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Author’s Notes






Krewe (pronounced the same way as “crew”)—An
organization that plans parade themes, costumes, and other events
relating to the carnival season. Krewes may be small or large, and
criteria for membership varies by krewe. Most have annual dues to
help finance the grand ball and other dances throughout the year.
Krewe members are expected to purchase their own beads to throw at
parade spectators during the New Orleans Mardi Gras parades.






Author’s Note: Those familiar with St.
Francisville, Louisiana, will notice that I took great liberties
with both the geographical layout and the town history for the sake
of this fictional story. The beautiful and quaint town near Baton
Rouge was an inspirational setting; however, all customs and
geographical layouts were modified for the sake of this book and
are wholly intentional on the author’s part.
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CHAPTER ONE

In the illuminating glow
from St. Louis Cathedral, Tristan Pleasance lit five candles in a
semicircle on the card table in front of him. The bluish flames
offered a soft beacon for those seeking a Tarot card reading. Many
people practiced Tarot, but few had his alternate gift—the ability
to see and talk to those dead souls who hadn’t yet crossed over.
Having both talents made for more authentic readings, ways to help
a client go forth with strength and a newfound sense of hope.

This area of New Orleans Jackson Square, often
nicknamed artists’ alley, had long been revered as a haven for
those practicing the arcane sciences. As with any popular slice of
land, space came at a premium. Every weekend, Tristan jockeyed for
best position among gypsies, painters, and musicians.

Tonight, he’d managed the fourth spot from the
cathedral steps. A good place. Tourists wouldn’t need to walk the
entire square to find him.

Luck seemed on his side, for now. He took in a
shallow breath. Hoped his luck would last.

Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew the indigo
silk cloth that encased the cards. His mother’s favorite scarf.
She’d been the one who taught him the importance of wrapping the
Tarot cards in something personal. The worn tapestry had been in
his family for generations, laced with the whispers of his maternal
ancestors and their wisdom.

When he left St. Francisville, she’d given it to
him. A token of home, one not infused with the overpowering feeling
of…heartbreak and shame.

As he unwrapped the cloth to reveal his Tarot
deck, he said a silent prayer.

“The blind leading the blind?” a female voice
asked.

His muscles stiffened at the insult, but
something about her voice sounded familiar. Upon opening his eyes,
he understood why. Grace Lansing, a New Orleans columnist, stood
tall with those trademark long, red curls cascading past her
shoulders. In the subdued lighting, she appeared even more
attractive than usual. Then again, any redhead could stop him in
his tracks.

“You don’t believe?” he asked, completely
prepared to argue for his calling. Despite the city’s paranormal
reputation, some people still couldn’t grasp the supernatural—even
when it stared them in the face.

“I’m local,” she said. “Grew up here.”

Tristan smiled. “Doesn’t mean you can’t play
tourist in your own city. Or get a reading for the hell of it.”

Grace’s blue eyes widened, and he swore they
gleamed with delight at his response. Or perhaps he was imagining
things.

She gave a familiar nod to the artist next to
him and admired the oil painting of a French Quarter courtyard.
When she returned her attention back to Tristan, the dimples in her
cheeks formed to join in her smile. “I came by earlier to talk to
you. Why aren’t you ever here during the day?”

She’d looked for him? Interesting. He’d read her
column religiously and seen her around the Quarter on occasion. But
her seeking him out was a new development.

“If you’re a local, you should know the answer,”
he said with a hint of a smile. “Getting a spot at night is hard
enough. During the day, I’m up against unicyclists juggling fire,
musicians with big crowds, and not enough space. Besides,
everything is better at night. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The color on her neck shifted from ivory to
crimson within seconds before spreading across her face. She
cleared her throat. “How much do you charge for these Tarot
readings, anyway?”

“For a mention in your next article, I’ll do it
free.”

She half smiled. “Not a chance, bud. Nothing
personal, but I keep my work assignments professional.”

“Of course.” He studied her keen eyes, her
now-confident reporter stance. “You can’t blame me for trying. A
guy has to make a living.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “And you chose Tarot for
that aspiration?”

“Ouch. Can’t a guy enjoy a weekend hobby?”

“Weekend?”

She seemed honestly surprised his Tarot habit
was only a weekend gig. Maybe it was the black hat he wore, the
French Quarter–style eclectic clothes he’d selected to blend into
artist’s alley. And why not? These painters and fortune-tellers
were family, were home. Unfortunately, Tarot readings weren’t
enough to make ends meet.

“I work at the bank on Rampart during the week,”
Tristan said. “It pays the bills, and I enjoy this on weekends. You
have no idea how boring the financial career path can be.”

She chuckled. “My uncle was a loan officer, so
yes, I do.”

“Ah, so you know.”

“Maybe you could open up a Tarot shop
someday.”

“I’m toying with a few ideas—”

“Like?”

The investigative journalist in her sprung
forward, seeming more than typically interested in his life plans.
Or perhaps she was flirting with him? These days, he wouldn’t know.
He’d sworn off affairs of the heart a year ago.

“If you must know, my dream is to open a New Age
bookstore here in the Quarter. A place for people to enjoy coffee,
browse mystical-themed books, and of course I’d offer Tarot
readings. That’s my specialty, along with a few extras I
include.”

“What do you mean, extras?”

“Sit down and find out.”

He knew that invitation would get to her. No
journalist was immune to curiosity. The tactic worked
beautifully.

Once she was seated on a folding chair across
from him, he handed her a deck of cards. “Shuffle these.”

She arched both halves of the deck and made a
perfect shuffle.

“Impressive,” he said. “Why were you looking for
me earlier?”

“I’m doing research for an article on Mardi Gras
floats…”

He clenched his jaw. Could she have somehow
found out about his family’s business back home? Granted, she was a
reporter. Mostly lighthearted local pieces. Surely she hadn’t
learned about his history. A history he’d worked hard to
forget.

“Mardi Gras,” he repeated, keeping his voice
generic. No need to let her see the paranoia churning through his
every extremity.

“I spoke to Dragon,” she said. “The unicycle guy
who does wild things with fire. Do you know him?”

Tristan nodded. Everyone knew Dragon. Artists
and tourists alike. No sense trying to hide anything from Grace. If
he played dumb, claimed to not know the guy, she’d know he was
lying.

“We roomed together the first month I was here,”
Tristan said. “Why do you ask?”

“He mentioned you grew up in St. Francisville,
that little town outside Baton Rouge with all the plantations and
haunted history?”

Tristan swallowed hard at the mention of his
hometown. The place he’d left after everything went to hell.
“That’s true. I grew up there.” Where was she going with this?

“I understand the town contributes a float every
year to New Orleans for Mardi Gras?” she asked.

“Yes. My parents are big into the carnival
scene. They run a carnival shop for supplies, and my father heads
up a krewe there.”

She smiled, one of those smiles that spread to
behind her blue eyes. Matched with that red hair, Grace looked
beautiful in the moonlight. If he asked her out to dinner, would
she say yes?

“Could I interview you sometime?” she asked.
“Maybe take a road trip to St. Francisville and see your parents’
shop? Talk to people? I’d love to learn more about the
customs.”

He bit his lip. The last thing he wanted was to
talk about the past, about all the personal memories associated
with home. Give her the standard tourism answer. Then go
back to the Tarot reading.

“Mardi Gras there is a phenomenon all its own.
Children are exposed at a young age. I remember there being a
contest in fourth grade for who could make the best float. We used
shoe boxes—the lid glued to the back made the ideal stage
look.”

“So did we.”

“King Cake parties at school every Friday?” he
asked with a smile.

“Yep. Whoever got the slice with the baby had to
bring the next cake.”

He chuckled. “Only in Louisiana do bakeries
specialize in putting a plastic baby inside a cake. In every other
state, it’d be a choking hazard.”

“My parents fed me Jambalaya and gulf shrimp as
soon as I got off baby food,” she said. “Not carrots and strained
peas.”

She flashed him a wide and knowing smile, that
familiar we’re both from Louisiana so we understand kind of
gesture. The instant bond common among anyone living near the Gulf
Coast.

“Tell me more about the float St. Francisville
donates,” she said. “How does it work? I’d like to include the info
in my article.”

This had quickly turned from a Tarot reading
into an interview for her magazine. He needed to get her focus
back. To move on and stop thinking about the past.

“We should begin—”

“Sure. Just tell me about the float first?” She
flashed him a smile.

Okay. He would oblige her, then return to
business.

“St. Francisville has a competition each year
between the two rival krewes. Each krewe chooses a theme for its
float, colors of beads, and more. Each krewe makes their float in
secret. No one knows what the other team is doing until judging day
in late November. Someone from the New Orleans Chamber of Commerce
arranges the judging.”

“Sounds interesting.”

Tristan shrugged. “Competition can get a bit
fierce. You know how LSU fans can get with rival teams during
football season?”

Grace nodded, those curls bouncing along her
shoulder. Damn, he loved redheads. He never understood why men went
for blondes so often, when redheads were much more interesting.

“College football has nothing on the krewe
competition,” Tristan said.

“I’d love to drive to St. Francisville sometime.
Maybe meet some people? Perhaps you could point me in the right
direction?”

Tristan bit his lip. How could he tell this
beauty he wasn’t about to return home? Not anytime soon,
anyway.

“It’s time to start your reading,” he
whispered.

“Oh.” She glanced behind her at the long line
beginning to form. “I guess you’re popular at Tarot. Where do we
start?”

“Shuffle again. There’s been a change in energy
during our conversation. The cards need a fresh shuffle.”

“Sure.” She reached out and made another perfect
shuffle that could get her hired in Vegas without issue. “Now
what?”

“Place it down, then cut the deck once.”

Once she’d put the cut deck down, he laid out
the cards in a Druid Cross formation. Five cards. All of them
indicating something about the inner workings of Grace’s life.
Interesting.

She eyed the colorful cards. “What do they
mean?”

Pointing to the first, he said, “This one is the
Magician, but he’s reversed. This card is often about change, about
embracing your own power in life. However, with him being reversed,
it’s saying you’re stuck. You have the power within you, but you’re
not using it.”

Her large blue eyes darkened.

“Are you okay?” Tristan asked. “All these are
subject to various interpretations—”

“I’m fine. Keep going.”

Whispers echoed in his ear. He looked up and saw
a semitransparent figure standing next to Grace. A graying woman,
smiling but with harsh facial lines, patted Grace on the
shoulder.

“That card is certainly true,” the old woman
said.

Tristan sat back in his chair. “Tell me about
your grandmother.”

“What?”

“I’ll continue the card reading in a minute.
First, tell me about your grandmother.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. This was the point where his
clients either stayed or got the hell out of Dodge. The moment he’d
grown accustomed to his entire life, one he’d eventually accepted
as inevitable.

“You’re going to call me crazy, but in addition
to doing Tarot, I can sometimes see those souls who have passed on
but haven’t crossed to their next realm yet. I see an older woman
hovering near you.”

Grace spun around, darted her gaze in all
directions. “Are you kidding me?”

“No. She has wiry gray hair and big blue eyes
like yours.” The old woman smiled.

“My grandmother died two weeks ago. She
practically raised me after my mom died and my dad became a
workaholic. What does she want?” Grace asked, her voice cracking
just a little. Enough to let him know she believed in his gift.

Tristan looked to the older woman. “What would
you like Grace to know?”

Grandma rested a semitransparent hand on Grace’s
shoulder. “I told her she could change the world. This one, she’s
smart as ever. But she doesn’t believe in her own talent.”

He nodded. A familiar theme the dead often
wanted to convey to the living. The living who still had a chance
to make things better.

“Well?” Grace asked.

Tristan relayed her grandmother’s message.

The color drained from Grace’s face. “I…um…”

“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “This is what I
really do. Tarot is a means to get to this point.”

She opened her mouth but didn’t speak. Finally,
she said, “You’re telling me you can see my dead grandmother. Right
now. By my side.”

“Yes. That’s my true gift. I just also happen to
do Tarot.” Maybe she would feel more at ease if he used humor?

“It’s not like I can put up a sign that says I
talk to dead people. The cards allow me to assist my clients.
Sometimes, my ability to see the dead helps the living with their
struggles.”

“How can seeing dead people help me?”

Tristan studied the old woman, now hovering
overhead. “Sometimes, the spirits can enable me to understand the
Tarot interpretations. Your grandmother is agreeing with this
assessment. You need to go after your dreams and not be afraid.
This reversed Magician card is right on target.”

A large tear formed in Grace’s eye. Fell down
her pale face. “Grandma practically raised me. Dad threw himself
into his job and wasn’t around much.”

“You’re not the only one with complaints about
the ole man,” Tristan whispered. “But that’s another story. Let’s
continue your reading.”

He glanced down at the other four cards, their
colorful pattern visible in the candlelight. “The next is the
Hierophant. It’s associated with doing the right thing in your
work. Being conscientious and showing responsibility. Are you going
through any work challenges?”

“Right now I write puff pieces. I’d like to move
to news features eventually, but my editor won’t budge.”

Tristan nodded. “The Hierophant is telling you
to do the right thing for you in your work life. That could mean an
opportunity is coming to let you get what you want.”

Grace smiled. “Let’s hope so. Maybe that will
involve St. Francisville.”

Inwardly, he groaned.

“What’s the next card?” she asked, now eager to
stay on target.

“Strength, but it’s reversed.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re
saying I have no strength, Tristan?”

“Not at all,” he said. “I certainly wouldn’t
want to go up against your journalistic talents.”

“Then what does it mean?”

So many things.

“This one is similar to the Magician. You have
the strength inside you, but you’re blocked or afraid to use it.
You’ve pushed away your instincts for the sake of logic. It’s time
to decide what is truly best for you, not what someone else thinks
is best.”

She relaxed her arms and placed them in her lap.
“I’m sensing a pattern here.”

“Exactly!” Tristan pointed to the last two
cards. “The Devil and the World. The Devil means other things are
controlling your life. You aren’t taking charge of your own
destiny.”

“Definitely a pattern,” Grace said.

“Yes. And the World means you have the weight on
your shoulders. It’s time to negotiate what’s best for you and your
life. Then you won’t feel like you’re carrying the weight of what
you should do, but embrace what you want to do.”

A shrill ringtone reverberated in the air.
Tristan’s heart raced. He knew the song. And he knew the
caller.

“I’m fine if you want to get that,” Grace
said.

“No. I don’t answer the phone when I’m with a
client.”

Tristan started to gather the cards, when his
phone rang again.

“Answer it,” Grace said. “We’re finished with
the cards, and it may be important.”

He glared at the phone and picked it up. “Dad,
it’s not a good time—”

“Tristan? Your mother. You…need to…home.”

“What?” He adjusted his phone. “I can’t hear
you. You’re breaking up. What did you say about Mom?”

“Your mother’s gone. She’s dead.”

“What?” The lump in his throat plummeted to his
stomach. His mouth grew parched as he struggled for breath.

“That can’t be. I mean—you must be
mistaken.”

“Let me give you some privacy,” Grace mouthed.
She wandered down the square and examined the other artists
performing their select crafts.

Tristan returned his attention to the phone
call. “Dad, what happened?”

“The car came out of nowhere, T-boned us. I’m at
St. Peter’s hospital now.” His dad started to sob. “She was
DOA.”

Oh my lord. His mom, dead? No. Couldn’t be. This
had to be some form of terrible mistake. Maybe his father was in
shock?

“I’ll leave right now. Will pack a few things
and drive up tonight.”

His former home was only an hour away. Maybe
less, given the late hour and no work traffic.

“Call when you arrive,” his father said. “I may
still be here, or they may release me.”

“I will. See you soon.”

Tristan swiped the phone. He stared at the
French Quarter slate ground for what seemed an eternity. He
couldn’t believe it. Numbness swept through him like a
hurricane.

“Are you okay?”

Grace’s light steps and sweet voice knocked him
back to the here and now. Along with a new wave of pain.

“I’m sorry. We need to cut your reading short.
I’m going to St. Francisville tonight.”

He stood up and waved his hand to get the
attention of those lined up for a Tarot card reading. “Sorry,
everyone. Family emergency. I need to close down.”

Heavy sighs and concerned whispers filled the
air. Tristan shut them out. He couldn’t deal with disappointing his
clients right now. This was the time to focus. Get home to St.
Francisville and learn what the hell had happened.

“Are you okay?” Grace asked, concern filling her
blue eyes.

“My mom died. In a car wreck.”

Saying the words made them seem foreign, as if
he’d just spoken in another language. Words he couldn’t comprehend,
let alone believe.

“Tristan, I’m so sorry.” Her comforting tone
eased the raging knots in his stomach.

“Thank you. We can catch up when I return.”

He gathered up the cards. Each Tarot sign gazed
into his torn soul, offering their silent condolences. Placing the
fold-up table into a large canvas carrier bag, he glanced around
once more to check for missing items.

“Again, so sorry about your mom,” Grace said.
She reached into her purse and pulled out her card. “My cell is on
the back. If you need anything, maybe someone to talk to, I’m
available. I’ve been where you are. My mom died suddenly when I was
in junior high.”

His numb hand slipped her card into his pocket.
Knowing Grace had been through the same event provided a comforting
balm he hadn’t anticipated. He studied her with a newfound
admiration. Those long red curls had attracted him at first glance,
but she possessed so much more. She understood his feelings. And in
his world, that was golden.

“Thank you,” he whispered as he turned to leave.
“I might take you up on that.”

“Tristan.”

He turned around to find her holding one of his
Tarot cards. “You forgot one,” she said.

Strange. How had one card become loose? Maybe
this meant something.

“Thanks.” He took the card, anxious to see which
one had slipped from his grasp. When he learned the answer, he
froze.

“Is everything okay?” Grace asked.

“The Wheel of Fortune. Where did you find
this?”

“On the ground.” She pointed to a place near her
feet. “Right there.”

“And this was its exact position? Upside
down?”

Grace glanced to the spot. “I believe so. Why?
What does it mean?”

He shook his head. Sometimes the Tarot knew
things he didn’t.

“Tristan? What does the card mean?”

“External forces are negative right now. Forces
that will make me feel like life is out of my control.” He half
smiled at the irony. “Talk about right on target.”

Her brows lowered, her empathetic eyes
reflecting a cornflower blue. “Call me if you need to talk. Drive
safe.”

Nodding, he put the card back with the others.
He trudged the three short blocks back to his apartment in the
dark. Fortunately, the Parisian-style lamps in the alley cast
glistening light on the misty stone walkway, allowing him to see
his way back.

An hour later, he jiggled the key and
manipulated it into the door lock so he could close his apartment.
He rolled his luggage to his green VW Bug and placed it inside. The
bag was heavier than usual, but he didn’t know how long he would
need to spend mending things at home.

Easing onto I-10 West toward Baton Rouge, he
drove across the many bridges covering marshes and lakes. At this
time of night, everything was dark, with the exception of one
nocturnal egret taking flight over the moonlit marsh.

This was it. He was going home again. Memories
returned in a bittersweet avalanche. Mom had been his one source of
comfort back home. She’d encouraged his gift of talking to the
dead, even as a child. Whenever some paranoid adult tried to make
him feel less than human, Mom had protected him with a loving
ferocity. Her intuitive nature had complemented her talent to speak
to souls who’d passed on.

And those beautiful green eyes. Tristan blinked
back tears as he drove the car farther into the black night. Not
only had he inherited her supernatural gifts, he’d been the
recipient of those green eyes of hers. The lump in his throat grew
bigger as he caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview
mirror.

“I’m damn proud I got your eyes, Mom,” he barely
whispered to the wind.

He took the exit for State 61 to reach St.
Francisville. Passing the familiar sights only sent a painful wave
through him. Coming home. Even though Mom understood why he’d
needed to leave in the first place, he couldn’t help but berate
himself for not visiting in so long. Dad would be sure to harp on
that point. Tristan braced himself for the judgments to come.

He rolled down the windows to let the Low
Country breeze cool his face. This trip would be about honoring
Mom. Funeral plans must be made, and he would be there. Functional
son would become his role. Then, somehow, he’d figure out how to
deal with his father.







CHAPTER TWO

At 10:00 p.m., the beige
hospital corridor buzzed with activity. Nurses sprinted between
rooms, responding to shrill beeps and patient emergencies.

Numb, Tristan wandered through the flurry of
activity like an outsider. When he reached the reception desk, Mrs.
Croix was on duty. Small town. Everyone knew everyone.

“Where’s my dad?” Tristan asked.

“Room 214. So good to see you. We all thought
you’d never come back here. Not after what happened at the
wedding.”

Tristan’s face surged with heat. He didn’t have
the time or energy to deal with his past, or little old ladies and
their memories.

He pointed to the right. “Is 214 this way?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry about your mom. You come by
for a piece of pound cake sometime.”

Only in the South did pound cake equal comfort,
like a magical spell to make everything better. Home grew stranger
by the minute. He turned and walked as fast as he could. With every
step, reality hurled another punch into his gut. No electronic
pulses or patient stats came from these rooms. No beeping
machines.

No life.

When his feet reached the doorway, he leaned
against the doorframe. Mom lay on a hospital bed, her limp and
bruised body crumpled on top of a white sheet. Dad was nowhere to
be found. Perhaps he was being examined in another room for his
injuries. Maybe the man was filling out forms.

Either way, a few minutes alone was a good
thing.

If he hung back, remained in the doorway but
didn’t enter the physical space of the room, then maybe all of this
would become a bad dream. Maybe Mom was only sleeping.

Then he saw the bloodied cuts on her cheeks. He
tightened his fists, not wanting to envision the windshield
shattering Mom’s delicate skin.

So much for holding on to a desperate wish that
this entire night had been a dream. Without hesitation, he crossed
the threshold and ran to her bedside. He reached for her hand, held
her cool fingers in his own.

“Mom?”

No movement, no squeezing of his hand. Not even
a whisper.

“Is your spirit still here? I wanted to say
good-bye.”

Silence. No cold chill or sense of her spirit
remaining. She must have crossed over right away. Damn it. The one
perk of his being able to talk to the dead, and he couldn’t access
his gift when it mattered?

Pain stabbed at his heart. He was too late.

“Tristan?”

He turned toward the familiar voice and
immediately clenched his jaw to disguise his reaction. He hardly
recognized his father. The man had grown weaker, a shell of his
former self. Twenty pounds had somehow melted away in the year
Tristan had lived in New Orleans. The active man in his early
sixties with an abundance of salt-and-pepper hair now had a
receding hairline.

“Dad,” he said, his voice cracking as he stood
up and walked toward him.

His father wrapped thinning arms around him for
a hug. “I’m so glad you’re back home, son. Your mother would be so
proud you’ve decided to come back.”

Come back? Tristan patted Dad’s back
gently. He could assist with funeral plans and offer emotional
support, do anything else Dad needed. But this was the furthest
thing from a permanent move back home.

Dad released him from the hug, and Tristan
stepped back. No sense arguing right now. He and his father could
discuss plans another day.

“Tell me what happened,” Tristan said. He
studied his father’s gaunt face. Not as many cuts, but bruises
lined the man’s arms. In that second, Tristan noticed how old Dad
had become. How the bluish veins in his arms looked like a freakish
roadmap.

“The car came out of nowhere—”

“What car? Where were you?”

“Near the railroad crossing. We had a red light.
Stopped. The light turned green. Kathreena double-checked both ways
like usual—you know how nuts people sometimes drive around here—and
nothing in either direction. So she stepped on the gas, and boom!
Car slammed into the driver-side door.”

“Mom was driving?”

“Yes. My eyesight isn’t as good at night
anymore.”

Tristan digested each word, trying to make sense
of it all. Had this been some kind of weird hit-and-run? He didn’t
exactly miss his hometown, but folks here obeyed the rules. No one
would leave the scene of an accident.

“Did the other car have its lights on?”

“Must not have,” his father said. “Everything
happened so fast. The glass shattered, covered us both.”

“Did they catch the other car? What type was
it?”

Dad ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t
remember details. I called 9-1-1. They didn’t find any trace of
another car.”

How could that be? Someone must have caused the
accident. St. Francisville was a small town. Surely someone must
have seen something.

“I’ll talk to the police tomorrow,” Tristan
said. Right now he needed to focus on funeral plans. What would
they do with Mom’s body? Probably cremation. As Tristan thought
about all the tasks ahead, he grew short of breath. Simple tasks,
really. Nothing impossible, yet even the easiest task became the
ultimate quagmire.

“Don’t worry. I’ll figure something out. Are you
all right? What did the doctors say?” Tristan asked.

“Just a few cuts and bruises on me. A stiff
neck, maybe whiplash.” Dad rubbed his left shoulder. “I’m just so
glad you’re home.”

Tristan put an arm around his aging father. Time
to decide about her body. “Mom always said she wanted to be
cremated. Is that still her wish?”

His father nodded. “She wanted her ashes
scattered along the railway tracks that come through St.
Francisville.” A tear pooled in his eye. “She said that way she
could always come home to visit even after she was gone.”

“Okay.” Time to put his functional cap on. “I’ll
go speak with the hospital staff. Tell them cremation is our plan.
I’m presuming we’ll use the funeral parlor on the west side?”

“Fontana’s, yes.”

“I’ll call them.”

His father nodded and returned to his wife’s
side. Tristan watched for a moment before stepping out to make
arrangements. The heartbreak so evident in his father’s slow
footsteps, the forlorn look of sorrow when he reached for Mom’s
manicured hand one last time.

Tristan pressed his hand to his stomach. The
knots were multiplying. He needed to keep focused, stay busy. Call
the funeral home and arrange transport for Mom’s body. Set up a
memorial service. Be productive.

If he could do all these things, he might be
able to avoid facing the truth—Mom was gone.

His father turned to look at him. “I’ll need
your help with the service. You know I’m not good at speeches.
Perhaps you could give a eulogy?”

“I’d love to.” Tristan patted his Dad’s arm.
“I’m going to tell the staff that we need her body sent to
Fontana’s funeral home. That we’ll go there tomorrow morning.”

His father nodded.

After Tristan talked to the staff, he reached
for his keys. “Let me drive you home. I meant to ask…where’s the
car?”

“Got towed to the shop. Or perhaps impounded. I
don’t know. The police were running tests on the paint, trying to
get samples so they could figure out who hit us.”

“Good. Then let me drive you.” Probably better
anyway. His father tended to weave and wander behind the wheel on
occasion. Even Dad acknowledged he didn’t drive well at night, but
Tristan would handle all transportation while he was in St.
Francisville. He’d play taxi. No problem.

* * *

Two hours later, sitting on the lumpy couch in
his parents’ den, Tristan hung up the phone. All calls were made.
Mom had been a woman of many friends, and the list had taken longer
to get through than Tristan anticipated.

Surprisingly, many folks were still awake even
though it was after midnight. Maybe St. Francisville no longer
wrapped up the streets at sundown.

“Everyone notified?” Dad asked. He set down his
tea and plopped into the recliner.

“Yes.”

“You let our friends on the Krewe of Moxie
know?”

Tristan nodded. He knew he’d never hear the end
of it if he didn’t let the krewe know what had happened. A krewe
was like one big extended family, complete with the sibling
rivalry.

“We have an appointment at the funeral home
tomorrow morning to finalize the paperwork,” he said. “The
cremation is scheduled for tomorrow, and the memorial service is a
few days from now.”

“Thanks for making the calls. I just—couldn’t
bear it without getting upset.”

“Happy to help,” Tristan said. “I think we
should both get some sleep. Lots to do tomorrow.”

His father nodded. “I’m just going to finish my
tea, then I’ll hit the hay.”

The awkward silence between them loomed as the
clock chimed the quarter hour past twelve. He wished he knew what
to say, what words he could offer to ease Dad’s pain. But none came
to mind. If only he could locate his mother’s spirit and talk to
her, give Dad some comfort of a good-bye.

“How’s everything in New Orleans?” his father
asked matter of factly.

“Good. Thanks.”

“You’ve been away for twelve months now.”

“Yes.” And not long enough.

“Still at the bank?”

“Yes.”

“You’re being safe, aren’t you? Living near the
Quarter? Many lunatics live in that city—”

“I’m doing fine.”

Tristan folded his hands in his lap. Needed to
keep them occupied. His stomach ached as the superficial
conversation continued its course. If doing a question-and-answer
session with his father would help calm the man’s nerves, then
Tristan would muddle through the dialogue waters the best he
could.

Besides, he would only stay until the funeral
and to get Dad back into a routine. Tonight wasn’t the time to open
any can of worms from the past. Old arguments could wait till after
Mom’s ashes were scattered to the wind.

Dad’s haggard face made one thing clear: the man
needed sleep. They both did.

“We should turn in for the night,” Tristan said.
“After breakfast tomorrow, we’ll go to Fontana’s funeral home.”

Dad finished his tea and stood up. “It’s been a
long time, but you remember where the blankets are, I presume? Do
you need anything?”

Tristan deliberately ignored the deliberate jab
about him being away. “I’m good, thanks. Sleep tight.”

The strong man Tristan remembered in his youth
leaned to the left a little. Struggled with his steps. Had Dad aged
this much in recent months? Or was this drastic decline due to not
seeing each other every day, when changes weren’t as clear?

Once Dad had walked down the hall and shut the
bedroom door, Tristan let out the tense breath he’d been inhaling
and exhaling. Alone, at long last. He couldn’t talk to his mother
anymore, but he could do the next best thing. Spend quiet time amid
her things. Dozens of books on the arcane sciences filled the
mahogany bookshelves. Smooth sand-colored stones with words etched
in them: imagine, dream, destiny. Even some
art history books.

The woman embraced everything, judged no one
except those who would hurt her family. Tristan smiled at the
bittersweet memory.

His fingers traced the spines of each Tarot
book, hoping for some form of connection.

“Mom?” he whispered. “Are you here?”

A quick breeze brushed past him, almost like a
tender touch. Immediately following, the room sat in empty silence.
Tristan choked back tears. Mom had gone.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Grace Lansing stopped by the
Newly NOLA magazine office before going home. Even at this
late hour—half past midnight—several desks were occupied with
reporters scrambling to meet the next deadline. If only she were
writing something important. Like the rest of her colleagues.

“Where have you been all night?” Kat asked. Boss
lady and senior editor.

Grace set down her papers and purse.
“Interviewing the local artists in Jackson Square. I have some
great ideas for a research piece on Mardi Gras customs.”

Kat examined her blood-red nails with a scrutiny
that could make anyone uncomfortable. “I thought you were covering
the pooches in the park this week.”

Grace bit her lip. Ever since she’d been working
at Newly NOLA, Kat had pigeonholed her into silly puff
pieces. Pet adoptions, 50 percent off at the local mall, charity
events.

“Already turned in that story,” she said. “I
want to write a series of features on carnival.”

With a judgmental glance, Kat replied, “You mean
Mardi Gras.”

Grace swallowed her pride at her boss’s quick
assumption. Grace was from Uptown and knew more than anyone that
locals called the festival Mardi Gras. Kat had done her usual
routine, filled in the blanks with what she’d wanted to hear.

With as much respect as Grace could muster, she
said, “Actually, I don’t want to confine the articles to Mardi
Gras. New Orleans is our focus, but there are many small towns with
interesting traditions. I want to feature how those are part of the
community, what life there is like. I know of one place that has a
yearly float competition that rivals college football anywhere else
in the South.”

Kat arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow.
“Intriguing.”

Grace let out a relieved breath at Kat’s
seemingly interested response. Why did she continue to get knots in
her stomach when she pitched ideas? Just like when her dad used to
scoff at anything she’d expressed interest in. Her grandmother had
been the only one who took her seriously, and now Grandma was
gone.

Kat seemed to be repeating Dad’s pattern. Deep
down, Grace wondered if Kat would ever give her the career she
wanted.

Grace’s thoughts roamed to Tristan and the Tarot
reading. Stuck in a place, having the skills to follow a dream but
unable to move forward…

“Any leads or contacts you could leverage?” Kat
asked.

“I spoke with someone from St. Francisville
tonight—”

“Where?” Kat asked with a disdainful glance.

Grace sighed. Kat lived in the Garden District
and didn’t believe there were any signs of life outside of New
Orleans proper.

“A small town near Baton Rouge. They do the
annual krewe competition—”

“Recent studies show we have a decent market
share in Baton Rouge. That could get us more readers.” Kat’s eyes
gleamed as she talked about wider distribution.

Aha! Grace knew she’d take the bait if the story
helped the magazine. Time to finesse the deal.

“Exactly. More readers,” she said. “We could do
a whole tie-in to how floats are made. I could interview our
contact at Mardi Gras World here in New Orleans—”

“Great. Run with it. Send me your notes when you
have a draft.”

“Would you be willing to provide travel expenses
for me to drive to St. Francisville and stay a few nights? I could
dig deeper that way.”

“Keep per diem under one hundred fifty per day,
including hotel. No Ritz-Carltons.”

Grace knew there were some elegant
bed-and-breakfasts there, but she doubted there were posh hotel
chains.

“I’ll keep things minimal.”

Kat gave a decisive nod. “Good. Go.”

Grace smiled wide. “Thanks, Boss.”

* * *

The next morning, Grace took her time. No need
to rush into the office and work on silly stories like “Things Your
Cat Is Trying to Tell You” and “The Best Nail Polish for Prom.”
Today would be a new beginning, a chance to tell real stories. The
chance to tell the truth.

She used her new French press to make roasted
coffee, adding enough cream to rival the city’s popular café au
lait. Curling up under a bluish-purple poncho her godmother, Marge,
from Savannah, had given her, she sat on the bench in the bay
window and watched the city awaken on Iberville Avenue. Cars sped
along the narrow street, dodging the parked vehicles flanked on
either side of the road. With tiny driveways in New Orleans, a
street lined with cars on both sides had become as familiar as
other local traditions.

She relished the feeling of being inside. Not
having to be at any given place—at least, not for the moment. Her
thoughts roamed to Tristan. Poor guy. She knew the pain of losing a
parent all too well. She also knew the importance of having someone
around for a distraction during such an emotional time. If he was
receptive, she could fill that role.

Flipping open her laptop, she ran a few Google
searches on St. Francisville history and accommodations. The town
seemed quite charming. A quaint little place outside of the
ever-growing Baton Rouge.

By ten in the morning, she’d packed her things
and her laptop. St. Francisville was mapped on the GPS, and she’d
booked a room at one of the smaller bed-and-breakfast places east
of town.

Now she just needed a way to reach Tristan.







CHAPTER FOUR

Tristan poured a generous cup
of iced coffee into the tall mug. Great thing about Louisiana—they
believed in their CDM coffee with chicory. He added skim milk and
sweetener before sitting at the family table to plan the day.

Minutes later, creaking footsteps—slow and
steady—came around the hallway. With a strained face, Dad sank down
at the head of the table.

“Morning, son. Coffee’s made?”

Tristan stood. “I’ll get you some.” Offering to
pour coffee was something easy he could do, a tangible way to
help.

As Dad shifted his posture in the chair, Tristan
noticed how he winced.

“Sore from the car wreck?”

Dad nodded. “Neck is stiff.”

“We should get you into the chiropractor. It’ll
help.” Tristan poured the right combo of cream and sugar into his
father’s coffee mug and placed it on the table.

“I’ll be all right. I don’t need to see a spine
cracker.”

Tristan watched as his father repressed visible
pain just reaching for the coffee mug. The man had been closed
minded all his life. Mom had been the seeker, the curious one who
opened her mind and heart to new things. She’d believed, even
encouraged, Tristan’s ability to talk to the dead.

“A chiropractor and some ice packs will
help.”

“Bah.”

So much for that hope. Tristan glanced at his
watch. “We’re due at the funeral home by noon to discuss the
cremation plans. Do you have any wishes or desires for the
service?”

At the word service, Dad’s eyes glistened
with tears. “I think your mom had a list of her wishes. It’s in the
file cabinet under legal documents.”

Tristan nodded. Mom had always been the
organized one. The one who accepted that life was temporary and
she’d one day join the souls she’d spoken to so often during her
lifetime.

Something deep inside Tristan’s heart began to
ache. St. Francisville was the place he’d put in his rearview
mirror many months ago. Now that he’d come home, the place wasn’t
the same. Not without Mom’s cheery face.

“I’ll search the files,” Tristan said. “Let’s
leave in an hour to meet the folks at Fontana’s funeral home. We’ll
review plans, set up the service time.”

Dad nodded. “Something simple. She didn’t like a
lot of fanfare.”

Tristan let the iced coffee go down his throat
without responding. His mother believed in celebrations. Dad often
downplayed anything that would require effort. Unless it related to
the krewe competition or Mardi Gras. Those two things could wake
the man from a sound sleep.

“After we finish at the funeral home,” Dad said,
“I want to show you the krewe warehouse. We’ve made good progress
on the floats, but I’m glad you’re back. Steve is still our krewe
president, but he’s been out sick for quite a while, so I’m second
in command. Having you here will be a big help, son.”

Tristan swallowed the lump in his throat. He
couldn’t continue to keep his feelings to himself. Things needed to
be said. Expectations managed.

“Dad, I’m in town to help out—”

“You have no idea how glad I am that you’re
home.”

Would his father not let up? Tristan knew his
mother’s death was an emotionally charged situation, but he
couldn’t continue to lead his father on.

“Dad, I’m going to help you with the service and
Mom’s remains. I’m happy to assist with those things, but this
isn’t a permanent move home.” Tristan tried to slow down so Dad
could fully comprehend the words. “You understand that, right? New
Orleans is my home now.”

His father’s eyes began to water, then narrowed
into the judgmental glance Tristan knew all too well from his
youth.

“Oh. I see.”

Frustration seethed from Tristan’s pores.
Nothing like being back home, being served a heaping wad of fresh
guilt. Don’t lose your temper. Just manage expectations and do
what you can.

“I’ll stay and get you through this, but—”

“You don’t want to return to the family
business.”

The lump in Tristan’s throat grew larger.
“Running the krewe shop, all the krewe prep, was your and mom’s
dream. I’ll be here as long as I can—”

“I told you that Tara was no good for you!” Dad
burst out. “First she pulled you away from us. Always talked about
you two chasing some crazy dream, like building a hotel in the
Caribbean and running the place. That small-town girl didn’t have
the first damn clue about managing a property. Then she ups and
disappears on you the day of your wedding. Now look what she’s
done. You can’t even bear to be home for two seconds.”

Tristan froze, unable to breathe or respond to
the manic array of emotions slung in his face. Dad had dug way down
deep in his arsenal, pulled out every weapon of choice. Even after
swearing to never say her name again. Tara. The name Tristan
had spent countless hours trying to forget.

“Well?” Dad asked, practically begging for an
argument.

“Did you have to bring her into this?” Tristan
asked. “We agreed—”

“No, you agreed. I never liked that girl.
Now she’s in the wind, and you can’t even bear to come home and
visit anymore. So go back to your big city life. I’ll be fine.”

Damn it. Why did Dad always have to go for the
jugular? Couldn’t the man have kept the truce for just one day?

“I want to be here, to help and say bye to Mom,”
Tristan whispered. “But I can’t make a life here.”

“Why not? You were great at the business. You
have such artistic talent when we build the floats…”

Dad continued his litany about their family’s
many krewe competition wins before Tristan had left town. How much
talent Tristan had taken away. How for the first time in years, the
Krewe of Moxie had lost last year’s competition, which happened to
coincide with Tristan’s quitting the krewe and moving away.

And that’s when things became razor-sharp clear.
He’d waited all his life to hear some form of praise from his old
man. Now his father was overflowing with flattery and kind words.
In the same breath as the effort to get what he wanted by keeping
Tristan in St. Francisville.

Sad.

“C’mon, son,” Dad continued. “Stay in town for
the krewe competition and judging. We’re doing Louisiana landmarks
and history as a theme this year. I’m sure we can win. After the
judging, if you must, you can return to New Orleans then.”

“November is a month away. I can’t just pick up
and leave my job, my apartment—”

“You’re here now.”

“On bereavement leave. That’s different.”

