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Chapter 1
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Skylar Livingston unlocked the connecting door between her upstairs apartment and that of her ground-level New Orleans shop, Skylar’s Heaven, and stepped inside her store that Friday morning. She walked rapidly to the back room and shut off the alarm. With that done, she entered her shop and opened the blinds to the front windows, letting light into her store. Taking off her sweater, she proceeded to the counter, where she flicked on the lights throughout, and only then did she fully open her eyes.

With the shop fully lit, the spirits were much less prevalent.

She called out, “Good morning, guys.”

There was a weird wavering of the air, as multiple personalities greeted her. Every morning when she arrived, the ghostly apparitions were so bright that it was hard for Skylar to see where she walked, as she headed to the alarm system. The ghosts were an alarm system as well, but Skylar still felt the need to have a more traditional system in place.

“Going to be a crazy day today,” Thomas said, by way of his greeting. He was one of many resident ghosts here.

Checking around, she noted that nothing appeared to be wrong or different with the energy or the ambience in the store. No sign of an intruder. No sign of any problems, but she hadn’t fully checked in the back yet. She made a quick walk through to the rear area, where she put on a pot of coffee, relieved to see absolutely nothing new or different.

In her world, boring and normal were perfect.

With all of that in place and the coffee dripping, she headed back out to the main store area, unlocked the front door, and peered out the window. She still had fifteen minutes until opening, but the streets were already filling with tourists. That was both good and bad. She needed the income that the tourists provided, but she didn’t like some of the energy that they brought with them. As a matter of fact, she didn’t like anything about the commercialism or the necessity of making a living.

But she hadn’t won the lottery and neither had she been born rich. So she worked.

She yawned and quickly covered her mouth with her hand, wishing she could sleep in later in the mornings. But that would mean hiring somebody to open up the store for her and giving her those extra few hours. Then again, if she didn’t spend so much of her nights in the damn cemeteries, it wouldn’t be as big of a problem.

Skylar brushed her long black hair off her face, noting that in her hurry she hadn’t brought a clip. She looked around, found a wooden stick and a hair pin from the olden days that she had marked at two bucks, then quickly twisted her hair up and fixed it firmly in place. Noting just how quick and efficient that was, not to mention stylish, she looked at the price on the rest of them and quickly changed it to seven dollars instead. She often found that, with things for sale in the store, if she doubled the price or made it even higher, the items sometimes took on a life of their own.

Then her ghostly friends helped too.

She knew that she could count on the effect of the spirits and their energy to set the mood inside, which was perfect for a voodoo shop, although it took a lot from Skylar to keep it energized high enough to bring in people.

Whenever she recognized that some people were looking for a spooky experience, she would quickly lower her energy shield, so that the store had the ambience of something darker. She could cheerfully blame the ghosts for that, if any tourist was so interested.

As she looked around, she saw all her regular ghostly crew.

“You know that you can go home anytime,” she stated, something that she shared probably thirty to forty times a day. At least when the store was empty. The ghosts all just nodded, and not one moved.

The frustration was crippling at times. “You all do that, seemingly agreeing with me, yet you’re all still here. Even though you have options.”

Thomas whispered in her ear, “We are here because we want to be.”

“You’re not connected to me though,” she murmured. “So you don’t need to stand watch, although it is appreciated.”

“We are connected to you,” he argued, crossing his arms. He looked like somebody from Abraham Lincoln’s era, with a top hat and a black suit. He was tall and almost gaunt.

She sighed. “Just because I rescued some bones—”

“Yes, but we’re also here because we want to be,” he noted, “so you can’t chase us away.”

She rolled her eyes at that. “My shop is getting more crowded all the time.”

“That’s all right,” replied Dodi, a pale-faced woman on the other side of the counter. “We’ll just move to your apartment then.”

Immediately Skylar shook her head. “No, no, no, please don’t do that.”

The woman looked at her in surprise. “Why not?”

“Because it’s nice to have a place that is only mine.” Although it wasn’t only hers. No way to explain that to this group of ghosts though.

Dodi looked at Skylar for a moment and then gave a complacent nod. “I can see that for you, it’s true. I had nine children, so I wouldn’t know what that is like. But I’m happy to give it to you.”

“Nine children?” Skylar almost gasped at that. When she heard a noise from the front door, she turned toward it. One of the ghost kids, Chucky, called out in excitement, “They’re coming.”

She groaned, plastered a smile on her face, and waited, while the door opened fully. Then her smile became real. “Hey, Tomo,” she greeted the tall, spare man walking toward her with a sheepish smile. “How are you doing?”

He held up a plate. “My latest offering. I’m hoping you would try some.”

She looked at the plate avariciously. “More beignets?”

“More beignets,” he confirmed. “You know that they have to be absolutely perfect in order to compete with everybody else around here.”

