked it myself after she passed, but I’ve misplaced it. If I find it, I’ll send it your way. I hope you’re enjoying New Orleans. Your mom said you moved there for a fresh start. I hope you understand that’s what I’m doing too. Take care, Robert.’”

      Folding the letter, Trish slid it back into the envelope. She placed it on the table and stared at her friend intently. “How do you feel about that? Him moving on, I mean?”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but she paused. How did she feel about it? At the moment, she wasn’t sure she felt anything at all. “Am I supposed to feel a certain way?”

      Trish lifted her shoulders.

      “I didn’t expect him to stay single forever. I guess it’s about time he moved on. A year is more than enough time to mourn.”

      “You’re right. It is. Good for him.” She flashed an unconvincing smile.

      “Good for Robert.” Emily scooped up the rest of the loose Styrofoam and dropped it into the box.

      “What are you going to do with it? It’s kinda pretty.”

      The finish of the wood was faded, and the rough edges could use a little sanding. But with a coat of fresh varnish—or maybe even a cheerful paint—the piece could be eye-catching on her shelf. She looked at the butterfly tattoo on her wrist, and the hollow heaviness in her chest lifted. It wouldn’t hurt to have another reminder of her sister around. They’d been best friends her whole life—up until Jessica’s obsession with the spirit world made her crack.

      “I’ll keep it. It’ll look nice once I clean it up.” She picked up the heavy box and gave it a shake. The wood was so thick and solid, it was impossible to tell what was in it. Robert didn’t mention locking anything inside, but he also didn’t say the box was empty. “Do you think a locksmith could open it without breaking the lock?”

      “It’s worth a shot. Maybe she hid a million dollars in the lining.”

      “Yeah, right. I doubt Robert would’ve locked it away and sent it to me if that were the case.” She slid the box onto the counter and positioned it against the wall.

      “Maybe he didn’t know.”

      “Maybe, but I—” The theme song from The Princess Bride sounded from Emily’s purse, and she rushed to grab the phone.

      Trish grinned. “No…you’re not hung up on Westley at all.”

      “Shut up.” The urgent care clinic’s number lit up the screen, and her heart sank. That could only mean one thing. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Emily. It’s Sarah. The school just called. Presley has a fever, and she’s vomiting. Peter’s out of town, and I can’t get ahold of my mom. I have to go get her. Do you think you could come in today?”

      She glanced at the clock. Two p.m. “For the whole evening?”

      “Yeah. I’ll need to stay home with her. If you’ll do this for me, I’ll work the first half of your Saturday shift this weekend.”

      She closed her eyes for a long blink. Only working half the day on Saturday sounded nice, but she so wasn’t in the mood to deal with patients today. “Yeah. I’ll be there in half an hour. Go take care of your little one.”

      “Thank you so much, Emily.”

      She hung up the phone and tossed it into her purse. “That was Sarah. I have to go in.”

      “Okay.” Trish picked up her purse and stepped toward the door. “Call me later, and let me know if you get the box open. I’m curious what’s inside it.”

      She eyed the hunk of wood, not wanting to leave with the mystery unsolved. Something about the box called to her, but she didn’t have time to answer it now. “I will. See you later.”
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        * * *

      

      Sean jogged behind the pit bull along the raised bank of the Mississippi River. He slowed his stride, trying to get the bundle of energy to relax, but all the dog wanted to do was run. “Calm down, Roxy. You’re never going to get adopted if you don’t let anyone meet you.”

      He tugged on the leash and slowed to a walk, waving as he passed a young mother with two small children. A little boy with sandy blond hair reached toward the dog, but his mother ushered him away.

      Poor pit bulls. They got such a bad rap.

      Roxy sat in the grass, her tongue lolling from her mouth, and he scratched her behind the ear. The LeBlanc family chose a new charity every year and spent the next three hundred sixty-five days organizing dinners, auctions, and other fundraisers to provide much-needed supplies and cash to the recipient.