Tristan clenched his jaw. Dad had begun his
usual routine. Created the situation that he wanted. Tristan knew
he had to stop the thought before it got out of hand. He would stay
as long as necessary to help Dad get back on track and handle Mom’s
arrangements.

Then he would return to New Orleans.

His father’s brown eyes seemed to shrink away
behind his gold-rim glasses. “Doesn’t your bank have a branch here?
Couldn’t you…I don’t know…transfer for the next month? I really
want you here, son. Just till the final krewe judging.”

Tristan wanted to scream the letters N
and O. Wanted to yell with all his might. Couldn’t the man,
along with everyone else in this strange town, stop thinking about
the krewe competition for once?

“What’s so wrong with St. Francisville?” his
father asked, his trademark accusatory tone ringing loud and
clear.

Such a loaded question. The same one he yelled
on the night Tristan moved out.

“Please understand how difficult this is,”
Tristan began. “Everywhere I go, I see Tara. On the drive here, we
passed the drive-in where I first kissed her. The town’s center
statue is the one we spray-painted for Halloween. St. Francisville
reminds me of how she disappeared and left me at the altar. Alone.
Everyone here knows that history and feels sorry for me. It’s too
much. Besides, I have a life in NOLA.”

His father took a swig of coffee. “So what if
everyone here knows your history? Your artistic talent with the
krewe speaks for itself. To hell with the gossipers.”

Tristan swallowed hard. “Thanks, but that’s
easier said than done in a small town.”

“You never had any issue with your”—he appeared
to struggle for the right word—“supernatural abilities here. People
accept you, so why worry about what they say regarding you and
Tara?”

Because it’s apples and oranges. I had Mom
around, someone who paved the way and accepted me for my gifts.

He took a swig of coffee. “I just want to forget
about Tara. About that disastrous day.”

Dad sighed and folded his hands together on the
table. “You know, Remy and Rosie Broussard, along with their nephew
Jax, disappeared that same weekend.”

“What?”

“You remember them, don’t you?”

“Of course. Remy ran the rival krewe and managed
a local seafood place, but I didn’t know they’d left town.”

Dad shrugged. “Who knows? That Remy loved the
water, always talked about retiring near the Gulf Coast.”

Tristan’s stomach tightened. “Did anyone
investigate their disappearance? Remy might have loved the water,
but he’d never leave before the krewe competition. Besides, this
was Jax’s senior year, his chance to shine and get a basketball
scholarship. Remy and Rosie raised that kid ever since his parents
died. No way would they pull him from school to retire.”

“I thought the same thing at first,” Dad said.
“Remy’s family put up a reward, held press conferences every damn
night.”

“Did anyone find anything?”

“That Mick Flynn, the guy who runs the Gas
Express out on Airline Highway, said he saw Remy and his family
fueling up the station wagon that morning. Said it appeared they
were headed toward the coast.”

Tristan tried to make sense of this new
information. What if Tara had somehow gotten cold feet and left
with them? She always wanted to see the Galveston area. Remy would
have been her best bet to flee without any questions asked.

“Maybe Tara hitched a ride to the coast with
them,” Tristan whispered. “Unless something happened. Did the
police find anything?”

“Truth be told, I don’t think the cops
investigated near as hard as they could have. They just said all
evidence pointed to Remy taking his family and leaving town for
good. Some of his business dealings were audited after the
disappearance, but the trail went cold.” Dad winced and rubbed his
right shoulder absentmindedly. The stress of the funeral and the
conversation probably tensed his muscles.

“What about the family?” Tristan asked.

“Oh, they’re still searching. His sister Jackie
has money. They’re offering a nice reward for information that
leads to finding Remy, Rosie, and Jax. But the local police, not so
much.”

“Small-town police departments,” Tristan
muttered under his breath before changing the subject.

“Wasn’t Remy in charge of the rival krewe last
year? The team you’re scheduled to go up against?”

“Yep,” his father said. “They had to go through
all sorts of mayhem to elect a new krewe chief this close to the
contest.”

“Who’d they get?”

The minute Tristan asked the question, he wanted
to bite his tongue. He’d been home less than twelve hours and
already he’d been sucked into small-town gossip about the krewe
competition. Now Dad wanted him to stay another month until the
judging?

“Kane Boudreaux. Who else?”

Tristan nodded. Kane was one of the most
charismatic businessmen in the area and had been rumored to be
running for city councilman. A good choice. One that would
definitely put Dad’s Krewe of Moxie at a disadvantage.

“The competition will be fierce this year,” Dad
continued. “Kane has a ton of financial backing with the dozen or
so companies he owns. They even renamed the krewe.”

Tristan turned, surprised. Krewe names rarely
changed. Consistency was part of Mardi Gras. “What’s the new
name?”

“Kane’s Krewe,” Dad said, speaking the words
like a cuss. “Can you believe the ego on the man?”

Tristan shrugged. He didn’t really want to get
involved with small-town politics.

Dad shook his head. “Listen, I don’t want to
cause trouble with your job, but won’t you consider staying? You
might be able to work out something. Help me with the floats
design. Work at the local bank. If your boss needs a reason, tell
her I need your help with Mom’s estate.”

Tristan pushed the rolling frustration deep into
his stomach. Tried to be civil.

“Dad, I’m here because Mom died. I can’t use her
as an excuse to work on a carnival float.”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“That’s what it sounds like.”

“Forget it. You’re an adult. You make your own
choices. I just wish you’d reconsider staying.” His father let out
a heavy sigh and walked away, but not before adding three words
below his breath: “For the family.”

After his father was out of hearing range,
Tristan whispered, “You mean, for you and this stupid krewe
competition. Your wife just died, but winning some float prize is
all you can think about.”

Tristan’s skin turned a beet red. Itchy. Guilt
writhed inside his veins as he replayed the argument over in his
mind. Damn it! Why did coming home always have this effect on him?
He had been gone a year, a brief yet wonderful interlude when he’d
lived on his own in another city. Now he had returned, and home was
giving him the hives. As was spending time with dear ole Dad.

Breathe. Everything will work out. Soon
you’ll be back in New Orleans.

The words danced in his brain but offered little
comfort. Bottom line, his mother had been the buffer in the
father-son duel, and she was no longer around.

Only one question remained. Could he survive the
next few days, or would he be scathed across the coals of his past
like he feared?

* * *

Ninety minutes later, Tristan walked carefully
behind his father into the funeral home. The ole man was more
energetic than most, but he moaned as he navigated the tricky
entrance steps. Tristan wasn’t sure if that was age or the whiplash
talking.

A gust of cold air-conditioning greeted them
when they entered Fontana’s Funeral Parlor. The walls held large
paintings of St. Francisville plantations and other historic sites,
the beauty flanked by gold-leaf ornate frames.

“It’s him,” a male voice called out.

“Her son,” a female said.

“Wonder if he’s returned for good?”

“Nah, look at him. He’s got one toe pointed
toward the door.”

“He was smart. Got out of this town.”

“For certain.”

Tristan darted his gaze in every direction. No
one was around. The conversation he heard must be from those souls
who’d recently passed on. He should have known. Walking inside a
funeral parlor with the talent of seeing and hearing the dead? Made
the place seem like a cocktail party instead of quiet and
serene.

“What is it?” his father asked. “Do you hear
your mother’s voice?”

“No. Only a few random people.”

“What did they say?”

Tristan coughed. “They recognize me as her son.
The rest was perfunctory observation.”

“Did they tell you that you should come home
too?”

“Dad. Please?”

His father shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.
I never did understand how you could see and talk to the dead, but
you can’t talk to your mother now.”

Tristan began to pace the lobby. Where had the
staff gone?

“Family contact with those who have died is
complicated,” Tristan whispered. “At least, that’s what the ghosts
tell me.”

His father frowned. “You figure the afterlife
would make things simpler than this one.”

Tristan smiled, relieved his father at least
kept his sense of humor when it came to the family gift. Some
parents would have—and did—lock up their kids in a mental hospital
for claiming to talk to the dead. For all the complaints about dear
ole Dad, at least Tristan had been accepted growing up.

Dad picked up a brochure on the side table.
Seconds later, a little old lady with her hair in a tight bun
approached. At first glance, she seemed frail, but Tristan quickly
noticed the take-charge attitude in those tiny ankles. This was a
mama bear who would fight anyone to the death to protect those she
considered her cubs.

“Morning,” she said. “I’m Rose Ann, coordinator
of Fontana’s. You’re here to arrange a service?”

Tristan stepped forward. “Yes. I called last
night? My mother passed away, and we need to finalize the
arrangements.”

Arrangements. What a weird word. Like a
bunch of flowers. Or a marriage.

“Of course,” Rose Ann said. “So sorry for your
loss. Let’s go into my office.”

Tristan noticed a few semitransparent souls
hanging out and playing poker near the casket room. Waiting to
cross over, Tristan presumed.

“This way,” Rose Ann said. She shut the door
after they’d sat down. “I understand your loved one wanted to be
cremated?”

“Yes,” Tristan and his father said
simultaneously.

“Here are our packages,” she noted as she handed
them each a brochure. “We can also arrange a memorial service, help
with programs.”

“Something simple,” Dad said. “She wasn’t into
fancy schmancy.”

Tristan winced at his father’s made-up words.
“Let’s just look at the options, Dad.”

Rose Ann took them through the various cremation
packages, from the very economical to the rare wood urn-style
expensive one.

“I think we should do the midrange one,” Tristan
said. “The cremation, along with some floral arrangements for the
service. What do you think, Dad?”

His father pinched the top of his nose like he
had a headache. “Midrange is good.”

Rose Ann smiled and filled out the paperwork
before excusing herself to run the payment.

Tristan sat back in his chair. “Your head
hurt?”

Dad shrugged. “Everything is happening so fast.
I still can’t believe she’s gone—”

“She’s in a good place,” Tristan said. He
reached out, touched his father’s bruised hand. “She’s able to see
all those souls she spoke to when she was alive.”

“I suppose. Nothing will be the same without her
though. And with you leaving town, what am I supposed to do with
the krewe store? I built this business from the ground up.”

Tristan took a deep breath. “I don’t know. But
I’m here. We have time to sort all this stuff out.”

With a glistening eye, his father smiled. “I
know you don’t want to be here, but I’m glad you came home to help
out.”

“I miss Mom too.”

“Think about what I said earlier—”

“About staying in town?”

Tristan racked his mind for an answer. He didn’t
want to get into another argument, not when Dad was in a fragile
state. Maybe his old man would see things clearer after the
funeral.

“I’ll see what I can do.” It was the best answer
Tristan could give.

“Good. Because the family business isn’t the
same without family here.”

Rose Ann returned before Tristan could respond,
which turned out to be a good thing. Dad signed papers and
payments, but Tristan sat up in his chair with one burning question
going through his mind: How was he going to tell the ole man that
Tristan never wanted to continue on the family business?







CHAPTER FIVE

With time to spare before the
hotel room would be ready, Grace took a few-hours’ detour in nearby
Gonzalez to shop at the outlet malls. With record-breaking luck,
she’d managed to grab five new pairs of shoes and two pairs of
jeans in an hour’s time.

Gripping the steering wheel of her red Camaro,
she navigated the multifaceted exits for Baton Rouge. Back in New
Orleans, road exits were simple: 1-A and 1-B. Not here. Apparently,
the influx of people after Hurricane Katrina enabled the city to
make good use of the alphabet. She swerved to the left and avoided
the 1-R exit—heavens, did the exits go all the way to 1-Z?—as she
made her way to Highway 61 for St. Francisville.

Around three, Grace rolled into town. A
hand-carved Welcome to Feliciana Parish sign stood proud on the
side of the road. Quaint little place indeed. Skinny railroad
tracks cut through Main Street. On one side, Victorian homes
painted sage and violet as far as the eye could see. Across the
street, courtyards with bistros and tiny shops added a charming
quality to the place.

A neon Tarot reading sign dangled outside one of
the shops. A bit too garish for Tristan’s style, but her thoughts
returned to their conversation in Jackson Square. His talent at
seeing and talking to her grandmother. Of reading the cards that
had inspired her to take this writing venture.

Had he done Tarot all his life, maybe worked in
a shop similar to this one? She tried to imagine him growing up in
St. Francisville, where conformity was probably encouraged. Had
people accepted him and his supernatural gifts? If not, maybe
that’s why he had moved to New Orleans. He certainly didn’t fit the
frat-boy or businesslike persona. With black hair that fell to his
shoulders and the most beautiful jade eyes, Tristan seemed more at
home in the artists and theater crowd.

Outside her driver-side window, she saw large
green-and-purple letters that spelled out Kane’s Krewe on a
warehouse. Hmm. Maybe that was one of the krewe groups in town that
participated in the competition. She made a mental note of the
location. Tomorrow, she would return and do some research.

Ten minutes later, she pulled her Camaro into
the long circular driveway of Plantation Pines hotel. The building
had white columns, a sweeping staircase, and even an overlook from
the second floor. Good lord. Had she somehow gone back in time to
the Tara plantation?

She parked in the small lot on the right side.
Rolling her suitcase to the sweeping entryway, she glanced around.
She could bump her suitcase up the eight steps, or perhaps there
was a side door?

She set her suitcase down on the first step.
Then, with trepidation, she tiptoed across the greenest grass she’d
ever seen and wandered to the left side of the building. Tiny
blades of grass bowed under her feet, delicate strands that made
the lawn appear like velvet.

“Hello? Is anyone around?”

“Hello?” a male voice called out, his voice
laced with a Louisiana accent. Kind of a mix between Brooklyn and
Southern drawl.

She moved toward the voice in the back. When she
reached the rear deck that overlooked a lake, she spotted a man
with a long white beard. He was tall and had a wide girth.

I’ve entered the North Pole, and this is
Santa Claus.

“Sorry, ma’am. Welcome. How can I help you?”

She couldn’t help but see the twinkle in his
eyes when he talked. The man probably did play Santa at the local
mall every year.

“My name’s Grace Lansing. I made reservations
for three nights?”

“Right. You’re the reporter.”

“Journalist, yes.”

He wiped the sweat from his brow and stood up
from gardening. “I’m Sam. My wife, Connie, and I run the place. She
must be out getting supplies. Normally she greets all the
folks.”

“I might be early for check-in—”

“No worries, cher. We’ll get you set up.
Besides, not many people stay at our place during the week.
Weekends are another story.”

She glanced at the quaint building. “Guess
couples from New Orleans come here for a getaway.”

“Sometimes, but we also get people as far away
as Bay St. Louis in Mississippi. Everyone wants a vacation to
relax. You got to enjoy your life, cher.” He set aside his tools
and walked toward her. “C’mon. I’ll get you settled in.”

“Great.” She followed him to the front, where he
lifted her luggage to the main lobby level. “Thanks.”

He walked behind the counter and paged through a
book. Small town. The kind where reservations were handwritten, not
input into a computer. She smiled. “How long have you been running
this place?”

“Since the pyramids were built,” he said with a
chuckle. “Nah, the missus and I bought it when we retired early.
Wanted a more relaxed place to live than NOLA.”

“I understand.”

“What brings a reporter like you out this way?
We don’t get many. If you’re hunting down the supernatural, the
Myrtle Plantation is up the road a spell.”

“No, not quite.” If she’d wanted paranormal,
she’d have stayed in Jackson Square and asked Tristan more about
her grandmother. Seeing as how the two of them were so chatty.
Something she would need to learn more about at a later time.

“I’m writing a piece on Mardi Gras customs. The
krewe competition is a big event here, right?”

He rolled his eyes. “We stay out of that mess,
but yes. Lots of hush hush and competition.”

She filled out her credit information, and he
handed her a key.

“Here’s a local map,” he said. “And some coupons
for places nearby.”

She stuck the materials in her purse. “You
wouldn’t happen to know the Pleasance family? The son’s name is
Tristan?”

Sam grinned wide. “Yep. I’ve known him since he
was a boy. They run a krewe shop. I believe they’re active on the
Krewe of Moxie.”

“I’d love to talk to you at some point during my
stay. Get your perspective on his family, the Mardi Gras customs of
this town.”

Was she being too forward? She couldn’t tell,
but most of the time people liked talking about history in small
towns.

“Sure thing, but we don’t participate much in
either krewe. Connie, she’s got more info than them ladies at the
beauty shop. She’ll tell you lots of things.”

“Great. I’ll be sure to talk to her when she
returns.”

The phone on the desk rang, and Grace had run
out of small talk. “Thanks again,” she said and carried her things
down the hall to room 103. A decent room, four-poster bed, and a
scenic view of the back porch and open woods.

She glanced at her watch. Three p.m. She reached
into her pocket and found the phone number she’d been looking
for—Tristan.

“Hello?” he answered on the second ring.

“Hi, it’s Grace Lansing. We spoke in Jackson
Square the other night?”

A second—too long of a second?—of silence
passed. Had she caught him at a bad time?

“You told me about Tarot,” she began, trying to
explain who she was without feeling idiotic.

“I remember,” he said. “Grace.”

Her stomach fluttered when he said her name.
“Hi.”

“What can I do for you?”

“Well, remember when I told you I wanted to do a
story about krewes and Mardi Gras customs?”

“Yes. You wanted to write more feature articles
and less puff pieces.”

Her cheeks grew hot. He remembered something
she’d mentioned, something she’d considered important. So many men
would have forgotten a tiny thread of conversation. Dad would’ve
made fun of her. Not Tristan, though…he was different.

“Grace, are you there?” he asked, his voice
warm. Concerned, maybe?

“Yes,” she said. “Well, my editor gave me the
go-ahead. I’m in town. And I know you’re busy with your mother’s
arrangements, but I thought I could offer some distraction amid the
grief. I’d love to interview you about the krewe shop and
competition sometime.”

“You’re here? In St. Francisville?”

She couldn’t tell if there was pleasure in his
voice or plain shock.

“Yes. I know you’re busy—”

“I am, but you’re right. I could use the
distraction.”

Relieved, she said, “Just tell me a time. I’m
staying at Plantation Pines. Just arrived today, and I’m here till
Thursday.”

She heard him mumble a few words to someone
else. A relative, perhaps?

“How about tonight?” he asked. “I can pick you
up at the inn. We’ll do dinner, and I’ll show you our krewe
store.”

“Sounds great.”

“Six?”

She let one or two seconds pass so she wouldn’t
seem too eager. “Sure. See you then.”

“Okay. Need to go, but I’ll see you later.”

She hung up the phone. There. Coming to this
town had been the right move. She could do her research, improve
her career, and get to know the handsome Tristan. Life was looking
up.







CHAPTER SIX

Declan’s transparent form
hovered near the train tracks by Main Street. Railroad ties
stretched to infinity, it seemed, before fading into a tiny speck
through the woods ahead.

He had to admit, he liked the small-town feel of
this place. St. Francisville reminded him of the Savannah of his
youth, back when he was alive. Now, as an afterdeath consultant and
charged with taking the recently departed across the threshold into
the next realm, he appreciated those locales that offered a
semblance of home.

Besides, trains were just…cool. Like those
mighty ships entering Savannah’s port to bring spices and
fantastical things from foreign lands, trains provided transport,
economy, and a low whistling lullaby to those lucky enough to live
nearby.

He glanced around, searching for the soul he’d
come to collect. Not that he minded waiting a few extra minutes, in
this case. If the person had died in a crawl space or equally
creepy location, then he’d be in a hurry.

Pulling out the scroll from his pocket, he
rechecked the name. Kathreena Pleasance, killed in a car wreck at
the intersection. Nice name. She would probably be frightened or
confused when she did show up.

“Hello, young man,” a calm and lyrical female
voice said.

Adrenaline—or what used to feel like it—pounded
through him as he spun around in surprise. Not many souls had the
ability to surprise him, yet she’d snuck up behind him on the
railroad tracks.

“Kathreena?”

“Yes. You must be my afterdeath consultant.” Her
silver-colored, wiry hair stretched past her shoulders and bobbed
up and down with her nod. With her hippie skirt and turquoise
bracelets, she resembled his high school art teacher. She swayed
with the breeze, shifting her weight on the rail ties. How could
she have possibly known his title though?

“I’m Declan. You know what I am?”

She offered a sweet smile. “I do.”

“How? I mean, most newbies are confused when I
meet them—”

“I’m a seer. My son, Tristan, is too.”

Declan stepped closer. In the cloudy weather, he
hadn’t noticed the obvious sign of the seers. Now that a random
sunbeam lit her face, he saw those large green eyes.

“Of course. I couldn’t tell at first,” he said.
“Great. I can skip the speech. Let’s get you crossed over to the
next realm.” He started to walk down the railroad ties.

“No.”

Declan skipped a step, throwing out his hands to
break his fall. Even in transparent form, he wasn’t always immune
to earthly pain. Better safe than sorry.

“Excuse me?”

Kathreena crossed her bruised arms. In those
jade eyes, a newfound stubbornness gleamed with intensity. “Not
yet.”

He stepped closer to her. Opened his mouth to
speak, but nothing came out. In all these years, he’d never had
anyone flat-out refuse. Emotions had run amok from fear to anger to
the inability to cross due to a killer on the loose and no justice
served. As far as he knew, Kathreena didn’t have odd circumstances
associated with her death. So why was she giving him trouble?

“May I ask why you are refusing?” Declan asked.
He racked his mind for what to do. His boss, Connell, wouldn’t be
happy if this job was left undone. Maybe Declan could figure out a
way to force her over? He didn’t know how that worked. He’d never
met anyone like her before.

She marched up to him, stood tall and
authoritative, and glared at him with those trademark emerald
eyes—so much so that he began to squirm. “My death has exacerbated
a horrible rift between my husband and my son. I can’t leave until
I reach out to Tristan. He has the gift. I need you to grant me
access to speak with him.”

Declan bit his lip and took a needed step back.
“Ma’am, if you’re a seer, you know that seeing loved ones after
they die is a complicated matter—”

“I do. But I also know that there are ways.”

“There used to be some leeway,” he began. “But
the rules have changed. I’m not even allowed to work alone anymore.
My new partner arrives tomorrow.”

She sat down on the slope next to the tracks and
ran her fingers over a dandelion. “I need to speak to my son.”

Declan stared at this woman, who obviously
didn’t intend to go anywhere, and racked his mind to think of a way
out of this mess.

“I can’t do anything. Now, let’s go—”

“You can summon your boss. Ask for a special
favor, for a seer.”

Declan bent down and sat next to her. Maybe if
he explained things, she would be willing to go with him soon.

“Don’t think by sitting down that I’m going to
do what you want,” Kathreena said.

Damn, the seers and their baffling intuition! He
pinched the top of his nose. “You don’t know Connell. He’s not the
type to grant favors.”

Kathreena cocked a knowing eyebrow, the same way
his mother used to when he’d attempted to get out of trouble. “Not
even for a price?”

“You know too much,” Declan muttered. “Okay,
yes. The rules are murky. But I can tell you with absolute
authority, Connell won’t want to be disturbed.”

Kathreena stood up and brushed off her skirt.
“Listen, young man. I’ve talked to the dead, I’ve helped people
embrace their lives. Surely there must be a way to get a simple
message to my son. We’re all part of the same club, after all.”

Declan glanced up at her. He couldn’t argue the
woman’s logic. But calling on Connell for a favor? That was the
last thing he needed right now.







CHAPTER SEVEN

Tristan hung up the phone and
smiled. Grace Lansing was in St. Francisville. Maybe being home for
a few days wouldn’t be so unbearable. This small town would be a
quieter setting than New Orleans. Plus, she wouldn’t be pressured
with deadlines here. They could get to know each other without
outside distraction.

“Who was that?” his father asked, knocking
Tristan out of the pleasant little place where he’d kept his
thoughts.

Tristan smiled as he placed his cell back in his
pocket. They exited the funeral home and walked to the car. “Grace
Lansing. She’s a reporter from New Orleans.”

His father remained stoic. “What’d she
want?”

“I think she’s doing a story and wants to
interview me.”

“For what? Doing Tarot?”

“Probably.” He didn’t want Dad to know part of
her research was the krewe competition. Not yet, anyway. Otherwise,
the pressure to move back home would be ten times worse.

“And you’re going out with her this evening?”
his father asked.

Instant guilt flooded Tristan’s soul. Maybe he
should have made sure his father didn’t need him before he accepted
an evening out with Grace. Then again, he needed a break.

“Yes. I hope that’s okay—”

“I hoped I could show you the krewe warehouse
tonight. Give you a peek into our designs, get your input—”

“Tell you what. Let’s go by the warehouse after
we get a late lunch.” It was the least Tristan could do, and maybe
it would make his dad feel better. Especially after just paying for
his wife’s cremation.

A broad smile beamed from his father’s face.
“Perfect.”

* * *

An hour later and with full stomachs, Tristan
drove them alongside the railroad track to the Krewe of Moxie
warehouse. On the way, they passed the old red brick building
labeled Pleasance Supplies for a Perfect Mardi Gras.

“Exterior is looking good,” Tristan
commented.

His father pointed to the grout on one of the
windows. “We had to replace a few bricks after last year’s
hurricane season.”

“I see that.”

The family business looked smaller and smaller
in the side-view mirror as Tristan drove onward. Three blocks
later, they reached the krewe warehouse and parked.

In the front, the green, gold, and blue sign
read Krewe of Moxie, the large letters reflecting the sunlight and
casting colored patterns on the ground just like he remembered as a
child. Their dog used to chase the light beams as a game.

“Here we are.” Dad gave a nostalgic smile.

“Yep. It looks the same.” He exited the car and
made sure Dad got out okay.

“You remember this place?” his father asked,
nostalgia practically dripping from his voice. Tristan would go
along, take this ride down memory lane as best he could.

“How could I forget?” Tristan asked. “You and
Mom were here every Saturday morning helping the krewe build the
floats. I spent my childhood running around giant papier-mâché
heads of alligators.”

“Wait till you see the new storage space we’ve
added in the back.” His father stretched his legs and admired the
front entrance with a newfound vigor. “We have a great setup for
this year’s float theme. Louisiana landmarks across history.”

“You said that yesterday, Dad. Let me guess. The
Battle of New Orleans.”

“Yep, and more.”

Tristan reached into the depths of his being to
avoid showing Dad his lack of enthusiasm. The idea wasn’t bad,
though he’d grown increasingly bored at the elementary school’s
yearly field trip to a big splotch of land where the battle had
occurred. But like many float themes, it had been done before. As
had alligator heads, gods, and goddesses.

“I sure would like you to stay and help,
son.”

And there it was. The ongoing plea. How was
Tristan supposed to refuse? Then again, how could he accept?

They opened the door and walked in. Shelves
filled with a disarray of paintbrushes and art supplies loomed over
the giant room. Surviving pieces of recent years’ floats lined the
back wall like a row of girls at a junior high dance. A giant
champagne bottle with chipped green paint sat proud with the statue
of Bacchus, the god of wine, behind it. Nearby, an enormous pelican
head with brown and white specialized paints had been the
centerpiece for the state-birds’ theme two years ago.

Tristan walked the familiar steps of the krewe
warehouse where he’d spent so much time as a child, stopping in the
center to fully take in his surroundings. “Are the same folks on
the krewe again this year?”

Dad caught up behind him. “Some people left, but
many of the same ones are back.”

“What about the rival krewe?”

His father shrugged. “Remy and his clan are
gone, but Kane’s taken over the duties and turned the competition
into a bigger event than ever. If you were to stay, your artistic
abilities would help us win. You and—”

“Dad, c’mon. Please?”

His dad opened his mouth, but then he closed it
again.

“Never mind. You can say her name if you want,”
Tristan said. “And Tara.”

“I know she’s a sore subject.”

“I don’t know what happened to her, but I will
tell you I like this reporter who I’m meeting tonight. Grace.”
Besides, she provided a great distraction from his past.

His father half smiled. “Lemme guess. She’s a
redhead.”

Tristan’s face grew hot. “Yes, she is.”

“You always did have a thing for the wild
redheads. Well, I hope I can meet this new friend of yours.”

Tristan thought back to Grace mentioning her
mother had died when Grace was young. Maybe Grace would be a good
person for Dad to meet too.

“I’m sure she looks forward to meeting you
too.”

Dad wandered over to the shelves and started to
organize the cluttered paintbrushes and glue bottles. Tristan
stepped back, took a long look around. Every part of the warehouse
reminded him of Tara. The far corner, where he’d kissed her behind
a giant alligator float. The shelves held boxes stuffed with
purple, gold, and green beads he and Tara had sorted and
distributed to each krewe member before the parade.

They’d even planned a carnival-themed wedding.
She’d said yes to his proposal at the fanciest restaurant in town,
the one that overlooked a beautiful bayou. She’d sworn to love him
forever—then she’d up and left without a trace.

Tristan meandered over to the shelves and helped
Dad sort the paint bottles.

“Bring this reporter gal by the house,” Dad
said.

“Maybe.”

Dad scooped up a handful of delicate paints and
stacked them on a higher shelf. “You’re not the type to get cold
feet, are you?”

“Maybe I am.”

Tristan brushed his hair behind his ear. A
nagging question kept biting at his mind. If he invited Grace into
his life, let her get close, would history repeat itself? Would she
leave with no good-bye or explanation, just like Tara?







CHAPTER EIGHT

A few minutes before 6:00
p.m., Tristan pulled his green VW Bug into the Plantation Pines
parking lot. Grace had certainly picked the best place in town to
stay. While the Myrtle Plantation was another great choice, it was
known to be haunted. Given that she’d been a bit freaked out with
his supernatural abilities in New Orleans, she’d made the right
choice by choosing Plantation Pines.

He shut off the engine and took a moment to
admire the grounds before heading to the front porch. The place was
the ultimate in Southern charm, with a great sunset view. Rocking
chairs painted in white creaked slightly in the wind. Maybe
tomorrow, he and Grace could watch the sunset together.

A vivacious woman with big blond hair opened the
front door. “Tristan Pleasance. Well, as I live and breathe. Hello!
So, so sorry to hear about your mom. Oh, excuse me. I need to water
the plants.”

Tristan stepped out of her way, now recognizing
her as Connie. He hadn’t seen her latest hair color of the month.
“Can I help you carry anything? I’m just waiting to meet up with a
friend who’s staying here.”

“Oh, the lovely young woman from New Orleans? We
don’t have many guests this week.”

“Yes. Grace Lansing.”

Connie gave a knowing wink. “She’s a lovely one,
that Grace. I don’t think she’d run off on you like that other gal
did.”

His face turned beet red, as did his
temperature, at her reference to the most humiliating moment in his
life. Couldn’t everyone just forget about that day and move on?

“Do you know if she’s in the lobby?” he asked,
desperate for this conversation to end.

“Tristan,” Grace said, exiting the hotel and
stepping across the front porch. “Nice to see you.” She could make
the simplest outfit seem classy. She wore indigo jeans, a white
button-down shirt, and a black motorcycle jacket.

Connie grinned wide like a matchmaker. “You two
kids have fun.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He placed his hand lightly on the
small of Grace’s back. “Shall we?”

Grace smiled, seeming relieved to be out of the
spotlight. “Yes.”

Once in his car, she asked, “How are you holding
up?”

Such a complicated question. “Where do I
begin?”

She reached out, lightly brushed his hand with
her fingers. A nice sensation of touch for just a second.

“With your mom being gone,” she whispered. “Are
you managing everything for the service?”

Oh. She meant technical details. Connie’s
mention of that horrible wedding day kept flashing across his mind.
Focus. Breathe. Grace wasn’t Tara.

“The service is in a few days,” Tristan said
matter of factly. “My father and I arranged everything with the
funeral home this morning.”

“That must have been difficult.”

He turned the key in the ignition. “Not as
difficult as dealing with my dad.”

Her eyes widened for a second. “Father and son
issues, eh?”

Smiling, he nodded. “We are the cliché.”

“Well, I promised to be a distraction. Let’s go
to dinner, and then show me the krewe places. If you need to talk
about what you’re going through, I’m here. But I won’t push
you.”

“Wow, a reporter not pushing someone for the
truth. Interesting,” he said with a wink.

“I’m not a real reporter. Not yet.”

He pulled the car out of the lot, and they began
the drive down Main Street adjacent to the railroad tracks. Why did
he feel closer to his mother here more than anywhere else?

“You work at the Newly NOLA magazine.
Doesn’t that make you a reporter?”

“Don’t you remember, Mr. Tarot? I’m rather stuck
right now. But you’re going to help me change that.”

“Me?”

He liked the sound of her asking for help, but
what exactly did she have in mind?

“Tell me more about the krewe competition.”

Keeping his sigh to himself, he turned right off
the main road and parked. She wanted to know about the history of
the town, the competition that made everyone crazy the whole year.
Maybe he could keep the conversation fixed on the present and not
the past—if only for a brief time.

“We’re here. The Crawfish Tavern.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You mean bait.”

“Seriously? You’re from NOLA, but you don’t like
crawfish?”

“I prefer shrimp.”

He shook his head. “Maybe I can be a good
influence on you.”

Her coy smile made him wonder. “We’ll see, Mardi
Gras man.”

Indeed. Tristan got out of the car, walked
around, and opened her door. “C’mon. We can talk more over
dinner.”

* * *

Grace took a quick look around the place. White
clapboard on the walls, an old-timey chalkboard hanging over the
register, with a long list of dinner specials. Two words echoed in
her mind: small town.

Tristan picked a table near the southwest
corner, away from the main counter and walkway. She followed, and
he held out her chair.

“Such a gentleman.”

His cheeks flooded pink. “Mama raised me right.”
Then, in that instant, his smile faded at the mention of his
mom.

She bit her lip. Should she try to talk to him,
get him to open up? Or would that make things worse? Maybe she
should stop trying to guess and just ask.

“Do you want to tell me about your mom?”

Tristan sat down across from Grace, his lips
forming a frown. “She was the one who always encouraged me. Told me
not to be ashamed of who I was.”

Grace narrowed her eyes. “Why would you be
ashamed of who you are?”

He glanced around before whispering his answer.
“The whole ability to talk to the dead thing doesn’t go over well
in some circles.”

“Oh.” Grace reached for her napkin and settled
it in her lap. “Must have been hard for you. I never thought about
what growing up and being judged all the time would be like.”

“My father judged me constantly, but Mom was the
supportive one. She had the seeing gift too.”

“You and your mom had the ability to talk
to ghosts?”

Grace realized after she said it—she’d spoken
too loud. Loud enough for the approaching waitress with the
dangling silver earrings to hear.

“No worries, y’all,” the woman said. “This is
Louisiana. Lots of people have the sight.”

Tristan smiled at the gracious response, and
relief washed through Grace’s veins. Next time, she would be
careful how she said things.

Minutes later, the waitress brought them two
beers on tap and left them alone to browse the menu.

“Sorry about that,” Grace whispered. “I never
realized what you must have gone through as a kid.”

Tristan shrugged. “It’s all good. Mom made a big
difference. I know many parents who would’ve tossed me into a
padded room. She never did.” He got a faraway, nostalgic gleam in
his eye. “She believed in me. Always.”

Grace reached out, touched and held his hand.
“She sounds like quite a lady. I’m really sorry for your loss.”

His jaw clenched. Then he reached for his beer
to take a big swig.

Body language received. Grace needed to change
the subject. Talk about something less emotional.

“So, tell me what’s good here,” she said.

“Crawfish.”

“What else?”

“I’ll get the crawfish, but if you like shrimp,
the grilled platter is amazing.”

“Looks good.”

After they placed their orders, Grace leaned
forward. “Can I ask you about the krewe competition?”

Safe subject, right? Then why did Tristan just
frown?

He immediately turned his frown into a slight
smile. “What do you want to know? It’s what this town lives and
breathes for, like Mardi Gras or a Saints championship in New
Orleans.”

“That serious?” she asked. She’d grown
accustomed to NOLA’s loyalty habits, having been born and raised
there. Second-line parades, jazz funerals, Mardi Gras parties, and
krewes, and a resiliency in people to keep their city alive. No
other place could compare. The fighting spirit to always survive
flowed deep in people’s veins. St. Francisville obviously had its
customs too.

“Like I was saying back in Jackson Square,
people here are primed for the competition from birth. Kindergarten
classrooms are split into two groups, and there’s a big contest to
create the best float.”

“At the age of five?” Grace asked.

Tristan nodded. “They decide what colors to
wear, what the float design will be like. You’d be amazed.
Five-year-olds in other cities are watching Sesame Street.
Here, you have the children and grandchildren of krewe chiefs going
back for generations. And there are some bossy kids in those
groups. They eventually grow up to become krewe presidents.”

The waitress brought out a complimentary plate
of grilled shrimp skewers that she passed out to each table. Grace
took a skewer in her hand and pushed a delicious looking
pink-and-white shrimp onto her fork.

“That must be interesting, to be thrust into the
culture at such a young age,” she said.

Tristan cocked an eyebrow. “Weren’t you? You
grew up in NOLA, right?”

“My father was more into sports, indoctrinating
me into loving the Saints at a young age. Even have the photo of me
in a onesie to prove it.”

“Aww, don’t you just love those blackmail
photos?” Tristan said as he reached for his shrimp skewer. “Trust
me—there are plenty of me too.”

“Why do parents do that?”

“You got me. Right now I’m just attempting to
deal with my father without going insane. Sad thing is, he thinks
I’m moving back here permanently. All he talks about is me helping
him with the krewe competition. Staying in town to run the family
supply store.”

Grace glanced down at the menu. Its cover had an
ornate sketch of the town. “I don’t know. St. Francisville seems
like a nice area to grow up. Certainly cleaner than NOLA.”

“Safer too, but you don’t get any privacy.
Everyone knows everyone else’s dirty laundry.”

She nodded. “Small-town gossip.”

“But the dysfunctional thing is, nobody realizes
it. Everyone is honest in this town, but they all have secrets. The
whole town knows everyone’s business, but we pretend that they
don’t. One of these days I want to list out everyone’s quirks and
hang it on a big banner in the middle of town. Let everyone get
past the hush-hush policy and move on.”

Grace relished the taste of the shrimp flavor on
her tongue. Partly because the taste was amazing, but partly so she
didn’t have to respond to his comment about secrecy. Keeping
secrets had long been a way of life in the South. If that tradition
changed, everything would be different.

“What deep, dark secret would you tell others?”
she asked. Maybe by focusing the attention on him, she could avoid
commenting. She didn’t know Tristan well enough yet to share some
parts of her, yet something deep inside yearned to tell him. Maybe
one day she would—just not yet.

“Secrets,” Tristan whispered. He reached for his
ice water and took a drink. “I’ve never had much luck holding on to
mine. Can’t do anything in this town without the world finding out
about it. So when my fiancée disappeared and left me alone at the
altar? It was the talk of the town for weeks.”

Grace froze. “What?”

“My childhood sweetheart and I were going to get
married after college. And she never showed up at the church.”

Coughing and clearing her throat, Grace
struggled to find the words to say. “I’m…sorry to hear that.” How
else could she respond? I like you, but you were almost married
to someone?

Tristan shrugged. “It’s made it hard for me to
come back. See places where we used to go.”

“What happened? She just didn’t show? Did you
confront her?”

“No. She disappeared that night. Rumor had it
she hitched a ride to the coast with another family.”

Grace smiled, went along with the conversation
as best as she could. She liked Tristan, but if he remained in love
with someone who’d left him, how could she fit into his life? She
couldn’t fight a memory. Another breathing, living female? Yes. But
a memory? They won every time.

And yet, the reporter in her wanted to know what
happened.

“Did you ever talk to her parents? It’s strange
for someone to leave suddenly, and on the big day—”

“Her parents blamed me for her disappearance.
Said I rushed her into a wedding, and that’s why they lost their
daughter.” Tristan sighed. “I doubt they would even speak to
me.”

“They’re still here? In St. Francisville?”

Tristan nodded.

Suddenly, the town felt smaller, as if the walls
were closing in. She needed to pull back. Stop focusing on Tristan.
Focus on her career. Even though his green eyes were pulling her
into a place she wasn’t sure she wanted to refuse.

“Tell me more about the competition,” Grace
said, needing to steer the conversation away from old flames.