“You keep trying all you want,” she murmured, as she stared at the plate with three fat treats, “particularly if that will keep the samples coming my way.”

He burst out laughing, his beautiful caramel-colored skin glowing, as his face split wide into a big grin. “You know that you’ll get all the beignets you want from my restaurant, when I finally get there—and for free.”

She shook her head. “You can’t do it for free. You’ll have to play the game and charge for your goods, just like the rest of us.”

“I wish I could hand them out for free though,” he replied in all seriousness.

“I know you do,” she added gently, “but somehow we’re caught up in this commercial lifestyle, where I must have people actually pay for my products, so I can turn around and pay you for beignets.”

“But, if I just gave them to you,” he started, “you wouldn’t—”

“Then how will you pay your rent?” she asked, with an understanding smile. He really was a wonderful soul, just not the most realistic when it came to business. He wanted to believe in a world of sunshine and roses, where everybody loved everybody else and where they all took care of each other. Well, she wanted to believe in that too, but her life experiences had confirmed a whole different reality was out there.

“I wish I had enough money,” he noted, “where I could just do it by donation.”

“I wish you did too because I know that system does work in some places.” He looked at her with interest, as she shrugged. “I’ve heard of pilot programs that have popped up in different areas with that structure, but I would presume that you still need to have enough income on a regular basis to pay the rent.”

He winced. “I don’t understand why that rent money thing keeps coming around every month.” She burst out laughing, and he shot her a quick, bright grin.

Skylar continued. “See? Now that’s what I love about you—that humor, with a completely deadpan face, while you crack a joke like that.”

He nodded sagely. “And you’re always happy to see me because I bring along the sunshine.”

She gazed at him affectionately. “That is very true. The world will be a sadder place when you choose to leave it.” He looked at her in surprise, but she shrugged. “Don’t ask me. It’s just the way the words came out.”

“Are you, like, sensing anything?” There was hesitation and worry in his voice.

She stared. “Hell no,” she said out loud. “You know that’s not a part of what I do.”

He nodded. “But I think you probably could if you tried. At least my grandma says so.”

“Your grandma would accept anybody in the business if she thought she could get them to help with her clients and could make money off them,” she teased.

That grin flashed again. “You do know her, don’t you?”

“I know her very well,” she stated, with a smile. “You guys have been very good to me since I’ve been here.”

“Too bad you haven’t been here longer,” he added cheerfully. “We would have been nice to you since then.”

Skylar nodded. Nothing she could really say to that, but it was such a typical comment from him, and, thinking back, she wished the same thing.

He looked around. “Well, here we go. Looks like the tourists are filling up the streets once again. You’ll have a wild and crazy day, from the looks of things. Good thing I brought you some fortification,” he noted, with one raised eyebrow.

“Tourists are a blessed evil.” She shook her head.

“I have to admit I do like to be with them, but then, at some point, it gets very draining, and I need my own space. That’s when I go bury myself in the kitchen and come up with new recipes.”

“You go do that all you want,” she agreed. “I’m always happy to try out your experiments.”

“Even the failures?” He groaned, with an eye roll. “That says something.”

“Hey, I don’t get that much to eat these days,” she murmured.

“If you’d ever get some sleep,” he admonished her, “you could get up earlier, in time to actually eat before you have to open.”

“I could,” she noted, “but now you’ve saved me from starving yet another day.” When he frowned at her, she laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

“Have you really not eaten?” he asked.

“Not yet, no, but the coffee’s still dripping.”

He continued to frown, tapping his fingers on the front counter, as he glared at her.

“I’m fine,” she murmured. “I really am.”

“I’m not so sure that you’re fine, as much as you’re trying to convince me that you’re fine.”

Again, another astute comment from him that she hadn’t expected. She patted his hand. “I get it, but it’s all good.”

His response was stifled, as a crowd moved into her shop. She smiled at the crowd and greeted them. “Good morning.”

As if sensing that he was preventing her sales, Tomo immediately left, so she could get to work.

She was sad to see him leave. He was one of the few real friends she had here, among all her ghostly ones. She knew perfectly well that Tomo wouldn’t remain in this world much longer. Life, then death. It was the normal cycle of life, and she saw it time and time again. It was hard when they were young, and, just because she knew Tomo’s fate, she had no ability to change it. Therefore, she kept him happy, doing the things that he loved. Meanwhile, maybe he’d find a new treatment for the cancer eating away in his system.

She hadn’t changed fate one bit over the last twenty years and highly doubted that she could manage to do it now. Her own grandmother would have told her to stop wasting time and energy on something she can’t fix or stop, stating that the spirits had their own reasons for what they were doing, and it wasn’t for Skylar to know.

She’d even asked several of the ghosts in her shop for advice on how to help Tomo, but not one of her ghosts had a word of advice on how to postpone that final date with destiny.

For that reason alone, she tried to keep Tomo focused on what was happening in his world, all to make him smile. Surely smiling had to be worth something.