      Walking the shelter dogs wasn’t part of the package, but he enjoyed doing it so much he planned to keep it up after the year ended. The shelter overflowed with pit bulls, dobermans, and other “aggressive” dogs that really just needed to be loved. He’d helped get six adopted so far, and hopefully, Roxy would make number seven.

      He pulled the leash tighter to keep her walking by his side, rather than running, and crossed the street into Jackson Square. Hundreds of people milled about, stopping to take photos of the giant Andrew Jackson statue with the St. Louis Cathedral as a backdrop. Couples cuddled under trees, and children ran in circles around the park benches. A woman with long red hair stepped into view, and his heart nearly stopped beating. He started toward her, but as she turned, he caught a glimpse of her face. Definitely not Emily.

      He stopped and bent to pet Roxy, hoping his hasty approach hadn’t been obvious. While she was an attractive woman, Paisley Monroe was nowhere near as drop-dead gorgeous as Emily. He’d memorized every curve of Emily’s perfect features, down to the tiny freckle beneath her bright blue eyes.

      Paisley’s eyes held all the brightness of a dead fish, and her voice grated in his ears like the high-pitched squeal of a dental drill. If he kept his head down, maybe she wouldn’t recognize him. He scratched the dog behind its ears and imagined what he would have said to Emily had it really been her.

      He should’ve told her who he was on the ghost tour. Maybe then she wouldn’t have run away. Or maybe she still would have. She was dead set against believing in anything supernatural, and that was a shame. If he’d had more time, he could’ve changed her mind. He still might. He could always call on his mom for that scheduled serendipity she’d promised. The real kind obviously wasn’t working out for him.

      “That’s a cute dog. What’s his name?” Paisley stood over him, beaming a smile. Damn.

      “Her name is Roxy. She’s up for adoption at the shelter. They’re offering half-price adoption fees this week.” He smiled back and rose to his feet, taking a step away.

      “Oh?” She twirled her red hair around her finger. It wasn’t nearly as vibrant as Emily’s. Nor was it natural. In fact, now that he saw her up close, he couldn’t believe he’d mistaken her for his Buttercup, even if it had only been for a second. “Is Roxy the only woman in your life right now?”

      He chuckled. “She’s, uh…no. I’m seeing someone.” It was only a tiny lie. He was seeing Emily every night…even if it was just in his dreams.

      Paisley frowned. “Oh. That’s too bad.”

      “But Roxy is looking for a companion.” He rubbed the dog’s head, knocking loose a string of gooey saliva that oozed from her maw to the ground.

      She crinkled up her nose. “I’m more of a cat person.” She flipped her hair, wafting the overpowering scent of designer perfume into his face, and walked away.

      That confrontation wasn’t so bad. At least she didn’t beg him for a date this time. He knelt down eye to eye with the dog. “I’m sorry, Roxy. We’ll find you a home.”

      Her eyes locked on something behind him, and a low growl resonated from her chest. An icy hand gripped Sean’s shoulder, and every hair on his body stood on end. The dog stepped back and whimpered. It had been ages since a spirit had initiated contact with him. He did his best to block them out until he was ready to communicate. He’d either let his guard down today, or this spirit had something extremely important to tell him.

      He gazed up at the woman and tried not to react to her gruesome appearance. Tangled blonde hair hung down to her shoulders, and her brown eyes, ringed with black, bulged from their sockets. Her lips were swollen and purple, and the rope burns and bruises from the noose that killed her were still fresh on her neck.

      She moved her lips as if she were speaking, but no sound came from the spirit. She was either freshly dead, or this was her first time trying to cross over, and here in Jackson Square, with all the noise and bright sunlight, it was impossible for him to tell. She tried to speak again, but still the words wouldn’t come. Her lips were too swollen for him to read, but the last word she said could have been “please.”

      When the spirit released her grip on his shoulder and faded away, Sean let out a breath. Roxy’s gaze locked on something else behind him, and he swiveled his head to see what had caught the dog’s attention now.

      “Please don’t let it be another ghost.”

      He’d barely uttered the words when she barreled into him, knocking him flat on his back and using his chest as a springboard. The breath whooshed from his lungs as the dog darted over him and plowed toward a hot dog cart across the street.