“After dinner, I can show you our krewe
warehouse. After Mardi Gras every year, we start on next year’s
theme. The judging is in another month or so.”

“What’s the name of your krewe?”

“The Krewe of Moxie. Don’t ask. Someone long ago
wanted a word that resembled persistence, but they picked
moxie.”

“And what about the rival krewe?” she asked.
“Who are they?”

“The Kane Krewe. What’s to tell? Their president
took over around the same time I left town. He’s one of the most
charismatic businessmen in the parish. People love him.”

“Do you think he’ll win this year?”

“He won last year after I left. My father still
blames me. Says if I hadn’t left town, they could’ve won.”

“Sadly, I understand the fatherly guilt trip,”
Grace said. “Mine runs a PR firm, and he’s always insisting at
keeping up appearances. Perception of the truth is more important
to him than the real thing. That’s one reason I want to be a real
journalist. To get the truth.”

“Interesting.” Tristan held up his beer. “To the
dear ole dads who annoy us.”

“To them.” She raised her glass before charging
ahead with her next question. “What if there was a way to find out
the competition’s krewe theme?”

Tristan shook his head. “Everything’s top
secret. No one knows the other krewe’s plans until the
contest.”

“Aren’t you curious?” she asked. She had the
feeling Tristan hadn’t always played by the rules. Surely he would
be up for a little investigative reporting, right?

“What are you thinking?”

“Why don’t I talk to this Kane guy? Get an
interview with him about the krewe customs. Maybe he’d show me the
warehouse.”

“He might deign to speak to you in the same
breath as asking you to grab him a cup of coffee,” Tristan said.
“But I know he won’t show you the warehouse.”

“I’m used to dealing with old-school men. I can
hold my own.”

Tristan smiled, the color rising in his cheeks.
“I’m sure you can.”

She needed to do something to make a forward
stride. This back-and-forth dance of what might happen, or what
happened in the past, wouldn’t help her. It was time to do
something drastic.

“Wouldn’t you like a sneak peek of the other
krewe?” she asked.

His jaw clenched. “I’m not sure. Why? What did
you have in mind?”

She leaned forward and whispered, “How do you
feel about a little snooping?”







CHAPTER NINE

Tristan sat back in his chair.
Stared at the ever-surprising redhead across from him as she
explained how she wanted to go check out the Kane’s Krewe warehouse
at this hour.

“It will be locked, and there’s no trespassing,”
Tristan said.

Grace shrugged. “C’mon. Let’s at least drive by
and take a peek.”

Something about her inquisitive nature went
beyond the need to further her career. “Tell me why this is so
important to you.”

“Because I think this krewe competition would
make a great story,” she said. “I told you—I want to be a real
reporter.”

“I understand, but…”

Grace straightened her posture. “You’re the one
who sat across from me in Jackson Square and read the Tarot cards.
I need to take more chances. Embrace changes in my career. Just
like you said.”

“I meant work harder, search for new
opportunities. Not trespassing or jail time.”

“There must be a way to peek in through the
windows?”

Tristan shook his head. “I can drive us there,
but I guarantee the windows will be boarded up so no one can see
inside. It’s to prevent exactly what you’re suggesting.”

“Small towns often play crazy pranks. My cousin
painted zebra stripes on a statue in the middle of Pineville,
Louisiana, in the wee hours of the morning. He never got caught. In
fact, frats now do it every year.”

“St. Francisville isn’t a college town. I’m not
so sure they would be forgiving,” Tristan said. “But after dinner,
I’ll show you the outside of Kane’s warehouse. Then, if you want to
see the inside, you’re on your own.”

She stabbed a piece of shrimp with her fork.
“Fair enough.”

* * *

Tristan admired the full moon hanging low in the
Louisiana night sky as he drove across town. Familiar sights filled
his view. The old drive-in movie theater, the town hall where
locals had argued issues to death, the park where he’d taught his
first dog how to play Frisbee.

Now he was driving Grace to Kane’s warehouse and
possibly being an accessory to breaking and entering? No. He
wouldn’t do anything illegal. He would just show her how difficult
it was to peek inside. She was a reporter. She needed to see things
for herself.

“How does each krewe decide the theme?” she
asked.

“The president usually holds several meetings,
and they decide as a group.”

“Doesn’t that cause some dissent with so many
people on a krewe?” Grace asked.

Tristan smiled. The woman had street smarts.
“Yes. It’s worse than a homeowners’ association. The chief and his
leadership committee tend to sway the direction their way most
times.”

“In other words, some people are more equal than
others,” Grace said, paraphrasing Animal Farm with
eloquence.

“Exactly.” Tristan turned the car to the left.
“Here we are.”

The large butler building sat off the main road
and around a curve. A few streetlights led the way, but otherwise,
the building had all windows blocked and no visibility inside. Just
like he’d predicted.

“Can you park, and we’ll walk up to it?”

“Sure, but it’s locked, you know—”

“I’ll just peek around.”

Against his better judgment, he pulled the Bug
close to the front doorway and parked. She stepped out of the Bug
with the personification of her name. The woman had a graceful
presence that just radiated. Right there, in the moonbeams, he
yearned to reach out and kiss her. But something deep inside held
him back.

She seemed to sense the awkwardness in the air.
She reached for his hand, squeezed it, and started toward the
warehouse.

Tristan sighed. He needed to prevent her from
doing something she would regret.

With careful trepidation, Grace walked up to the
front steel door. Yanked on the handle, which didn’t move.

“Told you,” he said with a grin.

“Don’t give me grief. I had to try.”

“C’mon. Let me show you the Krewe of Moxie
warehouse. I can do that legally.”

She crept along the side and headed toward the
back window. He followed, needing to keep them both within the
bounds of the law.

“Look,” she said, standing on her tiptoes to
peek through the rear window. “There’s a small slit, and I can see
a dim light.”

“Someone is inside,” Tristan warned. “Come on.
Let’s go.”

“Tristan,” Grace said.

After Grace spoke his name, another voice out of
nowhere echoed in his ears. “Oh my word. Tristan? Help!”

He froze. “Did you hear something?”

Grace turned. “Like what?”

“Tristan? Is that really you?” the strange voice
repeated.

“That voice,” Tristan said, his eyes widening.
It seemed so familiar, yet far away at the same time. “Did you just
hear someone say my name?”

Grace narrowed her eyes. “No.”

He glared at the building. If Grace hadn’t heard
the voice, that could only mean one thing. The person who’d just
spoken to him was dead. A soul who hadn’t yet crossed over. Someone
he could hear and see.

But in Kane’s warehouse?

“Help me,” Tristan said. “Let’s try to sneak in
through the window.”

Grace flashed him a wide smile. “I thought you
were against breaking and entering.”

“Yeah, well. That was before I heard a soul
behind these walls.”

“Like you were able to talk to my grandmother in
Jackson Square?”

“Exactly. Someone who died is in there. I don’t
know why. Or who. But I have to find out, because apparently they
know my name.”

Grace drew a pen from her purse and attempted to
jam open the window frame. Tristan pulled, trying to tear the cover
shield apart.

“Let’s hope there are no bars on the windows
once we get through the boards,” he said.

“It’s him!” the voice shouted from inside.
“Tristan. Help us!”

“I’m coming.”

He yanked at the wood frame with all his might
until it finally gave way. “Good. No bars.”

Grace nodded and peered inside. “I don’t see
anyone though.”

Tristan froze.

“Are you okay?” Grace asked. “Is anyone in
there?”

He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Just continued
to stare into the Kane’s Krewe warehouse in horror.

“Tristan, what is it?” Grace asked.

“Tara,” he whispered.







CHAPTER TEN

Tristan’s mouth remained wide
open. “Tara? What the hell are you doing here?”

“It’s so good to see you,” Tara said. Her
semitransparent body moved through the warehouse and sauntered up
to the window. “I knew you’d find out the truth. Find me here, with
your gift.”

“How—” His breath caught as his pulse quickened.
The love of his life, the person he’d believed had abandoned him on
the day of their nuptials. She hadn’t left town or gotten cold
feet. She’d been killed. He struggled to breathe, almost choking on
what gasps of air he could manage.

“Tristan?” Grace asked. It was only then that
Tristan realized how ridiculous he must appear in that moment.
Talking to a being that Grace couldn’t see. And his former fiancée,
at that. He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He’d deal
with his emotions later.

“Come on. Let’s go inside a moment,” Tristan
said. He hoisted Grace up and through the window and then followed
immediately behind. While a dim light shone overhead, the warehouse
appeared to be empty of people—with the exception of ghosts.

“Who’s she?” Tara asked, pacing between Tristan
and Grace.

“Tara, hold on a minute. I can’t think.”

“Did you find someone new?”

“Stop. Just stop talking.”

Grace turned and walked away. “I didn’t say
anything.”

“No, not you—”

“This is very confusing,” Grace said, continuing
to move toward the floats near the long back wall. “But why don’t
you just talk to your ghost fiancée, and I’ll be perusing last
year’s floats.”

“I don’t like her.” Tara narrowed her large
brown eyes at Grace. “But I’ve missed you, Tristan.”

He stepped back, but her ghostly form followed.
“Give me space, Tara. We need to talk.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest and
frowned.

He turned and chased after Grace. “Wait a
second.”

When he caught up to her and she turned around,
her blue eyes had grown dark. Closed off.

“What?” she asked, striking the same pose as
Tara.

He swallowed hard. Two redheads, both upset at
him. Not good.

“I don’t want you wandering the warehouse alone.
Tara’s presence means that she was killed here. And I don’t know if
the person who killed her is still around.”

“That was months ago.” Grace’s eyes widened,
partly in fear, partly with curiosity. “I’d like to find out the
facts, but I’m not sure how to act here. You’re talking to ghosts.
I didn’t believe you at first, but you clearly spoke to and saw my
grandmother in Jackson Square. I can accept that. But Tara?
Your…late fiancée? I feel like a third wheel.”

“You are,” Tara said.

“Quiet!”

Grace studied him. “What? Is she saying
something about me?”

“I need a few minutes with her. To find out what
happened. Then you and I can talk about the details. It might help
your story, figure out a cold case that hasn’t been solved.”

He sucked in a regretful breath. Cold
Case. Tara had been many things over the years, but a cold
case? He hadn’t seen that one coming. Why hadn’t he considered this
before, believed that something must have gone wrong? No. Instead,
he’d just bolted out of town at first chance. He’d been the one
who’d wronged Tara. Not the other way around.

“Fair enough, smart guy,” Grace said, uncrossing
her arms and motioning behind her. “How about I go look at these
three floats, in plain view? I’ll make some notes for my article,
and you can chat with your dead ex.”

He held her hand. “Thank you.”

With a determined sigh, he walked back to Tara.
She kept her arms crossed, and her face held that you’re in
trouble now glance that he’d known all too well when she’d been
alive. The trait had amused him long ago, but not so funny now. He
reached out to touch her but pulled back.

“Tara. I thought you’d left town. Abandoned me,
abandoned our vows.”

“I’ve been right here.”

“What the hell happened?” They stood near the
window, and Tristan leaned against the wall, his knees weak.

“I’m not sure exactly. I came here to snoop on
Remy’s krewe. Learn what his designs were so we could beat him in
the krewe competition.”

Tristan opened his mouth to criticize her
effort, then quickly remembered he and Grace had just done the same
thing.

“So you were just snooping on the other krewe?”
Tristan asked.

“I thought I could tell you their designs, then
we could win the competition. What a great wedding present idea,
right?”

Tristan tried to digest the words as she
recounted the ordeal. All this time, he’d presumed she’d left him.
Instead, she’d been killed, and no one suspected.

“My father said Remy left town the same night
you did, headed to the coast,” Tristan said. “Kane Boudreaux took
over that krewe.”

“I know. We’ve been watching him and his krewe
prepare the new float. Boring LSU and pelican themes, by the way.
Kane practically copied your pelican design from two years
ago.”

Tristan pinched the top of his nose to ward off
the pending headache. He needed to get all the details straight.
Figure this out. Then the day after tomorrow, attend the funeral of
his mother. It was too much.

“Who is we?” Tristan asked, suddenly
zeroing in on the pronoun usage. “You’re not here alone?”

Tara shook her head. He’d forgotten how
beautiful her long red hair looked cascading from her shoulders,
especially now as she’d dressed all in black for her snooping
attempt. Redhead. Wait. Think. He turned his head and checked on
Grace. She studied the alligator-themed float, writing notes on her
notepad. He had a redhead—a living one—here in town with him. No
need to make things more complicated.

“Remy, Rosie, and their nephew Jax are here too.
With their dog, Chella.”

“They are?” Tristan knew Remy’s disappearance
seemed coincidental on that same weekend. Now he knew what his
instinct originally believed: no such thing as a coincidence.

“Guess you thought they abandoned you too?” Tara
said, her subtle jab not so subtle.

“No, but Dad heard they moved to the coast.
Someone saw Remy driving out of town.” Tristan moved away from the
wall but remained ready to lean again if his legs turned to
jelly.

“I don’t know about that,” Tara said. “But
they’re here. They were working late that night to finish a float
piece. I snuck in to spy on them—”

“I can’t believe curiosity over this stupid
krewe competition is what got you killed,” Tristan said. Out of the
corner of his eye, he noticed Grace looked up. She was intrigued.
Things had moved way past complicated and into madness.

“I did it for you,” Tara said. Her hurtful tone
and cold ghost breath hovered near his face, giving him the
briefest of chills.

“How did you die?”

“I don’t know. Someone banged me on the head
from behind. When I woke up, I was semitransparent. Stuck
here.”

“Where’s Remy now?”

Tara frowned. “He and Rosie don’t talk to me
much. They’re on the opposite end of the warehouse. Jax and Chella
hang out upstairs. That kid tosses around a basketball twenty-four
seven. Makes me nuts.”

“Makes sense. Jax got killed before his shot at
a scholarship.” Tristan glanced over to the other side of the
warehouse but couldn’t see much with all the float pieces in the
way. “Maybe Remy can help me determine who the killer is.”

Tara moved closer. “Trust me—we all tried to put
the pieces together so it would make sense. It doesn’t. Someone
came into the warehouse late that night and killed us. I kept
thinking the town would notice. You would notice—”

“I thought you’d gotten cold feet,” Tristan
whispered. “I’m an idiot. I should’ve looked for you.”

Tara stared at him with those warm brown eyes
he’d missed so much in the last twelve months. “Why didn’t you? Did
you really think I would have left you?”

He hung his head. “Nothing made sense. Even your
parents believed it. I packed up my stuff and got the hell out of
St. Francisville.”

“That’s where you found my replacement,” Tara
said, pain and bitterness seeping from her ghostly form.

“Grace is not a replacement.”

With that, Grace walked over. “Did you call
me?”

“She’s pretty,” Tara said, though kindness
wasn’t the exuding emotion in her tone.

He ignored her comment. He couldn’t blame her
for being upset at being trapped for so long.

“I need to walk to the opposite end of the
warehouse,” Tristan told Grace. “To find the three other ghosts.
Maybe there’s some info to figure out who killed them. Either way,
this should help your article.”

“Three other ghosts?” Grace’s neck turned red.
“They weren’t girlfriends too, were they?”

“Oh, she’s priceless!” Tara waved her hand
dismissively.

Tristan bit his lip to avoid responding. He
didn’t need to get into an emotional argument with Tara. He needed
to find out what happened, and Grace could help him.

“No, it’s a couple and their nephew.” Tristan
turned to Tara. “And a dog?”

Tara nodded.

“I need to find out from them what they
remember,” Tristan said. “Tara said she was killed because she was
here doing what we’re doing. Snooping on the competition.”

Grace’s eyes lit up. Because Tara was dead? Or
because Grace now might have a bigger story? He didn’t know, but he
suspected it was the story. Grace didn’t seem the type to light up
at someone’s death.

“Then let’s go.”

Tristan turned to Tara. “I’m going to find out
who did this to all of you.”

“We appreciate your help,” Tara said. “How come
you came back, anyway?”

“Came back?”

“To this town. You said you bolted. What made
you come home?”

Tristan frowned. “Mom died.”

Tara’s mouth fell open. “I…I didn’t know. I’m so
sorry. Your poor dad…”

“Yeah, well, Dad is another subject all its
own.”

“Tristan?” Grace asked. “Are we heading over
there?”

Tara glared at Grace. “Can’t we finish a
conversation before you steal him away?”

“No. She’s going to help me solve your murder,”
Tristan said. Then he took Grace’s hand, held it in his, and walked
away.

About halfway across the warehouse, Tristan
turned to Grace. “I’m sorry about all this confusion.”

Grace patted his shoulder. “I’ve never known
anyone who can see and talk to the dead before. It just takes some
adjusting.”

“Thanks for understanding. And Tara is…well,
she’s not too keen on me hanging around you.”

Grace smiled wide. “Ghost lady is jealous,
huh?”

“You could say that.”

“Does she have reason to be?”

He turned, startled at Grace’s directness. Was
she inviting him to take the next step? Seemed like she’d put the
invitation to kiss her out into the void. If he hadn’t mixed up his
messages. All the mayhem of the last twenty-four hours flooded into
his consciousness with a wild surge.

“She might,” Tristan whispered, longing to kiss
her but knowing it’d be a bad move in front of Tara.

Grace brushed her hair back with her fingers,
making him want her all the more. “We should continue. Get the job
done.”

“Right. Let’s continue walking.” Keep things
professional. Efficient.

They weaved between giant papier-mâché LSU
tigers and other state themes. Not a bad idea, but certainly not
original. Tristan suspected his father had nothing to worry about
in terms of a competition.

Grace kept her stride confident and quick.
Almost like she was deliberately trying to ignore what just
happened.

“Maybe these other—what do you call them,
spirits?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Or ghosts, or souls.”

“These other ghosts might know what happened,
who killed them. Right?”

“Tara said they didn’t, but let me speak to them
and see. Maybe they saw or heard something.”

Grace’s feet moved faster now, her black block
heels clacking across the tile floor. “Maybe there’s some evidence
they can point us toward. I have to admit, I only wanted to do
write a feature about the krewe competition. But if I can put in a
true crime angle, that would be great.”

Tristan didn’t quite know what to say. He
remained in survival mode after having seen Tara’s ghost. After
learning she had been killed. Grace could improve her career with
this unsolved case, but right now the effort seemed…rushed.

“You’ll tell me whatever the ghosts say, right?”
Grace asked. Then she chuckled. “I can’t believe I just said
that.”

“I get it. You can’t have sources that are dead,
or your boss will go berserk.”

Grace flashed a smile. “She goes berserk
regardless, but you’re right.”

“Got it.” He did want to help her career,
especially after seeing which Tarot cards she’d picked for her
reading. The reading that felt like years ago.

They approached a giant alligator head and
stopped. “This was the float they won with last year. Nothing like
a cliché for a Louisiana parade,” Tristan said.

Grace stared at the humongous green snout. “Why
doesn’t anyone branch out and do something different? Seems like
alligators, swamps, and Roman gods and goddesses would get old. I
know they do in New Orleans.”

Tristan searched for the best path to get around
the reptile. “You don’t see Mardi Gras crowds getting less each
year, do you?”

“No.”

“My point exactly. Doesn’t matter how boring the
theme. People love a good party in Louisiana.”

Grace knelt down. “I think I see a path.”

He stepped beside her to see where she’d been
looking. “Are you kidding me?”

She pointed to inside the gator’s mouth. At the
back was a tiny hole that had light on the opposite side. It seemed
like it was the most straightforward path to get to the other side
of the warehouse.

“The metaphor for my life,” Tristan joked, then
stepped into the large alligator’s jaws.

Grace followed, seeming to enjoy this. Guess she
didn’t get to have such adventures in New Orleans.

When they reached the other side, Grace said,
“That was interesting. So, how do you find these ghosts?”

Tristan closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
When he reopened them, he could see. “They find me, apparently,” he
whispered.

Remy Broussard leaned against a large window,
which Tristan knew would overlook the woods if it weren’t boarded
up. Staring into space, his face had grown haggard, like the year
he’d spent as a ghost had aged him more than being alive ever had.
And the fortysomething man had always appeared older than his
years. On the adjacent wall, his wife, Rosie, traced her ghostly
fingers over the remnants of an old float with nurturing care. The
woman had to be nostalgic for her unlived future. She’d always been
one to live in the past, as evidenced by her 1970’s wedge haircut.
Jax and the dog were nowhere to be found, but were probably
upstairs, like Tara said.

“Remy?” Tristan asked.

The man’s unfocused stare quickly redirected to
meet Tristan’s gaze. Remy blinked twice, likely wondering if he was
seeing things. “Your mama always said you had the sight. I didn’t
ever believe her though.”

“Who’s that?” Rosie asked, rising from her place
and floating over toward them. “Is that you, Tristan?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He stepped toward them, motioning
for Grace to stay put. “I need to talk to both of you.”

Grace stepped aside and leaned against the
opposite window.

“Who’s she?” Remy asked, pointing his thumb at
Grace.

“Grace Lansing,” Tristan said. “She’s a
columnist from New Orleans.”

Rosie darted a glance between Tristan and Grace,
like watching a ping-pong match. “She looks like Tara.”

Tristan swallowed hard. Good thing Grace
couldn’t hear the dead. Talk about love triangle gone awry. “Yes, I
suppose there are similarities.”

Remy let out a rolling chuckle. “Son, you got
your hands full with them redheads!”

Feeling the heat rising to his cheeks, Tristan
nodded. Stay focused. Don’t let Grace see you blush, or she’ll
ask questions.

“Everyone thinks you retired and took your
family to live near the Gulf Coast. Tara tells me y’all don’t even
know how you died—”

Remy’s brown eyes darkened to an almost black.
“That young gal doesn’t speak for us. She’d still be alive if she’d
minded her own damn business.”

Tristan nodded. “I understand she was snooping
on your krewe design.”

“That uppity girl never should’ve been in this
warehouse. It’s bad enough we were murdered.” He paced with angry
steps, feet not even on the floor.

“The cops didn’t investigate as much as they
should’ve because the whole town thought you retired,” Tristan
said.

“I know I talked about retiring near the water,
even mentioned it to some folks.” Remy sighed, and a puff of ghost
breath floated in the air. “We went to the beach a few times, sure,
but it was all talk. I’d never leave Louisiana for good.”

“Do you or Rosie remember what happened? Tara
didn’t remember seeing anyone.”

That’s because he struck her first,” Rosie said.
“A man wearing a mask. We heard Tara scream, but by the time we
realized what had happened, he’d shot us. Even the dog.”

Tristan glanced around. “Is Jax upstairs?”

Remy nodded as he moved to Rosie’s side and
placed his hand in hers. “Yep. He stays up there most days, playing
basketball and trying to find a way to escape. Last way I want to
spend my eternity is to watch Kane Boudreaux come in and ruin our
krewe.”

“How is he doing that?” Tristan shifted his gaze
to Grace. She would be interested in this part of the
conversation.

“He’s got big businesses coming in and
investing. There’s no vote for the common man anymore. My
great-great-great-grandfather started this krewe. Men in my family
have been leading it for generations. Now this guy Kane comes in
and turns it into his branding machine. All those damn companies he
owns.” Remy spat in disgust. “I’m surprised we don’t have a float
for every one of Kane’s crackpot companies, the man is so
interested in profits. More in profits than people.”

“Interesting.” Tristan turned to look at the
steps upstairs, the stairwell echoing with sounds of a ghostly
basketball. Searching for the right words, Tristan broke the bad
news. “I’m sorry to tell you, but Jax won’t be able to find a way
out.”

“What do you mean?” Remy demanded, withdrawing
his hand from Rosie’s and crossing both arms over his chest.

“It’s the policy,” Tristan said. “If you’ve been
murdered and your killer is still out there, the souls don’t pass
on until the killer is caught.”

Rosie’s pupils enlarged to saucers. “Wait.
You’re saying we’ll never get out of here? We’re doomed to watch
Kane destroy everything we worked for?”

“I told you we were in hell,” Remy muttered.

Rosie walked closer to Tristan, her feet
shuffling in a kind of glide. “Tell us how we can fix this. You and
your mama had the sight. You can help.”

“I wish I could,” he whispered. “I’m only in
town for a few days. My mother was killed in a hit-and-run a few
days ago.”

Remy stood up straighter and pointed an
accusatory finger at Tristan. “What? You can’t leave. You’re the
only person with the sight. You have to help!”

“He just lost his mother,” Rosie said. “I’m so
sorry, Tristan. And after losing Tara too.”

“That girl had no business being in this
warehouse!” Remy pounded the wall with his hand, but only a creak
sound formed in the air.

“Why aren’t you working together?” Tristan
pointed past the big alligator head. “Why reside in opposite ends
of the warehouse? You should pool your resources.”

“It’s complicated,” Rosie said, casting an
uncertain glance toward her husband.

“How so?”

Remy cleared his throat. “Why should we share
the afterlife with some nosy girl who shouldn’t have been spying on
our krewe design to begin with? I’m sorry she died, but she stuck
her nose in where it didn’t belong. She may be dead, but I don’t
have to talk to her.”

Tristan rubbed his temples. Stop the headache.
Damn, this stupid town.

“Are you saying you’re not speaking because of
the krewe competition?”

“Damn right,” Remy spat, stuffing both hands in
his pockets.

“Are you freaking kidding me? You’re dead! So is
your family. And you’re still holding a grudge over some dumbass
small-town tradition?”

Remy narrowed his eyes. “First of all, it’s not
a dumbass tradition. Second, that Tara should never have been here.
Third, where the hell you been, boy? If you were so gooey eyed for
Tara, how come you’re just finding us now?”

“Wait.” Tristan held up a hand and tried to stop
all the thoughts reeling through his mind. “Are you saying I’m the
first being to talk to you? There wasn’t an afterdeath consultant
who came and tried to escort you across?”

“Afterdeath consultant? What have you been
smoking, son?”

Holy shit. Nobody had come to talk to them.
Nobody had told them the way things work. No wonder they were so
angry.

“When you die, an afterdeath consultant
typically comes and takes you to the next realm,” Tristan began.
“But if there’s been a murder, sometimes things get stalled. Like
with you.”

“So,” Rosie said in a sweet and pleading tone,
“can’t you tell these people to come help us now? Especially if you
plan to leave?”

Remy pointed. “He’s not going anywhere. Not
until he helps us.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but I need to return to
New Orleans—”

“Don’t you think your reporter girlfriend
deserves better? Stay. Help us. Find out what happened, or at least
get us this afterdeath consultant so we know what the hell is
happening.”

Rosie placed a hand on Tristan’s forearm.
Instantly, all the hairs stood erect, and his skin grew cold.

“Please help. I know Remy’s upset, but we need
you.”

Tristan looked into the eyes of one of his
mother’s friends and something, somewhere, deep inside began to
ache. How could he refuse to help the beings that had once been
such a part of his life?

Then again, what risks would he be taking if he
searched for their killer?







CHAPTER ELEVEN

Declan paced the long
railroad tracks. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this gifted woman
who, so far, had been one of the most stubborn cases he had
encountered.

“Ma’am, what is it you want?”

Her green eyes sparkled in the moonlight. So
many people with “the sight” had green eyes. Not all of them, but
it was a common trait. The willingness to cross over on time was
something else they had in common—but not Kathreena.

“My son and husband are at odds,” she said. “I
need them to work together. Both of them are hurting.”

Declan’s mouth fell open. “You do understand
it’s my job to escort you to the next realm. If I don’t, my boss,
Connell, gets on my ass. And I don’t want him on my ass.”

“I’m not going until you do something. Help my
son see that he needs to stay.”

Declan brushed back his shaggy hair. “You’re
asking the impossible. The conflict between fathers and sons has
existed for centuries. You want me to solve it in one night so you
can cross over?”

Kathreena clutched her arms to her chest like
holding herself in a hug. “Do this. I know you can.”

“I’m dead because of my father.”

The surprise in her widened pupils was
something. “I didn’t know.”

“I joined the military. Air force. Died during a
training exercise.”

“Oh. But your father didn’t kill you.”

“My old man wanted me to join the military. I
left my little sister, Brianna, there alone and went off to fly
planes. All to please him. Look where it got me. I’m dead and doing
this work for who knows how long.”

She stepped closer, those fiery green eyes
boring into his. “I need my son and my husband to make peace before
I leave this place.”

Declan wiped his hands through his hair.
Chuckled out loud. “You’re one stubborn gifted human.”

Kathreena smiled wide. “So you’ll do it?”

“No promises,” Declan said. “But I’ll speak to
your son.”

“I know you can do it.”

He coughed. “Ma’am, you don’t know what havoc
you’ve just started. Connell is going to kill me for this.”

* * *

Later that night, Declan adjusted his feet in
the bushes outside Tristan’s home. Damn holly bushes prickled his
ankles every time. Dead or alive.

How had things gotten this out of hand? He’d
gone from afterdeath consultant to hiding out in shrubberies?
Connell was supposed to send him a partner soon. Knowing my
luck, he’ll show up tonight.

Finally, after an eternity of topiary sticking
him in all sorts of odd places, Declan saw Tristan step
outside.

“Excuse me,” he said.

Tristan turned, startled. “You’re
semitransparent, but I haven’t seen you before.”

“No, you haven’t.” Declan took three steps
toward him. “I’m Declan.”

“I’ve heard the name around.” Tristan glanced
around like he wanted to ensure they were alone. “You’re one of
those ghosts who takes souls across.”

“Yes.” Good thing the seer types knew how things
worked. “I need to talk to you about your mother.”

Tristan’s eyes widened. “Where is she? Can I see
her?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Declan put his hands in his
pockets. He hated this part of the job. “But I do have a message
from her.”

“What?”

“Make peace with your dad.”

Tristan arched an eyebrow. “She told you
that?”

Declan wanted to chuckle but didn’t. “She’s
demanding it, actually. I can’t afford to take longer on this job
than necessary, but she won’t leave until she knows you’ll try to
make things right.”

Tristan smiled. “That sounds more like her.”

“She’s a stubborn one.”

“Tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t say good-bye. But
I doubt my dad and I will ever see eye to eye.”

“You and me both, brother,” Declan added. “But
will you at least try? She won’t budge, otherwise.”

“Where is she?” Tristan asked. “Her
location?”

Declan stared at the ground. “I can’t tell you.
Sorry, man.”

Tristan thought for a long moment. “Fine. Tell
her I’ll try. And tell her how much I’ve missed her since leaving
St. Francisville.”

“I will.”

With that, Tristan headed toward the house.

Declan turned, satisfied. Things could work out
now. Maybe Connell didn’t even have to find out?

A split second later, he felt himself fading
from sight. Crap. Connell was summoning him now. How was he
supposed to explain what just happened?







CHAPTER TWELVE

Grace spent the next day
typing up her notes. Enough notes from the ghosts—translated via
Tristan—to make her wrists cramp.

She couldn’t believe she was actually writing
that down. What things the ghosts said. Had her reporting career
gone so awry that now she needed to rely on Tristan’s sight
abilities to learn the truth? What did that say about her and her
career path to investigative journalism?

Her editor certainly would demand more proof
than the words of ghosts. But that was another story. Based on the
things Tristan had said, Remy’s family had been murdered while
trying to create the float for the krewe competition. And they
hadn’t seen anyone except a guy in a mask. Average height. Average
build. White.

Wasn’t that always the case when she needed more
specificity?

She wasn’t about to let Tristan’s old flame—now
a ghost—stand in the way of her solving what happened. And she
would be there tomorrow to support Tristan at his mother’s
funeral.

The next morning, her wakeup call came too
early.

“Morning, Miss Lansing,” Connie said in her
perky voice. Guess hotel workers were up and cheery with the
sun.

“What…what time is it?” she asked.

“It’s half past eight. You wanted to be called
and reminded that the funeral for Mrs. Pleasance is at ten.”

“Thanks. I’m up.” She hung up the phone.

Right. All the thoughts came flooding back.
She’d stayed up so late researching the krewe and St. Francisville,
she’d barely had enough REM sleep to get her through the funeral
today. But she’d put that aside and do fine. A little makeup could
do wonders.

At nine fifteen, she put on an appropriate black
dress with small sequins at the edges of the sleeve. Dainty, yet
appropriate for a funeral. Makeup applied, check. She reached for
her small black purse, walked out to her car, and drove to the
Feliciana West church.

One thing she enjoyed about this small
town—Victorian architecture everywhere. The church looked more like
an antebellum home from the eighteen hundreds than a building with
pews. She parked in a lot across the street and walked inside.

Tristan shook hands with a graying older lady
while a man next to him teared up as he shook hands with the others
in the entryway. Tristan’s father, most likely.

Grace hung back, unsure what to say. She hadn’t
exactly been invited, but she wanted to be there for Tristan. Back
when her mom died, she’d wanted to have all her friends there for
support. But dear old Dad hadn’t wanted anything fancy, so the
funeral for her beloved mother was for family only. Grace bit her
lip, remembering how much that had stung.

Today, she would be there for Tristan. Even if
she hadn’t been invited to do so. It was the decent thing to do for
a friend.

An older man in front of her began to cough, and
she patted him on the back. “Are you okay, sir?”

“Fine, young lady. Thank you.”

Tristan turned at the noise, and then he saw
her. His lips formed a wide smile, and a gleam formed in his dulled
eyes. Good. He was happy she’d shown up.

“Kane Boudreaux,” the older man next to Tristan
said. “Thanks for coming.”

Grace’s ears picked up. The man who’d coughed
was Kane? As in, Kane’s Krewe?

“I’m so sorry to hear about Kathreena,” Kane
said. “She was a fine woman.” He shook hands—almost too vigorously
for a funeral, more like a campaign speech—and then patted Tristan
on the shoulder. “Sorry about your mama.”

“Thank you,” Tristan whispered, his eyes
catching Grace’s with a gleam. When Kane went inside the sanctuary
and Grace approached, Tristan slightly touched her elbow. Grace
felt an electric jolt at his touch.

“Dad, this is Grace Lansing. She’s from New
Orleans.” Tristan rested a hand on his father’s shoulder. “This is
my father.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.”

The man had the same kind face Tristan had, but
brown eyes instead of green. “Nice to meet you, Grace.”

She shook his hand. “I’m so sorry about your
wife. I wish I could have known her.” Did that sound lame? Grace
hadn’t known Tristan that long, and she was now wishing she’d met
his mother? Or did it sound caring? She didn’t know anymore. Crap.
Was she still shaking his hand?

“Thank you. You and everyone else are welcome to
come by our home after the service.” Mr. Pleasance smiled before
shaking the next person’s hand.

She gave Tristan a quick hug. “I’ll go inside
and get a seat. I don’t want to take you away from these people
paying their respects.”

His warm breath whispered in her ear. “I’m glad
you came. Thank you. And please come to the house after.”

Giddiness shot through her. She kept herself in
check. This was a funeral. Not a time to be on cloud nine.

“I’d love to.” She let her fingers slowly
withdraw from his neck before walking inside the arched ceiling of
the sanctuary. Stained glass windows adorned both sides, and a
large wooden cross hung atop the organ at the front. A quaint
little church in a quaint little town.

Taking a seat in the rear pew, she leafed
through the bulletin guide the usher had given her. Tristan’s name
was next to the eulogy. Her breath caught in her throat. She’d
wanted to do the eulogy at her own mother’s service. Then her
father turned it into a short service without much fanfare.

All those words left unsaid. She’d managed to
speak them later, on a lawn of daffodils next to her mother’s
grave. But it hadn’t been the same.

“We’re ready to begin,” the minister said as the
last stragglers came inside and took a seat. She noticed that Kane
Boudreaux had sat up front. Right behind Tristan and his father. He
patted people’s backs as they sat down. Offered big smiles to
everyone around him. The guy reminded her of a politician. And in
Louisiana, being a modern-day Huey P. Long wasn’t necessarily a
good thing.

“Let us join in our first hymn,” the minister
said, and he gestured for everyone to stand. As she began softly
singing the words to “How Great Thou Art,” she looked around. Tried
to get a feel for this world that Tristan had grown up in. How it
shaped who he’d become.

Thirty minutes later, Tristan approached the
microphone and started the eulogy. He must have practiced, because
his voice didn’t crack but once. He spoke of his mother’s giving
spirit, how she could make anyone feel at ease, how much she always
spoke of the dead, and now she had gone to join all those people
she’d had conversations with all her life.

Grace sat back, watched Tristan speak the words
to honor his mother’s time here on Earth. The eulogy, that
beautiful tradition she’d wanted to do with her own mother. Then
her dad ripped away the opportunity.

Tristan didn’t realize it, but right now—he was
the lucky one.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

After what seemed a nonending
series of shaking hands and accepting condolences, Tristan climbed
into the driver’s seat of his car and slammed the door shut.

Dad rode with Aunt Jasmine back to the house so
they could begin setting up food and drink for everyone. Funerals
in the South. Part somber service, part family reunion and
lunch.

For the moment, Tristan had peace and quiet. At
last.

Someone banged on the driver-side window.
Tristan almost leapt from his seat. He’d had his eyes closed to
savor the quiet. It was Grace. She looked lovely with her red hair
down around her shoulders.

He rolled down the window. “Hi.”

“Sorry if I startled you.”

He wiped his eyes and slicked his hair back
behind his ears. “I was just enjoying a rare and quiet moment.
What’s up? I’m so glad you came today.”

“Thanks. I wanted to see how you were. The
eulogy was lovely.”

He nodded. “Thanks. I didn’t know how I did, but
most folks liked it.” He adjusted his seat belt. “And to answer
your question, I’m exhausted, but now I need to go be ‘on’ again
for the crowd.”

“It can wear you down.” Grace’s words rang with
the tone of experience. “You headed home?”

“Yes. Please come. There will be plenty of
food—”

“I’d be happy to. Let me get my car, and I’ll
follow you.”

“Thanks.”

She would attend. She had no idea how much he
needed her there. As someone to remind him he had a life outside
this town. As someone who was from a larger place, someone not
raised with the small-town mentality. And someone his own age he
could talk to who wasn’t a ghost.

* * *

Back in his parents’ house, Tristan carried a
fresh tray of ham and olives through a series of conversations.
Graying ladies with crow’s feet who’d known Mom from her Tarot
readings and supernatural abilities. Men in suits who’d served on
the Krewe of Moxie for years. With every step, Tristan heard
memories of his mother. He smiled. Perhaps she was even here, now,
enjoying the atmosphere of those gathering and coming together on
her behalf.

She hadn’t been one to be sad about death. Just
a portal into another realm, she’d always say. Wise woman. A sharp
pang struck his heart. He would miss her. Not only now, but for the
rest of his life.

He wandered through the adjacent room to check
the tables, and that’s when he found Grace. What a match to her
namesake. Her long red hair fell gracefully past her shoulders. She
stood against the mantel, one knee slightly bent, as she held a
glass of wine and talked about her fascination with the krewe
custom to Tristan’s neighbor.

Giving a quick glance round the room, he noted
everyone either ate their refreshments or stood around chatting.
There was plenty of food and drink. His father remained active in
an involved discussion with several krewe members.

This was Tristan’s chance.

He approached Grace, making pleasantries with a
few people until he had the chance to whisper in her ear. “I need
to get out of here for a few minutes. Join me?”

She turned and nodded. The slight breeze through
her hair sent lavender into his nostrils. Nice.

“Great. This way.”

He led her down a long hallway, out the back
door, and onto the rear screened-in porch. Grateful no one from the
funeral had ventured back to this portion of the house, Tristan let
out a sigh of relief and sat on the porch swing. He patted the spot
next to him. “Have a seat.”

She grabbed the chain holding the swing and sat
down. Slowly, they began to rock. Slow forward. Slow back. Like a
melody, accompanied by cicadas and tree frogs.

“Y’all did a nice spread for everyone,” Grace
said.

“Thanks.” Tristan scanned the trees in the back
of the property. “Part of me wants to just leave. Run through the
woods and escape the sorrow. Everyone telling me they are sorry for
my loss.”

She turned to face him, leaning her arm on the
back of the swing. “It’s perfectly normal.”

“That’s right. You’ve been through this.”