The smell of the beignets, still warm on her counter, tantalized her, even as she studied the customers who had just entered. “May I help you find anything?” she asked, casting another longing glance at the treats in front of her.

“We’re just looking,” a woman replied, her voice upbeat.

Skylar nodded and picked up a beignet, then quickly took a bite.

Almost immediately came a gasp from one of her potential customers. “Oh my,” the woman told her, “we just came from that famous café down the road. Their beignets were absolutely wonderful.”

Skylar immediately nodded. “Yes, they are.”

“Do they deliver too?”

“A friend of mine picked these up,” she explained.

“Nice friend,” the woman stated jealously.

Skylar kept her voice and smile soft, as she waited for them to peruse the store to see if they wanted to buy anything. Usually the early morning crowds were heading out for long days of sightseeing and rarely bought anything right off the bat because they were carrying everything they had with them. When they all tripped out with a smile, calling out for her to have a happy day, Skylar’s forecast had proven out because no one had bought a thing.

She immediately walked to the back room, then grabbed her first cup of coffee and returned to the counter, lifting a beignet and taking a big bite. As she stood here, wiping the powdered sugar off her face, her front door opened with an odd surge of air. She froze.

Only a few things would cause the wind to blow into her store like that.

With buildings across from her shop and around on all sides, the wind ran down the street. It rarely came into her store. And, sure enough, her curious gaze followed the gust of air all the way from the front to the back of her store and again to the front, as a man stepped over the threshold of her entrance. She stared at him, and her heart sank. “May I help you?” she asked, forcing a smile she didn’t feel, while she studied the strong energy in front of her.

“I’m looking for Skylar,” replied the man in a deep voice, his gaze intently studying her.

She nodded. “Well, you found her. What can I do for you?”

He observed her for a long moment, but she refused to give in to the uneasiness in her gut telling her to run, even though the power radiating off his frame was unbelievable. She didn’t dare make a comment or even let him know that she registered that something powerful filled him, because surely he already knew.

“I need you to help me with something.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re looking for, but I just run this little shop here.”

He burst out laughing. “That’s hardly all you do.”

She frowned and replied in a much different tone, not liking anything about his. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you’re implying.”

“I’m implying that you’re very talented in many other areas,” he stated, “and I don’t have time for the facade.”

“That’s nice,” she noted. “And I don’t really have time for anything you have to say, with an attitude like that.”

He nodded. “No? I can see that. Apparently I’m being more abrupt than usual.”

“Really?” She smirked. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“I don’t think much of anything gets by you, and I do not suffer fools either,” he stated in a silky voice.

She stared at him and asked quietly, “Are you calling me a fool?”

He shook his head. “No, and I can see that your defense mechanisms are already standing at full attention. I’m really not here to harm you.”

“Interesting, yet you say the darndest things.”

He frowned, as he studied her again. “Can we drop the pretense?”

“Please do,” she agreed patiently, not sure where he was going with this, but afraid she wouldn’t like it.

“I need help finding my uncle.”

“And what has that got to do with me?” she asked, a frown crossing her brows in bewilderment.

He scowled, as if finally realizing it was possible that he had the wrong person. “My uncle, I am afraid he’s missing.”

“Have you gone to the police?” No way would she try to find a lost uncle. What gossip had he listened to?

He sighed impatiently. “Of course I have. And, having exhausted all leads, I’m here, looking for assistance from you.”

“And whatever would possess you to come to me for help?”

“Well, you’re the one who talks to all these ghosts in here, aren’t you?” he asked, with a negligent hand movement.

Her heart clamped down tightly, and she stared at him in shock, her breath frozen in her chest.

“I could see them when I came in, at least some of them,” he explained. “I have a very general ability, not a full slate like you do.”

“I don’t get it,” she admitted, covertly gasping for air.

“And I don’t have the time or the patience for this,” he snapped. “My uncle might be dying, and I need help finding him.”

She frowned, her mind trying to figure out just what this was all about. She’d never had anybody come to her with that kind of a request before. “What do you mean, he’s dying? I thought you said that he’s missing.”

“Yes, and I got a note saying that, if I didn’t produce something specific, he would die.”

“I still don’t get it. What makes you think that, even if I could talk to ghosts, or whatever you’re saying I do here, that I could find a man, who is living?” Her confusion was real. She didn’t have a clue what the hell was going on here or why this guy had targeted her. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave my store.”

“And how many people will you gather up in order to force me outside?” he asked in a hard tone.

She stiffened. “Are you threatening me?”

He considered her for a long moment and then seemed to relax. “No, I’m being sincere. I need your help to find my uncle.”

“And yet you have not, at any point in time, explained how you’ve come to believe that I could help in any way,” she argued.