      “Roxy, no!” He scrambled to his feet and gave chase, but the damn dog was too fast. She lunged for the vendor, and Sean snatched the end of her leash in time to be yanked into the cart. His shoulder slammed against the rusty edge, and the entire contraption toppled over, spilling wieners and buns onto the street. As his head knocked against the metal, he bounced off, rolling onto the ground.

      Piercing agony shot through his left arm, and when he reached toward the pain, he found himself skewered by a pair of hot dog tongs. Moisture stung his eyes, so he squeezed them shut and yanked the utensil from his arm. Blood poured from the crescent-shaped wound, dripping down to dot the mess of buns littering the ground.

      “Damn dog.”

      “Are you okay?” The vendor, a slight man in his mid-sixties with leathery skin and cracked lips, offered him a dirty rag and a hand up.

      Sean accepted both, wrapped the leash around his wrist, and pressed the cloth against his left arm. His right arm burned from the scrapes extending from his shoulder to his elbow. Scrapes from a rusty piece of metal. Fantastic. “I’ll be fine.”

      The hot dog stand was ruined. Roxy had lapped up every wiener the vendor had, and now she was working on the buns. The rusty edges of the cart had splintered with the impact, and it lay in three mangled pieces on the ground. The food stand was probably this man’s livelihood. Without it, he wouldn’t be able to feed himself or his family, if he had one.

      The small crowd that had gathered around the accident dissipated, and the man looked at the mess in the street and pressed his lips into a hard line. His eyes shimmered, and he shook his head. “You’d better get that arm looked at. You’re bleeding through.” He shuffled toward Sean and pulled the bloody cloth from his hand. Then he took a clean rag from his pocket and tied it tightly around the wound. “That oughta hold ya until you can get it sewn up.”

      “Thank you.” Sean’s chest tightened at the man’s compassion. He’d just lost his only form of income, but he was more concerned about Sean’s injuries than where he was going to get his next meal.

      Sean pulled his wallet out of his pocket and handed the man five hundred dollars. “That should cover the food and paper products.” He passed him his business card. “And here’s my number. Call me tomorrow, and I’ll see about replacing your cart. Maybe with something a little less rusty.”

      The man’s eyes widened, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “This is too much. I didn’t have five hundred dollars’ worth of food in there.” He held the money toward Sean, but he waved it away.

      “The rest is for the hassle. I’m sorry about all the trouble.” He bent to pick up a piece of the broken cart and winced at the pain shooting through his arm. Roxy sat on her rump, staring up at him with the big, innocent eyes of a puppy. A giant splotch of ketchup covered the letters on her “I’m adoptable” vest, making it read “I’m a table” instead. He shook his head.

      “You go get that shoulder taken care of.” The old man took the piece of rubble from his hand. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “All right. But I’m serious about replacing your cart. Please call me tomorrow.”

      The man smiled to reveal a three-tooth-wide gap. “Will do. Now get on outta here.”

      Sean managed to keep Roxy under control long enough to return her to the shelter and explain why she was covered in ketchup and mustard. Blood had already soaked through his makeshift tourniquet, and little bits of rust flaked from his shoulder as he stretched the soreness from his other arm.

      “You probably need stitches.” The shelter receptionist nodded to his arm.

      “I know.” But spending the rest of the afternoon in a hospital was not on his agenda. “Do you think that new urgent care clinic could take care of this? I don’t want to go to the ER.”

      She keyed in something on the computer and nodded at the screen. “It says they treat most illnesses and mild to moderate injuries. I don’t see why not. It’s over on Canal.”

      Emily had said she worked at an urgent care clinic. With any luck, he could turn his injury into another bit of that serendipity she’d been asking for. “Is that the only one in the area?”

      “There’s a few in the CBD. This is the only one in the Quarter.”