Color deepened her cheeks. “Yes, but my dad
didn’t want a big fancy funeral. It was family only, so I didn’t
have the chance to say a eulogy. Yours was lovely. I do wish I’d
met your mom.”

Tristan shrugged. “Thanks. Mom always said death
was just a transformation. I may not be able to talk to her
directly, but I know she’s out there.”

“Must be a comfort.” Grace stared down at her
feet. “I wish I felt that way. I feel lost and apart from
mine.”

“I’m sure your mom looks in on you from time to
time.”

Grace smiled. “You think?”

“I do.” Tristan brushed his foot off the ground
to keep the swing going. “I find it strange that I can talk to the
dead, and see them, but I can’t locate my mother. But she always
told me that was the way things were done.”

“Seems kind of crappy.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I thought so too.”

“But you did help me.”

“I did?”

She smiled. “Being able to see my grandmother,
back in New Orleans.”

“Right.”

“I’ve been thinking about that Tarot
reading…”

“Listen, Tarot is an interpretive practice. I
just call the cards as I see them, but everyone does readings in a
different manner.”

“I’m not upset, Tristan,” she said. “You were
right. So was my granny.”

He racked his mind to remember the cards she’d
drawn and what he’d said. Doing her reading in Jackson Square
seemed like a decade ago, though it had only been less than a week.
Time always changed shape when someone died.

“About your career, you mean? Or something
else?” he asked, hoping she would fill in the gaps.

“Yes. Truth be told, I’ve been focused on the
wrong career path for a long time.”

A chirping tree frog continued its melodic
sounds that echoed through the oak trees.

“How so?” Tristan asked. “You like being a
reporter, right?”

She frowned. “Writing about dog washing days in
City Park and fundraising efforts for the Girl Scouts?”

“Guess I see your point.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy to be writing for
a living. I’m just sick of the puff pieces. I want my writing to
matter to someone, or for some cause. Make a difference, you know?
And the dog washing days of summer isn’t going to put that skill on
my résumé.”

He let out a relaxed breath. “You definitely
understand what I went through, here in St. Francisville. My dad
still thinks I’m home for good and that I’m returning to the family
business. And my mom sent a message through someone.”

“A message? She can do that?”

“Apparently it’s against the rules, but she did
it anyway. She wants me and Dad to get along and make amends.”

Grace smiled. “I guess all parents want things
for their kids, even after they’ve passed on.”

“True.” Tristan tried to shake off the guilt
running through him for not trying harder with Dad. “Enough about
me. Do you get along with your dad at all?”

“The man cares more about image and perception
of things than the truth.” She paused and took a long glance at the
Spanish moss blowing in the breeze. “I don’t want to be that
way.”

Grace’s resolve was strong, echoed his own. He
knew there’d been a cosmic connection between them back in New
Orleans.

“You don’t have to remain in a career that
you’re not happy with,” he said.

“Neither do you.”

The gleam in her eyes sent a warm flutter
through him. She understood. So few women ever understood him, with
the exception of Mom.

“If you could write anything,” he began, “what
would it be? No offense, but isn’t the krewe story just a puff
piece as well?”

“None taken, but this article is going in a
different direction. Krewe culture in a small town has turned into
a murder investigation. That’s a far cry from any puff piece Kat
might assign.”

“True. People should follow their passion, use
their talents.”

“Exactly,” she said. “I want to write articles
that change the way people think. Crime reporting, figuring out the
mystery behind something. That would be worthwhile.”

There was something in her gaze he couldn’t
quite place. A question, perhaps?

“Why do I get the feeling you need my help with
this new career shift?”

She smiled, and her cheeks flooded with color.
“You’re perceptive, Tristan.”

“Comes with the territory of seeing the living
and the dead.” He sighed. “A gift my mother passed on to me.”

“I’m so sor—”

“Don’t say it. Don’t say you’re sorry. I can’t
bear anyone else telling me they’re sorry. I don’t mean to be rude,
but just don’t say those words. Please?”

“Sure.”

She ran her fingers through her long hair and
manually twisted it into a bun. It didn’t stay put, so loose red
strands framed her face in the afternoon sun. Absolutely
beautiful.

The short distance between them faded away
between his lips and hers. He reached for her long red curls and
brushed his fingers through her hair. Pulled her gently to him.
Drew her lips to his. Yes. She tasted like strawberries and
honey.

She responded, letting herself go. Their lips
forged a powerful bond, and for a timeless moment, everything in
Tristan’s life—his mom’s death, the unfulfilling day job, the pain
and confusion of returning home—disappeared. All sounds died away,
save for a busy woodpecker hunting for worms in the tall trees. The
only pieces of the universe were the warm air on his skin and
Grace’s lips meeting his.

Nothing else mattered. Until she withdrew, the
rosy color bringing out the brightness in her eyes.

“You’re certainly full of surprises.”

He grinned. “I have a few tools in the ole
chest. I’ve wanted to kiss you since that night in Jackson
Square.”

She nodded. “Me too, but I wasn’t sure if you
had a girlfriend.”

How to respond to that statement? He had Tara,
who he’d blamed for leaving him at the altar. And all the while,
she’d been dead in a warehouse.

“We should get back,” Grace said, ever the
professional. “I’m sure your father will be missing you.”

Tristan sighed. “I need a few more minutes of
this. Distraction. Space away from all those people who want to
pigeonhole me into who I was—”

“Five minutes,” she said, then stood up. She
walked over to the porch rail and leaned her back against it. In
the afternoon light, her hair resembled spun gold. He wanted to
stand up and touch her again but resisted the urge.

“Tell me how I can help your career,” he said.
May as well keep the conversation businesslike.

“I want to relay the truth, not the perception
of the truth like my father does,” she said.

“This krewe story you’re working on will have a
million different truths,” he said. “Depending on who you talk
to.”

“I’m thinking of expanding the story,” she said
with caution. “Find out who killed your fiancée and the
others.”

“Yes, but how? Even though I’m able to talk to
them, they didn’t see anyone. They don’t know who killed them. Or
why.”

“You said the krewe competition is fierce.
Right?”

Where was she going with this? “Yes.”

“And after Remy was killed, this Kane Boudreaux
guy took over? Changed things around? Put himself in power,
basically?”

Tristan’s mind reeled. He’d known Kane since he
was a little kid.

“You think Kane killed them?” Tristan could
hardly believe his own question. “The man is boisterous and greedy
for more business, I’ll give you that. But I’ve known him all my
life. Killing someone, especially for a krewe competition? I doubt
it.”

“Who else would gain from killing Remy and his
family? You said Tara was there by accident. But why would anyone
want to kill Remy if they weren’t after his top position on the
krewe?”

A nagging itch spread under Tristan’s skin. A
rash, an outbreak. The kind of thing that had to be scratched or it
turned infectious.

“Everyone loved Remy,” Tristan said. “He worked
in the food industry for his day job. Brought in all the shrimp and
crawfish at a lower price. Restaurants loved him for cutting them a
break. People loved getting fresh seafood instead of frozen. I
can’t think of any reason someone would kill him.”

Grace gripped the porch rail tighter. “But
didn’t you say Kane owned a ton of companies? Was one of them a
rival to Remy’s business?”

Tristan’s mind flashed back to all the memories
he had of Kane. The flamboyant and fun partygoer. The one who
played Santa for the kids during the holidays. The man who shook
hands and hugged babies.

A killer?

“The man has more companies than I can count.
He’s ADD when it comes to business,” Tristan said. “But I think
you’re stretching for an answer.”

“Let me get close to him. You said he has an
ego, right? He’d probably be honored to get an interview with me as
a reporter. I’ll try and feel him out.”

“Maybe.”

Tristan didn’t know what to say. She obviously
wanted a career shift. He couldn’t fault her for that. And
Louisiana certainly had its share of crooked politicians and other
rebellions. But accusing someone as powerful—and loved—as Kane
Boudreaux? She was grasping at straws. He didn’t have the nerve to
tell her.

And yet, a tiny pang deep in his stomach churned
one thought around and around: What if she was right?







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The twenty or so minutes
Tristan had spent with Grace on the back porch had been enough
solace to get him through the following two hours. What was it with
funerals and births—both revolved around food.

People brought enough ham and potato salad to
last a lifetime. Tristan placed the fifth Pyrex lid on top of the
last container and put it in the fridge.

“That should do it,” he said.

Dad wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.
“Thanks so much for your help, son.”

Dad held on to the tabletop and slumped into the
end chair. “It was a lovely service. Fontana’s did a top-rate
job.”

Tristan nodded. “They’re the best in these
parts. Can I get you anything while I’m up?”

“Water.”

He poured them both two big glasses of ice
water, and then sat down next to his father. Time to do as Mom had
asked. Make peace. Be honest, but kind.

“Dad, we need to talk…”

His father guzzled his water. “Don’t tell me.
You want to return to New Orleans, now that the funeral is
done.”

The way Dad said the words—with hints of
accusation and hurt feelings—stabbed Tristan’s heart with a
sharpened blade. Dad had always known how to push buttons.

“It’s only an hour’s drive,” Tristan began.
“Maybe I can come back once a month and check on you? I’m worried
how you’ll get around without Mom.”

Dad waved a dismissive hand, a defiant glare in
his eyes. “Don’t worry about me. You do what you need to do.”

The surging frustration rose in Tristan’s
throat. Instinct pushed him, wanted him to respond with a retort
that would shut down Dad’s button pushing. But he couldn’t. Mom
wouldn’t like it. There had to be a way to communicate with his old
man without losing his temper.

With a quiet determination to remain calm,
Tristan sat forward in the chair. “I am worried. You and Mom were
the model couple in this town. Both of y’all were so involved in
the community. It’s going to be a difficult adjustment not having
her here.”

Dad kept a steady gaze on his water glass. Was
he avoiding eye contact out of sadness, for the loss of his wife?
Or perhaps still angry that Tristan hadn’t planned to move back
home? Tristan wasn’t sure, but he steeled himself for whatever
might happen next.

A laborious silence followed. Just as Dad opened
his mouth to speak, there was a loud knock at the back door.

Tristan scowled at the noise. “You expecting
someone?”

“Nope, everyone’s gone home.” Dad stood up and
adjusted his V-neck sweater that had gone off-center. “Could it be
that reporter friend of yours? Grace?”

Tristan got up and patted Dad on the back.
“Maybe, but she didn’t mention anything about dropping by
unannounced.”

Not that he would object. Seeing Grace right now
would be a nice surprise. He enjoyed talking with her, watching how
her mouth curled into the most beautiful smile right before her
eyes gleamed.

Together, they stepped toward the back door, and
Tristan swung it open. There stood Kane Boudreaux holding an
enormous platter of fried shrimp.

“Sorry I’m late,” Kane let out in a drawl. “Had
some business to attend to after the funeral, but I wanted to be
sure and bring this by.”

Tristan took the ample shrimp tray and opened
the fridge to make room amid the stocked shelves. As he squished
the platter between the ham salad and the seven-layer dip, he
couldn’t help but remember what Grace had said. Did Kane have
motive to get rid of Remy so he could lead the Mardi Gras group—the
team that was now Kane’s Krewe?

“That looks delicious,” Dad said, motioning for
Kane to sit down. “You get it at Schwegmann’s? They do a great
spread.”

Kane remained standing, apparently comfortable
in the center of the kitchen, where he stood proud and tall. Like
the boss of something.

“No way! They have great groceries, but this
shrimp outfit is a new business venture. Importing shrimp in from
the coast. One of my new companies, actually.”

Tristan froze as he shut the fridge and returned
to his full stance. Had Kane taken over Remy’s business? Maybe he
should feel the guy out. Kane wouldn’t be suspicious. Not now,
hours after his mother’s memorial.

“This reminds me of Remy’s old restaurant,”
Tristan said, using his most casual tone.

Kane winked. “Only better. Remy, wherever the
hell he ran off to, didn’t have the vision to unite these different
fishermen to get the best catches across the gulf.”

“Oh?”

Tristan hoped, by asking an open-ended question,
that Kane would reveal something about the business without getting
suspicious.

“Yeah. Remy once showed me his business plans,
back when I was going to be an investor. He was an all-right fella,
but I’ve taken those unnurtured seeds and planted a forest that
will help everyone in this area.”

“We appreciate you thinking of us,” Dad
muttered.

“Don, I’m sure sorry for your loss,” Kane said.
“She was quite a woman.”

Tristan’s muscles tightened. Kane had never been
a client of Mom’s. The man didn’t know her. Not really. And his
arrogant tone and vocal pitch made it sound like she’d been an old
flame of his once.

“I’m just so, so sorry,” Kane continued.

There were those damn words again. If only
people would use different words. He hated the way everyone only
said the same thing.

“Thank you,” Tristan said, more hurriedly than
he’d intended. He couldn’t help it. The man needed to go away.

“You’re so welcome.” Kane glanced around the
room and admired a Marlin fish hanging over the fireplace. “Happy
to help. Say, I did have one other reason for dropping by…”

“What’s that?” Dad asked. Tristan could see how
tired his father was. Maybe this wasn’t the best time for Kane to
initiate a business discussion?

“I won’t keep you,” Kane said as if he had just
read Tristan’s mind. “It’s about the krewe competition this
year.”

Tristan stiffened. Whatever would come of this
conversation, it couldn’t be good.

“What about it?” Dad asked.

Kane reached into his pocket, withdrew a few
almonds, and popped them into his mouth. After chewing for a few
seconds, he spoke.

“I know things are going to be tough this year,
what with your wife just passing. I’m going to recommend the town
give you a month extra to work on the competition. It’s not right
for people to expect you to create a float when you’re in mourning.
So we’ll have the judging in two months, give you folks some extra
time.”

Dad stiffened, and the vein in his neck began to
pulse. “I appreciate that, but it’s not necessary.”

“Take this opportunity,” Kane said. “We’ll delay
the judging by thirty days. I’ve already spoken to the board in New
Orleans, and they’re in agreement.”

Tristan coughed, almost choked on his water.
“You’ve already told New Orleans that we will be late with our
float because my mom died?”

Kane narrowed his brows. “Of course, son. It’s
the decent thing to do.”

Tristan stiffened. I am not your son.
Hearing the word—even from his own father—never sat well. The word
had condescending connotations most times. But coming from Kane’s
slick, politician-self-serving mouth? It felt wrong. Incredibly
wrong.

“Like Dad said,” Tristan began, “we appreciate
the gesture, but we’ll be on time. We don’t need charity.”

Kane shrugged. “Up to you, but I wanted to offer
this—”

“We’ll manage,” Dad said, rising from the table.
“Now, if you don’t mind, I need my rest.”

“Of course.” Kane shook both their hands. “You
let me know if you change your mind, and enjoy that shrimp!”

Tristan shut the door tight and flipped the
lock.

“That arrogant jerk thinks he’s superior because
he’s giving us extra time,” Dad said, practically spitting out the
words. “I’m not going to let that son of a bitch do that to us. Not
our family.”

In Dad’s stubborn moment, Tristan knew what he
had to do. Declan had made things clear the other night. Tristan
had been unable to say good-bye to Mom, would be unable to reach
her soul before she crossed over. But she’d asked him to make peace
with Dad. She’d known all along how antagonistic the father-son
relationship had been. And yet she’d asked this of him.

He could no longer refuse. He couldn’t let Kane
win the competition. Couldn’t let his father be weakened by another
loss.

With newfound resolve, and possibly against his
better judgment, Tristan turned to his father. “One month. I’ll
give you one month and help with the krewe competition. Then I’m
returning to New Orleans.”

For the first time since Tristan came home, his
father smiled wide. “That’s my boy.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The following morning, Grace
slept till nine. Yesterday had taken an emotional toll—the funeral,
the reception, and her kiss with Tristan…

Time momentarily stopped when she remembered
that intimate moment. She lightly touched her fingers to her lips,
relishing the thought of his mouth on hers. How his affection and
technique exuded both strength and tenderness. She’d long believed
the first kiss and a man’s character were intertwined.

Most men were strong, but abrasive. Or tender,
but weak willed with no ambition. Tristan, on the other hand, was
one of a kind. The best of both worlds.

Whew. Stop. Focus on work.

She summoned her energies to start the day. What
to wear for her interview with Kane? At least, for the meeting she
hoped she could get with the man. Someone like him—town favorite,
well connected, and arrogant to boot—would appreciate a bit of leg.
Nothing unprofessional, just enough to keep him off-center.

Grace selected a navy skirt and white
button-down, but decided to forego the jacket and use silver
jewelry as an accent instead. The day would be too warm for a full
suit. Besides, maybe by presenting herself as crisp, neat, and
professional—yet not too stuffy—he would open up about his
companies and the krewe.

Half an hour later, she walked into the inn’s
dining room.

Connie put a fresh jug of freshly squeezed
orange juice on the table. “Morning. We’re on the tail end of
breakfast, but could I heat you up something?”

“Coffee and a piece of fruit is fine.” Grace
reached for one of the ripe bananas in the basket. “Thanks.”

“You enjoying your stay in St.
Francisville?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“Glad you like it,” Connie said. “We get
visitors year round.”

Grace took a sip of coffee and studied Connie
flitting across the room to clear up dishes and stack the morning
newspapers. Maybe Connie knew the history of this town, its
people.

“Do you know how I would reach Kane Boudreaux?”
Grace asked. She set down her juice, ready to study Connie’s
reaction. Would the woman have a reverent awe toward Kane, like
Tristan said so many did? Or would she seem fearful of someone who
might have more up his sleeve than his arm?

Connie simply shrugged. “Oh, Kane. Let’s see.
Today is Thursday, so he’d be overseeing his home-building
business.”

Home building? The words sent adrenaline
storming through her veins. She remembered back to a famous New
Orleans cold case, where a homebuilder had murdered dozens of
people and buried the bodies under the foundations of his housing
developments. Kane would have only been a child at the time those
murders happened, but having a home-building business was
definitely something to note for her investigation.

“A builder, eh?” Grace asked, playing innocent
and curious. Two skills she could utilize all day to get the story
she needed. Maybe Connie would spill some beans about Kane’s
secrets.

“Kane has many businesses,” Connie said. “He’s
helped the economy of our town grow in leaps and bounds.”

I’ll bet he has.

“I heard he became the new krewe chief after
Remy Broussard left town?” Grace asked.

“Yes. Folks thought he’d be the ideal choice. He
lives for Mardi Gras, and he has so many businesses that can raise
money to help out the krewe competition. He’s really put this place
on the map.”

“I see,” Grace said. She peeled her banana and
took several bites. Holding it kept her hands busy, her one tell in
poker. Jittery hands. She didn’t need Connie suspecting
anything.

“Why? You want to meet him or something?”

“I’m doing an article on the krewe competition
and thought he’d be a great interview.”

“Oh, he loves donating his time and answering
questions!” Connie said. “You should try going by his builder
headquarters. They’d know where he is.”

“And where is that?”

“Over by Second Avenue. At the corner of Perch
and Willow.”

Grace finished her coffee. “Thanks. I’ll do
that.”

* * *

Grace drove past the intersection twice before
she even knew what she’d missed. Turned out, Kane’s offices were a
mile or so off the main road. She finally spotted a sign pointing
her in the right direction. Driving toward the office, she wondered
how Kane had acquired this much land in the historic area.

His office building was large, A-frame, and
resembled a mansion. Typical for a home-building company though. An
office that could double as the idyllic home he could build a
customer.

She walked up the steps and into the lobby. A
blonde with gelled hair perched at the edge of her chair.

“Help you?”

“Yes. My name’s Grace Lansing…”

No reaction from the woman.

“I’m a journalist from New Orleans, and I hoped
to schedule an interview with Kane Boudreaux for a story I’m
working on.”

Blondie finally looked up, those dull almond
eyes giving Grace the quick once-over, assessing her like a carton
of milk. “He’s in a meeting.”

Ah, the old secretary gateway. That block
between the public and the executives that couldn’t be broken
without a miracle. Fortunately, Grace knew how to work the
gatekeepers. Tristan mentioned Kane had a large ego. Appealing to
his image would be her best way in.

“My magazine is eager for his input,” Grace
said. “The story is about the krewe competition, which I understand
Mr. Boudreaux is very involved with?”

At the word “krewe,” the blonde pursed her lips.
“Wait here.”

Minutes later, her clacking heels announced her
return. She beckoned Grace with a manicured finger. “This way.
He’ll see you.”

“Thank you,” Grace said. “Glad he had a
cancellation.”

Blondie gave an approval nod. Grace knew the ole
“he’s in a meeting” was a standard gatekeeper excuse, but she could
play this game too. Now to meet the famous Kane Boudreaux again—and
get answers.

Grace entered an oval-shaped conference room.
Ornate frames splashed across every wall, all of them Kane and
numerous celebrities or businesspeople. Did this guy fancy himself
as the president in his own mind? Not just of the krewe, but of the
country?

“Hello there.” The voice was male and laced with
charm, splashed with a bit of Southern drawl.

Grace turned and held out a hand to shake his.
“Mr. Boudreaux? Grace Lansing. I saw you briefly at the Pleasance
funeral, but I’m so glad we can chat for a few minutes today.”

He gave a firm handshake. “It’s Kane, please.
May I call you Grace?”

“Sure.”

Be comfortable. Relax. People open up with
the truth that way.

Kane strutted behind the desk and sat in an
enormous leather chair. He pointed to a tiny chair facing him.
“Have a seat.”

He definitely knew how to employ home-court
advantage. Fortunately for her, she’d grown accustomed to
intimidating types. He wouldn’t rattle her. No way.

She sat down and then pulled out a mini tape
recorder. “Is this okay? Just for clarity and my own notes?”

“Sure thing, darlin.”

She stiffened at his familiarity tactics, but
kept a calm exterior. “Thanks so much for seeing me on short
notice. My article is about the krewe customs, the competition, and
the history. I hoped you could provide insight.”

He smiled wide. “Absolutely. What do you want to
know?”

Did you have Remy and the other people
killed?

Grace bit her lip. Not time for that question
yet.

“You’re the head of Kane’s Krewe. Correct?”

“Yes.” He pointed to several framed photos
behind his large desk. “Those are our krewe floats from past years.
Only one managed to win the competition, last year. And I intend on
winning again this year.”

You’ve seen to that, haven’t you?

“You seem confident,” she said, keeping an
admiring smile plastered across her face.

He flashed a charming smile back to her. “Let’s
just say my krewe has a killer theme this year. I’m betting we
win.”

Killer theme. Of course.

“How do you pick the theme? Is it a team
decision?”

“The million-dollar question,” he said. “Take my
krewe. I told the previous chief we needed a new theme—I can’t
divulge what it is—but it’ll be more Louisiana focused. Others
agreed.”

“Don’t most designs include things in
Louisiana?” she asked.

“Not like this.” Kane flashed her a smile. “No
one ever had vision on my krewe, until I took over. Last guy was
okay, but he never could expand his thinking. We lost every
year.”

“Do they hold elections to decide who will be
krewe chief?” Grace asked.

His eyebrows narrowed. “Different krewes have
different policies. In our case, the guy before me got elected, but
he left town. Just up and disappeared.”

“Really?” Grace tried to use her surprised face.
“Where do you think he went?”

Kane reached for a toothpick and held it in his
mouth. “Rumor was, he and his family bought a place down by the
Gulf Coast. He always talked about retiring down there. Wanted to
be off the grid, I guess. Either way, that left our krewe without a
chief.”

“Must have been a crazy time.”

“You have no idea. Sheesh, the unorganized mess
Remy left behind. It practically ruined our krewe for good.”

Grace cleared her throat. Wanted her voice to
sound charming. “That must have been hard for everyone. Did you
volunteer to step up and help?”

Kane’s wide grin—trademark of a talented
politician—spread across his face. “Absolutely. We believe in
teamwork here. After all, I own businesses that helped us survive.
My new shrimp company feeds our krewe during prep. My home-building
company has a large mansion used to show potential clients our
various home designs. That’ll be where we have our fancy annual
ball come January.”

“I see.” Grace glanced at the recorder, made
sure it kept recording. “Do krewes have any kind of election
process, even by default?”

Had she said that right? Her words danced the
rumba in her brain. Keep it cool. Focus.

She didn’t need to worry though. Kane’s
narcissistic personality clearly didn’t take offense.

“Folks on our krewe begged me to fill the role.
Hell, I had the extra money. If I hadn’t taken the job, our whole
krewe would’ve disbanded. That would’ve been a tragedy.”

She batted her eyes. “They’re lucky to have
you.”

Color rose in his cheeks as he flashed her a
wink. “Thanks.”

Move to another subject. Keep him
talking. Grace scanned the many framed photos.

“Tell me about the competition. Who votes? Who
are the judges?” As the questions left her lips, she remembered
that she’d never asked Tristan those questions. How would she be
able to tell if Kane was lying or telling the truth?

Kane leaned back and spun around once in the big
chair. For a brief second, he looked like a kid who’d gone to the
office with Dad. Only now he’d taken over and had more power than
anyone else in the town.

“Our city council works with a Mardi Gras board
in New Orleans. Most of the judges live there.”

“Really? In NOLA?”

“Right. The same people are active in all the
Mardi Gras prep. They’ve got connections to the krewe of Rex,
Endymion, you name it. So our little town’s winning float gets to
be part of one of the major Mardi Gras parades.”

“Is there any monetary reward?”

Kane smiled wide. “Nah. It’s a pride issue.
We’re proud of our heritage. And we love bragging rights.”

He stood up and reached for what looked like an
Oscar statue for best picture. “The winning krewe get these, along
with bragging rights. Folks don’t so much care about money here as
the means to say their floats won.”

Keeping her feminine wiles intact, she said, “I
grew up in New Orleans. All this smaller-town culture is
fascinating.”

“I’d be happy to show you around the town
sometime, darlin.”

There was that overfamiliar darlin again.
She knew some people used the phrase, but coming from him she had
to suppress the bile rising in her throat.

“Could I see the place where you work on your
floats? Take a peek at your themes?”

“Top secret, I’m afraid. Folks here get real
tight lipped when it comes to the design, the planning, and the
float theme. That way nobody gets an edge on the competition.”

But I’m sure you have.

She brushed her hair back behind her ear with
her finger. “I understand.”

“Of course, the competition is later next month.
After that, I’d be honored to show you our warehouse and the
process. Until the judging, though, I must decline. You
understand.”

“Of course,” she said, standing up to make a
timely exit. “I’d love to come back after the competition
judging.”

He stood up, shook her hand across the
all-powerful desk. “I’ll look forward to it.”

Flashing him a final smile, she turned and made
her way back to the receptionist’s station. That went better than
expected. She needed to remain in his good graces. She’d need that
edge—perhaps sooner than she thought.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tristan stood at his work
station in the back of the krewe warehouse and trimmed a piece of
papier-mâché off the large shape he hoped would one day resemble a
black cannon. A standard replica of the weapon used to shoot
cannonballs in the Louisiana battle. A few skilled krewe members
used table saws to cut wood boards for the float foundation. Others
applied paint or glue to the sides of the float. Hard to believe he
was back in the warehouse again. Helping his father with the
float.

Things certainly hadn’t gone the way he’d
expected when he came home.

Dad weaved between float workbenches and gave a
few nods and instructions before inspecting Tristan’s cannon.
“Looking good. These historical-themed floats will knock the
judges’ socks off. And it’s a good thing, too, because we’re low on
supplies at the krewe shop. We’ll have just enough to get by.”

Tristan set the scissors down. Stupid damn
cannon from the boring Battle of New Orleans—the final major battle
of the War of 1812.

“What?” Dad asked. “You look upset.”

Tristan leaned against the edge of the worktable
and swept his hand along the papier-mâché weaponry. “It’s just that
we’ve done similar themes for years now. Don’t you want to branch
out, maybe try something different?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. There are many legends in
Louisiana. Not alligators. Not swamps. Not boring
battlefields.”

“Those are the most popular,” Dad said, taking a
papier-mâché Bowie knife out of his pocket and working on one side
of the cannon. “But what theme would you suggest? We need to plan
for next year.” He drummed his fingers on the table.

Tristan didn’t want to think about next year.
“What about Louisiana fairy tales?”

“Fairy tales?”

Tristan frowned. “More like Louisiana legends.
Look at the Blue Dog. They sell a million prints of that damn
canine wherever you go.”

“So?”

“Dad, it’s based on the Loup Garou legend—”

“We have a better chance of winning with the
landmarks. I’ve lined up some teachers who are going to get us
publicity in the schools too. It’ll win.”

“Damn right it will,” several krewe members
pitched in simultaneously.

Not really, but Tristan didn’t have the heart to
say otherwise.

“You always did have a talent for sculpture,”
his father said as he eliminated anything non-cannon shaped with
his knife. “How come you didn’t follow that path? It’ll pay the
bills just as well as working at a bank. I mean, what do you want
to do in New Orleans anyway? Just read Tarot cards the rest of your
life?”

So much for civil conversation between father
and son. Tristan gritted his teeth. Tried to remember Declan’s
message. Mom wanted them to get along. Besides, now was not the
time to lose his patience, not when they had a krewe audience.

“Actually, I want to open up my own bookshop
near City Park,” Tristan said. “And it would include everything.
Tarot readings. Book signings. A tea shop. Parapsychology,
communication with loved ones who have passed on.”

“That’s a nice hobby—”

“It’s not a hobby, Dad. It’s what I want to
do.”

With an exasperated sigh, his father said, “I
wish you were more practical. Sometimes I think your mother
encouraged your oddity too much.”

Excuse me? Oddity?

Tristan bit his tongue. “Mom was the one support
I had. She’s the reason I came back to town. Not this competition.
Not the family business.”

His father turned away, reached for a can of
paint on a nearby shelf and dropped it to the floor with a loud
thud. “Why can’t you ever give the family business a chance? I
honestly don’t understand where your head is at sometimes.”

Tristan opened his mouth to yell, but realized
his father had just spoken the complete truth. Dad didn’t
understand. Didn’t understand what Tristan was about, didn’t
understand the need to follow hopes and dreams. In short, the old
man just didn’t get who his son had become.

“Forget it.” Tristan sliced off more
papier-mâché and then reached for a paintbrush to seal some layers
with water. “Let’s just get through the next month. Then I’ll go
back to New Orleans, and you’ll stay here.”

“If that’s the way you want it,” his father
grumbled. He turned and stormed away.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Declan flung his eyes open at
the sensation on his face. Where was he? Flat on his back, looking
up at Connell, who stood there clutching a large wad of Spanish
moss.

“Wake up.”

“What’s going on? Where am I?” Declan blinked
several times.

“City Park. New Orleans.”

Declan thought long and hard, trying to
remember. Oh yeah. Kathreena. The soul and seer who refused to
cross over.

Connell dangled the Spanish moss and tickled
Declan’s forehead.

“Stop!” Declan waved the webbed substance away.
“There are chiggers in the moss.”

“So? We’re dead. Live bugs can’t bite us.”

Declan wiped his face, managed to sit up. “It’s
creepy, man. Why am I here?”

With an outstretched hand, Connell pulled him
up. “I think you know. Walk with me.”

He rubbed his eyes. Finally, things came into
focus. They were on one of the grassy areas of City Park in
Mid-City, New Orleans. Beautiful area. Ancient oak trees provided a
canopy of shade.

“I thought you might like seeing this place,”
Connell said. Then he stopped. Turned. “Before I tell you that you
may never have a decent assignment again.”

Wait. What?

Declan stopped. Looked into the icy blue stare
of his boss. “Look, I know I should be finished with Kathreena by
now—”

“What? You haven’t finished that one yet?”
Connell’s tone wasn’t sarcastic. He was being sincere. He hadn’t
known Declan had fallen behind. Oops.

“I thought that’s why you summoned me.” Declan
put his hands in his pockets. Tried to hide the sheepish feeling
with a scowl.

“I’m angry with you because you know the new
rule and you broke it anyway.”

“New rule?” Declan asked. They changed so often,
he couldn’t keep track. “You told me to get Kathreena to move
onward. I’m trying, but she insists on her son and husband making
peace before she goes. She’s a seer.”

Connell groaned. “The green-eyed types are the
worst at not wanting to go. But no, that’s not why I’m here. You
know the new rule. All afterdeath consultants have a partner. No
more solo jobs after Zephyr Land in Alabama.”

Oh. That new rule. The one Declan had skirted
around.

“C’mon. I work better alone.”

“You’re one of my best, Declan. That’s why I’m
not decking you across the mouth right now.”

Declan kept his head tilted down out of respect.
Also to avoid a sudden jab if Connell changed his mind. Boss man
had made good on his threat before, and Declan didn’t need a
repeat. Best to listen.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked.

Connell walked forward and sat, hovered over a
low-hanging oak branch. The kind that came so close to the ground,
it looked like the tree was falling over asleep.

“Your new partner is here. I want you to take
him back to St. Francisville with you. You both work together. Get
Kathreena into the next realm and help those four souls at the
Kane’s Krewe warehouse.”

“The souls there were killed. We need Tristan’s
help to get them to cross. A sighted person has to figure out what
happened. You know that.” Connell must be quite distracted if he
needed reminding of that fact.

“Figure out a way to get Tristan’s help. Or
Kathreena’s. I don’t care. Just get it done. You have more
assignments waiting.”

Declan nodded. “So, who’s my new partner?” He
hoped for someone decent.

“Come out!” Connell yelled, and the leaves
across the live oaks all blew in the wind.

The first thing Declan saw was a spike of indigo
hair. Then red. Then orange. Could it be?

“Ian?” Declan asked.

Now in full view, the soul Declan had met in
Savannah approached. The kid had been in the Goth circles and had a
rainbow Mohawk. A bit hard to miss him, in life or death.

“Hello, Declan,” he said. Even the kid’s voice
sounded deeper, though it wasn’t. He’d probably practiced making
himself sound older. A few years had passed since Declan had last
seen him, and this was like looking at a more mature version of the
newbie he helped all those years ago. However, since ghosts didn’t
actually age, Ian must have gained confidence in his recent
assignments.

“Good to see you.”

Connell glanced back and forth between them.
“Well, you two should get along. Go back to St. Francisville and
get to work. Introduce Ian to Tristan so the seer knows you’re both
working together. No more solo jobs or playing the hero.”

“Will do, Boss,” Declan said. Hmm. Working with
Ian might not be so bad. The kid had personality.

Connell shot him one last glare. “Or else.”

* * *

Back in St. Francisville, the sun dipped behind
the live oaks as early nightfall blanketed the town. Declan glided
along the railroad tracks, enjoying himself as Ian struggled to
keep up behind him.

“Got to travel fast if you’re going to work with
me,” Declan teased as he came to an abrupt halt near the Krewe of
Moxie warehouse. “We’re in this together now. I don’t need more
trouble from Connell.”

Ian slammed into Declan and hover-bounced around
him to gain his balance back. “Dude. How about a warning next
time?”

With a cocky smile, Declan said, “Fair warning.
I’m stopping here.”

Ian glanced around. “Where’s here?”

“St. Francisville.” Declan pointed across the
tracks. “That’s the Krewe of Moxie warehouse. Tristan should be
inside. He’s a seer, as his mother Kathreena was. I’ll need your
assistance with her soon, but let’s meet Tristan first so we can
get Connell’s orders out of the way.”

“Agreed with you there,” Ian muttered. “What’s a
Krewe of Moxie?”

“Carnival team for Mardi Gras,” Declan replied.
“Come on. I think I see Tristan exiting the door now.”

Ian hovered behind at a slower pace, Declan
noticed, until they both approached the warehouse door. The door
remained ajar for a few seconds before Tristan exited the building
and walked to his car. Perfect. Just like Declan had counted
on.

“Tristan.”

Tristan spun around, his green eyes widening
with paranoia in the faint light of a nearby street lamp.

“It’s you,” Tristan said, pausing to take a
breath. “What’s going on?”

“Things are moving along as planned,” Declan
said. “I needed to introduce you to my new associate, Ian. He’s
assisting me now. We’re going to help with the krewe of souls at
Kane’s Krewe warehouse.”

Tristan nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Ian said. “Happy to help out.”

Tristan opened his car door. Declan wasn’t sure
how he would take the impending news. “Uh, Tristan?”

Tristan looked up. “Yeah?”

“You know the krewe of souls can’t leave this
place until their killer is brought to justice—”

“Of course I know that. Mom taught me all about
the supernatural when I was a kid.”

Declan clenched his jaw. “Yeah, I’m sure she
did. What I’m getting at is…” How exactly could he phrase this?

“What?” Tristan prompted.

“Finding out who killed these souls,
tracking down the person who murdered them…could be dangerous for
you, and Grace too.”

Tristan frowned and appeared deep in thought for
a long moment. “I understand. Grace and I will be careful. This is
something that’s important to both of us.”

Declan gave a half smile. “Thank you. I know
it’s always difficult to enlist the help of the seers—”

“Mom would want things this way,” Tristan
said matter of factly. “I’ll tell Grace to use caution too. Thanks
for the heads-up.”

“Of course.” Declan nodded. “So, are you going
to see Grace now?”

“Going home to crash for now. I’ll fill Grace in
on the latest details tomorrow. She’ll be glad to know we have more
resources,” Tristan said, giving a respectful nod Ian’s way.
“Anything else I need to know?”

“Just find out everything you can from the souls
at the warehouse. We’ll reach out to you soon.”

Tristan opened his car door. “Sounds good. Nice
to meet you, Ian. Guess I’ll see y’all around.”

“Oh, that you will,” Declan whispered to the
wind. “That you will.”

* * *

An hour later, Declan led Ian to the railroad
tracks and pointed toward the rail signal. “Up there. Kathreena
Pleasance. Maybe you can help convince her to accept it’s time to
go.”

Ian looked up, studying the trees dangling over
this quiet place. “Can’t make any promises, but I’ll give it my
best shot.” He walked further. “Where have you been anyway? I felt
sure after my initial orientation they’d assign me back in your
area. You helped me cross over in the first place.”

“Long story. Forgotten ghosts and roller
coasters in Alabama. It was a nightmare. Now I’m here.”

Declan’s memories came flooding back. Meeting
Ian as a newbie soul back in Savannah, sending him off with the
welcome wagon of little old lady souls to teach him the ropes on
doing what all their recruited kind did. Help the newly dead cross
over without issue.

A lot of good that had done. Right now Declan
couldn’t accomplish a single task without help.

“Connell seemed happy to farm me out to you,”
Ian said as he brushed his fingers against the many colorful spikes
of his hair. “I figured you’d requested me.”

Or the boss knew that assigning a newly trained
afterdeath consultant might just seal the deal for getting Declan’s
ass kicked if he didn’t succeed.

“Nah,” Declan said, giving him a pat on the
shoulder. “But the rule came down after my Mobile job. Everyone has
to have a partner. But I have to tell you. If I had to be paired
with anyone, glad it’s someone I know.”

“Me too.” Ian shrugged, his lanky frame almost
seeming out of a children’s picture book than a ghostly human. The
kid was such a newbie.

“So. Tell me about Kathreena,” Ian said. “Why
she doesn’t want to go?” They hover-glided over the tracks.

Declan filled him in on the details, then
studied Ian’s expressive eyes. “You think you can convince
her?”

Ian nodded. “Let me give it a try.”

Declan watched as Ian meandered along the
railroad tracks toward where Kathreena sat on a nearby boulder. A
Goth guy, whose hair spiked in the light of the full moon, trying
to convince a medium to cross over. Declan shook his head. He
couldn’t make this shit up if he tried.

For what seemed an eternity—though time was,
admittedly, different after death—Ian talked to Kathreena. She kept
her arms crossed over her chest. Guarded. Not buying what the kid
was saying.

Declan sighed. Great. It wasn’t working.

But then? One of her arms released its tight
grip on her armor. Reached out and brushed Ian’s hair with her
fingers, like a grandmother would touch her grandson on his way off
to war. What had Ian said? The kid was good, but how could the kid
be that good?

Ian smiled. Kathreena smiled. She accepted his
hand, and he glided along the tracks next to her. Good. Finally
time for her to cross. She appeared ready, and they stepped off the
railroad ties and…remained there?