“I was hoping that you would be more honest, but I can see that you’ve built a life for yourself here by keeping those abilities hidden from this world. I hadn’t really expected that.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” she asked, shaking her head. “Even if I did have skills that you could utilize in some way, the world is not kind to anyone with abilities they don’t understand.”

“No,” he agreed. “I just assumed that, when you relocated, you would have found a better way to make it all work to your advantage.”

Her breath caught midway through his sentence. What could he possibly know about her relocating? “Stop,” she snapped abruptly. “I don’t know what this is all about. I don’t know how to find anybody. And, if the police haven’t found a way, I sure as hell can’t.”

“But you have to,” he stated.

Her eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think I have to do anything?”

“Because my uncle is also a distant relative of yours—he was into genealogy as well,” he added, with a crooked smile. “And, if you don’t help, according to the letter I received, everything about your life will become public.”

She looked at him in shock. “I don’t know anything about your uncle, but I do know that you, sir, are not related to me at all.” That she knew instinctively. She could tell from his energy that they shared absolutely nothing.

“That’s quite true,” he admitted, “blood relative of my mother’s. And we’ve been very close all my life.”

This was so far out of what she could even process that she didn’t know what to say. When she found her voice, she replied, “First, blackmail never works on me. Second, lying to me, trying to spring some surprise family on me, doesn’t work either. Since you seem to have delved into my background some, then you already realize that I have zero family, as far as I know. What game are you playing?” She stared at him, still trying to figure out what he was up to.

He nodded. “Which is also why I guess I can understand your reaction at the moment. But, if you will hear me out, I could explain.”

“So far you haven’t said much of anything yet, except for the thinly veiled threats and innuendos which I don’t appreciate. So, pardon me if I don’t look like I’m exactly thrilled about listening to anything more you have to say.”

He winced. “I get it. I haven’t been the most forthcoming. Put that down to being very worried about our uncle.”

“Your uncle. Not mine. Drop the phony family angle. I still don’t understand where you’re going with this.”

“So, Uncle Jonesy,” he began, with a gusty sigh and an attempt at a beguiling smile, “disappeared two nights ago, and I’ve been frantically looking for him ever since. He was staying close by, and I found out that his last stop on Tuesday night was one of the shops on this strip. I believe it was yours.”

She shrugged and shook her head.

“Then I got a note from somebody,” he added, “and, yes, the police now have that note. It says, Jonesy’s been taken prisoner, and, if they don’t get what they want, they’ll make sure that both your world and mine become public.”

She focused on him for a moment. “If my world becomes public, it would be a huge inconvenience, but I would just move on. Not a whole lot I can do about it otherwise.”

He nodded. “And you’ve done that a time or two already.”

“Once really,” she stated, her tone stiff. “What is it you’re trying to hide from?”

“Well, let’s just say I have zero interest in having my world become public either,” he replied.

“So what then? You expect me to help you find out where this … Jonesy of yours is?” she asked. “I don’t have any skills for that, whether my family or yours.”

“According to this note, you are family, and it goes back several generations.”

She waved a hand. “Which means nothing. I was adopted as a baby.”

“I get that. And you probably are also aware that your records are not available.”

“I haven’t tried to look.” She stared at him. “And just how would you know that?”

“Since getting this note and working with the police, we’ve worked hard to try and figure out what your family connection is.”

“As I’ve repeatedly told you, there is none.”

At that, the bell on the front door rang again and in walked a police officer. She swore under her breath. Something about the police just completely changed the energy in her shop.

“Gentlemen, you do realize that I’m trying to run a business here, and, no offense, but cops and angry strangers really don’t do anything for sales.”

The cop grinned at her affably. “Sorry about that.”

Yet he obviously didn’t give a shit. She groaned and asked, “What is this all about?”

“I’m sure he’s already told you. He just asked to step in here a few minutes early to talk to you privately.”

“Great. However, I have no idea who this Jonesy guy is, having never met him.”

“We have video camera proof, showing him coming here Tuesday at the end of the day.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Do you have a picture of him?”

Immediately the cop stepped forward and held out a photo on his phone. She looked at it, then frowned. “I kind of remember him. Let me think for a minute.” She focused her memory for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, he was looking for some tarot cards.”

“Do you know which ones?” the nephew asked, his voice intent.

She shot him a glare. “He was looking for a very old set, but I don’t have anything even close to that here at all. He did ask me if I knew of any.”

“Well, whoever kidnapped him wants this particular set and appears to believe that Uncle hid them somewhere since getting them.”

She stared at him. “Well, I never had them, and I certainly didn’t sell that or anything else to him. I didn’t do anything but speak with him briefly for a few moments,” she shared. “I don’t know anything about those particular tarot cards. What’s the draw about them anyway?”

The cop turned her words on her. “You tell me. You said they’re rare.”

“I said they’re old,” she corrected. “Like turn of the century—and that’s just according to Jonesy. I think he told me something about how they might have been involved in several murders.”