      She didn’t explicitly say she worked in the French Quarter, but the fact that she ended up on a walking tour that night made it probable. It was worth a shot. This was the first time he’d felt more than an inkling of attraction to anyone since Courtney, and he’d be damned if was going to let it slip away.
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      Emily shuffled down the hall to the next patient room and nearly ran into Becca as she darted out the door and yanked it shut behind her. The nurse giggled and handed her the patient’s folder.

      “What’s so funny?” Emily took the folder and hesitated to open it. “Please tell me someone didn’t ‘fall’ on a beer bottle and have it break off in an unspeakable place again.”

      “Oh, nothing like that.” She glanced down the hall and stepped closer, lowering her voice. “He’s a hottie, and he asked for you by name.”

      “Me?” She opened the folder and read the name. Sean LeBlanc. The only Sean she knew was the one from the ghost tour. Surely it wasn’t… Her throat tightened. What if it was?

      Becca grinned. “You’re probably going to need some assistance with this one.”

      She took a deep breath and rested her hand on the doorknob, hoping the cool metal would chill the warmth already spreading through her body. “I’ll let you know if I do.”

      She slipped through the door and pressed it shut, keeping her back turned to the man on the table. She could get through this without making a fool of herself again. She had to.

      “Hello, Emily.”

      She slowly turned around and tried to smile, but as soon as she saw his condition, her nursing instincts took over. He was a mess, with blood dripping from a dirty rag tied around his left arm and dirt and who-knew-what kind of stains all over his dark blue shirt. She stepped closer and found a bloody scrape on his right arm extending from his elbow into his shirtsleeve. A knot the size of a golf ball protruded from his hairline, yet somehow, he managed to smile.

      She scanned his chart. His vitals looked normal, aside from the elevated blood pressure she’d expected to see. “What happened to you?”

      “I got in a fight with a hot dog cart.”

      She stifled a giggle and shined a light into both of his eyes. The pupils constricted like they should, and the little flecks of gold in his irises sparkled in the light. “Looks like the cart won.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I did a number on it.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know.” She brushed his hair away from his face and ran a finger across the welt. He sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth and locked his gaze on hers. The moment lasted no more than a second, but something inside her melted just a little. She yanked her hand away and turned to the computer to enter her findings.

      And her findings were that she was feeling things she shouldn’t be feeling about a patient, and she needed to get her act together. “Have you experienced any dizziness, sudden fatigue, or sleepiness?”

      “No. My head will be fine. I think I might need some stitches, though.” He reached for the cloth tied around his arm and grimaced. She slipped her hands into a pair of latex gloves.

      “Here. Let me.” Lifting his shirtsleeve, she untied the rag and peeled it away from his arm. Congealing blood oozed from a crescent-shaped incision about an inch and a half long on his deltoid. A trail of dried blood led her gaze down his very muscular bicep and ended in the crook of his elbow.

      She chewed her bottom lip and stepped around the table to examine his other arm. If he were just any patient, she’d call the nurse in to clean him up, and she’d return to do the sutures. But the way his gaze never left her face as she lifted his sleeve and assessed his injury had her glued to the spot. A wave of possessiveness washed over her. She needed to take care of him. And, after all, he had asked for her by name.

      She flicked her gaze to his and turned to the computer. The dark intensity of his eyes made it impossible for her to look too long without quivering. Maybe she should leave and let Becca take care of him. And she could take a cold shower in the process.

      “A few sutures in your left arm will close that right up. I’ll clean up the scrapes on your other arm, and you should be good to go.” She opened a few drawers and cabinets, clanking supplies in her trembling hands.

      “Are you okay? You seem a little nervous.” There was that smile again. So familiar, yet so foreign at the same time.

      “I’m fine.” She placed everything on a metal tray and wheeled it closer to the bed. “I need you to take your shirt off.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “But we haven’t even had our first date.”

      Warmth spread from the bridge of her nose across her cheeks. She had to gain control of this situation before she turned into a pile of putty on the floor. “That’s highly inappropriate, Mr. LeBlanc. You are a patient in this facility, and I am your caregiver.” She sounded way more uptight than she planned, but at least she got her point across.

      His smile faded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. That was inappropriate.”