Wait. What the hell went wrong? Kathreena stood
in full view. Ian stood next to her, darting that Mohawk in every
direction as he spun around in confusion.

No. Damn it, of all the stupid luck. Declan
shook his head and bellowed out, “Come here.”

Ian shrugged and escorted Kathreena back to
where Declan stood.

“What’s going on?” Ian asked.

“There’s a problem.”

Kathreena’s jade eyes widened. “Yes, I’d say so.
This is…unexpected.”

Ian ran his fingers along the tips of his
peacock hairdo. “Are you telling me that she was murdered? That we
can’t take her across until the killer is brought to justice?”

Declan locked eyes with Kathreena. “Yes. That’s
exactly what I’m saying. We’re stuck here.”

Why did this always happen? Were there not any
other afterdeath consultants assigned to the murdered souls? Had he
done something to warrant afterdeath karma?

“Oh dear,” Kathreena said.

“What do you remember about the car wreck?”
Declan asked.

“Not much. I hit the brakes at the four-way near
the tracks. No other cars were nearby, so I kept driving. Suddenly
a car came out of nowhere and T-boned us. Everything happened so
fast, like lightning.”

Declan gritted his teeth. “Connell told me it
was an accident. He didn’t say anything about murder.”

Ian nodded. “Yeah. Connell has other assignments
lined up. We need to get her crossed over and then help the other
souls at the warehouse.”

“Perfect!” Kathreena offered a wide smile. “My
son, Tristan, is a seer. You solicit his help with finding the
killer and bringing him or her to justice. Then all of us can cross
over. Win-win.”

Ian sighed and stuffed his hands in his black
jacket pockets. “What do you think?”

“I think Connell is going to kick our asses to
Idaho next winter,” Declan muttered. “Or perhaps Siberia. If we’re
lucky.”

“She’s right though. If we’re stuck, why not try
to get both jobs done and see how it pans out?” Ian asked. Ever the
optimist.

“Just think,” Kathreena said in a gentle tone.
“If you help Tristan catch the killer, you’ll send me and the krewe
of souls to the next realm. Connell might just be impressed.”

Declan let out a bellowing laugh. “Ma’am, you
may be a seer, but you sure as hell can’t tell the future.”







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tristan woke up the next
morning, surrounded by everything he wanted to forget. His
childhood bedroom. Mardi Gras masks on the walls.

Same sights. Same smells. Same damn krewe
competition.

“You awake?” his dad called out from the
hallway.

“Barely.” Tristan pulled open the door. “I’ll be
in the kitchen in a minute for coffee.”

“It’s hot and ready.”

After showering and dressing in black jeans and
an old Nirvana T-shirt, he walked to the kitchen. May as well
revel in the past, fashion and all.

“We made good progress yesterday,” his dad said.
“We can do even more today.”

Tristan bit his lip. Coffee first, then deal
with the father, who never thought of anything else but his own
agenda. He drank half a cup before speaking.

“I need to see some people first, but I can be
there in the afternoon.”

His father frowned. “That’s a waste of four good
hours. What’s so important that you can’t wait till the
weekend?”

“Dad, please? For one, I have to make phone
calls about my job. Make sure that’s still in place when I get
back. For two, I said I would give you a month of my time with the
krewe competition. Not every second of every day.”

“Humph,” Dad muttered as he stirred another
sugar in his cup. “I guess the afternoon is all I get.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Tristan poured another cup and kept the rim to
his lips. If he did, then he wouldn’t have to engage in any further
conversation. Truth be told, he needed to go speak to Tara. And
Remy. Find out anything else they may have seen. Tristan knew how
things worked. If they were murdered, there would be no way they
could cross over until their killer was caught.

Could Kane really have killed them? Tristan
found that hard to believe. However, anything could and did happen
in the land of the bayou.

* * *

Two hours later, around ten, Tristan hung up the
phone with his boss. A small part of him hoped the bank would lay
him off for being gone for more than the allotted weeks’ time.
Nope. Apparently, there was a bank teller shortage, because they
were willing to treat his leave as if it were medically
necessary.

In addition, Dad did need help getting
over the death of Mom. Not just with paperwork, but with everyday
life.

The phone beeped with a text from Grace: Met
with Kane at home-building offices. Big schmooze event planned
today. Warehouse--coast is clear.

Great. He drove his Bug and parked in the back.
Not a car in sight. The perfect chance to talk to the ghosts and
get more information. He jammed the back window open, then hurled
himself through the pane too fast, landing flat on the hard
warehouse floor. Ouch. Hurt like a son of a bitch.

“Not the best grand entrance,” Tara said,
standing over him. “But then again, you’re here.” She moved closer,
her presence changing the temperature of the air to a chilly
breeze. “You came back for me.”

Tristan remained seated and rubbed his sore
knee. Did he have a sign on his head? Did everyone think he existed
for their own agendas?

“I’m here to get more info. Figure out who
killed you so y’all can cross over.”

“What?” Tara backed away, taking the relieving
cool breeze with her and leaving behind a muggy stench. “It’s that
other redhead, isn’t it? You’re in love with her.”

Standing up, he limped a few paces to get back
into a walking rhythm. Anything to keep his mind and eyes off
Tara.

“She’s a reporter, and she’s trying to help find
out who murdered all of you. Don’t give her too much grief
yet.”

Tara followed him to the center of the room,
tugged on his right hand. “Stay here, Tristan. You know we always
said we’d wind up together.”

Tristan fought the temptation to reach out and
kiss a ghost. Partly out of self-preservation, but also out of
ignorance. If he did try to kiss a spirit, how exactly would that
work?

Tara spread her arms wide. “Stay with me. Let’s
be a couple again.”

But you’re dead.

He scanned his brain to conjure up a better
answer. “We were childhood sweethearts, Tara. And yes, I always
thought we’d wind up together. But twelve months ago—”

“The night someone killed me.”

“Yes. My whole life, my reality, changed. I
thought you’d abandoned me. The whole town thought so too. Even
your parents. I left to go find a new start in New Orleans.”

Tara blinked rapidly. “I always imagined we
would take family trips with our eventual children to New
Orleans.”

A stabbing pain coursed through his shoulders,
the weight of future wishes never realized. “I’ve been through the
gamut of emotions since we last saw each other. Things are
different now.”

“So it seems.” She stepped back and crossed her
arms. “So why did it take so long for you—or anyone—to find
us?”

“I don’t know. You and Remy’s family died here,
meaning your bodies were here too. Do you remember seeing anyone
haul off your corpses?”

Tara hovered back and forth, almost like pacing
the room. “No. It all came so sudden. Then I was here, stuck with
the Broussards.”

Tristan pointed his thumb toward the other end
of the warehouse. “Which I guess didn’t go over too well, given you
were spying on their krewe design.”

“Exactly. They refuse to acknowledge me. Do you
know how lonely being dead is?” She coasted over to him, invading
his personal space. “I’ve missed you.”

The cool air from her presence made every hair
on the back of his neck stand on end. He needed to set things
straight. Not fall in love with a ghost.

“I’ve missed you too, Tara. But you’re dead now.
I’m with the living.”

Tara glared at him. “That annoying redhead
reporter.”

“Grace, yes.”

Tara wrapped a long, chilled arm around his
fingers.

“Stay,” she cooed.

“I can’t. You need to cross to the next
realm—”

“Where I’ll be alone again, most likely.”

Tristan frowned. “C’mon. Don’t be like this. I
don’t remember you being this needy in life.”

She stomped her foot, and a swirl of dust from
the floor hurled up to his ankles. “Death changes a person, I
guess.”

And with that, she stormed away, taking every
cool sensation with her and leaving him alone.

* * *

Tristan snuck through the gigantic alligator
head to get to the opposite side of the warehouse. Hell, what was
going into an alligator’s mouth when he’d just dealt with the
ghostly advances of his ex-…er…late fiancée? He’d faced bigger jaws
than this one.

Once on the other side, he widened his eyes at
the float in progress along the left wall. Hmm. Just one peek
wouldn’t hurt anything, would it? Tiptoeing across the floor, he
eyed the purple-and-gold shaped head and giant lettering.

“Kane’s doing a football theme. LSU colors and a
tiger mascot,” a male voice said from behind him.

Tristan spun around, caught his breath. The
adrenaline pumping in his veins slowly subsided. A blond kid, maybe
seventeen, held a basketball and twirled it in his hands. With the
fashionable holes in his jeans, along with the Rocky Horror
T-shirt, he had to be Remy’s nephew. By his side, a black lab ghost
dog lay perfectly still in a sphinx position.

“Jax?”

“Yep. Are you the seer Uncle Remy told me
about?”

“I am. Is your uncle around?”

“Sure. I’ll get him.” Jax patted his thigh with
his hand. “C’mon, Chella. Let’s go get Uncle Remy. You and I can
play upstairs.”

The dog’s tail wagged as she followed Jax toward
the stairwell. Tristan watched the two of them go. Interesting. He
knew souls could remain trapped on Earth. This was the first time
he’d ever seen an animal ghost, but Chella didn’t seem any worse
for wear.

Minutes later, Remy and Rosie appeared.

“Morning,” Remy said, as if they could have been
neighbors instead of ghost and human. “What’s the latest news? Are
you going to help us find a way to get out of here?”

Tristan nodded. “My friend Grace can do some
research, but she needs concrete evidence to go on. The cops don’t
put much trust in mediums.”

Rosie offered a kind smile. “I know your mama
struggled with that part too.”

“She did?” Tristan always knew Mom as carefree
and comfortable with her talents. He hadn’t considered how she must
have had to adapt to situations like this one. How her word would
never be evidence enough to help the police solve crimes.

“Oh yes,” Rosie said. “But she always said she
believed in doing what she could. That we have to use our gifts,
even if others don’t understand them.”

Tristan chewed on Rosie’s words, wishing he’d
known more about his mom’s struggles before this moment.

“You know,” Rosie said, and she reached for his
hand. “You remind me so much of her.”

Chilly tingling surrounded the hand where Rosie
touched. Tristan gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

Remy stood still, seeming uncomfortable being
the third wheel in this tender moment. “So, uh, what kind of info
do you need from us?”

Good conversation shift. Tristan didn’t need to
fall apart over past memories or lost parents right now. He needed
to use his gifts, like Mom always had.

“For starters, do you have any ideas where your
corpses might be?”

Remy exhaled a slow sigh. “You got me. But if I
were a killer in these parts, I’d dump the bodies into the
bayou.”

“That’s actually a good place to start,” Tristan
said.

“What can we do to help?” Remy stood up taller,
appearing ready to tackle the world if need be.

Loud, quick thuds echoed from upstairs. Tristan
looked up, curious. “What is that noise?”

Remy and Rosie both stared at the ceiling. The
thumping sound came again.

“You mean that?” Remy asked.

“Yes.” Tristan eyed the stairwell, wondering if
yet another ghost might be hiding in the Kane’s Krewe warehouse.
“What the heck is that?”

Chuckling, Remy said, “That’s the dog. She’s
chasing the red dot.”

Maybe it was all the stress he had been under,
maybe he needed some form of emotional release, but Tristan cracked
up laughing for at least a few minutes. “The red dot? You mean like
those laser pointers cats love?”

“Yep. Apparently dogs love ’em too. Jax managed
to glue a laser keychain onto his basketball. So anytime he shoots
hoops, Chella gets a workout with the red-dot laser show.”

“Well, stranger things have happened.”

“How can we help you in this effort to find our
killer?” Remy asked.

“Stall Kane Boudreaux. Haunt the place. Cause
trouble with the float, swipe tools, do anything you can to keep
the man busy. Grace and I will use that time to investigate further
and, if he is indeed the one responsible, take him down.”

Remy smiled wide, stuffed his hands in his
pockets. “I’d be happy to play with that bastard’s mind. He’s
ruined the krewe since he took over.”

“Good. I’ll talk to Grace, see what evidence we
can gather.”

Now if only the world between the living and the
dead could work together. Without driving him insane in the
process.







CHAPTER NINETEEN

The following day, Kane
Boudreaux admired himself in the big oval mirror hanging in his
side office. Hair might be receding a bit, but he still had the
charm. That reporter Grace sure was nice to look at, though he
wasn’t about to let her see his krewe designs—no matter how short a
skirt she’d worn.

He adjusted his tie and buzzed his receptionist.
“I’m taking an early lunch to stop by the warehouse. Need to check
on some things.”

“That Vernon Smith man from the DEA called you
again. Said he wants to talk to you today.”

“Thank you, darlin’.” Kane swallowed the rising
irritation coursing through him. “I’ll call him later.”

“Yes, Mr. Boudreaux.”

He sauntered out of his office and slid into his
Porsche. Once inside and soundproofed, he let out a frustrated
groan. Stupid government agencies had nothing better to do than sit
on their bureaucratic high horses and spit on anyone rising to
power.

Gripping the wheel, he took a deep breath. The
DEA wouldn’t find squat on him. They never had, they never would.
All he had to do was stay calm.

Ten minutes later, he parked outside of Kane’s
Krewe. He loved seeing his name in print, so much that he paused
for a good two minutes to admire the sign. Inside, he walked over
to the shelves and did a mental inventory of supplies.

“Wait a second,” he said. “Hey, Eddie, didn’t we
just restock on Styrofoam circles?”

“Yes. For the headpieces. Why?”

Kane glanced back to the box labeled Styrofoam,
which sat empty. “They’re gone.”

“Gone?”

“What are you, deaf? Yes. Gone!”

Eddie stopped hammering and walked over. “They
were here this morning, I swear.”

“We can’t be losing materials. Not at this late
date.”

Eddie wiped the sweat off his brow. “I’m telling
you. I saw them this morning.”

Kane waved him off. He didn’t have time for
incompetence. If need be, he’d just get himself a new foreman. Best
to check the other areas. He walked over to the counter where they
kept the beads.

“Holy shit!”

“What?” Eddie called out, now seemingly annoyed
at having been interrupted twice.

“The beads are all tangled together. Who the
hell did this?”

Eddie and a few random krewe members just
shrugged.

“Did anyone bring their bratty kids in here and
let them tie up the beads? Because when I find out who did this,
I’m going to kick their little ass!”

Eddie shook his head. “It’s only been us here
since this morning. And things were fine.”

“Obviously your eyesight is failing.”

“Now wait a minute—”

“Hold on.” Kane reached into his pocket and
answered his cell phone. “Yeah?”

“I have everything in place.”

Kane clenched his other hand into a fist. Was
the whole world idiotic today?

“I told you never to call me here!” he
whispered, with emphasis, into the phone.

“But you said—”

“I said to be competent and do your job. That
means never calling me on this line. Call me back using the other
phone. Give me five minutes.”

Kane slipped his cell back into his pocket.
Shit. What if anyone on the nearby krewe had heard that
conversation? He kept a compartmentalized life, and one area didn’t
need to bleed over into another.







CHAPTER TWENTY

Later on Thursday evening,
Grace gobbled two aspirin with a bottled water in her hotel room
while balancing her cell phone in her ear.

“What are you doing?” Kat asked with a voice
loud enough to hear on Mars.

“Getting rid of a headache.” Grace stopped
before adding, “Because of you.” She had to remain professional.
With Kat and with Tristan.

“Why? You’re not in the middle of this New
Orleans political mess. I swear, you picked the worst possible week
to leave on a find-yourself assignment.”

Grace gritted her teeth. Kat would never
understand. “This is turning out to be more than just a cultural
piece,” she reiterated. For the third time. “I’m certain four
people—at least—have been murdered over this competition. I need to
find out more. I want you to extend my per diem stay.”

Long pause.

“How do you know about the crime?” Kat asked.
“What evidence do you have?”

“The interviews I’ve conducted so far.”

Kat didn’t need to know that the interviews were
with dead people and filtered through Tristan.

“You need more than people’s accounts,” Kat
said. “Get me something concrete. DNA. A body. Something.”

“I’m working on it—”

“Work faster. We need you back in NOLA.”

“Can I stay through the weekend to get this
completed?”

Kat groaned with exasperation.

“Please?” Grace added. “I know you need me, and
I’m working on a piece that isn’t my usual feature, but this is
important. Thanks for letting me do what parts of the story I have
thus far.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Come up with some real
evidence, or you’ll be back here writing about the koi fish
festival.”

Grace half chuckled, half shuddered. Problem
with Kat’s response? The woman was serious.

“I’ll get you something,” Grace promised.
“Soon.”

“Get me something by Sunday night.”

Grace swallowed hard. “Okay.”

She swiped her phone to off. Now to get some
evidence.

* * *

On Friday morning, Grace slipped into a blue
dress and sandals. She drove to the one coffee shop in the center
of the town square. Ripping a sweetener packet open, she dumped it
into her iced coffee just as Tristan walked through the door.

“Thanks for meeting me,” she said, gesturing for
him to sit down.

“You’re doing me a favor. Dad is on his kick
about me staying here for good. I needed to get out of the
warehouse. Besides, I want your help as well. What’s up?”

“What did you learn from”—she glanced
around—“the place we went the other day?”

He nodded, seeming to understand the importance
of keeping their warehouse excursion secret. “Let me get a cup of
coffee, and I’ll catch you up.”

Once he’d sat back down, she leaned forward. “We
can just call that place the neighborhood, or some other random
word, so no one gets where we were.”

“Incognito, eh?” He grinned wide. She wanted to
kiss that grin. Stop. Focus.

“My editor needs evidence for me to continue
writing this piece.”

He took a swig of coffee. “So the word of a
medium or four ghosts won’t mean anything?”

“Four? I thought there were three?”

“I met Jax, Remy’s nephew, when I went back to
the…um…neighborhood.”

“Okay, four. Do they know who would want to kill
them? Kane wasn’t much help. The man has an ego as big as Texas,
but you’re right. He doesn’t seem the murdering type. If anything,
he would have hired out the job. But there’s definitely something
about him I don’t trust.”

“Remy didn’t know where the bodies were moved,”
Tristan whispered. “He mentioned the bayous are nearby. It’s the
ideal place to hide what you don’t want seen in the light of day.
There are dozens of marshes and bayous around here, and some are
public land.”

“It would be the perfect crime to toss your
victims into a bayou, then figure they’ll deteriorate from the
elements over time. The thing is,” she said, “I’m going to need
help. I know you’re busy helping your dad—”

“I could figure out something.”

“No. Keep working with your dad. Sounds like you
both need this time since your mom died. But I was thinking, surely
there must be a PI in town? A cop you might know? Someone who might
have investigated on behalf of the families?”

“There is one guy.” Tristan’s jaw twitched. “But
I don’t think anyone investigated much. Remy was seen leaving town.
I suspect he simply returned to the warehouse, and whoever killed
him ditched Remy’s car in some godforsaken place.”

“Who’s the guy?”

“Derek Hunt. He’s a little…off. But a decent
PI.”

“Off like how? Mentally unbalanced?”

Tristan rubbed his chin. “He’s enthused beyond
belief. He was like the ultimate cop before he retired and became a
PI. An acquired taste, is all.”

“I can handle that. Where’s his office?”

“Main and Fourth. Want me to introduce you?”

“No thanks. I want to come in as someone not
connected to anyone here. He might be more open with me that
way.”

“Fair enough.” Tristan reached for his
drink.

“I want to check into Kane’s alibi too. I’ll
need a PI to help me with that.”

“Don’t do anything illegal.” Tristan suddenly
blushed. “Okay, anything else illegal. I think the B and E can be
forgotten.”

* * *

Grace drove on autopilot to Main and Fourth.
Tristan had given her a long kiss good-bye back at the café.
Something she hadn’t expected. She was in work mode. Ready to find
evidence. He’d given her the intel he knew, and she’d thanked him
and started for her car.

That’s when he’d planted a long, wet kiss on
her. Then smiled that mischievous grin before turning and driving
off.

Why did she find it so difficult to get Tristan
Pleasance out of her mind? She had an article to research. She
needed to take hold of the reins of her own life. Even his Tarot
reading proved that. And how could she compete with a ghost
anyway?

Grace parked on the side street next to the Hunt
PI firm. The carved wood sign hung outside the office.

Stepping inside, she instantly smelled a blend
of musky cologne, old books, and tuna fish. Weird combination. The
four walls were dark-stained wood, with dark bookcases lined with
dusty books.

“Hello?”

A sound like a light buzzing or something
rattling came from the other room. “Hello?” a guy’s husky voice
called out.

“I’m looking for the PI who works here?”

A light flipped on in the main room, allowing
her to see a robust older man, maybe in his late fifties. He had on
one of those faded yellow shirts that looked like the kind
journalists wore in the 1970s.

“You’ve found him.”

“Hi. I’m Grace Lansing.” She extended her hand.
He shook hard, firm. Kind of like a mix of football player and
hard-boiled cop.

“I’m Derek Hunt. What can I do for you?”

She glanced around. When he didn’t offer her a
seat, she continued to stand, facing him. Was it her imagination,
or were there four framed photos of Elvis Presley on the wall? One
looked like an impersonator, because a newer Vegas hotel loomed
overhead. Interesting. A PI who was an Elvis fan. That was a new
one.

“I’m doing a true crime piece on the
disappearance of Remy and Rosie Broussard,” Grace said. “And their
nephew Jax. You see, they disappeared—”

“What true crime? Disappearing isn’t a
crime.”

She’d obviously gotten ahead of herself. So many
things reeling through her mind, all of them wrapped in excitement
over this new direction of her career.

“You have to admit, several people on a krewe
who disappear at one time is suspicious.”

Derek gave her the once-over glance, as if
reevaluating his earlier impression. “Good point, though their
disappearance was investigated. I do know Remy’s family well. How,
exactly, do you know them?”

She hesitated for a moment. Right then, she knew
what Tristan must have felt in so many situations. What he must
have gone through all his life. Knowing something for certain yet
being unable to talk about how he gained the knowledge.

Derek, being a PI, wouldn’t be very open to the
whole supernatural abilities that Tristan had used to talk to Remy.
So how could she explain her interest in this story without
sounding like a loon?

Grace chose her words carefully. “I’m a friend
of Tristan Pleasance. He mentioned his ex-fiancée, Tara”—oh, how
she hated to bring up that name—“disappeared the same night as Remy
and his family. I was already doing a feature story on the krewe
competition when I learned about the disappearances. Seems too
coincidental to not investigate.”

There. She’d put forth a logical argument, and
she’d only had to mention Tristan’s ex one time. Not bad. Guess all
her improv classes in high school were good for something.

“Maybe we could help each other find the truth?”
she continued. “I have my suspicions as to who is behind the
disappearance—”

“Who?” Derek’s eyes narrowed, his keen stare
unwavering.

“Well…”

“All secrets kept here, Ms. Lansing. Give me
your best guess. I want to know if your research thus far matches
up with my theory.”

She didn’t want to spread rumors or look stupid
if she was wrong, but all her doubts did center around one person.
Maybe if she told this PI, she would get somewhere.

She spoke the words slowly, pretending to be
speculating rather than confirming what Tristan had told her via
the ghosts.

“I think Kane Boudreaux saw an opportunity to
get rid of his competition, so he killed Remy, Rosie, and Jax. Not
sure why Tara was in the warehouse, but I presume she was at the
wrong place at the wrong time.”

Derek’s eyes twinkled. “Ms. Lansing, it’s a
pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“You don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Nope. Follow me.”

He took her into the back room where he’d
emerged only minutes earlier. More bookshelves and a large metal
desk covered with file folders.

Reaching for a thick folder, he handed it to
her. “I’ve been investigating Kane Boudreaux for years. So has the
DEA. So has the FBI.”

“Seriously?”

A sense of pride surged through her veins. She
knew her boss, Kat, had pigeonholed her into the lighthearted
pieces. She needed to be writing serious features, doing more crime
research. There had been a knack for investigative journalism in
her all along. Derek’s words just confirmed that fact.

“Remy’s family was very influential in this
town. When Remy disappeared, his siblings hired me to learn what
happened. They even have a reward for any knowledge that brings the
guilty party to justice. They think the police gave up the search
too soon.”

“And you suspect Kane Boudreaux as well?” she
asked.

“That slime has motive. The family rivalry
alone—”

“You mean the rivalry between the families to be
krewe chief? For the float competition?”

“Ohhhh, no. The rivalry between their families
goes way beyond that. Back to the Battle of New Orleans. War tales
or some shit.”

“Do you know Tristan Pleasance? His dad is—”

“I know the family. Good folks on the Krewe of
Moxie. Dad runs that supply shop.”

“Yes. Tristan is helping me with my research. He
believes Remy, Rosie, Jax, and Tara were murdered. If not by Kane,
then someone hired by him. Tristan mentioned the bodies are most
likely dumped in a nearby bayou. What do you think?”

Derek moved stacks of folders from a spare
chair. “Have a seat. This may take a while.”

She sat down in the small chair and retrieved
her notebook from her bag. A PI would likely not respond well to
the tape recorder option, but jotting down notes might seem
harmless enough.

As she sat up straighter, she noticed another
large Elvis print above his head. “I take it you’re a fan of the
King?”

Derek turned to glance at the photo of skinny
Elvis from one of his movies. “Actually, all these prints were a
gift from a client out in Vegas. Her Elvis-impersonator son had
gone missing, and she hired me to find him.”

Grace studied the photo. Elvis swished his hips
in typical rock ’n’ roll fashion. “Did you find the guy?”

Derek frowned. “Yes, but unfortunately not
alive. A few weeks later, the woman sent me these photos to thank
me for my help.”

“That’s nice.” She couldn’t help but remember
Tristan’s original description of Derek being an odd duck but a
talented PI.

“Anyway,” Derek said. “Let’s get down to the
corrupt life of Kane Boudreaux.”

“Can you tell me why the DEA and FBI are
investigating Kane?” Grace asked.

Derek leaned back in his chair and took a swig
of coffee. “His companies. The man gobbled up companies in every
industry, many of them down in the coastal parishes. The DEA
suspects he is using some of them to move drugs in.”

“Let me guess. They haven’t been able to prove
anything—that’s why he’s walking around with a Cheshire cat grin
all the time.”

“You’re a smart reporter.” He took another swig.
“Can I get you some coffee or something?”

“I’m fine, thanks.” She leaned forward. “I went
to interview Kane just the other day.”

Derek’s eyes widened. “You did? What’d he
say?”

She shrugged. “I told him I’m doing this float
krewe competition piece for the magazine I work for in NOLA, so he
mostly talked about krewe tasks and parties.”

“I definitely grew suspicious when Remy
disappeared and suddenly Kane became president of the krewe.
Getting to that position isn’t easy. But killing off his
competition? Kane will be leading that krewe team for many years to
come. The man got what he wanted.”

“My thinking exactly,” she said, glad to have
someone else validate her theory. “So while I started writing a
krewe cultural piece, it’s quickly turning into a crime story.”

“You and I could help each other,” Derek said.
“I have a big caseload, so I can’t dedicate all my time to this
case. Wish I could. But this little town keeps me hoppin’.”

“I’d be willing to help in any way I can.”

“Kane keeps his nose squeaky clean. The FBI
found a few suspicious ledgers with his accounting practices, but
nothing to nail him on murder.”

“If Tristan and I are able to find any hint of
the bodies?” she asked, not revealing how she would accomplish such
a task. She again felt close to Tristan. To know something so true
since he’d talked to the victims. Yet unable to use anything they
said as fact, otherwise he’d wind up in the loony bin.

“Finding the bodies would prove a crime had been
committed, be a huge help. It would give the police enough to bring
Kane in for questioning, because everyone in this town, as much as
they love him, knows Kane had motive. I think he’s the one who
started circulating the whole retiring to the Gulf Coast story.
He’d wanted that krewe president slot for years. Depending on how
the victims were killed, and what Kane’s alibi looks like, the
police could get a warrant to search his house and car, maybe even
his warehouse, for a weapon. And at least they’d begin
investigating in earnest again.”

She nodded. “I’ll see what I can come up with on
the bodies. And maybe just asking him more about how he got into
power on the krewe. He’ll think it’s just a follow up to my puff
piece.”

Derek’s pupils swelled like saucers. “Bad idea,
Grace. The man has proven he uses power at the expense of
others.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I can handle
myself.”

He shook his head. “Be careful. Don’t meet with
him alone. Make sure his office staff or someone else is there if
you do question him again.”

“Agreed. I can play the role of curious naïve
girl with the best of them. He opened up before when I did.”

“Just watch your back. Meantime, I’ll reach out
to my DEA and police contacts, see what else we can do. I’m sure
they want to nail this bastard as much as we do.”

“Has anyone asked him for an alibi for the night
Remy’s family disappeared?” she asked.

Derek frowned. “Hard to ask that question with
no indication of foul play. The guy somehow keeps himself and his
books clean enough to evade the Feds with anything that would
stick.”

Grace nodded. She would need Tristan. In turn,
he could get justice for the ghosts. That’s what relationships were
about, right? Helping each other.

Not to mention that incredible kiss…

“Ms. Lansing?” Derek asked, knocking her from
her momentary reverie.

“Oh. Yes. Sorry?”

“Just wanted to make sure you were all
right.”

“I’m good, thanks.” She stood and shook Derek’s
hand. “And call me Grace. I’ll let you know what I find out. Please
do the same.”

“Absolutely.” He handed her a card. “My cell is
on the back, along with my e-mail. Keep in touch.”

She nodded, thanked him, and hopped into her
Camaro. Derek’s dire warnings to be cautious rang in her ears as
she sped away.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Tristan snipped a piece of
chicken wire off from the main roll. He liked the papier-mâché part
of making floats, but he’d forgotten about how much he hated the
chicken wire for the base shape. Some people used Styrofoam shapes,
but those often came out as forced and didn’t look as
authentic.

Still, Styrofoam would’ve been easier on his
hands.

A jagged piece of wire ripped the flesh on his
forearm. “Damn it!”

“You get bit?” his father asked.

“Yes. Again.”

“There’s some bandages in the first-aid
kit.”

Tristan pressed down hard on the cut. “Yeah,
thanks.”

He finished wrapping the bandage just as his
cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“It’s Grace. Where are you?”

“Getting eaten alive by a Louisiana
monument.”

“What?”

“At our krewe warehouse. What’s up?”

“You’re not going to believe the conversation I
just had with the PI.”

“What’d he say?”

She gave him a brief summation and then added,
“Let me tell you the rest in person.”

“I had no idea the DEA was looking into him. I
just figured all his companies were a way of being greedy and ADD
at the same time.”

“Apparently, they might be shell companies to
move drugs,” Grace said. “Hey, are you free for lunch?”

Tristan glanced over at his father, who was busy
painting a large section of the float. “Yes. A quick one, then I
need to get back to this.”

“How about the Crawfish Tavern where we went
before? They have good salads. Half an hour?”

“See you then.”

Tristan held the bandage tighter. He’d long
forgotten the pain associated with building the pieces of the
float. Yet everything was coming along nicely. They had the
Louisiana culture float pieces all planned. Only a few more parts
to go, then it would be all papier-mâché. That was the best part.
It was a meditative action, something that would take his mind off
all things home, Tara, and ghosts.

Dad seemed to be doing better now that Tristan
agreed to stay for a month. One bonus to staying in St.
Francisville—with so much to do on the float, his dad didn’t
complain as much. Didn’t nag.

“I’m meeting Grace for lunch,” Tristan said.
“Want me to bring you back anything?”

His father stopped what he was doing and shot
Tristan a glare. “I have plenty of snacks in the fridge. Do you
have to go? Maybe she could come here?”

Oh, please no. Dad’s request was akin to going
on a business trip and then eating at the local cafeteria instead
of trying out decent places. Tristan needed a break, and lunch in
the warehouse wasn’t far enough away.

“I’ll only be an hour, tops,” Tristan said.
“Besides, that cannonball has to dry anyway.”

Dad glanced at the progress. “Well, okay. Just
remember we need to keep working.”

“I remember.”

How the hell could he forget?

“See you in an hour.”

* * *

When Tristan entered the tavern, Grace hadn’t
arrived yet. No matter. A break from Dad was a good thing.

Choosing the corner table for some privacy,
Tristan checked his phone for e-mail and calls. An e-mail from the
bank in New Orleans where he worked. They’d put in the paperwork so
he could stay in St. Francisville for a month. No pay, but they
assured him that his job would be waiting for him when he
returned.

Not that he wanted to be a bank teller the rest
of his life. Then again, he didn’t exactly want to return to all
things krewe in this small town either.

Chimes rang loud when the front door opened, and
in walked Grace. He stood, partly to be a gentleman, but partly
just at the sight of her. She looked radiant. Her cornflower-blue
summer dress brought out the color in her eyes. She wasn’t just
beautiful, she looked…happy.

“Hi there,” he said and cupped her chin to give
her a quick kiss. “Thanks for the chance to get out of the
warehouse.”

She blushed and sat down. “I figured you could
use a break. My dad drives me crazy at times too.”

A twentysomething waiter reached for his pad and
pen. “Get you folks started with a drink? Perhaps a Bloody Mary or
a cold draft beer?”

Grace smiled. “I guess drinking early in the day
isn’t just a New Orleans thing. No, unsweet tea, thanks.”

“Same,” Tristan said.

The waiter scurried off to put in their drinks,
seeming miffed his tip would be less if they didn’t partake in an
early happy hour.

“Guess it’s a Louisiana thing more than NOLA,”
Tristan said. “So, tell me how it went with the PI.”

She filled him in on the details, including how
Kane had been under investigation.

“Finding the corpses is key. That will negate
the whole rumor about Remy retiring by the water. Derek and I can
move forward with the investigation with bodies or some other
concrete evidence. You get to help bring the killer to justice so
the ghosts cross over, and I get my big break with a cold
case.”

Tristan folded his napkin in his lap. “Remy
guessed their bodies might be in the bayou, but I have no idea how
or where to start looking for corpses. That’s not really my
area.”

“Didn’t you say there were some afterdeath
consultants? Could they help you?”

“Yes. Declan and Ian. I’m not quite sure how to
summon them, because they usually find me, but I’ll try.”

“See if Remy remembers anything about the men
who dragged their corpses away. What they looked like, sounded
like.” Grace studied him, her eyes narrowing. “What’s wrong? You
don’t seem…happy about this.”

“If I return to Kane’s warehouse, I have to see
Tara. Not really in the mood to deal with her.”

“Didn’t you say Remy’s family was on the other
side of the warehouse?”

“Yes. Tara and they don’t speak.”

“So talk to them. Ignore Tara.”

Tristan bit his tongue. Grace meant well with
her suggestion, but ignoring Tara—even when she was dead—would be a
big challenge.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Tristan returned to the
warehouse to finish his assigned pieces on the krewe float. The
other krewe members had gone home, leaving him and Dad alone.

“You’ve got the touch,” Dad said as he admired
the handiwork. “I can’t see you wasting your talent in a bank
playing the corporate stiff.”

Biting his tongue, Tristan nodded. “Glad you
like the float piece.”

Dad pressed the remaining crepe pieces on the
side of the cannon. “Son, you’ve admitted you don’t want to be a
banker forever. How else can you advance in New Orleans? The city’s
entire economy is tourism. Here, at home, you’re heir to a great
business and a great krewe.”

“I told you, I want to live in NOLA and open a
New Age bookstore. Do Tarot. Use my gift. I’ll benefit from the
tourism, Dad.”

Tristan ripped the strips of crepe paper in
various colors and ran them through the glue solution, then
attached them onto a tall monument meant to represent a historic
landmark for the Battle of New Orleans.

“That’s your dream job?” his father asked.

Tristan ripped the piece of papier-mâché in his
hand into tiny bits. Why the hell was he even bothering to
participate in this conversation? Dad’s judgmental tone at
Tristan’s dream stirred up pent-up frustration, years of defending
his choices. Would the man ever understand?

“Dad, you should just—”

Tristan bit his tongue, prevented the hurtful
words from escaping. In that second, Mom’s sweet voice echoed in
his ears. “Make peace with your father, Tristan. He’s trying his
best.”

It’s damn hard without you here, Tristan
thought.

Dad set the cannon aside to dry. “I know I can
be pushy sometimes.”

Tristan’s eyes widened. Had his father, somehow,
heard Mom’s need for peace in that moment too? The man never
admitted fault.

“I just want you to believe in me,” Tristan
said.

“I’m a pragmatist.” Then Dad smiled wide. “If
your mother were still here, rest her soul, she’d tell me to shut
up and ask what you want to do with your life. That’s what I’m
trying to do. Understand what you want.”

Tristan stared at his father, the man who had
suddenly managed to understand the dynamics between him and
Mom.

“You’re right,” he said. “She would have said
exactly that.”

Frowning, Dad nodded. “I know. Just think of me
as playing devil’s advocate. What do you want for your life? I
don’t understand why you’d walk away from a clear future here in
St. Francisville.”

Was it possible to explain without being judged?
Tristan had never tried it before. Dad judged everything
prematurely. It was his way.

“I inherited a beautiful and supernatural gift
from Mom,” Tristan said softly, scrunching the leftover crepe strip
he held. “I enjoy reading Tarot for people. Even if many dismiss
the practice as hokum, I’ve seen the cards work magic. People like
Grace who are stuck in their careers suddenly realize they’re being
pigeonholed at work, and they gain courage to break free from those
constraints when the cards confirm that direction.”

Tristan paused. Waited for Dad to comment.
Surprisingly, he didn’t.

“Anyway,” Tristan continued, “my gift of seeing
those souls who have died is a complement to the Tarot. Both
practices help people. That’s what I want to do.”

Dad scratched his head. “You can’t possibly pay
the bills doing Tarot in Jackson Square. And a tiny book store
business would fold in six months.”

“If money were no object,” Tristan started,
choosing his words carefully. He half expected Dad to make a snarky
remark. “I’d open a large Tarot and arcane sciences bookstore in
the French Quarter, where I could practice both. Hire other
practitioners of the same philosophy so the business could grow.
Help people for the rest of my life. I’ve told you parts of this
before, but you don’t listen sometimes.”

Dad’s gaze seemed to take in everything that had
been said. “What happens if you don’t get the funds to open up a
shop like that? You’ll be a banker forever?”

And there was Dad’s gloom and doom, reentering
the atmosphere where it had always been before.

“I’ll figure it out,” Tristan said.

“But you’re here until the krewe competition,”
Dad said carefully. “Right?”

“Yes. I’ve taken a leave of absence from work to
help you adjust after Mom’s death. They’ll hold my job for me, even
though I’m not being paid.”

“I am paying you for your work here,” Dad
said.

“Good thing, because I need it.” Tristan reached
for more crepe strips.

“Son…”

Tristan turned. The way Dad had just uttered the
word son brought out a tender emotion inside him. “Yes?”

“I know I annoy you at times, but I really am
glad you’re home for the competition.”

“You’re welcome. Glad to help out.”

With that, his father went back to working on
part of the float. Tristan continued to paste the strips onto the
monument, blinking back the rising tears.

* * *

Tristan raised the latch he’d rigged on a back
window of Kane’s warehouse. The easy way in and out, provided he
didn’t get caught. He chuckled to himself. Would the need to talk
to the dead hold up in a court of law as a reason for breaking and
entering? Probably not, but if it ever could—Louisiana would be the
place where the precedent would start.

Once inside, chilled air seeped through his
bones. He knew that feeling. Tara. She stood right by the window,
preventing him from escaping her presence. To make matters worse,
Kane’s Krewe had made progress on their LSU theme. Tristan couldn’t
move forward without running into Tara. No going left or right
either, not without climbing over a gigantic gold-and-purple tiger
head.

“You came back,” she said, her voice laced with
syrupy Southern drawl. She’d used the same tone when she was alive
to get what she wanted.

“Why does everyone keep saying that to me?”
Tristan smiled. “Dad said it too, but he meant it in a different
way.”

“You know people don’t leave their hometowns in
this state,” she whispered. “But I’m glad you found me. Now we can
be together.”

Together?

“Tara, we discussed this. Sooner or later, Grace
and I will solve your murder, and you’ll cross over. It’s not
scary. I can get Declan to walk you through it.” He’d long grown
accustomed to the fact that it wasn’t a bad thing to reach the next
realm. For most humans, though, the thought made them shudder.