“We have one other reason why we’re here,” the cop added, with a not-so-affable smile.

In fact, his teeth almost appeared to sharpen as he studied her.

“His jacket was found on a side street and inside was a note to see you personally.”

She stared at him in shock, not liking anything happening here. “Outside of talking to him Tuesday night, and telling you all we discussed, I don’t know anything about it. So what is this all about?”

“How about the term talking bones?” the nephew asked quietly, the powerful energy around him stronger now.

Her gaze darted his way and then back at the cop. “No, I don’t understand that phrase. What are you talking about?”

The cop laughed. “It seems that the uncle thought you were capable of identifying bones.”

“What does that have to do with tarot cards?” she asked, getting more puzzled by the minute. “I’m hardly a pathologist or whatever science is involved in that skill.”

“He was looking for the tarot cards that he thought were involved in several murders, and he has several bones that he wanted identified,” the nephew stated abruptly. “According to everything he left behind, he believed you were the person who could do it.”

As she stood here, shaking her head, she recalled the ghosts had given her a warning about her crazy day coming and also recalled Tomo’s words about needing fortification for whatever was to come.
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Gage studied the woman before him. Skylar wore a short-sleeve black T-shirt, showing off myriad tattoos that only highlighted her creamy white skin and black hair, long enough to be twisted atop her head and skewered in place. For all his newfound energy abilities—granted, he was still learning—she was damn good at cloaking. He couldn’t see behind her shield. He did sense more souls stuffed in her shop, almost like sardines.

Did she even know? Was she the one who collected them? Were they tied to her? Souls would tether to a human for a lot of reasons. But Gage had seen occasions where they were tethered and didn’t want to be. But, even as he studied the small store as surreptitiously as possible, he couldn’t see any sign of tethers. Damn, he wished he knew more—could do more.

He frowned, as he tuned out of the conversation between the cop and Skylar. Gage had wanted to come in here all on his own, so he could assess who she was. He’d seen the cracks in her shield beginning, before the cop walked in, but her fortress had immediately become indefensible again.

He understood that anything to do with law enforcement was like a blatant stab wound to her heart because they had so little belief in this stuff. Maybe in this town, more than any others, there could be a little wiggle room for voodoo and the like, but mostly probably only for the voodoo practitioners of old. Skylar here was a newcomer, and that meant she was not one of them.

Gage wondered if she even realized it.

The energy in here was interesting; it was dark, and yet he noticed it had lightened considerably. As he looked over at her, she waved her hands gently, as if brushing a spiderweb from around her. He continued to watch, fascinated, as light beams drifted from her hands, easily lightening the atmosphere of the store. Talk about an interesting trick. Did it help with sales? Or was it merely to bolster her own mood?

Although she didn’t advertise it as a voodoo shop, her store was esoteric in all things. Sure, the typical kitschy tourist stuff was all around, but he highly doubted that she made much money off any of that. If she didn’t, he thought with a frown, while studying the price tags on the items closest to him, how did she survive?

Caught by a question the cop was asking about her whereabouts, she gave a flat answer, her response in a weird monotone, as she stated, “I was upstairs in my apartment.”

“Can anybody verify that?”

“Of course not. If you’re asking if I live alone, yes, I live alone. Did I have friends over last night? No, I had no friends over. Did I go out last night? No, I didn’t go out. I was watching TV.”

“What did you watch?”

It was meant as a trick question, but she gave him a flat smile and named two shows that were just probably true enough that she was off the hook.

The cop wrote it down and asked, “So, you have no idea what happened to this man?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Good, in that case, sorry to bother you.” And he stepped back. The cop looked over at Gage. “I told you it would be useless.” And, with that, he walked out.

Gage turned, then looked at her and asked, “What about the bone?”

Her gaze shot upward to read his expression. “What bone?”

He pointed at the floor. She frowned and walked around the counter and looked, found a small bone, too big to have been a finger bone but nowhere near big enough to be an arm bone. She leaned closer and studied it. “I have no idea where that came from.” She looked over at him suspiciously. “Did you put it here on purpose?”

“Hell no,” he denied forcibly, “but it’s possible that it’s part of my uncle’s collection.”

“Why would he have a collection of bones?”

“Because he found several open graves, and, when he went back to identify the dead, only a few bones were still there and were scattered about. Unfortunately he discovered this after bringing a crowd of people with him to check it out. They all had laughed at him and had taken off.”

“Your uncle does seem a little eccentric,” she murmured.

“Yes, he is, but that does not make him senile or stupid.”

“No, of course not,” she agreed immediately. “Older, slightly rotund, with wispy white hair and a genial smile on his face?”

“That’s him. He’s a good man.”

“He did appear to be very interested in the tarot card set.”

“Yes, but that also could have just been a diversion.”

“For what though?”

“I don’t know.” His angry frustration bled into his tone. “But what are the chances that he left that bone behind?”