      Change the subject. She needed to change the subject before she melted. “LeBlanc. Is that a common name in New Orleans? I’ve heard it before.”

      “Very. LeBlancs have been in New Orleans since the seventeen hundreds.”

      “Are you all related?”

      He chuckled. “I suppose it’s possible, from way back when. But not closely enough to claim each other anymore.”

      “That makes sense.” The tightness in her chest released, and she could breathe again. Her hands weren’t shaking anymore. “Well, let’s get started.”

      He lifted his shirt halfway up his chest and winced. “I, uh…might need some help.”

      “Would you like me to cut it off?”

      “Then I’d have nothing to wear when I leave. Could you help me get it over my head?”

      Holy moly. Okay, she could do this. She was a nurse practitioner with years of experience. She’d seen plenty of half-naked people in her practice and removed dozens of articles of clothing. Some of them on good-looking guys too. This shouldn’t be any different. Her gaze darted about the room, looking at anything and everything but the beautiful man before her. Maybe she could do it with his shirt still on. But she needed to sterilize the area, and the scrapes extended far up into his sleeve.

      The shirt had to go, and she had to remove it.

      She sighed and reached for the hem, pulling it up toward his right arm. The backs of her fingers brushed against his stomach, and she bit her tongue to keep the whimper from escaping her lips. He bent his right arm, and she worked the sleeve over his elbow, carefully lifting the fabric over his shoulder. He grunted and ground his teeth. Obviously, she wasn’t being careful enough.

      “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “It’s okay. How bad is it?”

      “There’s some rust embedded in your skin, but I can clean it out. You’re going to need a tetanus shot though.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “It’s a doozy of a shot. Think you can handle it?” She made the mistake of looking in his eyes again, and she melted a little more.

      “As long as you’re the one to give it to me.”

      This time she couldn’t stop the whimper, but she tried to hide it with a nervous laugh. “Okay. Let’s get this shirt off so we can get started.” She worked the garment over his head and pulled it off his left arm, being extra careful to avoid irritating the gash. He straightened his spine as she stepped away and admired…no, not admired…examined his torso for more injuries. He was all smooth, tanned skin and rippling muscles.

      “Your chest is flawless.” Even to herself, she sounded breathless. She really needed to get her act together.

      His mouth twitched like he was trying not to smile. “Why, thank you.”

      “No. That came out wrong. I mean...” She took a deep breath and composed herself. “How did you manage to tear up both arms, get a huge knot on your head, and not have a scratch anywhere else?”

      “Lucky, I guess? I hit the cart with my right arm and my head, apparently, and landed on a pair of hot dog tongs with my left.”

      She giggled.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It is, actually. It’s kinda funny.” And funny was good. Funny would distract her from those washboard abs and amazing pecs.

      He smiled. “Yeah, okay. I guess it is a little funny.”

      “Lie back, and I’ll get you stitched up, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She numbed the cut and cleaned it out. “So, what exactly were you doing when you got into this scuffle with a hot dog cart?”

      “I was walking a shelter dog. A…something distracted me, and I dropped the leash about the same time the dog got a whiff of the hot dogs. I caught up to her and grabbed the leash, but I was too late. Strong dog. I tumbled. You know the rest.”

      “A something distracted you. Do I want to know?”

      He glanced at her and looked at the ceiling. “I’d rather not say.”

      Probably a woman. A man this attractive probably had a different woman in his bed every night.

      “And no, I wasn’t checking out a woman.” His gaze caught hers, and she swallowed.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you were thinking it.”

      “I wasn’t… I’m going to close you up now.” She tied the first suture, acutely aware of his dark gaze on her face.

      “You didn’t tell me you were a doctor.”

      She tied the second suture. “I’m not. I’m a nurse practitioner.”

      “Oh? Are you sure you’re qualified to be giving me stitches? I thought only doctors did that.”

      “I am highly,” she yanked the last suture closed, and he winced, “qualified.” She cleaned the wound and bandaged it. She heard comments like that daily, and she always shrugged them off. It shouldn’t have been any different coming from him, but his words cut deeper than most. “All done. I’ll send Becca in to clean up your other arm, and you’ll be on your way.”