“What happens if you can’t?” she asked. “Didn’t
you say there are suspects but no evidence?”

He paused. Was it his imagination, or was there
an inflection of hope in her question?

“Tara,” he began. “We cannot be a couple
anymore. Even if your killer isn’t caught.”

She backed off, her anger leaking heat from her
semitransparent form. An odd mix of hot and cold. Much like his
relationship with her when she’d been alive.

“You don’t want me? C’mon, Tristan. We were
meant to be.”

He dropped eye contact with her and glanced
sideways at the large tiger head. Worst-case scenario, he could
climb it to get away…

“Don’t you miss me?” she added in a cooing
voice.

“Of course I do, but I’m alive. You’re a spirit
now. Has your afterlife consultant ever shown up?”

“That would be a no,” Remy chimed in as he
glided across the floor at record speed.

Tristan groaned. Where were Declan and Ian?
Weren’t they going to come to the warehouse and help after he last
saw them?

Tara prodded her spirit form forward, only
inches from Remy’s face. “What are you doing on my side of the
warehouse?”

Tristan pinched the top of his nose. Yet
another headache. How had he not guessed that ghosts could act
like children just as much as living humans?

“Remy, you’re allowed to be here,” Tristan said.
“And Tara, you’re allowed to be in his area too.”

“But—”

“No buts.” Tristan gestured around the room.
“This is only your temporary home anyway. It’s time you start
working together.”

“I’m more than ready to get out of Kane’s
place,” Remy said. “Not only is the man screwing up the whole krewe
theme, he doesn’t get what the heart of this tradition is all
about.”

“What is it about?” Tristan asked. “Because
everyone here goes crazy at Mardi Gras.”

“It’s about community. About working together
despite differing opinions and approaches to doing things. A krewe
is like a jury. Strangers coming together, and they have to form a
cohesive decision that works for everyone.”

“Interesting,” Tristan said. “Never thought of
it like that before.”

“So now you’re talking to me, Remy? And about
community, no less?” Tara said.

Remy scratched his chin. “My wife’s
suggestion.”

Tristan tried to suppress a smile. Rosie
Broussard was the power behind the man, even though Remy ran the
krewe back in his day.

“Grace has resources—”

“That girl you brought here?” Tara asked. “I
don’t need her help.”

“We sure as hell do,” Remy said. “It’s time to
leave. I can’t even move as many objects anymore. We’re losing our
power to be human.”

“What have you tried to move?” Tristan
asked.

Remy grinned. “Supplies for Kane’s Krewe. Beads
he needs to finish a design. Irritated him to death, but we aren’t
making any real difference at slowing the bastard down.”

Tristan brushed his hair behind his ears, taking
a deep breath in the process. “Grace and I are going to do more
investigating on where Kane was that night. Who Kane was in contact
with before Remy’s disappearance. The PI looking into your
situation may find something.”

“We did hear Kane get a strange call the other
day. He told the guy never to call him on that line. Sounded
mysterious.”

“Was it a guy? Perhaps it was a mistress?”
Tristan asked. He wouldn’t put it past Kane to have any number of
mistresses—or perhaps other wives—placed throughout the Mississippi
Delta.

Remy shook his head. “I think it was a guy,
judging at how harsh Kane was on the phone.”

“Something to look into. I’ll see if Grace can
do a search on the phone records.”

“I always knew my family would hire a PI if
something happened. Must have been my sister who hired him.”

“I need y’all to concentrate. When Kane’s group
comes here to decorate the float, listen to the conversations. Keep
track of anything pertinent. Anything we can use.”

Tara floated away and stared out the window. “I
still don’t think this will work.”

“Have a little faith,” Tristan said.

As he crept out the window to leave, he swore he
heard her mutter the words, “I do. That’s the problem.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Declan didn’t think it was
possible for his feet to hurt. He was dead, after all. But they
did. Ached like mad.

He and Ian had been busy the last few days, but
not in Louisiana. Connell had summoned them for an emergency meet
in Galveston, Texas, to train some newbies to handle an influx of
deaths. Not a bad side assignment. At least the people there hadn’t
been murdered.

Problem was, Connell remained surly about the
krewe job taking so long. So much so that he’d insisted Declan and
Ian walk back to St. Francisville instead of traveling by air.

“This sucks,” Ian said as he trudged along the
railroad tracks for the umpteenth hour. “How much further?”

Declan pointed down the track. “About another
mile to Kane’s warehouse.”

“Why’d Connell do this to us?”

Declan shook his head. The Goth newbie didn’t
realize how much worse things could be. “Wait till you spend
winters in Idaho, kid.”

“Geez.”

“Motto is,” Declan began, almost out of breath,
“never piss off the boss.”

They walked in silence for the last mile. Every
part of his body—even semitransparent parts that had long lost
their human cells—ached like when he’d been alive.

“Agree,” Ian finally said. “So what’s the plan?
Let’s get it done fast so Connell doesn’t come looking for us
again?”

“We go assist the souls in the warehouse any way
we can. Spy on people, whatever it takes for us to finish this damn
krewe job.”

Declan prodded his way to the warehouse,
scanning the area for any sign of Tristan. “Stop. I hear someone
inside.”

Shrugging, Ian followed behind. Once inside, the
sounds echoed even louder. And did Declan hear a dog barking, or
was that his imagination?

A pretty redhead marched up to both of them.
“Who are you?”

A bit put off by her abrasive tone, Declan tried
to use his calm voice. “My name is Declan, and this is Ian.
We’re—”

“You’re the afterdeath consultants?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Tara. Where the hell have you been?”

Ian glanced at Declan. “You wanted to do the
talking.”

“Long story, but we’re here now. And we’ve
enlisted Tristan to solve your murder so you can cross over.”

Tara frowned.

“Problem?” Declan asked.

She had beautiful brown eyes that grew dark.
“Tristan is already working on solving our murders, but we don’t
know anything.”

“Good news,” Ian piped in.

“Not really,” Tara said, sighing, and a cool
breath stirred across the room.

“There are others here,” Declan said.
“Right?”

Nodding, Tara pointed to the opposite end of the
room. “Remy, Rosie, and Jax. And the dog.”

“Ah, so I wasn’t imagining things,” Declan said.
“Ian, why don’t you go bring them over here? We’ll go over
everything.”

Ian nodded and floated into the large alligator
jaws until he faded from sight.

Tara turned, seeming fascinated by the
boarded-up window. “Your friend might not be able to convince the
others to join in. They don’t really hang out with me.”

“That must be lonely,” Declan said.

She spun around, studied him. “Exactly. But I
guess you see a lot of arguments between spirits in your line of
work?”

He chuckled. “You could say that. Look, I know
this situation is difficult, but things are going to be fine. We’ll
get you crossed over real soon.”

She narrowed those pretty brown eyes into an icy
glare. “Who ever said I wanted to leave?”

Pain shot down his shins and into his ankles.
Damn it, why did Connell make them walk all the way back? He needed
all the energy he could get to handle this krewe. The krewe of
souls.

“Many are afraid to cross, but I assure you
things will be fine.”

“Right,” she said, the sarcasm dripping in her
tone.

Declan glided a short distance away. Partly to
give Tara her space. Partly to avoid the wrath of a redhead, should
she get angry.

Ian and the others floated out from the
alligator’s mouth and toward them. Declan smiled. All the
semitransparent spirit forms clustered together looked like the
alligator had exhaled a puff of smoke.

“Here we are,” Ian said. A reluctant man, woman,
teen boy, and dog followed behind.

“Thanks.” Declan moved to stand in front of
everyone. “I’m Declan and this is Ian. We realize being trapped
here has been disturbing, but we’re here to help.”

Remy stepped forward. “You just missed Tristan.
He and that reporter are going to do some research. I think she’s
working with a PI hired by my family.”

“Good. While they do that, what can we do to
help the effort?”

“Tristan kept asking us about where our bodies
were dumped,” Remy said. “I don’t suppose either of you knows how
to find corpses?”

“No,” Declan muttered.

“I do,” Ian said.

Declan stared at the kid. “Since when?”

Ian shrugged. “Connell gave me that talent back
in Savannah. The welcome wagon spirit women showed me how to use
it. I can locate bodies within a mile radius of where I am.”

Declan could hardly believe his ears.
“Really?”

“Yep. Connell told me to mention it when the
time was right.” Ian grinned wide. “Time seemed right.”

Declan ran his fingers through his tousled hair,
hoping to brush off the annoyance. First he’d been forbidden to
work alone. Now his new partner could locate corpses as a special
talent? And why hadn’t Connell bestowed any kind of special gift on
him?

He stopped. Why was he acting just as childish
as these souls were? Louisiana must be getting to him. He needed to
finish the job and move on.

“Great, we’ll use that talent,” Declan said. He
turned to Remy. “Any idea which bayou they dumped your bodies
into?”

“Don’t know,” Remy said as he scratched his
chin. “You may want to start on the south shoreline though.”

Declan nodded. “Come on, Ian. Let’s go. We’ll
tell Tristan our plans and then search the local bayous.”

Tara glided back and forth, stirring a cold
breeze. “Wait. There’s no real rush to find the bodies, is
there?”

Everyone—especially Remy—glared at her. Declan
narrowed his eyes. What was with ghosts not wanting to cross over
lately? First Kathreena, now Tara.

“No. Not yet.”

Declan took a deep breath. He knew he’d sensed
something about her demeanor earlier. Redheads were always the
wildcards.

“I’m going to regret asking this. But, why? Why
would you rather spend eternity in a warehouse than go to the other
side?”

She stood silent for a moment. Crossed her arms.
“Because I want Tristan and me to be together.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Remy Broussard clenched his
hands into fists. Then he remembered that he no longer had fists,
but wisps of a semitransparent form.

“You can’t be serious,” he said. “Tristan is
alive. Y’all may have been the king and queen of the Mardi Gras
back in the day, but you’re dead now.”

Tara glared at him. “Which you’re so happy
about, I’m sure.”

“What? I wasn’t the one snooping around the
competition, girly.” Remy shook his head. “If you had minded your
own business, you wouldn’t be dead.”

“I did it for Tristan. For our krewe. We’re dead
already. Stop tormenting me.”

“You’re delusional,” Remy said. “We need Tristan
and the others to find out who killed us so we can get out of this
place.”

“Tristan and I have history,” Tara began, then
pointed to Rosie. “Your wife understands how important history is
to a couple. How important it is to be romantic. Why can’t you
believe that, somehow, Tristan and I will be together?”

Rosie offered an empathetic smile. “I do believe
in those things, Tara, but Remy is right. We’re dead. Our
opportunities are over, at least here in this warehouse. It’s time
to move on to the next place.”

“She’s right,” Declan and Ian said at the same
time.

“What is wrong with you people?” Tara turned and
half glided, half marched away.

Declan shook his head. “She’ll need to be ready
when the time comes. Meanwhile, y’all keep gathering what info you
can. Ian and I are going to go visit Tristan, then we’ll search the
local bayous.”

“Thanks,” Remy said. He pointed to where Tara
had stormed off. “That one’s crazy.”

“Honey, she’s in love,” Rosie mentioned. “It
takes time to say good-bye.”

“Yeah. Well, I’m ready for a bon voyage right
about now.”

“Soon.” Declan pointed to the exit. “C’mon, Ian.
Let’s go.”

After the two afterdeath consultants had left,
Remy swore he heard something. Not Jax or the dog chasing the red
dot. Something else.

“Tara will accept our fate in time,” Rosie
began.

“Shh,” Remy said. “You hear that?”

Rosie and Jax drew closer.

“Voices,” Jax said.

“C’mon. Let’s go listen.”

“What if they see us?” Tara asked.

Remy shook his head. Damn silly girl.

“You’re dead. When are you going to be convinced
of that? They can’t see us.”

Tara rolled her eyes. “I forgot for a simple
moment, okay?”

Remy stopped himself from sarcastically adding,
“Sure you did…”

They stayed close together, inching themselves
down the far wall so they could see who had entered the
warehouse.

Two men tossed the contents of the supply boxes.
“Aw, shit. We got a ton of work to do. Kane didn’t tell us we had
to still paint the damn float,” a guy with an out-of-town accent
mumbled.

Remy clicked through a physical description so
he could tell Declan and Tristan later. Average height, white male,
brown jacket, wide girth. Remy couldn’t place the origin of the
accent. Maybe Biloxi?

“You know we had to take time off for other
tasks,” guy number two said. Basically, a skinnier version of the
first man. “One thing for sure. I refused to deal with more bodies.
When we dumped them in that bayou, I got a leech bite on my leg
that got infected. Damn thing still gives me fits.”

Remy leaned in closer, tried to listen for
anything else. But the men only spoke of krewe updates, things
being done.

So who had hired these men? Kane? It would make
sense. Damn politician-like guy had wanted the president seat all
along. By killing Remy, Kane had set himself up as the ideal
candidate.

Betrayal stabbed Remy like a knife. He’d been
good friends with Kane since the beginning, but the last few years,
Kane had gained too much power. Not to mention had lost a few
ethics along the way.

“Did the men say who gave the order to kill us?”
Tara asked.

“No. They might be too smart for that. But we
were right about the bayou.”

“Do you think they’ll find our bodies?” Tara
whispered.

“I hope so,” Remy said. “Change is inevitable. I
know you love Tristan, but we can’t spend our eternity here.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Tristan took a detour on the
way to Grace’s hotel. Akron Lane, the back-end street flanking the
historic main area, was one of those winding roads that he’d raced
down in his youth.

Revving up his VW Bug, he took the turns once
again. With every incline, every swooping turn, memories flashed
back of him and Tara racing down the road at night. Dangerous and
stupid were the understated ways to describe it, but it sure had
been a hell of a lot of fun.

Swerve to the right. Left. Up. Over. The gravel
road looked like a flexible, living strand of a tapestry. A
material drenched with memories as well as humidity.

At the far end of the road, he swerved to a stop
and took several long relaxed breaths. He’d embraced adventure
once. Time to do that again. He needed to move to the future, not
the past.

Okay. He was ready. He turned the wheel to drive
back, when two beings flew up in his vision. Slamming on the
brakes, he stopped. Adrenaline thundered through his veins. What
the hell just happened?

He shoved the gear into park. Got out. “Hello?”
Had he hit someone? An animal? He hadn’t been able to tell as the
image had morphed into the same shape as his headlight’s beam.

“Hello, Tristan.” Declan stepped into view.

Tristan checked his pulse. Still racing, but it
would slow down now that he knew Declan wasn’t a threat. He looked
to the other spirit. Ian’s Mohawk, with rainbow-colored hair, and
Goth makeup was quite distinctive.

“Hi, Ian.” Tristan turned to Declan. “Want to
tell me why you almost gave me a heart attack?”

“He gets his kicks any way he can,” Ian
said.

“Tell me about it,” Tristan said.

Declan pointed to the kid. “This one seems to
have a skill that many of us don’t have. He can locate dead bodies
within a mile of his location. If you or that reporter can find out
where the bodies were taken, we can get you an exact spot. That
will help bring the killer to justice and get our job
completed.”

“That’s good news. I’m thinking the bodies were
dumped in a nearby bayou, but that covers dozens of square
miles.”

“We could start looking,” Ian said. “There’s not
much else we can do until we know more.”

“Can that reporter friend of yours figure out
anything?” Declan asked. “Maybe narrow down a vicinity where we can
focus our efforts.”

Tristan nodded. “Grace had a meeting with the
PI.”

“Good,” Declan said. “Keep digging. The sooner
Ian and I finish this assignment, the sooner we can get out of this
Napoleonic state.”

“I’ll catch her up.”

Declan smiled. “Must be nice having someone
around who knows about your gift but isn’t afraid of it.”

Tristan nodded. “Yes. I have Mom to thank for
that. Grace seemed a bit shocked at my seeing abilities, but at
least she didn’t want to call the men in white coats.”

“You’re lucky,” Declan whispered. “My sister
Brianna didn’t have it so easy.”

“Are you all right?” Ian asked.

“Just reminiscing,” Declan said. “And I want to
get back to Savannah. So. We all have our jobs to do. Let’s get it
done.”

Tristan nodded and started the car. Between
caring for Dad, working on the krewe float, and trying to find out
where the bodies were, Tristan had his work cut out for him.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Grace reached across the
comfy sofa in her hotel room to answer her phone. Caller ID said
Tristan. Smiling, she picked up.

“Hey you.”

“Hi. I’m here. Can you come down and sit on the
swing with me? I need to catch you up and figured we could watch
the sunset.”

“Sure. I have things to tell you too. See you in
five.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

She hung up, sprung off sofa, and looked at
herself in the mirror. Ugh. She hadn’t been able to get much sun
lately, and her freckles looked more like a road map than a blended
tan. Note to self: write future notes in the sun.

Reaching for her makeup bag, she brushed on some
powder and added more green to her eye shadow. A refresh of
lipstick, and voila!

On the way down the stairs, she saw Connie and
Sam behind the desk. Such a cute couple. They razzed each other as
they updated items in a ledger and gave each other flirtatious
glances.

I hope I’m like that one day.

The thought made her cheeks go hot. Who would
that other person be? Tristan? Someone she’d meet later? She tried
to imagine Tristan and her together. Weird thing was, she’d done
that trick with other boyfriends in the past. She’d never been able
to see past the following year. They had been fun. Temporary. A
distraction.

None had staying power, but Tristan? He
might.

“I believe you have a gentleman caller,” Connie
said, teasing her with a wink. “He’s out on the porch. I put some
bottled waters out there. Y’all let me know if you want anything
stronger.”

“Thanks.”

If this blushing didn’t stop, Grace would need
something stronger. But for now, water would do.

She stepped out onto the porch. Tristan leaned
back on the swing, one arm slung over the back. Ready to have that
arm around her when she sat down.

“Have a seat,” he said.

She took the spot next to him and the swing
began to sway. Cicadas chirped in the background, and in the
distance, a low-pitched sound of a faraway train whistle added its
note to nature’s harmony.

“I haven’t talked to the PI yet today,” she
said. “But I thought I’d give him an update once I’d spoken with
you. Did Remy or the others tell you anything else?”

Tristan set his hand on her shoulder, bringing
her closer to him. She could smell his musky cologne. Her heart was
going to explode out of her chest, he made her so excited. Stop.
Focus.

“Turns out, one of the afterdeath consultants
can find dead bodies,” he said. “So I’ve sent them to check out the
nearby bayous. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“I hope so.” Grace let her toes slightly touch
the ground, swaying in the swing. The large orange sun began to
descend behind the live oaks. “You were right about the PI being
unique. But he’s nice. I get the feeling this is the one case that
got away from him. He’d be thrilled to see Kane arrested.”

Tristan nodded. “I never considered the
possibility of foul play with his many companies. I just figured
the man couldn’t commit to any one thing. Instead he tries doing a
million things well. Doesn’t usually work.”

Grace continued to swing. He invited her to make
the ideal comment and watch his reaction, so she spoke. “So he’s
afraid of commitment.”

“Probably.” Tristan flashed her a smile. “Don’t
worry. I’m not.”

Full color. On the face. Her hands leapt to
cover it up.

“You’re cute when you blush,” he said. “Why are
you embarrassed?”

She cleared her throat. Tried to act normal. Why
did Tristan have this effect on her? She’d always been in control
in her other relationships. Then this sexy, dark, and mysterious
Tarot card reader walked into her life and BAM! Instant mess. Just
add water.

“Stop teasing me,” she joked, reaching for the
cold water bottle and pressing it against her face.

“But I like to.”

“Tell me something,” she said.

His green eyes, so soulful and intense, gazed
into hers. “Anything.”

“When you do a Tarot reading on yourself, what
does it say?”

Those green eyes twinkled. “That was
unexpected.”

“Why? What did you think I was going to
ask?”

He leaned closer to her, where his lips were
only millimeters from hers. She wanted to kiss him. To inhale
him.

“I thought you were going to ask me to kiss
you,” he said.

“That too.”

He arched his eyebrow. “I’ll say one thing for
you, Grace Lansing. You do keep a man on his toes.”

She smiled. “You have no idea.”

“So. Tarot. Mine usually say similar things to
yours. The need to break away from playing it safe. The need to
trust my artistic instincts. I read the cards and think that I
should follow my heart.”

Now she did want to kiss him. “Follow your heart
where?”

He reached out, stroked her cheek with a tender
hand. “To you.”

She couldn’t utter a word. Couldn’t even think
straight. “Kiss me” was on her lips, but he silenced her by
granting her wish.

His tongue slid into her mouth, intertwined with
hers. Not too much. Not too little. With tiny nibbles on her lips,
his hand reached for her shoulder. Then lower, until he caressed
her breasts through her shirt. Instantly erect, she leaned in
closer to him. They’d stopped swinging. Now they moved to their own
rhythm.

Cicadas, tree frogs, and a distant whistle.
Dragonflies buzzing overhead and wind flowing through tingling wind
chimes provided the perfect backdrop to this amazing closeness.

The sound of a creaking door…

Oops. Grace looked toward the noise. Connie, the
innkeeper, waited behind a screen door for them to realize she was
there.

“Sorry.”

“Y’all are so cute together,” Connie said.
“Don’t mind me. Just wanted to bring you some complimentary
champagne to watch the sunset.”

Tristan, now blushing as much as Grace had,
thanked her.

Once Connie retreated into the inn, Grace turned
to Tristan. “Well, that was interesting. What should we toast
to?”

His happy eyes turned pensive as he held up his
glass to hers. “To us.”












CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Tristan hoped his toast
hadn’t been too much of a come-on. The last thing he wanted to do
was make some lame attempt to get her attention. But based on her
glowing smile, he’d made the right move.

The champagne had the perfect amount of fizz,
and just enough sweetness, to quench his thirst. He leaned in and
kissed Grace once more. Even better. Champagne on her sweet lips.
Best combination.

“Tristan?”

He pulled back but kept her in his arms.
“Yes?”

She bit her lip. “I’ve never met anyone like you
before.”

A shot of adrenaline pumped through him. “You
mean, like me as a guy or me as a ghost whisperer?”

“Both.”

“Usually, people are scared of my gift,” he
whispered. He reached out, stroked the long strands of red hair as
he spoke. “But you’re different too. You have no idea how much that
means to me.”

“Everyone in my dad’s world lies. Perceptions of
truth, rather than the actual truth. But you’re not like that.
You’re honest,” she said.

He smiled a bittersweet smile. Another trait
he’d inherited from Mom. His mother would have liked Grace. Liked
her sense of independence and truth.

Tristan adjusted his position so he could wrap
Grace in his arms tighter. Just as he moved his leg, Grace leaned
in to nuzzle against him. Just enough force between them both, that
the porch swing swept under them, knocking them onto the porch
floor.

Arms. Legs. All one bundled mess. His shin ached
but was otherwise okay.

“You okay?” he asked.

Obviously, she wasn’t hurt. She lay on her back,
knees tucked up to her chest as she cracked up laughing.

“I’m fine,” she said through high-pitched
giggles.

The porch door swung open and Connie rushed out.
“I heard a loud noise. Oh my heavens! Are y’all okay?”

Tristan regained his footing and stood up.
Offering a hand to Grace, she took it and joined him in being
vertical.

“We’re fine,” Tristan and Grace said
simultaneously.

“I’ll have a look at that swing,” Connie
mentioned.

“We shifted our weight forward at the same
time,” Grace said. “But thanks for checking on us.”

Connie examined the swing.

Tristan leaned in to whisper in Grace’s ear.
“Maybe we should go someplace less dangerous?”

He hoped he wasn’t asking this too soon, but
based on her reactions, she would approve.

“Sure thing,” Grace said with ease and took his
hand to lead him inside.

“You two lovebirds be good,” Connie said with a
wink.

Blushing, Grace nodded. And Tristan followed. He
would follow this redhead wherever she went—and she led him up to
her bedroom.

Outside her room door, she slid the electric key
into the lock mechanism. “Forgive the mess,” she said, entering the
room.

He sauntered in. The place looked immaculate.
“What are you talking about? This place is superclean.”

“That’s going to change.” She pressed her body
to his, lifted up his shirt, and tossed it across the room.

“Oh, I see.” Tristan ran his fingers along her
shoulders. “And now it’s my turn?”

“Do with me what you will.” She beamed at him.
Oh, if only she knew the things he wanted to do to her.

His hands practically ripped off her shirt, and
he tossed it on the opposite side of the room from his. The
electricity between them surged. Sparks flew. Eyes connected.
Bodies longed. He could hardly believe the feeling. He’d read about
it in books but hadn’t ever experienced what Grace was doing to
him.

She pulled him close, her fingers on his belt.
Slowly, she unbuckled it and threw it across the room. It hit the
desk and slid to the ground. He moved in, nuzzled her neck with
kisses. She moaned, even gave a soft laugh when he nibbled on her
ear.

As they kissed, he put his arms around her.
Unsnapped her bra clasp with one easy move. He started to take it
off her shoulders, but she reached for his hands. “Let me.”

His need grew even more. She took her manicured
fingers, held the dusty-blue bra straps, and lingered for a moment
before she pulled her bra off, letting it fall between their feet.
Exposing her breasts to the cool air, nipples erect and
responsive.

Oh, heaven. He reached out, cupped one breast,
and massaged her while he tasted her lips in a long kiss. Then he
moved his mouth to her nipple. Using his tongue, he wound it around
in a teasing formation. She grabbed his hair and pulled him closer
to her.

When she moaned, he kissed harder. Damn, she
still had her pants on, and she was already driving him over the
edge. Think of something. Go slow. Don’t go too fast.

* * *

Grace relished being so close to Tristan’s body.
His fingers unbuttoned her jeans and tickled her as he slid them to
the floor in a crumpled pile. She reciprocated until they both
stood, naked, holding each other in the middle of the room.

“Come this way,” he said, settling down onto the
bed. After putting on protection, he pulled her on top of him. “You
are so beautiful.”

She knew the heat flared in her cheeks, because
the room suddenly felt like it was one hundred degrees. Tristan’s
green eyes seemed to gaze into her, deeper than any man she had
ever known. Maybe being a reader, a medium, he sensed things
differently.

With a slow, rhythmic yearning, he entered her,
and she sighed with pleasure. He fondled her breasts as he used his
hips to get closer. She held his hands to balance herself, liking
the feel of him squeezing her hands while thrusting inside her.

Their gazes met in one long, romantic moment as
he took her over the edge, again and again. Completely spent,
minutes later, she cuddled up in his arms, at total peace.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Grace rolled over to her left
side. Tristan lay sleeping on his back next to her. She placed her
hand on his chest and snuggled up next to him.

The surge of electricity, of attraction between
them, had only been magnified in their lovemaking. She inhaled his
clean scent and traced his chest with her fingers.

“Mm,” he said, his eyes still closed.

“Morning,” she whispered.

For one brief moment, everything remained still
and perfect. Their bodies were touching. His presence made her feel
protected, loved, and safe.

Then everything changed.

“Morning?!” Tristan sprung up in bed. “What time
is it?”

She looked over him at the clock. “Almost ten.
Why?”

“Crap.” He looked at her, his face pale. “I’m
sorry. I’m supposed to be with my father right now. We were going
to scatter Mom’s ashes sometime today—”

“Oh.” Grace pulled the sheet up, instinctively
protecting herself. There had been some old flames who’d
disappeared the next morning, never to call again. Or worse,
disappeared in the middle of the night. She hadn’t exactly wanted
the morning after their lovemaking to go this way.

“Sorry,” Tristan said.

“Don’t be. It’s important to be with him. Call
me later?”

He leaned in, offered a quick kiss.
“Absolutely.”

He managed to get dressed and out the door in
record time, leaving Grace on the bed wondering what to do
next.

Her throat began to ache. Along with a lonely
pang in the pit of her stomach. She wrapped her arms around herself
and took a deep breath. Grace knew damn well not to take this
personally. That Tristan was different from the other men who’d
disappeared or found some convenient reason not to call. Logically,
she knew that.

Emotionally? Her heart couldn’t quite believe
anything at the moment. They’d shared a wonderful evening, and he’d
made no mention of needing to get an early start. Then bam, he’d
escaped with the speed of a thoroughbred out the door.

Why the hell was she overreacting? She’d come to
St. Francisville for a story. For her career. Seeing Tristan was
about helping him in this tough time, not indulging in her own love
life. So why the hell did she suddenly feel so damn lonely?







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Tristan raced to his dad’s
house. When he walked in the door, Dad sat at the kitchen table, a
silvery urn sitting in front of him.

“Where have you been?”

“Long story. Sorry I’m late.”

“We need to get going. The daily trains will
start in another few hours. We have to scatter her ashes before
then.”

“I know.” Tristan knew all the details. Why had
he picked today to be late, to not set an alarm when he stayed over
at Grace’s hotel room? Damn.

His father stood up and grabbed the urn. “C’mon.
Let’s hurry.”

Tristan bit his lip. How could he be so stupid
as to not be on time? Today was the one instance where Dad needed
him. And he’d blown it by letting his attraction to Grace make him
late. Damn. Grace hadn’t seemed happy when he’d rushed out the
door. He hoped that before today was over, he could fix everyone
else’s feelings about him.

He would be better. For everyone.

Double clicking the car remote, he opened the
passenger door for his father. After getting him settled in,
Tristan walked around and got in.

“Where in the tracks should we scatter them? Did
you want to go near the accident, or perhaps up by the curved split
north of here?”

“I hate it, but Kathreena always loved that one
spot where we had our wreck. She thought that was the prettiest
part of town.”

Tristan nodded. “Okay. We’ll go there. If you
want to split her ashes in several places, we can do that too.”

Dad gave a long, weary nod. Kept his eyes
forward, his shoulders slumped. The man appeared more tired than
Tristan had ever seen him before. The poor man. Lost his soul’s
companion.

Starting the engine, Tristan pulled away slowly.
Took the winding scenic route to the railroad tracks near the
intersection where the accident happened. When he arrived, he
pulled into a public parking area at a convenience store across the
street.

“We’re here,” he whispered.

Dad clutched the urn as if holding Mom’s remains
tight across his chest would make it easier to say good-bye. Sadly,
nothing could make the sadness go away—except time.

Tristan opened the car door for his father. “Let
me hold the urn while you get out.”

Nodding, Dad relented. They moved together
across the velvety grass scattered with wildflowers and
dandelions.

“She loved walking along the tracks, blowing
dandelions in the wind,” Dad said, his voice a faint whisper. “Most
people called them weeds, but she said they were magical stories
that would travel far and reach people.”

Tristan nodded. He remembered seeing all the old
photo albums of Mom as a kid, doing exactly that. Bending down, he
picked one up and offered it to his father.

With tears welling in his eyes, Dad blew a long
breath. The delicate white seeds from the dandelion danced in the
wind before being carried down the tracks.

“Kathreena, I miss you already. You were my
lovely wife. My best friend.”

Tristan fought the tears burning in the back of
his eyes. He knew this would be an emotional moment, but he hadn’t
been prepared to hear just how much Dad wanted Mom back. Until this
point, Tristan had missed her in his own way. But while he’d lost a
mother, Dad had lost a best friend and spouse.

“I love and miss you, Mom. I wish I could have
seen your spirit to say good-bye,” Tristan said.

With care, Dad opened the urn and scattered her
ashes along the tracks she’d loved so much. A sudden wind appeared,
pulling her ashes upward into a hazy pattern before blowing them
down the tracks.

“Did you see that?” Dad asked.

“Yes.” Tristan strained his ears to hear. “Mom?
Are you here?”

Wind chimes tinkled in the nearby live oaks.
Tristan had once heard of a medium who’d heard the same thing.
Turned out, the wind chimes were the ghosts talking.

“Mom?”

Dad’s eyes widened. “Do…do you think she’s
here?”

Tristan darted his gaze left and right.
Something—or someone—was here. But his mother’s presence was
nowhere to be found.

“Mom? Or whoever you are, please speak up?”

A male voice called out from behind them.
“Tristan.”

He turned. Saw a muscular man with
shoulder-length blond hair. Guy looked like a Viking. Tristan
didn’t recognize him, but the semitransparent aura around him made
it clear he was a spirit.

“Hello?” Tristan said.

“Is it her?” Dad asked.

“No,” Tristan said. “Give me a minute. There’s
another spirit nearby.”

Dad nodded and walked a few steps away to talk
quietly to Mom’s ashes.

Returning his attention to the ghost, Tristan
asked, “Who are you?”

“The name’s Connell. I’m Declan’s boss.”

Tristan swallowed hard. He didn’t know much
about the hierarchy of the afterdeath consultants, but he knew that
getting a visit from this guy instead of Declan had to be
significant somehow.

“What are you doing here? Where’s Declan?”

Connell stepped forward, his ghostly demeanor
reminiscent of another time. Perhaps as a soldier in Ireland, given
the name and his faint accent.

“Declan and Ian are busy searching for the
bodies so they can finish their assignment with your fiancée and
your friends.”

Late fiancée, Tristan thought, wondering
how Connell knew so much. Maybe more knowledge came to the dead
after they’d crossed over.

“And you’re here now because…”

Connell sighed. “I need to give you some helpful
information. About your mother’s death.”

Tristan cleared his throat and looked over to
his dad. The man’s lips were moving, and there were tears falling
down his face.

“What do you know about my mom’s death?”

An equal mix of curiosity and dread thundered
through his veins. If this was Declan’s boss, and Declan had spoken
to Tristan’s mom about keeping the peace with Dad, then obviously
Connell knew what he was talking about.

“I’m not sure you’re ready to hear it,” Connell
said.

Instant terror shot through him, but he stood
tall. Took a deep breath. “I am. Tell me.”

Connell’s ice blue eyes stared right into his.
When most men made eye contact, one broke it off immediately in the
standard culture. But Connell didn’t break. His pensive, empathetic
stare only worried Tristan more.

“Tell me,” Tristan repeated. He would go to war
with this freaking ghost if he had to. What did this spirit know
about his mom?

Connell broke eye contact, stared at the long
train tracks for a second. When he returned his gaze to Tristan, he
spoke in a clear voice. “Your mom’s death wasn’t an accident.”







CHAPTER THIRTY

“WHAT?”

Tristan’s pulse quickened.

“I’m not supposed to be telling you any of
this,” Connell said. “Sending messages between the living and the
dead is forbidden.”

“So I’ve heard.” Tristan bent down, picked up a
dandelion, and stared into it. “Then why are you telling me
now?”

Connell didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up a
dandelion and smiled. “Kathreena loved these.”

Tristan cleared his throat. “If you know that
factoid, obviously you’re telling me the truth.”

“Yes.”

“My dad thought there was a hit-and-run driver,
but the details were fuzzy. No one was ever caught. No cameras out
this way.”

“That’s why it was an ingenious move,” Connell
said. “But one done with purpose. Not an accident, by any
means.”

“Who drove the other car?” Tristan checked his
pockets, looking for anything to write down details with. He would
have the person brought up on charges, arrested for taking part in
his mother’s murder.

“I can’t tell you that,” Connell said. “But I
can say, tell your inquisitive girlfriend to keep digging. There’s
a connection between your mom’s death and the krewe
competition.”

Tristan could hardly believe his ears. “You’re
saying my mom was killed because of a contest?”

“I’m not confirming or denying anything.”
Connell blew on the dandelion, and tiny white seeds flittered into
the sky. “But your reporter friend is on the right track.
Kathreena’s death and the krewe of souls are related
incidents.”

“Why the hell can’t you tell me and save
everyone a lot of time?”

Connell’s eyes narrowed. “I can appreciate your
frustration, but remember who I am.”

Tristan’s memories came flooding back. Tales his
mother told him about the duties and freedom the afterdeath
consultants had. How they could make things happen—or not—to ensure
the right outcome.

He didn’t know exactly what that meant, or what
Connell could do to him, but it was probably best that he not
rattle the dog’s cage.

“Fine. Please tell me why someone would want my
mother dead.”

Connell arched an eyebrow. “Your mother wasn’t
the target.”

Tristan could feel his mouth drop open in shock.
Glancing back, he noticed Dad still hanging out near Mom’s favorite
place.

“My father was who they wanted dead?” Tristan
asked, partly to confirm with Connell but also just to utter the
words so they would make sense in his own mind.

“Yes.”

So much made sense now. Dad ran the krewe supply
shop. Dad was in power on the rival krewe. Someone could benefit
from his death, but nobody from his mother’s.

Tristan balled his hands into fists. Anger
boiled in his blood as his heart raced.

“It was Kane Boudreaux, wasn’t it?”

Connell remained stoic. The ghost would make one
hell of a great poker player.

“I can’t reveal that information,” Connell said.
“Just tell your girl to keep digging.”

“I’m ready to go back home now,” Dad said,
walking back toward them.

Tristan turned to Connell for one last word.
“Please. Just nod once if it’s Kane?”

“No, Tristan.” Connell gestured toward Tristan’s
dad. “Take care of him. I have to go.”

Connell hovered for a moment, then turned and
walked away.

“Hey!” Tristan sprinted after him. “You said
that telling me was against the rules.”

“It is.”

“Then why’d you do it?”

With that, Connell turned and smiled. “Because
you’re a medium. And now you owe me.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Tristan drove toward home.
When they passed Fourth Avenue, Dad sat up straighter. “Wait! Turn
right. Let’s go to Marigny Park.”

“The park?” Tristan hadn’t been in ages, but
they used to enjoy having picnics there as a family.

“I admit, I’m feeling nostalgic,” Dad said.
“Give a guy a break.”

“No, that’s fine.” Tristan turned at the next
intersection and made his way back around to the park. Swing sets
lined one side, and a series of banana trees lined the other.
Picnic tables dotted the remaining greenery area. The ideal spot to
talk.

“Looks like you’ve seen a ghost,” Dad said as he
got comfortable on the picnic bench.

Tristan coughed. Talk about Dad’s words being
right on the money.

Nothing—except the truth—remained stuck in the
back of his throat. He couldn’t bring himself to tell his father
that Mom hadn’t been the target of that car crash. Not yet,
anyway.

“Just thinking about Mom’s ashes,” he said,
hoping that would be a good excuse.

“I miss her more than you know.”

Biting his lip, Tristan nodded. “I do too.”

“I know I hound you about staying in town for
the krewe competition—”

“Dad, please.”

“Just let me get this out?”

Remain calm. Even though that stupid
competition was what had killed his mother. And could’ve killed his
father if the accident had been different.

“Okay,” Tristan said, reaching for a large weed
and attacking it by the roots.

“Your mom and I grew up in St. Francisville.
We’ve been part of Feliciana Parish all our lives. She was my date
at the junior high school dance, though admittedly, I was such a
klutz then.”

Dad’s nostalgic smile sent a painful knife to
Tristan’s heart.

“I remember seeing the dance photo,” Tristan
whispered. “Mom was always so sentimental, that way.”

“Romantic,” his father corrected. “And I will
miss her. But I think we are honoring her with our efforts. By you,
staying here for a month and helping out. By us, continuing to
honor the tradition of this parish that my dad did before me, and
his dad before him.”

Tristan nodded. “One appealing thing about
Louisiana is the family history.”

Dad leaned in closer. “And we honor that with
the traditions we keep.”

Tristan swallowed hard. He could never tell his
father the truth. Not now. If Dad knew the competition and the
krewe setup had led to the car accident—and that he’d been the real
target—he would only deteriorate more.

Sometimes, keeping secrets was the better
option. That was what Tristan swore to do. No matter what.

* * *

Later in the afternoon, Tristan went directly to
Grace’s hotel. In the lobby, Sam wore a large jester cap and a
flowing emerald robe. Tristan barely even blinked, just thought,
Only in Louisiana.

“If an outsider walked in right now,” Tristan
said, “they’d be unable to make out what you’re doing.”

Sam grinned wide and pivoted to show off the
flowing material. Connie appeared from behind him, holding a spool
of yarn in her mouth. “Hold still!” she murmured through her closed
lips.

“Sorry, darling.”