“Honestly, I don’t know,” she stated helplessly. “I don’t know anything about this.”

Just then the door opened, and a large group of tourists came in. She smiled at them, nudging the bone farther underneath the counter in the display area, so it was hidden from sight. Why? Obviously she was trying to hide it or was it more that she didn’t want to touch it?

Then she turned to face her customers again.

Gage stepped out of the store, separating himself from the crowd of cheerfully chattering tourists. They all looked to be about the same age. Slightly older than fifty, probably younger than seventy, all of them wearing bright clothing. Most were overweight but not horrifically. They were all in shorts and looked to be having a grand old time. Other tourists filled the street, but Gage saw no cops. His phone buzzed, a text from his brother.

Any sign?

No, he texted back immediately.

Studying his surroundings, Gage didn’t know what to do next. He needed to talk to Skylar again, only that wouldn’t happen as long as she had a store full of tourists. He noted the beignets that she had been trying to eat and how lean her face was. She needed another twenty pounds to fill out the hollow planes on her face.

He also noted an odd smell to the store. Whether that was her or the beignets mixed with the bone or something completely different, he had no idea. He wished he could speak to the spirits that he seemed to see milling about her store, but none had stepped forward in any shape or form recognizable as someone in particular who he could talk to. The only time he’d ever successfully talked to a spirit, they’d approached him in human form, with very clear and distinct details, and had spoken to him first.

Those in her store were just ghostly forms in all sizes and shapes, who stood wall-to-wall inside, but he didn’t understand why. He wondered if the spirits were connected to the building. He had now wandered in her store and previously in the other likely stores on this street, but no other shop was full of spirits like Skylar’s was. True, he didn’t see spirits all the time, but her place had been divinely attuned to them, for some reason.

Gage knew he needed to rework his game plan, as he wandered toward the river and sat on a bench. He tuned out the world around him and tried to just focus on the water, calming himself as best he could.

When his phone rang an hour later, it was his brother again, calling this time. “What now?” Gage asked abruptly.

“I don’t know,” Terrence replied. “You tell me. What now?”

“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I am not sure where to look next.”

“Uncle did this all the time. It was his biggest hobby to go wander around town, hit a few shops, and then come home again. So what’s so different now that he’s disappeared?”

“I’ve checked along this street already today. I’m not sure where to go next. I don’t really know my way around here.”

“Yeah, I’m surprised you’re there,” his brother noted. “New Orleans is hardly your type of place, especially the French Quarter. You’ve never been a partier, Gage. Always so serious.”

“Count yourself lucky that I lived in Portland all these years, that you had your serious older brother around all that time. Once I get this merger deal cinched, that allows me to relocate anywhere I want, probably somewhere away from people,” he shared. “No telling where I’ll end up.”

“I know. I know,” Terrence agreed carefully. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened to Uncle.”

“You and me both.” Gage pinched the bridge of his nose, wishing his brother hadn’t called.

“At least you found the shop he went to.” Terrence hesitated. “Do you think she knows anything?”

“About him? No, not at all. About a lot of other things, hell yes.”

“Really?” Terrence’s tone sounded interested. “Like, did you see something?”

“I saw a lot of shapes, like spirits, but none I could talk to,” Gage murmured, grateful his brother knew some of his current troubles.

“That’s too bad because if you could talk to them—”

“We’ve been over this. I can’t, so it doesn’t really matter.”

“I get it. I get it.” Terrence sighed. “But, with that note, we need to get this resolved. Uncle’s got to be somewhere.”

“I’ll go back and talk to her, when the crowds disperse a bit.”

“Well, maybe do something nice for her this time, so you don’t come across so overpowering.”

“Who said I was overpowering?”

“Are you kidding? You didn’t build a very successful business with your charm, bro.”

“You may have a point there. I might pick up lunch for her. She looks like she’s starving.”

A moment of silence passed on the other end, and then his brother chuckled. “You know what? That just might do it. Get some for yourself too, so you don’t come across as a grizzly bear. You probably came on way too strong. Come on. Admit it.”

He winced. “It’s possible.”

“Of course it is. You probably accused her—or at least pushed her psychic buttons all over the place. You know that’s not the way to get cooperation.”

“I don’t know anything about this psychic stuff,” he snapped. “I’m just a newbie. Remember? Only since the accident did I start seeing these apparitions, and you know that.”

“I know, but still it’s intriguing,” he shared. “I almost want to sign up for a car accident myself.”

“Right, of course you do,” he scoffed. “Chances are that wouldn’t go well. So hold off, okay?”

“I know. I’m all too afraid that’s exactly what would happen,” he murmured. “Keep me posted.” And, with that, his brother hung up.

Gage looked around and wondered if 11:30 a.m. was too early to bring her food. Hoping not, he found a restaurant farther down that opened onto the street with an outdoor window, and he headed in that direction. At least if he picked something up, she could eat it whenever.