      “What about the tetanus shot? You promised you’d give it to me.”

      “I made no such promise. Becca can administer it.” She tossed the soiled gloves, gauze and equipment into the proper bins and rose to her feet.

      “I’m sorry. Please don’t go.”

      Fisting her hands at her sides, she turned to look at him. His dark brow furrowed over his intense eyes as he rose into a sitting position.

      “I shouldn’t have said that. It was out of line. I’m familiar with nurse practitioners, and I know you’re highly qualified. It was a joke. A terrible, poorly executed joke.”

      She inhaled deeply and fought the urge to roll her eyes. Damn, he was good at apologies. “Okay. I forgive you. Lie back again.” She rolled the tray around the other side of the table and placed a towel beneath his right arm. “This might hurt a bit. I can try to numb it if it’s too much to handle, but it’s a big area.”

      “I can handle it.”

      She squirted the sterilized water on the scrape, and he winced. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” he said through clenched teeth.

      She finished cleaning the wound and bandaged it.

      “I am sorry about what I said earlier.” He sat up and watched as she cleared away the mess.

      “It’s okay.”

      “But we are even now.”

      She stopped and turned to face him. “What do you mean even? I never insulted your profession. I don’t even know what you do.”

      He grinned and started to run a hand through his hair, but grimaced as he lifted his arm. “On the ghost tour, you said all the evidence was fake and the tour guide was spreading lies.”

      “I said I was sorry about that. I didn’t know the tour guide was your friend.”

      “He’s not my friend. Well, I guess he is my friend now, but he’s also my employee.”

      Her mouth fell open, her stomach twisting as his words set in. “Your employee?” She forced the words out in a whisper.

      “That fake, untruthful tour you took? I own the company.”

      Her stomach dropped to her knees, and her ears burned like she’d stuck her head in an oven. He simply sat there smiling, his hands folded in his lap, his feet dangling from the table, his bare chest in all its gloriousness taunting her.

      If she could’ve found a hole, she’d have crawled into it and died. “I…oh. I am so sorry, Mr. LeBlanc.”

      His grin widened. “It’s Sean. And it’s okay. We both apologized. We’re good. Right?”

      Her mouth hung open again, so she snapped it shut and nodded. Could this situation get any more awkward?

      “So, how about that tetanus shot?”

      Oh, yeah. Way more awkward.

      “Umm…right.” She picked up the syringe and filled it with the vaccine. “Usually, this shot is given in the deltoid. But because of your injuries, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re already going to be sore for a few days, and this will make it much worse.”

      “What do you recommend?” The sly tone of his voice told her he knew exactly what she’d recommend. He wanted her to say it.

      “Well, the other place this vaccine is administered is in the…uh…in your…” She’d turned into a babbling idiot. She was a professional. She did this every day. But twenty minutes with a half-naked Sean LeBlanc, and her brain had forgotten how to string words into sentences.

      “In my ass?”

      Did he wink when he said that?

      “Glute. In your gluteal muscle. That’s where I recommend you get the vaccine.” Finally, her brain was working again.

      He reached for the button on his jeans. “Are you sure you’re not just trying to get me naked?”

      She shouldn’t have looked. She didn’t need to see his long fingers slip the button through the hole. His left hand held the fabric aside as his right hand slowly slid the zipper down, the teeth coming apart one by one to reveal the dark gray waistband of his underwear.

      She dropped the syringe on the floor.

      “Oh, shoot.” She scrambled to pick it up and toss it in the trash. Putty. She was turning into putty. “Maybe you should put your shirt on first. Here.”

      She picked the shirt up off the counter and carried it toward him. As she stepped toward the bed, her ankle twisted, sending her tumbling into him. She caught herself with her palms flat against his bare chest as he threw his hands to her waist to catch her.

      Her fingers splayed against his chest, her hands so pale against his warm, tanned skin. He was soft and hard at the same time, and he didn’t move his hands from her hips. She dared to raise her gaze to his and was met with his dark, intense stare. Her knees felt like jelly, but she managed to step away and hold herself upright.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re not usually so clumsy?” He arched a brow.