“I thought you weren’t part of the krewe
competition,” Tristan said. “That’s what Grace told me.”

“We usually aren’t,” Sam mentioned as he turned
slightly. “Ow!” He stared down at the needle that jabbed into his
ankle.

“I told you,” Connie said. “Stay still or you’ll
get bit.”

“Fine.” Sam redirected his gaze to Tristan while
keeping his body still. “Kane asked us to be in the parade. He’s
going to invest in building a new wing of the hotel to open next
year.”

Tristan frowned. “Are you serious?”

“Of course. Why? Is there anything wrong?”

Tristan forced himself not to blurt out his
suspicions about Kane Boudreaux. Sam and Connie had lived in St.
Francisville all their lives, and Kane remained well liked in the
community. Until Tristan had proof, any accusations needed to be on
hold.

“Not wrong, per se,” Tristan began as he chose
his words carefully. “I just figured people in this town were
either all-in with the krewes, or not. Surprised to see y’all join
in now.”

“Ah,” Sam said. “Dear, may I move now? My leg is
cramping.”

Connie pressed her lips into a thin line, added
one last pin, and stood up. “Fine. You can move.”

Sam tried to shake out his leg, but the long
flowing emerald robe was so cumbersome that he looked like someone
strutting down a runway. Weird times.

“Is Grace here?” Tristan asked.

Connie set down all her sewing supplies and
stood back to admire her handiwork in Sam’s outrageous outfit. “Oh,
she checked out this morning. Didn’t she tell you?”

“What?”

Tristan grabbed his phone out of his pocket. No
texts from Grace. No voicemail alert.

“She left? Did she say anything?”

“Something about having to return to New Orleans
for a story.”

Why would she leave without even telling him?
The last time they were together, they’d woken up from making love
the night before. Then he’d gone to scatter his mom’s ashes. It
hadn’t been the ideal morning-after he’d planned, but he’d hoped to
make it up to her tonight.

“I guess I’ll call her. She probably got a call
from her editor,” Tristan said. The words were meant to comfort him
as much as provide an explanation of why Grace hadn’t said
good-bye.

“She did,” Connie said. “I remember her taking a
call at breakfast.”

“Thanks.” Tristan took one last glance at the
carnival outfit that Sam wore. The fact that he already looked like
Santa Claus didn’t help as he tried to be a carnival king wearing
green and purple. He just looked like Santa had picked the wrong
outfit.

“I’ll speak to you soon,” Tristan said. And
perhaps have some information to warn you about Kane Boudreaux’s
suspicious offer of an investment.

He walked out to his car. Before starting the
engine, he reached for his cell and called Grace’s number.

“Hey,” she answered.

“Hi.” He cleared his throat. “I just stopped by
the hotel. They said you checked out?”

“Sorry I didn’t tell you. Kat called me first
thing and said they needed me back here for a story.”

Her voice sounded on edge. Was she upset about
anything?

“What kind of story? Are they giving you the
feature you wanted?”

Silent pause. “Dog adoption day at the lake
front.”

Tristan opened his mouth, ready to hurl an
onslaught of words into Grace’s ear. Why the hell did she leave
without saying bye? Why would she return to NOLA just to do the
puff pieces she’d been trying to avoid? Was a pet adoption day more
important than her career?

However, in that long pause, the tense silence,
he sensed she didn’t need a lecture. She was doing what she had to
do, even if he didn’t agree with her taking a backward step. Damn
it, though, she should have said good-bye. Guess all women just
figure they can disappear and never communicate. Typical.

“Tristan, are you there?” she asked.

How to utter the words without attacking her or
sounding like he was whining? He took a deep breath. Focus.

“I…I thought you would’ve at least had time to
text me. Tell me you had left town.”

Grace cleared her throat. “I guess after this
morning I wasn’t sure where we stood. You were busy with your
family. I didn’t want to get in your way.”

What was she talking about?

“Grace, having you here in town wasn’t a
problem. It was a pleasure. I am sorry I bolted out of there this
morning. That wasn’t my intention—”

“I know,” she said. “I guess I began to feel in
the way. Then my editor called and insisted I return.”

“I would hope they’d start giving you more real
stories.”

Silence. Had he pissed her off with his comment?
Sent her running, never wanting to meet with him again?

Each ticking second became unbearable.

“Grace, I’m not trying to judge your decisions.
And I know—even the Tarot cards know—that change for the better
takes time. We can’t get where we want overnight.”

“Thanks for that,” she whispered. “Maybe I
can…”

Hope flickered for just a split second.

“Maybe you can what?” he asked. “What were you
going to say?”

“I need to talk to my editor about the story,
about how long they may need me in town. Maybe I can come up this
weekend?”

“That would be fantastic.”

“Okay. I need to go. Kat’s calling me into her
office.”

He couldn’t tell if she was being truthful or
needed an excuse to finish the conversation. Stop. Tara screwed
up your thinking. Grace is different.

“Let me know on the weekend. I have more info to
share, if you make it back here. Good to talk with you, Grace.”

“You too,” she said, followed by a slow
click.

“Grace,” he whispered to the air. He loved
saying her name. Maybe she could return this weekend. Maybe. He
needed to find a way to make sure she didn’t escape so quickly next
time.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Grace stared at her phone for
a long moment after hanging up. Tristan had seemed receptive to her
returning to St. Francisville, which was good. No, she shouldn’t
have left without saying good-bye, but he’d bolted out the door so
soon after them making love that she’d just…needed to get away. To
breathe. To not be in the way of things. She’d invited herself into
his world, into his post-funeral activities. He needed time to get
things done too. Being an hour or more apart would be a good way to
get some space. Do some thinking.

“You ready for the outline review?” Kat asked,
sitting across from her. “You look like you’re lost in thought. I
need your full attention.”

Grace shook off any thoughts of Tristan. “I’m
good. Just a weird phone call.”

“Ones from men always are,” Kat said. “So, where
are we with the pet adoption story?”

She ran through her notes, citing past years’
events and ideas for snappy headlines to give the adoption agency
some good press. The same. The usual. Puff and fluff.

Kat jotted down notes in her ledger.

“Kat?” Grace asked.

Kat glanced up. “Yes?”

“I really want to be on more crime features.
Investigative journalism instead of these filler pieces.”

“That department is filled,” Kat said without
even looking up. “Besides, you’re good at the filler articles.”

Grace sighed. She was literally being
pigeonholed. Kat seemed to have no desire to even listen. Maybe it
was time to update the résumé.

At Grace’s heavy sigh, Kat did look up, albeit
with a frown. “Look, if you’re fascinated by true crime, go have a
peek at the police station. Mark is there now getting a story.”

“You mean it?”

“But hey, make up the time.” Kat pointed a bony
finger. “I’m not putting you on the crime story. I’m just saying if
you get your other work done, Mark could use the company.”

Grace nodded. She and Mark had gone to high
school together at Ben Franklin. He would give her the rundown on
what she needed to break out of writing silly things. Time to start
writing the truth.

* * *

Forty minutes later, Grace pulled into the back
lot of the Orleans Parish police department and parked next to
Mark’s VW Bug. Just like Tristan’s, but Mark’s was red instead of
sage green.

She power-walked her way inside like she
belonged there. Act as if. It was her mantra. If she was going to
jeopardize her job to report crime features one day, she may as
well start now.

The desk sergeant sent her down a side hallway,
where she spotted Mark where he always was—getting more coffee.

“Hey, stranger,” she said as she leaned against
the break room’s doorframe.

He sloshed the coffee and immediately reached
for a paper towel. When he saw her, he smiled. “Grace Lansing. What
are you doing here?”

Grace stepped into the room and poured herself
some coffee. “I understand you’re going to sit in on an
interrogation this afternoon?”

He half smiled. “I am. You want in?”

“Yes. Besides, it’ll be good to hang with a
fellow Franklinite.”

“Our reunion is next year. You know they decided
to include the elementary grades as part of the Franklin system,
right?”

Grace fixed her coffee with the right amount of
sugar and milk. “I heard the rumor but didn’t know they’d already
made the decision.”

“They’re calling the younger grade school Baby
Ben,” he said with a smirk. “Nothing like a great marketing
name.”

“Cost of progress,” she bantered back, enjoying
the reminiscent chat. They crossed paths at work, but being in
different departments, she had not had the chance to catch up with
a fellow alma mater buddy.

He grabbed a napkin. “Doesn’t Kat have you
writing about cute kittens and nature shows? Why the sit-in on a
police interrogation?”

“I’m so ready for a change.” Grace took several
swallows of coffee, then tossed her cup in the trash. “I want to do
what you do. But keep this on the down low, okay? Just a secret
between high school buds?”

“Sure thing,” Mark said. He gestured to the
left. “This way.”

“Thanks.”

She followed him down a long set of hallways,
turned right, and then entered a room where they could see a guy
being interviewed. He had full-sleeve tats—nice ones, she
noticed—and a shaved head.

Mark nodded to the other cop. “This is Grace
from the paper.”

The cop gave her the once-over glance.
Apparently, she passed inspection. Grace returned her gaze to the
suspect. The guy gave one-word answers to most questions the cop
asked.

“They never offer info,” Mark whispered. “You
have to drag it out of them.”

She knew that already, but made a mental note
anyway. The cop tried every approach. Good cop. Bad cop. Slammed
his fist on the table. Polite offers to get the suspect a cup of
coffee. Nothing seemed to work.

Mark pointed to the wall, where the cop stood up
and adjusted a knob. “He’s turning up the temperature in the
room.”

“Making it hotter?”

Mark nodded. “The guy might talk if he gets
something cool to drink.”

Grace smiled. “Literally, turning up the heat on
the guy?”

“Yep.”

She studied the guy’s demeanor. Then she turned
her gaze to Mark, her old schoolmate. He’d become so corporate
looking. Strange change after his hippie days at Ben Franklin.
They’d both been in the creative arts program—NOCCA—and she always
figured he would grow up to become the manager of a grunge band.
Not a crime reporter.

“…in St. Francisville…” the suspect
murmured.

Grace darted her gaze back to the suspect. “What
did he just say?”

“Guy said he was in St. Francisville the night
the murder here took place,” Mark said. “It’s this little town near
Baton Rouge—”

“I know where it is.” Grace pressed her hands
against the glass as if she could somehow learn more.

“Many people don’t,” Mark said.

“Shh.”

“Fine.”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I need to hear this.
There’s a murder investigation I’m looking into in St.
Francisville.”

Mark took a long, hard look at her. “And you
think this guy might be related to the case you’re
researching?”

When he said it like that, it sounded
ridiculous. Like she was crazy for even trying to relate the two
abstract ideas together. But what if she was right?

“Maybe,” she whispered, keeping a stern stare at
the guy. “Do we get to talk to him at all?”

“Nope,” Mark replied. “We’re reporters, not
cops.”

“Is there any way to flag the cop in there?”

Mark turned. “No. You can’t interrupt
questioning to insert your theory.”

Grace swallowed hard, kept her esteem in check.
Maybe she was crazy. Then again, maybe she wasn’t.

“What’s the suspect’s name?” she asked.

“Tony Blanchard. Why?”

She shrugged. “No reason.”

In reality, she had a good reason. When she
returned to St. Francisville and followed-up with Kane, she could
mention this guy. Get Kane’s instant reaction. Would his pupils
turn large and black? Would he seem surprised?

One way or another, she would get to the
truth.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“Ugh! This is disgusting!”
Declan yelled. His legs were covered in green slime and algae as he
waded through every backwoods bayou he and Ian could find in the
local area.

Ian held a large stick in his hand to push the
crawling gook out of the way. “When I said I could locate bodies,
this isn’t what I had in mind.”

“Why do humans always pick messy ways to kill
people?”

Declan shook his hands, shaking off clumps of
mush.

“I’m not getting any special sensations,” Ian
said. “I don’t think the bodies are in this part of the bayou.”

Declan sighed. “We’ve already covered the
western Feliciana area. Where could the damn corpses be?”

“Is there an eastern Feliciana?” Ian asked.

“I don’t know, but I thought I saw a few dirt
roads that led to waterways when we first arrived. We could go back
and try.”

Ian trudged forward, then sank under the
water.

“Hello?” Declan searched in every direction.
Where had Ian gone?

Seconds later, Ian’s Mohawk—now greased with
green algae goo—resurfaced.

“We’re not here to swim,” Declan said in a
sarcastic tone. “You stumble into a deeper spot?”

Ian nodded, wiping bayou water off his face.
“Here.” He pointed, then coughed loudly.

“What’s here?”

Ian brushed himself off. The bluish-green bayou
water seemed attached to his spirit form, not wanting to let go of
a presence with a cooler temperature.

“Bodies.”

Declan tilted his head. “Seriously? How’d you
suddenly find them?”

“Tripped on a rock and fell. Don’t tell anyone
that’s how I discovered them.” Ian smoothed the points back in his
hair. “Especially Connell.”

“Deal.” Declan prodded his way through the
sludge. “You’re sure it’s them? Four bodies in total?”

Ian nodded. “I can’t explain this gift, but I’m
pretty sure it’s them. There’s a strange object in one of their
pockets, too. Feels like it could be a cell phone.”

Declan arched an eyebrow. “You can tell all that
after these bodies being in the water for twelve months?”

“They’re bloated, but the clothes are still on.
I’m surprised the gators didn’t get them.”

He turned and glanced back up to the main mouth
of water. “My guess is, these little pools of the bayou don’t have
the food to sustain an alligator. The gator population probably
stays further east, in deeper water.”

Ian shrugged. “Guess the cell phone wouldn’t
have helped the investigation either way. With the battery dead,
the cops couldn’t triangulate the signal.”

“True, and I doubt that put the phone in
rice trick works. However, I find it interesting that not one
of the souls back at the warehouse mentioned they had a phone on
them.” Declan helped Ian pull the bodies up, and they placed them
on a nearby sandbar. Far enough out of the way of gators, but still
not permanently safe.

“Let’s go tell Tristan about this. We should be
okay with the gators for another day or so.”

Declan stared down at the disgusting green goo
clinging to his form. “We’ve been wading in this muck for
hours.”

Besides, the sooner he let Tristan know where
the bodies were, the sooner this whole damn Louisiana job would be
over.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Tristan painted the ground
level of the float white so the black objects and colorful pieces
would stand out. He sighed, glancing at their typical Krewe of
Moxie float. The tall historical marker for the Battle of New
Orleans stood proud in the middle, with cannons on both sides. Dad
had done a great job by using wire to make the cannon exiting the
chamber appear realistic.

“I can hear that sigh way over here,” Dad said,
using a tiny paintbrush to fill in some missed spots. “What’s
wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Bull crap. What’s wrong?”

Tristan stopped, turned, and headed to where his
dad painted. “It’s hard to get enthused about the same old themes
year after year.”

Dad straightened and shrugged. “You wanted us to
do something new, but time is too tight. I don’t even have many
materials left in the krewe supply shop. We’ve ordered more
inventory, but it won’t be here till after the judging. In this
case, we’re better off using the material we had from previous
years. Besides, I didn’t know if you’d be around to help me—”

“That may be true, but these floats are always
the same themes. I wish we could’ve done something different.” He
dabbed a bit of white on the bottom. How’d he miss that spot?

“Next year, maybe,” Dad said.

I won’t be here next year. Tristan
swallowed the words. They needed to get through this year first
before he set up the argument for not being around next year.

“Maybe.” Tristan half smiled. That’s when he
heard the whispers.

“Need to talk to you.” The voice was Declan’s,
which Tristan recognized immediately.

“Where?” Tristan asked, not bothering to glance
over his shoulder.

“Where what?” Dad said.

“Nothing.”

“Outside,” Declan whispered.

“Dad, I need a break. Back in a few.”

With that, Tristan grabbed a bottled water from
their small fridge and blinked when he walked out into the bright
Louisiana sunshine. There, near the main railroad tracks, sat
Declan and Ian, both perched on the railroad ties.

“What’s up?” Tristan asked, looking around to
make sure no would spot him talking to thin air. The tracks were
deserted, other than the ghosts.

Declan stared long and hard, his mouth a grim
line. “We found the bodies. You need to tell Grace and the PI to
move on this investigation.”

“That’s great news. Grace is still in New
Orleans, but I can call her—”

“There is one other thing,” Declan said.

“What?”

Declan met his steady gaze. “Your gal Tara is
sabotaging my job. She’s more interested in sticking around so you
two can become a couple again.”

“First of all, Tara isn’t my gal. She’s my late
fiancée.” Tristan took a deep breath. “Second, you’re saying she
deliberately sabotaged the investigation into her murder?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“Why would she do that?”

Declan laughed. “You may be a seer, but you are
blind. She’s in love with you, genius. She thinks by staying here
she won’t have to cross over.”

Tristan’s mouth went dry as the sudden
realization hit him like a sharp slap. Tara had never focused on
moving into the next realm. She’d wanted to cling to the past, to
their time together. In truth, their whole relationship was based
on history. On memories. Now she wanted whatever part of him she
could have.

“Wow.”

“We’re all blind when it comes to women,” Ian
added.

“I’m sorry she died—I loved her once. But she
can at least do me the favor of letting me go.” A favor that would
enable him to move forward with Grace, a woman who, he believed,
would never hurt him by hiding the truth.

“I’ll talk to Tara about crossing over,” Tristan
said. “There is something I wanted to ask you about though.” He
tipped the water bottle to his mouth and swallowed, wishing he had
a bucket or something to sit on. But it would look odd if he just
sat here talking to the tracks. He took another sip.

“What’s that?” Declan asked.

“Connell came to see me—”

“What?” Declan and Ian asked simultaneously,
both standing in obvious alarm.

“Connell,” Tristan said. “He told me my dad
wasn’t the target in the car crash. That my mom died, but she
wasn’t the one they wanted dead.”

Declan narrowed his brow as he leaned closer.
“Connell shared this information with you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Tristan shrugged. “He said because I was a
medium. And I would owe him.”

Both Ian and Declan gave empathetic whistles,
the kind that sent worry pumping through Tristan’s veins. He
crinkled the water bottle.

“What?” Tristan asked.

“Connell doesn’t do favors lightly,” Declan
said. “If he told you something so you’d owe him, trust me. He will
come to collect one day. And that won’t be pretty.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Tristan called Grace twice
but only reached her voicemail. Uncertain if Kane or anyone else
had a bug placed on their phones—perhaps Tristan was being
paranoid, but better safe than sorry—he declined to leave a
detailed voicemail saying Declan and Ian had found the bodies. He
left a generic message asking her to return his call, and that it
was important.

Meanwhile, he spent the afternoon snipping wire
and touching up each float piece with paint. The gray cannonballs
hurling out the cannons. The final touches of paint on the historic
marker that honored those who’d died in battle.

Their krewe contest entry was almost complete.
Landmarks of Louisiana history, all made of papier-mâché. He
couldn’t help but feel pride as he set a cannonball in place.

“Looks good,” Dad said, admiring the
handiwork.

“Thanks. Your pieces too. We have a shot this
year.”

“That we do.” Dad stretched his back. “I’m going
to take a break for dinner. Want to join me?”

“I’d love to, but I need to follow up on some
things. Maybe I’ll join you for coffee and dessert at the house
later?”

“Sure.”

Was it his imagination, or had Dad’s mood
improved as they’d made progress on the krewe float? Either way,
Tristan wasn’t going to complain.

On the way out to his car, his cell chirped.
Grace. Good.

“Hey you,” he answered.

“Hi. Sorry, I’m still in NOLA working on this
piece for Kat.”

“I need to see you. There’s an important
breakthrough in the case.”

“What is it?”

“Call me paranoid, but I don’t want to state it
plainly over the phone lines.”

Pause.

“Are you expecting me to play charades,
Tristan?”

“You know those…um…pieces of evidence we were
looking for? Don’t say the word over the phone. Just tell me if you
get my meaning. The things Declan and Ian, the afterdeath
consultants, were seeking?”

“I understand,” she said. “And did they find the
evidence we wanted?”

“Yes.”

“Tristan, you have to call the cops!”

He held the phone closer to his mouth. “How
would that look after twelve months’ time, that I just happen to
know the information? No. This is best if you bring Derek in to
help. I tried calling him, but he’s out for the day.”

Someone coughed. Tristan spun around, darted his
gaze in every direction. A series of bushes moved, but there hadn’t
been any wind. Maybe being paranoid was a good thing. Had Kane sent
someone to follow him?

“Tristan, are you there?” Grace asked.

“I can’t say any more,” he whispered. “I need to
see you in person. Are you returning to St. Francisville anytime
soon?”

“Tomorrow. I’ll be there through the
weekend.”

Warmth spread through him. She was
returning.

“That’s terrific. Call me as soon as you get
in?”

“Will do. Talk to you then,” she said, then hung
up.

He swiped the End button on his phone. Slowly
approached the bushes nearby. What the hell would he do if some bad
guy leapt out, anyway? Hit him with his phone? Now more than ever,
he regretted not taking that advanced karate class.

Time to get the hell out of here.

* * *

After dark, Tristan got in his Bug and drove to
Kane’s warehouse. Two new cars were parked out front, and lights
were on inside.

Crap. He wouldn’t be able to sneak in—not
completely. Shutting off his headlights, he slowly pulled around to
the back and parked.

The window he and Grace had used to sneak in
still had a crack. It might be enough to communicate with the
ghosts inside. Based on his current mood, he might be able to hiss
and yell loud enough to reach Tara.

The hard shells that lined the back driveway
crunched under his feet, making enough noise for a jumpy squirrel
to scatter away to safety. When Tristan reached the window, he
peered inside. No sign of Kane’s guys. Good. They were likely on
the other side, working on the float.

“Tara,” Tristan whispered through the window,
ready to flee any second if a human noticed him.

“Is that you, Tristan?” Her chilling presence
drew close to the window, where she tried to move forward but
couldn’t. “Come inside.”

“I can’t. Some of Kane’s men are there.”

“What are you doing here then?”

Tristan took another quick glance around. No one
nearby to spot him, save for the irritated squirrel.

“I need to ask you something,” he whispered.

She flashed him that sexy smile, the one he’d
fallen in love with as a teenager. “Anything.”

Willing himself to be immune from her charms, he
asked, “Are you trying to deliberately hide information about the
case so you won’t cross over?”

“What are you talking about?”

Irritation coursed through his veins. She was
playing manipulative games with him. The one part of her
personality he always tended to block out. Had he really pined for
her after her disappearance as much as he thought he had? Somehow,
he’d forgotten all the annoying things that she’d done over the
years. Using her charm, and masterful way of getting things she
wanted from people.

“Declan told me that you deliberately tried to
slow the investigation and didn’t want your bodies found.”

She couldn’t meet his stern gaze. Couldn’t even
respond. Caught red handed. The cell’s location wouldn’t have made
much difference anyway, not after a year. However, she hadn’t known
that. And she’d lied to get what she wanted.

“Tara. I want an answer.”

“Declan wasn’t supposed to tell you that.”

Tristan narrowed his eyes. “You’re changing the
subject, not answering me.” Come to think of it, now he remembered
exactly how good she’d been at this game. How it annoyed the hell
out of him.

“Why did Declan have to go ruin everything?”

He pressed as close to the window as he could.
“He didn’t. He told the truth. That’s what I want from you, Tara.
Why didn’t you want your murder solved?”

She turned to him, her beautiful red hair
cascading down like a goddess’s. “Because then I knew we could no
longer be together.”

Was he imagining things, or was there an extra
bit of moisture near her semitransparent face? Was she…crying?

“Tara…”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a mess of
things. I did all of this for you. For our krewe team, Tristan.
Next thing you know, I’m dead.”

“Exactly.”

“I knew you were a seer and would eventually
find me. Who says things can’t work between us now? So I’m a ghost
and you’re human. Fairy tales have been told about that
before—”

“Exactly. Fairy tales, Tara. They aren’t
real.”

“Why can’t our story be real, Tristan? You said
it yourself. Death is just crossing over to another realm. It’s not
the end.”

She looked longingly at him with those warm
brown eyes. Eyes he used to see in his mind every night before he
went to sleep. He had truly loved her. Once.

“You shouldn’t stall on this, Tara. What about
Remy and his family? They can’t cross over either, and you want to
delay things to have a relationship with me? That’s not fair.”

“They’ve treated me like dirt since we died. I
wasn’t exactly concerned about how this affected them,” she said,
the cold tone matching the icy feeling in the air as she paced back
and forth.

Tristan unclenched his fists. This wasn’t even
worth being angry about. If anything, he felt pity for her.

“You know I can’t be with you,” he said. “We had
something special when you were alive.” His mind clicked through
good memories with her. Their first kiss. The first time they won
the krewe competition and they went to the formal ball in New
Orleans. The long, lazy days walking together hand in hand. All of
that seemed to fade away. He had remembered all the good things
when he thought she’d broken his heart. He’d lost sight of how
absolutely nuts the woman could make him. Those negative feelings
had been compartmentalized, and now they were staring him back in
the face, where he could no longer ignore it.

“What if,” Tara said, “you came with me to my
side?”

“What?” He took a mental and physical step
backward.

“If I can’t become human again, you could join
me.”

He couldn’t help himself. He’d been filtering
his words to spare her feelings. But she was being absolutely
ludicrous.

“Are you kidding me? You want me to end my life
to be with you? No. N, then O. It’s not a solution.”

She frowned and turned to walk away from the
window.

“Tara, wait.”

“What for?”

“You’re being unfair. I loved you once. Then you
disappeared. I guess I built you up in my mind as someone I needed,
someone I missed. But I have to say, it never occurred to me that
you would ever want my life to end so we could be together. This is
like a Romeo and Juliet knockoff, but in the absolute worst
way.”

“I thought you loved me.”

Dare he say what he was thinking?

“Tristan? I said I thought you loved me.”

Go easy. Use gentle words, but tell the
truth.

“I did love you. We were great when you
were alive. But that’s past tense—”

“I suppose that bitch Grace is present
tense.”

“Don’t call her a bitch. She’s a great
person.”

“And you love her.”

Hearing the realization come out of Tara’s mouth
had never rung more true. Damn. He knew love was blind, but how had
he not seen this all along? Tara was the past. Grace was the
future. Time to make the right choice and stop chasing a memory. He
could fall in love with Grace if he let himself. And he wanted
to.

“Yes,” he said with as much definitiveness as he
knew how. “Yes, I do.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The following day, Grace
tossed a few outfits, books, and supplies in her car before locking
up her apartment and heading for St. Francisville. She’d turned in
her run-of-the-mill articles on meaningless trivia to Kat last
night. Now she had a week’s reprieve to finish her krewe piece. To
find out if Tristan had heard of Tony Blanchard. Or maybe Kane knew
him? The man still sat in jail, according to Mark.

Heading west on Interstate 10, she turned up the
radio when “The Mardi Gras Mambo” came through her surround sound.
The jazz-filled and upbeat tune evoked thoughts of Tristan, the
krewes, and recent weeks through her mind.

A chirping cell phone knocked her from her
trance, and she pressed the hands-free earbud to answer.
“Hello?”

“It’s Dad.”

Her breath caught in her throat. She and her
father had an agreement: they met for breakfast once a month. Only
the most important conversations warranted a phone call between
bagel dates. What did he want?

“Hi. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing serious, but I wanted to talk with you.
Is this a good time?”

She did a quick sweep at her mirrors. Rush hour
had ended a few hours ago, and the interstate was at a lull in
traffic.

“Now’s good.”

“I had a meeting at Brennan’s this morning—”

“I thought they closed.”

“Family squabble. It’s reopened though. You know
how the restaurant business goes in New Orleans.”

Especially when it’s family. I can
relate.

“Right. So you were at Brennan’s…”

“I ran into Kat.”

“Oh?”

Something about her father calling her to
mention he’d run into her boss made the back of her neck itch. This
couldn’t be good. She braced herself for whatever would come
next.

“We got to talking,” he said. “Kat mentioned you
were seeking out crime reporting opportunities?”

Grace swallowed hard with relief. So this was
his angle. He’d been worried about her safety. She could manage his
fears easy enough.

“Yes. Don’t worry. I’m being safe—”

“Safety isn’t my concern.” His words were
abrupt. Cold. Out there hanging in the silence that followed.

“I’m sorry?”

“Don’t get me wrong. Yes, I’m concerned about
safety and you reporting on true crime cases, but that’s not my
reason for calling.”

“So what’s the reason for the call today,
Dad?”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a giant
egret whoosh down into the wetlands and nab a fish in its mouth.
Symbolic action. Survival of the fittest. Some lions ate their
young. Perhaps Dad was a lion in a former life.

“Dad? You still there?”

“Yes. I hear you’re doing a story about the
krewes in St. Francisville. Specifically looking into Kane
Boudreaux?”

Grace kept her gaze on the road for the moment.
Drive straight. Don’t lose control.

“How do you know that much detail?” she asked.
She hadn’t even mentioned the part about Kane Boudreaux in her
notes to Kat. So how could he possibly know?

“I raised a daughter who’s a journalist,” he
said in his New Orleans drawl. “I have my ways. Anyhow, we might
have an issue with you investigating Kane.”

We? What we? He had never stood in the way of
her career before. Why the sudden shift?

“Why’s that?” she asked. “I mean, what issue are
you referring to?” Did she sound professional, like she’d been
aiming for? Or did she sound like she was a prepubescent teen and
he’d caught her doing something wrong?

“My PR firm is doing several campaigns for Kane
Boudreaux’s seafood companies. I’m sure you’re aware that, should
you discover anything less than stellar about the man, it wouldn’t
look good for my own daughter to report such things.”

She blinked back the fury building within
welling tears. Tears she wouldn’t let fall.

“Grace? You still there?”

“Are you asking me to withdraw from a story
because of how you want your company to portray seafood?” she
asked, hardly able to believe the question had to be asked in the
first place. But that was dear ole Dad. Cared more about the
perception of truth than the real thing.

“Don’t put me in this position, honey.”

“You? What about the position you’re putting me
in?”

“I’m not telling you to abandon your
principles—”

“Sure sounds like it. You know how important my
career is. Hell, you paid a mini-fortune to Loyola so I could get a
degree in journalism.”

“My point exactly.”

Damn it. She’d used the wrong logic in that
argument. He had paid for her tuition—therefore she owed him
favors? No.

“What exactly are you saying?” she asked.

“Don’t fly off the handle,” he said. “I only
want a heads-up if you discover anything that would harm the man’s
image. Or my PR campaign. Or both.”

“And if I do find something, and I tell you,”
she said, speaking slowly and deliberately, “what exactly would you
do?”

“Minimize the damage, of course.”

By forcing me to silence my journalistic
voice, you mean.

“I’m almost to the Baton Rouge set of crazy
exits, Dad. I need to go.”

“Grace, wait—”

“You know how jam packed and weird these Baton
Rouge exits can get,” she said. “I’ll keep you in the loop on
things, okay?”

“Okay. See you in a few weeks.”

“Right. Bye, Dad.”

She tapped her earpiece and let out a seething
breath. What the hell was the man thinking? Better yet, did he have
a clue what he had just done? He’d asked her to possibly conceal
the truth if she happened to come across it. Not outright said it,
but…

Would he protect his clients no matter what,
even if that meant sidestepping his only daughter?

* * *

Once in St. Francisville, Grace stopped into
Derek’s PI firm. She meandered through the newly formed piles of
folders and ornamental photos dangling from the ceiling.

“Guess you’ve been busy,” she said, walking into
his back office.

He wiped his mouth with a napkin and pushed away
his half-eaten po’ boy.

“New case. Unfaithful spouse. Not the most
exciting, but it’s the bread and butter of the PI business. What’s
up? Any more news on Kane?”

“Oh yes.” She hung her purse on the door hook
and pointed to the chair. “May I?”

“Absolutely. Sorry. My manners are missing. Too
much on my mind.” He grabbed a notepad and a pen. “What’s the
latest?”

She sat down. “I have some great updates, to
tell the truth. First, Tristan believes the bodies of Remy, Rosie,
Jax, and Tara are in the corner bayou, near West Feliciana.”

Derek’s eyes widened. “Wow. How’d you come by
that intel?”

Grace opened her mouth to speak and…damn it. How
did Tristan manage an existence where truth came from dead
souls?

“I think he was fishing near that area and saw a
corpse floating,” she said, clearly grabbing at the first white lie
she could think of. Fishing? How lame.

“Interesting guy, that Tristan.” Derek wiggled
his computer mouse to wake up his monitor. “But it’s worth a
look-see. I’ll e-mail my buddy at the precinct. If they can find
anything, we can get a warrant and move ahead.”

“Great, glad to help.”

Derek flew his fingers over the keys and sent a
quick e-mail.

“Oh,” Grace said. “I also viewed an
interrogation of a guy who’d been arrested for assault in New
Orleans. He mentioned he’d been in St. Francisville the night of
the murders.” She’d checked that information with the police after
watching the interview.

“Really?”

“I got his name,” she said, handing him a sheet
of paper. “Figured even if Kane had an alibi, that maybe he hired
someone to kill them?”

“Ordinarily, I’d say you were jumping to
conclusions,” Derek said. “But in this case, I don’t think so. Most
people don’t just drop through our little town without it being a
vacation or other specific reason.”

“True.”

“You said you had other news too?” Derek
prompted.

“Well, not really as big a news, but my father
called me on the way here.”

Derek leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms
over his chest. “What’s your old man got to do with this case?”

“Nothing. I mean…”

“Grace, you’re a reporter. Just spill it.”

She smiled at his frank methods. “He runs a PR
firm that does promo for Kane’s seafood company. I told him I
wouldn’t compromise my ethics—”

“But he’s your dad. I get it.”

“What do you think I should do? It infuriates me
that he would even put me in this position, but if we find out
anything about Kane, what should I do?”

“I’d wait until we have hard evidence. Then
decide. Maybe just tell the old man he should be prepared to
distance himself from the charismatic Kane Boudreaux.”

“Okay.” She could handle that. Besides, most big
PR firms distanced themselves from people once they broke the law.
She would wait until she had evidence, then tell her dad. No way
would she stop her story, but she could give him the option of
pulling his promo support for a murderer.

“What do we do next?” she asked. “I’m here
through the weekend. Maybe longer.”

Derek jotted down a few notes. “Got any plans
this evening?”

She’d hoped to see Tristan, but she could drop
by the Krewe of Moxie warehouse and talk with him sometime today.
Especially if Derek needed her help tonight.

“I’m free. What did you have in mind?”

“We follow Kane after he gets off work. Start a
log of where he goes when he’s not at home, work, or the
warehouse.”

“A stakeout, eh?” Just saying the word sent
excitement coursing through her. She’d never had this much
enthusiasm for other news stories. This was definitely the world
she belonged in.

“You up for it?”

She smiled wide, never more certain of anything
in her life.

“Absolutely.”

“I have to warn you I’ve tried tailing Kane
before. The guy’s careful. Once he went to some elaborate house in
Baton Rouge and then ducked out the back using a different car.
Kept me sitting there in a car with broken air conditioner in
August. I was so pissed.”

“With two of us, maybe we’ll have better luck.
Besides, I want to get as much experience as I can. I’d do anything
to avoid returning to pooches in the park and civic lunch
speeches.”

Derek offered an empathetic smile. “They’re
trapping you into their little niche, right?”

“How’d you know?”

“I’m a PI. It’s my job. Besides, you have that
dissatisfied-with-the-career aura about you.”

“Do I?” She hadn’t meant to give off any kind of
vibe. “Guess I should keep that look hidden from my editor.”

He shrugged. “Life’s too short to not do what
you want for a living.”

“True.” She remembered back to Tristan’s Tarot
card reading. She needed to call him. Maybe see him before tonight
if he had time. “What time do you need me for the stakeout?”

“Meet me back here at five,” he said.

“Great. That’ll give me a chance to get checked
into the hotel and make a few calls.”

Derek shuffled a few papers around. “What kind
of po’ boy do you like?”

“Shrimp. Why?”

“I’ll pick you up one,” he said. “And bring my
leftovers. Stakeouts and spying are all about the Cajun food.”

“You should write commercials,” she joked,
standing up to get her purse. “See you at five.”

* * *

An hour later, she’d settled into her usual room
overlooking the back garden of the Plantation Inn. With a
deliberate push from each finger, she dialed Tristan’s number.

The time between rings seemed like mini-spans of
forever. Suddenly, he answered. “Grace, I was just thinking about
you.”

Heat flushed to her cheeks as she let out a
relieved breath. He seemed glad she had called.

“Hi, Tristan.”

“Are you back in St. Francisville?”

Turning to take in the view of the geraniums and
violets dangling from hanging pots on the back patio, she said,
“Yep, here at the Plantation Inn.”

“Have dinner with me tonight. I have to see
you.”

“Any chance we can see each other earlier today?
I’m going on a stakeout with Derek tonight.”

“Don’t give details,” Tristan said. “Still not
sure about the phones. Did you research the phone records?”

“Derek wasn’t able to get any hits yet, but he’s
reaching out to his contacts.”

“Dad and I are finishing up the krewe float
today. I’d love a break to see you, but—”

“That’s okay. I need to get settled in and write
up my notes before I meet Derek. Lunch tomorrow?”

“Sure. See you then, Grace.”

The way he said her name seemed filled with
affection. He’d said her name numerous times, but she liked the way
he’d just said it. Nice.

“Looking forward to it,” she said before hanging
up. She glanced at her watch. Time to get her notes typed up for
this story, and then she’d head for her first stakeout.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

“You look like you’re
absolutely smitten.”

Tristan returned his cell phone to his pocket
and smiled at Dad’s comment. “Grace is back in town.”

“Ah, okay. You seeing her tonight?” Dad half
frowned.

“No. She’s…” Best not to tell Dad too much yet.
“She’s busy.”

“Good. I want us to make the final push and get
this float finished.”

“I know.”

Dad pressed hard against the papier-mâché head
he’d just created, so the strips would stick and form in place.
“C’mon. When you’re on a roll with something, there’s no time to
stop. I feel good doing this. I feel…close to your mother.”

Tristan swallowed hard. He’d thought the krewe
competition had been Dad’s way of being stubborn. It hadn’t
occurred to him that performing the steps needed for the krewe
float were helping Dad in his grieving process.

“Fair enough,” Tristan said. “How about I call
the corner deli for a delivery, and we get this float finished
tonight?”

“Took the words right out of my mouth.”

* * *

Tristan’s hands grew numb as he painted the
letters spelling out Krewe of Moxie on the side of the float. This
was the last and hardest part. Getting the lettering right by using
paint because they’d run out of supplies to make crepe paper
letters.

“Next year, I really want us to try something
different,” he said.

“Like what?” Dad stepped back to oversee the
lettering. “Looks good.”

“I like the legends and Acadian fairy-tale
ideas. I’ve told you before, that blue dog Loup Garou is
everywhere. If we created a replica for our float, the people would
love it! Not to mention, it would be a damn sight easier than all
these intricate history pieces. A dog has six pieces: the body, the
head, and four legs. It wouldn’t require near as much setup.”

“I like the easier part of that equation,” Dad
said.

Tristan put a tiny swirl on the E in Moxie and
placed the paintbrush in water. “I’ll do some sketches for next
year.”

“Sounds good. Maybe it’ll make more sense with a
visual.”

Tristan smiled and looked at the man he’d come
to appreciate more in recent weeks. Dad still had the same
appearance—salt-and-pepper hair, receding hairline, wrinkles
forming across the forehead. But there was something different now.
An ironing out of the ridges formed from stress. In a small way, he
appeared haggard—but happy.







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Grace unwrapped her shrimp
po’ boy, fully dressed, from the strong paper wrapper. The giant
layer of gulf shrimp, lettuce, tomato, sauce, and bread was almost
too big to fit into her mouth. “Maybe these aren’t the best
stakeout food. It’s going to make a mess.”

Derek shrugged. “The car’s a mess anyway. No
worries.” He pointed to her sandwich. “Besides, Cajun Cooking Chefs
does a fantastic job dressing those po’ boys. They’re one of the
best things about St. Francisville.”