He hated the fact that he already felt like he needed to feed her. One thing he could never do was walk by and see the homeless or the elderly suffering and without food. He didn’t know why, all of a sudden, she fit into that same category, but apparently she did. With that, he immediately headed to the restaurant and studied the menu, trying to imagine what she might like.


Chapter 2
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This group of tourists was thankfully full of energy in abundance, so easily distracted Skylar from the tall stranger leaving her shop. With cheerful faces, they quickly purchased multiple items, including five of the hair sticks that she had just tripled the price on earlier this morning. She smiled as they all walked out, wishing them a happy day. Following on their heels came another group and, after that, still another.

By the time the store was finally empty for the first time later that morning, she smiled and headed to the back, hoping she could squeeze in a cup of coffee before the next group arrived. She cringed a moment later when the bell signaled that the door was opening yet again. Her heart sank because she was really hoping to get that coffee and maybe even rummage in the back to see if she had anything to eat besides the sweet beignets. Instead she turned to see the stranger from earlier.

He walked in, carrying a large take-out bag.

She frowned, staring at it suspiciously, but she recognized the Chinese restaurant’s logo on the bag. He put it down on the counter by the cash register and started pulling out several items. She looked at him and asked, “What’s all this about?”

“A peace offering,” he stated. “I realized that I came on way too strong this morning, and I was completely out of line. I’m sorry, and I hope you’ll accept my apology and some lunch.”

“Well, you certainly came on strong,” she confirmed cautiously. Then her stomach rumbled, as she looked at the food.

“Do you happen to have any coffee to go with it?” he asked.

“Well, I was about to go check out that coffee situation, when you walked in. I could put on a fresh pot,” she offered. “I didn’t even get a chance to drink much this morning, so it’s probably burned and bitter tasting by now.”

“A fresh pot sounds great,” he agreed. “I should have grabbed a couple to-go when I got the food.”

She frowned, not sure she trusted him alone in her store.

He suggested, “I’ll walk back with you, if you’d rather.” At that, she took a step back. He stepped back himself, putting up his hands. “Or else I’ll stand right here until you return. Sorry, I’m not trying to intimidate you.”

Surprised at him picking up on her reluctance, but sensing no malice in his energy, she raced to the back, put on a pot of coffee, and returned to the front of the store, almost amused to see him standing in the exact same place. He looked at her, smiled, and said, “See? I promised, and I stuck to it.”

“Sure, but your presence is still more than a little disturbing.”

“For you?” he asked, with an eyebrow raised.

“I don’t get it,” she stated. “What do you even know about me?”

“Only what my uncle researched about you, and then, of course, with his disappearance, we had no choice but to delve more into your background,” he admitted almost apologetically.

“Surely it’s not that interesting,” she noted.

“Any woman who can talk to bones has my attention.”

She winced at that phrase. “Nobody talks to bones,” she countered, with an airy wave of her hand, hoping he’d let it go at that. And who the hell would even know anything about talking to bones?

“What about all the spirits in here?”

She stared at him. “Are you saying that you see spirits here in my store?”

He snorted. “I can see evidence of the spirits here, but I know, for a fact, that you can talk to them.”

“And how is that?”

“Because I can hear it.”

“You want to explain that?” she demanded.

He hesitated, and then, as if realizing he would have to give something in order to get a little bit of trust back, he began, “Look. My name is Gage Hawkins. A friend and I were at a business dinner a while back. On the way home we were involved in a bad car accident—and, just for the record, I wasn’t drinking. I ended up in a coma for a time, and, when I came out of it, I could see and hear things that nobody could explain.”

At that, she nodded slowly. “It can happen like that sometimes.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “but I didn’t know what I was seeing or hearing, and I didn’t want to tell anybody because all they’d do is say I was seeing and hearing things and refer me to a shrink.”

She stared. “Yeah, that’s a very common response.” So far, everything he said rang true.

He went on. “It took me a long time to realize that I was seeing dead people, and then, when one ghost stepped forward, in a normal-looking human form, he explained it to me. So I could hear him, even though he was a ghost.”

She frowned, while nodding. “So what exactly do you see?”

“I see like glowing white shapes.” He motioned to the side of him.

She looked over to where Thomas stood right beside Gage, his top hat still in place, which was normal for him. “So, what do you see right now?” she asked.

Gage put out his hand toward Thomas again. “This white form has something about ten inches tall or so above his head, and what I presume is his body is just this long skinny white form.”

“His name is Thomas,” she shared. “He was killed over 150 years ago. Somewhere around Lincoln’s era.”

“Interesting,” he replied, as he studied her. “Did he tell you that?”

“Yep, he sure did. Once you open the doorway, they really like to talk,” she stated. “So, when your friend the cop was asking if I was alone last night, my answer was yes, but of course it had to be no.”