      “No, I’m not.” It was an accident. It was not her thing. She didn’t have a thing.

      He slid his arms into his shirtsleeves and held them out shoulder level. “Could you help me get it over my head?”

      Dear lord. Anything to cover up that incredibly, amazingly distracting body. She pulled it up over his head and slid the hem down to cover his stomach. Her gaze lingered a little too long on his unbuttoned jeans before she stepped back to retrieve another vaccine.

      “You don’t have to remove your pants. If you’ll stand up and turn around, you can pull them down just enough for the vaccine.” Because if he pulled them down completely, there would be nothing left of her but a blob on the floor.

      He stood and turned to face the table. “Is this how you want me, Emily?” Her name rolled off his tongue like music, sending goose bumps chasing down her arms.

      She filled the second syringe and turned around to find him grinning at her over his shoulder, half his ass exposed as he leaned against the table. Her bones felt like rubber. She wiped an alcohol swab against his skin. His backside was round and firm, and she had to stop thinking about him like this. What was wrong with her? She’d never had such inappropriate thoughts about a patient before. And his flirtatious smile and charming words weren’t helping one bit.

      “Your hands are shaking. Do you need a minute? Seeing me half-naked seems to have done a number on you.”

      “I’ve seen plenty of naked men.” She jabbed the needle into his ass and depressed the plunger.

      “Ow. A little rough, don’t you think?”

      “Most men can take it.” She tossed the syringe into the receptacle.

      He buttoned his pants and stepped toward her.

      “You’re free to go.” She handed him the folder. “Take this to the receptionist, and she’ll get you checked out.”

      He took the folder and caught her hand in his, rubbing his thumb across the butterfly on the inside of her wrist. “That’s a nice tattoo. What’s it mean?”

      Her breath caught at the gesture. He’d done the same thing Westley had done at the masquerade. But he couldn’t be. She refused to let him be… “It means I like butterflies.”

      “I like them too.” The corner of his mouth pulled into that familiar crooked grin.

      Her stomach fluttered like a dozen butterflies had been turned loose inside her as her hand slip from his grasp. It wasn’t possible. She would not believe it. “Do you have someone at home who can watch you tonight? Wake you up every two to three hours to check for a concussion?”

      “I’ll stay at my mom’s. She’ll take care of me.”

      “Good. Ibuprofen will help the pain and swelling.” It was a coincidence. This was not the same man she met at the ball. Please don’t let it be him. I’ve embarrassed myself enough.

      “Emily.” Becca opened the door and stuck her head inside. “We need you in room two.”

      She tore her gaze away from Sean’s, welcoming the relief of the distraction. “I’ll be right there.” She turned to him. “Put some ice on your shoulder.”

      He dropped his chest into a low bow and looked up at her. “As you wish.”

      Her heart stood still for a beat or two before slamming into her breastbone like it was trying to break free. “Westley.”

      He rose to his full height and smiled that familiar smile. “It’s good to see you again, Buttercup.”

      “Emily,” Becca called from the hallway.

      She didn’t know if she wanted to throw herself into his arms or turn tail and run, but her feet instinctively led her through the door toward her next patient. “I’m sorry. I have to…I have to go.”

      Her thoughts scattered in a million different directions. Sean was Westley. And he knew she was Buttercup. Did he know who she was on the ghost tour? Had he just figured it out? Had he known all along?

      She stepped into the next patient room, and seeing the swollen man lying on the table collected her thoughts into pinpoint focus. His clothes were covered in red splatters, but the sharp tinge in the air told her it wasn’t blood. Several angry, red welts adorned his arms, and his face had swollen to the point she could hardly see his eyes.

      She picked up a syringe of epinephrine and swabbed his skin with alcohol. “Paintball?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Let me guess. You’re allergic to red dye?”

      He nodded.