He nodded. “Right. I sensed that you weren’t telling the truth.”

“Because, to me, these guys are real,” she stated cheerfully. “Of course I’m comfortable telling you this because, if you go tell the cops, they won’t believe you anyway.” Then she gave him the sweetest smile.

He looked at her in fascination. “You know what? You’re quite right. They would think I had absolutely gone around the bend.”

“And they would refer you for some psychiatric evaluation, perhaps having you committed for however long, until you convince them that it must have been a bad dream or maybe the drugs you were taking that made you say that.”

He stared at her. “You’ve been there, haven’t you?”

Her gaze widened, as she studied him. “Haven’t we all?”

He nodded slowly. “No, you’re right. I did go through a similar session that terrified me.”

“And it should. When people think that you’re off your rocker and are doing things that they don’t understand, they suddenly have all kinds of power over you. You have no idea.”

“I’m sorry. … I didn’t mean to send you down that kind of a negative pathway.”

“Maybe not,” she agreed, “but you must know that you possess a tremendously powerful energy, and, when you walked in this morning, you brought the wind with you. That’s because you were uncomfortable in this situation, and you were using it to try to make you look good.”

He stared at her, and she saw an ever-so-slight flush going up his neck.

She nodded. “So, from one to another, don’t bother trying to make a showy presence upon arrival. None of us appreciate it, and those of us in the industry already know what you’re doing and why.”

“Wow,” he replied. “That was guaranteed to knock me off balance.”

“That wasn’t what I intended to do,” she murmured, backing off slightly, “but it is what you intended to do to me.” As the flush rose a little higher up his neck, she nodded. “Now, with that said and understood, I still don’t understand what this is all about, but, first, it smells like the coffee is done.”

She retreated to her little back room, where she poured two cups and returned. Her amusement grew even greater, as she noted he still hadn’t moved from that one spot. She waved a hand. “You may now move.”

He looked down, and, flushing even more, he asked, “Did you keep me here?”

She seemed surprised. “None of us can do to another what they don’t wish to have done.”

“You know what? I’d like to believe that,” he stated, “but some weird shit is happening in my world, and I’m not sure that I can agree.”

“Good, because there are exceptions,” she noted, “and you should always be doubting everything around you.”

He nodded slowly and stared at her in awe.

An awed fascination that she didn’t really want. But somehow this soul—who was new to all this—was a little more broken than she had expected. Gage covered it up really well with that macho bravado, mostly out of fear when he’d walked in originally, she figured. But no way to really be sure so she couldn’t trust him quite yet. Something was going on in that energy of his that he was keeping from her. But, by the same token, she was keeping a lot from him as well. She set a cup of coffee in front of him. “Here you are.”

He nodded sheepishly. “Thank you.”

She shrugged. “There’s too much food here just for me, so I presume you intended this for both of us.”

“I know my brother would certainly appreciate it if you shared a meal with me. He suggested I was in a bit of a mood.”

She snorted. “I’m not known for not sharing. However, when people come in, asking questions about a missing uncle—who doesn’t have anything to do with me—I find it a little irritating. Especially when they bring the cops, which is bad for business.”

“Everybody called him Jonesy, but we called him Uncle. He was well loved by many.”

“And yet you speak about him in the past tense.”

He frowned. “I didn’t mean to.”

“But you did.”

“Yes, I guess I did, but I don’t know why.” He looked more than a little disturbed. He picked up one of the covered dishes and said, “I think these are both the same.”

“Slight variations from the looks of it, but yes.” She picked up hers. “What made you think of this?”

“I like food?”

She snorted. “And I gather you’re the kind who likes to feed waifs, the homeless, the starving children, unwanted pets, and the like.” He looked at her, as if stunned that she had hit that out of the park. She nodded. “It’s in your energy.”

“What else is in my energy?” he asked worriedly.

“That you’re honestly worried about your uncle,” she noted. “Which is the only reason I’m talking to you right now, by the way.”

He swallowed hard. “You’re a little scary, you know that?”

She nodded, as she continued to study his energy. “I am. It’s one of the reasons why not a whole lot of people are in my private world.”

“I can see that. … Do you have any idea what happened to Uncle?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t even know he was missing. I didn’t know anything about him.”

“And that bone?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“But you haven’t picked it up.”

She looked over at him and asked, “How do you know that?”

“I can see it peeking out from under the display.”

She winced. “I was trying to move it earlier, but it’s been a very busy day.”

“You can move it now,” he stated helpfully.

She glared at him and then nodded. “I kind of need to.” She quickly snatched up the gloves that she kept underneath the counter, put them on, then walked around the counter and picked up the bone, placing it on a side counter, out of the sight of her customers.

“Why the gloves?”

“Well, I guess it depends on the bone,” she replied, looking back at him. “Have you ever tried to pick up the bone of someone who died violently?”

He stared at her, horrified, and then slowly shook his head.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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