      She gave him the injection, and within minutes, the swelling subsided. But what had started out as a slow Thursday afternoon turned into a chaotic evening. Patient after patient poured through the clinic with everything from broken bones to strep to colds. The last patient left at seven-fifteen, and Becca locked the door.

      Emily took a deep breath for the first time that evening, and a sick feeling formed in her stomach. She stepped behind the reception desk and scanned the counter for any notes that might have been left for her. Nothing.

      “Becca, that man who was in earlier, the one who needed stitches…Sean LeBlanc… Did he, uh… Did he leave a message or anything for me? A note or something?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “That good-looking guy with dark hair?”

      “Yeah, him.”

      “No. He paid his bill and left.”

      Her chest deflated. “Oh. Okay.”

      Becca shuffled through a stack of papers and pulled out a registration form. “But all his info is right here if you need to contact him. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” She flashed a mischievous grin.

      “Oh, no. I couldn’t.”

      “He did ask for you specifically. It wouldn’t hurt to give him a call. You know…check on him. See if he has any questions…like if he wants to ask you out to dinner.”

      She chewed her bottom lip and eyed the form. It was tempting. “No. It wouldn’t be ethical to use a patient’s information for personal use.” She balled her hands into fists to stop herself from reaching for the paper.

      “Okay. But you know where it is if you change your mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Sean slipped his key into the front door of the Garden District mansion and pushed it open. The scent of roses wafted into his senses as he stepped into the foyer beneath the ornate crystal chandelier and closed the door. He’d never noticed the overwhelming floral scent when he lived here, but if it was always this strong, he probably smelled like a pretty girl his entire childhood. Fantastic.

      “Momma? You home?” He hung his jacket on the coat rack and carried his backpack into the sitting room, dropping it on an off-white chair. An old woman in a high-necked dress from the 1900s lifted a translucent hand to wave.

      “Good evening, Lenore. Is Momma home?”

      The ghost nodded and pointed toward the kitchen.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Have a good evening.” He pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen. “Hey, Momma.”

      She sashayed toward him and cupped his face in her hands, turning his head as she examined the knot on his forehead. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. A little sore.” He shrugged off her concern and sat at the table. “Lenore’s fading. I don’t know if she’s going to be around much longer.”

      His mom smiled wistfully and nodded. “I haven’t heard her moving around much lately. She will be missed.”

      His great-great-grandmother had probably haunted the house since the day she died. She’d been there his entire life, and when his dad had figured out Sean could see ghosts too, he’d enlisted Lenore to help him learn to control his ability. Sometimes spirits sought him out specifically if they needed to pass on a message or just wanted to be acknowledged, but Lenore was tied to the house she’d grown up in.

      “So she’s crossing over?” His mom lifted his shirt sleeve and clucked her tongue.

      “A little bit at a time, apparently.”

      “If you had a good woman at home, she could be taking care of you tonight instead of your momma.”

      He grinned. “A good woman did take care of me this afternoon, until she had to move on to her next patient.”

      She set a plate of food in front of him. The savory scents of slow-cooked roast beef and carrots filled the air, and his mouth watered. She sat in the chair next to him and sipped a mug of spiced cider. “Oh?”

      “Her name is Emily, but you already knew that.”

      A warm smile spread across her face, deepening the fine wrinkles around her eyes. “You found your Buttercup.”

      “Twice. She went on my ghost tour, and she sewed up my arm.”

      “And when are you seeing her again?”

      He shoved a bite of roast into his mouth and let the tender meat fall apart on his tongue. Juicy, with oregano and a hint of garlic, the flavors reminded him of his childhood. This had been his dad’s favorite dish before the cancer took him. “I was hoping you could help me with that.”

      She raised her eyebrows as if urging him to continue.

      “I didn’t exactly get the chance to ask her out either time.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

      “It’s a long story. But remember when you offered that scheduled serendipity? I think I’d like to take you up on that now.”

      Her entire face lit up as she stood and carried her mug to the sink. She shuffled back to the table, giggling like a school girl. What had he gotten himself into?

      “You be here Saturday at ten-thirty for brunch. I’ll take care of everything else.”
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