“If you say so.” Grace held the bread and
attempted to take a bite. Dozens of strands of lettuce plopped into
her lap. “On second thought…”

He grinned and took a big bite himself.
“Damn.”

She tried to adjust her view. They’d been
sitting in Derek’s car near Kane’s offices for fifteen minutes,
waiting on him to leave. So far, Kane’s Porsche remained in the
small parking lot.

“How does this work?” she asked. “We try to
follow him and not get spotted? Then we take photos of whomever he
meets up with? What if it’s a woman?”

Derek grinned wide. “Then I show the photos to
his wife, and she’ll break his balls more than the justice system
ever will.”

“Ha-ha.”

“I’m serious.” Derek adjusted his rearview
mirror, glanced in the side mirror.

“Do you think Kane knows we’re here?” she
asked.

“Nope, but just checking other cars on the
street. A sedan parked a few spots behind us looked suspicious, but
it’s gone now.”

Grace looked out her side mirror, only to see a
long empty curb and a gray cat scamper across the sidewalk. Not
exactly a black cat crossing her path, but the whole scenario made
her hair stand on end.

“Anything wrong? You look nervous,” Derek
said.

She ran her hand to the nape of her neck. Rubbed
the hairs and swallowed hard. “I’m good. Just feeling exposed, I
guess.”

He nodded. “First time on a case, I must have
checked my mirrors fifty times. It’s normal.”

“Good to know.”

Derek sat up straight and pushed his sandwich
onto the car dash and grabbed his camera. “The man of the hour
appears.”

She wrapped up the rest of her sandwich, eager
to watch how Derek proceeded with his investigation. He clicked the
shutter in rapid succession. The camera looked natural in his hand,
like he’d been accustomed to using it for a lifetime.

Kane strutted out the front office door,
squinted, and put on a pair of dark glasses. He tossed his keys up
in the air, caught them in his hand, and grinned as he approached
his car. The man exuded arrogance. It dripped off him like sweat in
summertime.

“Do we duck? Wait a few seconds and then follow
him?”

Derek reached across and opened the glove box,
where he picked up a throwaway cell phone. He turned it on, then
accessed an app that looked like a road map. Grinning, he turned to
her. “Know what this is?”

“A disposable cell?”

“Yes, but the app on there is what I’m
interested in.”

She tried to figure out what the squiggly lines
were on the tiny phone screen. “I have no idea. Shouldn’t we be
following Kane?”

Derek shook his head. “This little set of lines
is a GPS tracker. That lets us know wherever Kane goes in his
ever-pricey Porsche.”

“Is it legal? To follow someone that way?”

“I heard back from my buddy at the precinct.
They’re dredging the nearby bayous for the bodies. Based on some
irregular business dealings of Kane’s, the cops agreed with my
suggestion to use a GPS tracker. We’re only using it to not lose
him on the road. The tracker may not hold up in court, but my
photos and the time stamps will. We are simply tailing him, and
we’re good at our jobs.”

She made a mental note. PIs did have some
leverage regarding the law, but other than protecting one’s source,
journalists didn’t. Whatever investigative methods she employed,
she’d need to ensure they were legal.

Derek pulled out slowly. According to the GPS on
Kane’s car, they were about a mile behind him, and Kane was driving
outside of town.

“Why is he going so far away? He’s going the
opposite way from Baton Rouge, so it’s not like he’s longing for a
trip to the big city.”

Derek gripped the wheel tighter and continued
his sneak pursuit. “Not sure, but every time I’ve tailed him in the
past, he’s managed to escape with someone else’s car or he’s gone
into a crowded mall. This pursuit should prove interesting.”

Grace nodded and kept an eye on the GPS. Looked
like Kane had slowed down in the middle of nowhere. “Look.”

Derek didn’t have to look at the tiny screen.
He’d turned down the same rickety road Kane had taken minutes
earlier. A series of abandoned and muddy cars dotted the street,
but only three houses—more like shacks—stood in this
neighborhood.

Derek pulled over a block away and parked under
a large live oak. The thick draped Spanish moss wouldn’t cause his
car to stand out.

“Let’s see what he does. Hand me the
camera.”

She lifted the heavy monstrosity that was his
mega-zoom lens. “Looks like Kane’s going to knock on the door.”

Derek snapped the lens onto his digital camera
body. Moved the zoom to get a better shot at Kane. After taking
several photos, he stopped.

“Whose house is it?” Grace asked.

“Not sure.” Derek peered through the lens again.
“The mailbox number is 5208. Write that down. We’ll figure out who
Kane’s visiting when we get back to my office.”

She jotted down the address. The waiting, the
watching, the not getting caught was incredibly exhilarating and
yet maddening.

“There we go,” Derek said, pressing his finger
on the shutter repeatedly.

“What? What is it?” Grace leaned forward,
wishing she had a camera. Note to self: buy binoculars.

“I’ve seen that guy before. Not sure where.”
Derek continued to take rapid photos while the moment lasted. “I’ll
run facial recognition on him later.”

Grace glanced around the abandoned-looking
neighborhood. This land wasn’t attached to any part of St.
Francisville, and it wasn’t an old patch of farmland with older
houses. So when had these shacks been built? And why?

Derek stopped and rested the camera between the
seats. “Kane’s inside.”

“Is it just my reporter instincts, or do you
find it odd that someone as connected as Kane would be visiting
someone out here in the middle of nothingness?”

He flashed a smile. “Nope, not just you. I’ve
followed Kane for a while now, but I had to stop to take other
higher-priority cases. The Broussard family, Remy’s family, still
wants to know what happened to their loved ones though. So I don’t
close the case until I know.”

“That must be terrible, not knowing what
happened to their family except that they disappeared.”

Derek leaned back in his seat but kept a
watchful eye on the house. “It’s unbearable for them. Sadly, I see
these missing persons cases all the time. Not many end in good
news.”

Grace thought of Tristan. Thought of how much
help he had been with his gift of sight. How he couldn’t ever come
forward with that info. Even if parts of paranormal Louisiana would
accept his talent, the world at large? Not necessarily.

Derek’s cell buzzed. He reached over and read
the incoming text aloud: “Four victims’ bodies found in southwest
bayou. Great job.”

He looked to her and smiled. “What do you know?
Your pal Tristan is one hell of a fisherman.”

Grace had the chance to set the record straight,
and she couldn’t keep her white lie alive any longer.

“Derek,” Grace began.

“Yeah?”

“What do you know about Tristan Pleasance and
his family?”

Derek tilted his head, as if studying her
intention. “Nice family. Runs the Moxie Krewe supply, and they’re
active in that whole competition. Why?”

“Have you heard about the”—what was the
word?—“ability that Tristan and his mother share?”

“You mean being able to see and talk to the
dead?”

Grace chuckled to herself. She’d never
envisioned having this conversation. Ever.

“Yes. Do you believe in the talent? Have you
ever considered getting his help in a case?”

Derek frowned. “Not really. All that ghost crap
is just there to sell room upgrades to hotels going under, isn’t
it? You slap a Haunted History sign on an object, and that object
will instantly become popular. It’s not truth. It’s commerce.”

“I understand your viewpoint,” she said. “But
Tristan is the one who told me where the bodies were in the
southwest bayou. He spoke to Remy’s ghost and gathered the info
needed for my story. That’s when I told you.”

“No fishing trip?” Derek stared at her long and
hard. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or just really, really
surprised that the supernatural had helped reach a milestone in his
case.

“No. I know I sound crazy—”

“To a PI like me? Yes, but I also know you’re
not a liar.”

“Thanks. So you believe me?”

He shrugged. “I don’t give much credence to the
supernatural, but hey, if we get the job done, and Tristan gets the
information right, I’m good either way.”

Grace sat up straighter. “I thought I saw Kane
coming out, but it wasn’t him.”

Derek kept his camera aimed at the door. “So
how’d you come to believe in Tristan’s…what did you call it?
Ability?”

“I met him in New Orleans. He did a Tarot
reading on me, and he was able to tell me things about my
grandmother that no one else knew. Even a detailed
description.”

“I can’t say I believe in that stuff, but if we
get Kane for these murders and Tristan’s the one who learned where
the bodies are, then he’s due for the reward from my client. Remy’s
family.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t care one way or the other
about the money. He just wants to help people and put guys like
Kane behind bars. Though he has talked about opening a New Age
bookstore.”

“Reward money would help with that,” Derek said,
then started the car. “Kane’s coming out. Door just opened.”

Grace watched as Kane strolled back to his car,
a spring in his step. For a second, she wondered if he kept a
mistress or a hooker in this part of town.

“Do we follow him?” she asked.

“No. The GPS will tell us where he goes.”

Grace narrowed her brows. “Then what now?”

Derek pointed to the house. “We follow whoever
lives there.”

* * *

Grace sighed once more. “We’ve been sitting here
for two hours. Whoever Kane was talking to, do you think they are
going anywhere tonight?”

Derek checked his watch. “It’s only seven
thirty. Will be dark soon. Let’s give it a bit longer.”

“Okay.” She yawned.

“Didn’t mean to cut into your sleep schedule,”
he said jokingly.

She covered her mouth for the next long yawn.
“No problem. I just didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Feel free to recline the seat and get some z’s
if you want. I’ll wake you if our mysterious stranger goes
anywhere.”

“I’ll be good.” Grace wiped her eyes and rolled
her shoulders to stay awake.

Seconds later, something moved in her peripheral
vision. She darted her gaze toward the house. “Someone’s
leaving.”

Derek already had the camera ready and snapped
several photos. “We’ll wait till he leaves, then we follow.”

She nodded. “I have to admit, this is so much
more thrilling than the things I normally write.” Even if the
stakeout was fairly boring.

Derek flashed her a knowing smile.
“Investigating gets in the blood. Same feeling as adrenaline for
me. I won’t jump out of a perfectly good airplane. But this? Every
time.”

The man exiting the house was round and bald.
Looked like an out-of-work pirate but without Johnny Depp’s
handsome features. He waddled toward his pale-blue clunker and got
in.

Derek took some photos of the license plate. “A
Chevy Nova. I’ll run the plates later, but for now, keep your eyes
on him. We need to follow but not be too close.”

“Got it.”

Grace needn’t have worried. The guy drove like a
little old lady. The challenge was following him without being
spotted.

Once they were on the main road, Derek let the
car hang back a little. Plus, the sun had gone down. Soon it would
be completely dark. Where was this guy Kane drove out to see going
to go?

The stocky man weaved between traffic and had to
swerve to avoid hitting a small car.

“Not the best driver,” Grace commented.

“If my senses are correct, this is Kane’s errand
boy.”

“Your spidey senses?” she asked, unable to
refrain from laughing.

“You jest, but they’ve proven true time and time
again.” He weaved around a slower car to keep up with the crappy
car.

“What do you mean, errand boy?” she asked, just
wanting to confirm their definitions matched. She couldn’t take
anything for granted while learning the art of investigating. Just
like in school, there were no stupid questions.

“I’ve known for a while that Kane’s too smart to
commit anything illegal himself. He knows better. With his many
companies, some of them perfectly staged to commit crimes on his
behalf and to his economic betterment, he must have hired
help.”

Grace watched the rusty clunker up ahead bob and
weave through the traffic lights. “And you think the guy who lives
like the Unabomber is Kane’s right-hand man?”

“I do. Makes no sense for Kane to come this far
away. I did research into the man when I started to suspect him.
All his high school friends, buddies, business associates—none of
them live on that street.”

“Good point. Now we figure out what errand Kane
has sent him on.”

“Exactly.” Derek sped up and continued the trek.
They were heading right for St. Francisville. This couldn’t be
good. Even worse, this wasn’t a coincidence. She sensed something
awful was about to happen, though she couldn’t quite place her
finger on what.

She pulled her hair up and out of her way. “When
I met with Kane, he seemed…”

“Arrogant?” Derek interjected.

“Yes, but more than that. It was like he was
grinning to himself that he’d gained such power. Reminded me of the
many Louisiana politicians who have decorated the state with their
corruption over the years.”

“If the shoe fits…”

Grace nodded and pointed up ahead. “The guy is
turning, going right on that side street.” Fear shot through her.
“Wait a second. Isn’t that where the other krewe warehouse is
located? The Krewe of Moxie?”

Tristan’s family business. Tristan. What if he
was in the warehouse right now? She had to call him.

“What are you doing?” Derek asked.

“Warning Tristan.”

Derek shook his head. “Don’t do anything yet. I
don’t want to spook this guy.”

“But what if Tristan and his father are
inside?”

She looked ahead to the warehouse windows. A few
lights were on, but she didn’t see Tristan’s green VW Bug.

“Just give it a second. I want to make sure we
have solid evidence before we get the whole brigade out here.”

Derek had a point, but she couldn’t not warn
Tristan. She wouldn’t call him, but she could send a text. Pressing
each digit quickly, she texted: Come to your krewe warehouse
now. Be careful.

As she continued to watch, everything resembled
a surreal dream. Part of her felt as if she was playing cops and
robbers like when she was young.

But the goon going straight to Tristan’s
warehouse right after speaking with Kane? This couldn’t be a good
sign.

Derek pulled off to the side of the road.
Snapped more photos of the guy parked in back of the warehouse. Got
more photos of the guy walking up to the rear entrance.

“It has to be locked,” Grace said. “Look! He has
a giant hammer.”

The goon slammed into the padlock with a huge
hammer, shattering the security of the back door. Then he went
inside.

“Wait here,” Derek said, grabbing the camera and
practically leaping from the car.

“What? No.”

“Fine, then stay close behind me.”

She shot him a glare at his macho attitude but
followed him toward the warehouse back door. Derek peered through
with the camera. Snapped the shutter over and over.

“What do you see?” she whispered.

“Nothing right now. The guy is just walking
around, looking at the walls.”

“What?”

“Shh!”

Grace crept up, tried to peek through the tiny
opening of the back door. She couldn’t see anything. The goon must
have moved across the warehouse.

“Holy shit!” Derek yelled.

“What?”

Derek pressed the shutter repeatedly. “Call
9-1-1 now. Use the throwaway cell. Tell them to get here. Don’t
leave your name.”

Adrenaline thundered through her. What the hell
had happened between “wait here” and “call 9-1-1”? She dialed.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

“Yes. Come to the Krewe of Moxie warehouse. Now.
Someone has broken into the place.”

“Your name, ma’am?”

Grace hung up. “I didn’t leave any personal
info, just told them to come. What’s happening?”

Derek’s eyes widened. “We need to go. Now!”

She didn’t stop to question. She turned and ran
as fast as her legs would go. Pain shot down her calves from
sitting for so long on the stakeout. She couldn’t afford to give in
to her pain. She needed to get the hell out of there.

Derek’s pounding footsteps echoed behind her.
“Faster! Get to the car and let’s go!”

She pushed through the searing heat in her
shins. Slammed her hands into the car and pulled the door open.
Derek hopped in and cranked the engine. They sped away just as the
warehouse burst into flames.







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Tristan woke to the sound of
his cell ringing. He’d been in a deep sleep. What time was it?
Glancing at the clock, which read nine thirty, he could hardly
believe he’d been in such a sleep coma so early at night.

Damn, he was stiff. He’d leaned over for way too
long getting all the float pieces just right for the Krewe of Moxie
float. But it had been worth it. They were finished.

“Hello?” he mumbled, his eyes still mostly
closed.

“Tristan?”

He wiped his eyes. The voice sounded like Grace,
but her usual cell number didn’t display. Loud booms drowned out
her voice.

“Grace? What’s going on? I can barely hear
you.”

“Did you get my text?”

“What? No.”

“You need to get to your krewe warehouse now.
It’s on fire.”

Fire? Tristan bolted upright. “What?”

“Your krewe warehouse. It’s on fire. I’ve called
9-1-1 but you need to come here.”

The warehouse? Oh shit. The float. Everything
inside? Papier-mâché would burn like mad. What about his father?
Yes, he should wake him. Even if the news was devastating, Dad had
a right to know.

A jillion thoughts tugged for Tristan’s
attention. The float. The warehouse. Had the fire been an accident?
Arson? How did Grace know about it? The last thing she’d said was
they would meet for brunch tomorrow, and she was going on a
stakeout with Derek. Crap. Had they stumbled onto something?

Forcing himself to breathe, he sprinted down the
hallway and went into his father’s room. Dad had been tired and
gone to bed earlier than Tristan had.

Leaning over his dad’s bed, he gently put his
hand on his father’s shoulder. “Dad? Dad, wake up.”

Dad moaned and moved slightly.

“Dad, you need to wake up.”

He opened his eyes, blinked a few times to
focus. “What…what is it?”

How to say the words? Dad would likely remember
this moment for the rest of his life.

“There’s a fire at the krewe warehouse—”

“What?” Dad shot up in bed, knocking his elbow
in the process. “A fire?”

“Yes. The police and fire department have been
called, but we need to get dressed and go there now.”

Whatever happy gleam had been in his father’s
eyes earlier today now had vanished completely. Dad strained to
move, sighing as he put his arm into the shirt sleeve. It was as if
this bad news had seeped into his very bones, just like Tristan
knew the krewe had the power to do in this town. Especially in his
family.

“I’ll be ready in less than five minutes,” Dad
said, wincing as he put another arm through a sleeve.

“We’re okay. Like I said, the fire department is
on scene. I’ll go start the car.”

“Fine, son.”

Dad’s voice had lost its enthusiastic edge, its
upbeat tone. Tristan wanted to go outside and scream, but he needed
to help his father through this. How could a fire possibly
start?

Numb movements led Tristan to his car, where he
started the engine and waited. He grabbed his cell phone and
redialed the number Grace had called from.

“Hello?” a male answered.

“I’m looking for Grace Lansing?”

“Oh. Is this Tristan?”

“Yes. Are you the PI?”

“Yes. Derek.”

“Right. Grace called me from this number and
told me about the fire.”

“We’re here now. Are you on your way?”

Tristan wished Grace had answered. He didn’t
know Derek that well. Glancing at the house, he saw Dad locking the
door behind him.

“My father and I are on our way. Any spot we
should park near to take care of this mess?”

“It’s a zoo down here. Just park where you can.
Grace and I will find you.”

“Thanks.” Tristan hung up. Something about
Derek’s words—Grace and I—didn’t sit right.

With Dad in the car, Tristan sped through the
dark streets.

“What do you think caused the fire?” Dad
asked.

“I don’t know. We need to get there and talk to
the fire department.”

“And how did you find out?”

Tristan reiterated Grace’s phone call.

“How did she find out?”

“I don’t know. We have a ton of questions to get
answered once we get there. She’s there with the PI now. Derek
Hunt.”

“Oh, him. He’s kind of an odd duck.”

Tristan wouldn’t have phrased it that way, but
nevertheless agreed. Either way, he and Dad needed to get
answers.

Pressing harder on the gas, Tristan made it to
the fiery warehouse in less than five minutes. Tiny orange flakes
of ash danced in the air, while large flames lapped the side of the
building.

“Holy crap!” Dad said, almost choking on his
words. “What the hell happened?”

Tristan longed to scream expletives himself, but
he kept his anger in check. They needed answers, and Dad didn’t
need another meltdown. The man had already lost his wife. Losing
the krewe warehouse could push him past the breaking point.

They parked and navigated the insane crowd. Fire
trucks lit up the night, and giant water hoses gushed water in a
big arch to extinguish the powerful flames. Sirens blared. Flashing
yellow, orange, and red lights collided together in Tristan’s field
of vision.

“Are you the owner?”

Tristan rubbed his eyes, which had grown
irritated by the smoky air. “Excuse me?”

A fireman’s gentle face appeared clear in the
muddied haze. “Are you the owner?”

“My father is,” Tristan said. He reached for his
dad’s arm and brought him in closer. Scanning the crowd for Grace,
Tristan didn’t see her.

“Yes,” Dad said. “Tell me how this
happened.”

“Fire’s too much for us to go in and inspect,
but we’re getting it put out. The bad news is, most of the contents
will be ruined. If not by the fire, by the water damage. I can’t
let you in until the inspector declares it safe.”

“Our float. The krewe!” Dad yelled.

“I’m sorry,” the fireman said. “Until we put the
fire out and get the building secured, you need to remain here.
We’ll keep you informed.”

Since when did waiting become the only action
they could do in desperate circumstances? The last thing Tristan
wanted to do was wait, to stay in one place, to not get in the way.
This fire had destroyed everything he and Dad had worked on the
last three weeks. Not to mention the damages to the structure and
all their supplies. The supply company sat adjacent to the krewe
warehouse, so now everything was ruined.

Dad wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “Oh no.
No, no. Everything will be destroyed.”

Tristan yearned to punch someone. Scream at the
top of his lungs. But he didn’t have that luxury. He had to remain
calm for Dad.

“I’m going to find Grace. See what she knows,”
Tristan said. “You’ll remain here?”

“Where else do I have to go?”

The sarcasm dripping from Dad’s tone only sent
another wave of anger through Tristan. Stay calm. The man just
lost everything he lived for—both his wife and the krewe
warehouse.

“I’ll be back,” Tristan said, then bolted to
find Grace. “I need to make sure Grace is safe.”







CHAPTER FORTY

Grace wove through the
growing crowd who’d come to gawk at the warehouse fire. She checked
her phone again. No messages or calls.

Tristan had to be here. Catching another glimpse
of the rising flames overhead, she swallowed hard to replace the
ache deep inside. Poor guy. First his mother dies, now
this.

“Grace!”

She turned toward Tristan’s distant call. To the
left, no. Right, no. Aha! There. Coming toward her in fast
strides.

“Tristan,” she said, picking up her pace to meet
him halfway in a sympathetic hug. “I’m so sorry about this—”

“Thanks. Can you tell me what the hell happened?
How did you know? Did you see anyone smoking nearby? Maybe that’s
what started the fire?”

She pulled him closer to her, made sure there
weren’t any eavesdropping ears nearby.

“Derek and I think it’s Kane Boudreaux’s
doing.”

Tristan narrowed his eyes. “I know he has
motive, but are you sure?”

“We followed Kane out to a shack in the woods.
He talked for a few minutes with this bald, rotund man. Then we
followed the guy here. Whoever Kane had visited a few hours prior
came here. Slammed your lock with a hammer. I’m fairly certain Kane
put him up to it.”

Tristan clenched his fists. “I’ll kill him.”

“Listen, Derek has photos of the guy breaking
in, which he’ll turn over to the cops. He’s running facial
recognition now on his computer.”

“So the police can arrest the guy with photos
and evidence,” Tristan said.

“Derek thinks the cops can get him to roll over
on Kane.” Grace paused, studying Tristan’s facial expressions. Was
he in shock, or understanding her?

“There’s something else,” she said.

“What?” Tristan sighed. “I can’t imagine things
getting much worse.”

“No, it might be good news. When I was in New
Orleans, I saw a suspect being interviewed. He said he was in St.
Francisville the night Remy and the other ghosts were killed. I’m
wondering if he’s also one of Kane’s cronies.”

Tristan glanced around, the dagger lines now
buried deep in his face. “If it’s true, we need to get both of them
to turn on Kane. Don’t get me wrong. If some stranger set this fire
deliberately, I want him in jail. But if Kane set it up, I want
that bastard destroyed.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Grace said. She prayed
she sounded more hopeful than she felt. Derek did have computer
abilities and cop contacts, but Kane Boudreaux was smart. A glitzy
lawyer could argue that Kane just went to visit the guy and
everything after was coincidence.

“Thanks.”

“Where’s your father?” she asked.

“Where the fireman told him to stay,” Tristan
said. “Over there.”

Grace nodded. “Derek had to take his vehicle
home to preserve the evidence. I’d like to stay here, learn what
happened. Could I get a ride back to my car with you?”

Tristan reached out and touched her arm. “Sure.
Thanks.”

“I’m so sorry about the fire,” she said.

“Let’s just focus on catching the guy so he can
rot away in jail for a long time. My dad put his whole heart into
this krewe competition. We all did.”

The bitterness and edge in his voice was
unmistakable. She wished she had the words to comfort him. “Let’s
go keep your dad company. Derek hopes he can get some answers by
tomorrow morning. He’s running database searches tonight.”

“Fine.”

“Come on,” she said, reaching for his hand. “We
can keep your dad calm.”

Tristan’s sad green eyes gazed into hers. “I’m
trying, but I’m not sure I know how.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

Nodding, Tristan followed her.

“Mr. Pleasance?” Grace asked, touching him on
his forearm.

“It’s ruined. Everything is ruined. My life. The
krewe. The float.”

A large flame burst high from the warehouse back
door, like a separate explosion. Firefighters immediately withdrew
and sent surging hoses of water to extinguish the remaining
threat.

Grace stood by Tristan and his father, unsure
what else to say or do. Perhaps just being there, a comforting
presence in the midst of disaster, was the best course of action
for the moment.

* * *

Four hours later, almost to the wee hours of
dawn, Grace squeezed Tristan’s hand before he and his father
approached the entryway to the krewe warehouse. Or what remained of
it, rather. The parish firefighters had put out the last flame. Now
there was water damage to deal with.

She reached for his father’s hand. “I’m going to
follow up with Derek, the PI. We’ll find out who did this, Mr.
Pleasance.”

The old man smiled, and a fraction of a gleam
reappeared in his eyes. “Thank you. I like you far better than that
Tara he dated for so long.”

She choked on her breath. Tristan had entered
the warehouse and was out of earshot, thank goodness.

“Thanks,” she said, her inner spirit doing a
victory dance while she kept calm. “Let’s go in and assess the
damage, okay? I’ll walk with you.”

They went inside. Walls were wet. The floor was
sloshy. The mildew would come later, but right now, most things
were a burnt wet logs kind of smell.

“The krewe float is ruined, totally ruined,” Mr.
Pleasance said when they caught up with Tristan. He stared at the
charred float dismembered by the raging fire. “Our beautiful
cannons have turned to ash. What the hell are we going to do? My
supply store doesn’t have enough material for us to start over, and
it’s burned too anyway. And even if we could, there’s no time. That
bastard Kane will win by default.”

“We’ll figure out something, Dad. Right now,
let’s salvage what we can and then head home.”

Mr. Pleasance stumbled forward, and Grace caught
his arm to steady the man.

“What can I help gather?” she asked. “We
probably don’t want to be in here for too long. The police want us
out soon.”

She understood better than anyone what his
future would hold. The itching bits of anger and frustration that
crept up at the most random times. She could be moving along,
living her day-to-day activities, then wham! Irritation
tornado.

Tristan scanned the room, his green eyes welling
with tears. “I…I don’t know if there is anything left to save.”

“It’s over,” Mr. Pleasance said. He coughed,
took one last sad glance around, and turned to walk away.

“I’m so sorry,” Grace said.

Tristan squeezed her hand. “Thanks. I need to
get him home to rest. You wanted a ride, right?”

“If it’s not any trouble.”

“Not at all.” Tristan tried to smile despite the
circumstances. “My father likes you.”

She nodded, smiled, and walked out with him. If
only her own father would like her. As Tristan drove her back to
Plantation Pines, she sent her father a text: Kane may prove a
PR problem. Handle with caution.

Immediately following, her phone rang, but she
silenced it. She’d done her part and given her father a heads-up.
How he chose to use that information going forward was up to him.
No matter what, she would not sacrifice her story to fit his idea
of what truth should be. She’d been searching for the truth her
whole life. No way would she back down now.







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Tristan woke up around ten.
Head pounding, he downed a few aspirin and a cup of coffee. Every
bone in his body longed to crawl back into the safety and comfort
of his bed.

Yet he couldn’t.

Dad sat at the head of the table, his face
expressionless as he stared at the front-page headline of the
newspaper for over three minutes: “Warehouse in Flames, Burns Krewe
of Moxie Float.”

“Dad?” Tristan refilled his father’s coffee cup.
“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“We need to talk about last night.”

“It’s ruined. Everything. I guess I’ll call the
insurance company and go through all the paperwork now. One thing
is clear. We’re done with the competition. That bastard Kane is
going to win. Again. Hell, I swore we had a chance this year with
you in town. Sorry I kept you here this long—”

“I decided to stay on my own,” Tristan said. He
sat down, placing a caring hand on his dad’s forearm. “No one
forced me to stay in town, though you were adamant there for a
while.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do now? It’s
gone. Ruined. Even if the insurance company processes this in a
timely fashion, it’ll be another two years before I’m able to enter
the competition again. Getting supplies will take forever.”

Tristan wished he could say something that would
fix the situation. He didn’t want to hint at Kane’s guilt until
Grace knew for certain.

“We can figure something out,” Tristan said. “We
have some supplies here in the garage. Maybe not as much as we had
in the warehouse, but we have some. If we put our minds to it, and
work longer hours, we can still get a float made in time for the
judging.”

Dad stared at him like he had three heads. “In
one week’s time?”

Tristan thought back to something Remy had said.
That their team had kept supplies off site in case anything had
happened. Maybe there was a way to bargain with the ghosts, this
krewe of souls, so to speak, to get what he and Dad needed to make
a new float in record time. Even if they didn’t win, it would send
the message loud and clear to Kane Boudreaux and his krewe.

The Pleasance family does not give up. And
they won’t bow down. To anyone.

* * *

After calling some krewe friends to come and sit
with Dad for a while, Tristan escaped to Kane’s warehouse. Being
daylight and this close to the competition, he couldn’t exactly
sneak in. Workers were clearly inside. But perhaps he could still
use the open window in the back.

Twenty minutes later, he held a camera and
pretended to be photographing nature. That would be his excuse if
anyone asked what he was doing there. Not that he had to give any
kind of explanation. If anything, whoever burned their warehouse
and hard work needed to be the ones answering for their deeds. He
hoped whoever had hurt his family would rot in hell.

As he approached the window, remaining
inconspicuous, he glanced inside the unlocked crack. “Remy? I need
to talk to you.”

No response, except the wind.

“Tara?”

“Yes?”

He placed his hands on the window and glanced
around. He couldn’t see her anywhere. “Where are you?”

She stepped into view, her eyes warm and
beautiful. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to look into her
eyes and not see all the memories of his childhood.

“I need to talk to Remy. Can you get him?”

Tara frowned. “You’re still upset with me,
aren’t you?”

“Please, not now. Our family warehouse burned
down last night.”

“What?”

“Just get Remy for me. Please.”

Tara glided away, leaving a whisper of air left
in her wake. Seconds later, Remy approached the window.

“What happened?” he asked. “Someone burned your
krewe warehouse?”

Tristan nodded. “We think Kane is behind it. Got
some goon of his to do it.”

“That son of a bitch is out of control,” Remy
spat. “It wouldn’t surprise me a bit if he was the one who had us
killed. Just to take over my company, my krewe.”

“Grace is trying to figure that out with the
authorities,” Tristan said, noticing that Tara frowned. He would
deal with her later. “I need to know if you have any spare supplies
that Kane didn’t get. Dad and I are short on everything, and we’re
still going to enter the contest.”

Remy’s eyes widened. “The judging is next week,
isn’t it?”

“Yes. We may not win, but I have to do this. For
my dad, for me.”

A proud smile formed on Remy’s ghostly face.
“Well damn. I’d be right proud to have had you on my krewe back in
the day. And to answer your question, yes. I have spare supplies.
Provided no one has auctioned off the storage unit.”

Tristan had a glimmer of hope. “Storage
unit?”

Rosie approached. “I told you we should have
mentioned this earlier.”

“Mentioned what?” Tristan asked.

“We used to get random phone calls, threats
against us about the competition,” Remy said. “I always thought it
was just some jerk on your krewe being immature and taking things
too seriously. But then once we died and Kane took over…”

“It may not have been a joke.” Tristan racked
his brain, trying to compartmentalize every emotion. “Listen to
your wife, Remy. You should’ve told me this earlier.”

“Honestly, I didn’t think one had anything to do
with the other until you asked about supplies. Figured it was just
kids trying to get under our skin.”

“So you kept some of your krewe supplies off
site?” Tristan needed to get all the info and move fast. He
couldn’t afford to waste time on the past. Strange realization,
given the last year all he’d done was try to outrun the past. Now
he just wanted to put it behind him and not put any energy into it
anymore.

“After the threats,” Rosie interjected, “we
decided to be safe rather than sorry. Kids kept crank calling,
saying they’d steal all our supplies and then we’d lose the
competition because we’d be screwed.”

“And you thought these calls came from my krewe?
The Krewe of Moxie?” Tristan racked his brain to try to remember
any troubled teens or antagonistic kids of the krewe. He couldn’t
think of any.

“That’s why I got so angry with Tara,” Remy
said, gesturing to her but without his usual glare. “When we
learned she was snooping around the warehouse, we presumed she was
the one who instigated all those pranks.”

“I wasn’t,” Tara said, but her voice shook.

“I know that now,” Remy whispered. “Sorry for
blaming you.”

“Fine,” Tara replied. But she crossed her arms
over her chest.

Tristan didn’t want to interrupt this moment,
but he needed to keep moving ahead. “So where are the supplies?
What kinds of things do you have?”

Remy nodded, seeming to understand Tristan’s
time-sensitive issue. “I opened up a storage locker, number 812, at
Kevin’s Storage House in Baton Rouge. Unless my family has
auctioned it off, the rent was paid for another year.”

“Are there enough supplies to create another
krewe float?”

“Not a lot of fancy pieces, but yes. We’ve got
Styrofoam, chicken wire, papier-mâché strips, whatever you need.
The whole point of the storage unit was, if we had to, we could get
a fresh start on the float. Fast.”

Tristan’s muscles began to relax. “Great.
Where’s the key?”

“It’s a combination lock,” Remy said.
“Sixty-two, thirteen, forty-five.”

“Great, thanks. I’ll look up Kevin’s Storage
House on my way.”

Remy grinned wide. “Kick that Kane’s ass out of
the krewe. My old people deserve better. Hope you nail that bastard
and he goes away for life.”

“I’ll do my best, thanks.” Tristan turned to
leave.

“Tristan?” Tara asked, hope in her tone.

“Yes?”

Her smile faltered. “I…I mean…just come back
again. Okay?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He drove away, making mental sketches in his
head of the new float he and his father could build in a week’s
time.







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Grace reached for another cup
of coffee before going to Derek’s PI office. He’d left her a
message to get there right away. He had info that could be used
against Kane.

She’d hated seeing Tristan and his father at the
burning warehouse last night. To put in all that effort just to
have someone destroy it. With every fiber in her being, she wanted
to get to the truth. If Kane did send one of his goons to commit
arson, the man needed to pay.

The front door of Derek’s building was slightly
ajar. “Derek?”

“Back here,” he called out. “Shut the front door
and lock it after you come in.”

She latched it behind her and navigated her way
among piles of paperwork. She was getting pretty good at this maze
that doubled as his place of work.

When she reached the back room, Derek sat
smiling the Cheshire cat’s grin. “We’ve got ’em.”

“Seriously?”

Derek flipped his monitor around to show her the
mug shot of the bald guy who’d met with Kane. “Meet Chris Toale.
Career criminal.”

“So he has a record. That doesn’t mean Kane
hired him.”

“Turns out Mr. Toale had an outstanding warrant
for failure to show up at his last hearing, so a warrant was issued
for his arrest. He’s in the Feliciana Parish jail as we speak.”

Grace knew that knowing smile of Derek’s. She’d
seen it on reporters’ faces before when they knew they’d caught
someone in a lie. But her brain apparently wasn’t connecting the
dots. How were they supposed to implicate Kane if this Toale guy
had committed the crime?

“How are we supposed to get to him?” Grace
asked. “Wouldn’t he be lawyered up by now?”

Again, Derek smiled. “Yep. He reached out to Bob
Landry, attorney for the criminally stupid.”

“And?”

“Bob and I go way back. We played on the same
baseball team for years.”

“That’s great. So he’ll talk to us?”

Derek stood up and reached for his keys. “He’s
having a plea deal meeting in thirty minutes. Since this is strike
three for good ole Toale, Bob’s arguing for a lesser sentence if
Toale gives up his cohorts.”

Grace smiled wide. “And we can get him to give
up Kane.”

“Exactly. And like I said, the cops discovered
the four bodies right where you and Tristan said they’d be in the
bayou. He wondered how I’d figured it out, and I told them the
fishing white lie you’d told me.”

“Good.” She didn’t need Tristan getting into
trouble or having to explain the ghosts.

“So, miss crime reporter, want to go get your
story?”

“Hell, yeah!” She sprinted out of his office and
toward her car.

“C’mon. I’ll drive.”

* * *

The West Feliciana Parish jail looked more like
an abandoned fast-food building than a jail. Bob met them near the
entryway and held out his hand.

“Derek, man, good to see you.”

Derek grasped Bob’s hand and gave a fast shake.
“You too. Thanks for taking my call on this. Toale’s confession
will help a lot of people get closure.

“This is Grace Lansing. She’s a crime reporter
from New Orleans,” Derek said. At hearing herself called that
title, giddy goose bumps spread across her arms. Not only that, she
and Derek worked well together. Maybe they could continue this
professional relationship going forward.

“Nice to meet you,” Grace said, shaking Bob’s
hand.

“Follow me,” Bob said. “I do all the talking for
our side. Got it?”

Derek turned to Grace. “The guy is a great poker
player. Just follow his lead.”

“Fine with me, so long as I get my story.”

Bob nodded. “If we can get him a lesser
sentence, he’ll sing like a bird on stage. He’s not the brightest
bulb—”

“None of your clients are,” Derek said with a
cracked smile.

“Hey, keeps me in business, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose.” Derek held the door open for
Grace.

“Thanks.” She walked inside a small room with a
large table and several chairs.

Bob took the seat to the far left and gestured
for them to sit down. “The detective will bring Toale in for the
interview in a minute.” Bob pointed to the lean brunette in an
expensive suit. “This is Karen. She’s the prosecutor.”

“Hello.” Karen made studious notes on her
notepad. “You sure your client is ready to play ball today,
Bob?”

“Absolutely. He knows this is the third strike.
He is willing to sing like a canary, so they say.”

“I want confessions on all Kane’s dealings. His
company, the murders, the arson. I want to nail that Kane Boudreaux
to the wall.”

Bob nodded. “Don’t worry, Karen. You’ll get your
wish. Mr. Toale and I have already discussed the need for him to be
completely forthcoming.”

“Good. Then we can definitely deal.”

Watching the interchange, Grace placed her hands
beneath the table and tried to hold them together to stop the
excited fidgeting overtaking her body. She was still reeling from
the crime reporter description. She hadn’t felt any of this
adrenaline with her puff pieces. If anything, she’d felt
embarrassment and disgust at those locales. This was a whole new
feeling, a new means to use her journalistic talent, and she
couldn’t wait to do it every second of every day.

Minus a little time for her and Tristan to
kiss, of course. Focus. Damn. She should’ve called him for this
interview, but she hadn’t wanted to overstep her bounds with Derek.
Besides, Tristan was probably taking care of warehouse cleanup.

The door opened with a loud knob click, and the
rotund man they had spied on the other night slowly shifted his
weight from one foot to another as he was led in with cuffs.

“Hello, Mr. Toale,” Bob began. “This is Derek
Hunt, a local PI who assisted me with parts of this case, along
with Ms. Grace Lansing, another resource.”

“We ready to start this?” Karen prompted.
Something told Grace that this woman could crush entire buildings
with one stiletto.

“Mr. Toale,” Karen said. “Your attorney has said
you are willing to share all the information you have on a Kane
Boudreaux and your dealings with him.”

“That’s right. ’Cause I’m getting a lesser
sentence. Right?” Toale looked over at Bob, who nodded.

Karen grabbed a recorder and turned it on. “So,
how about we start from the beginning.”

Toale leaned back, a ball of orange. “Kane
wanted all the power and all the money. He told me and Tony
Blanchard to break into the krewe warehouse and get rid of Remy
Broussard.”

“Did Kane order you to kill Remy’s family as
well?”

Toale shrugged. “He wanted the problem solved.
Said that Remy had gotten out of control, would never take the
krewe in the direction it needed. Said Remy had to go, no matter
what.”

“So you and Mr. Blanchard…”

“We broke into the warehouse. Used a
sledgehammer to kill Remy first, then Rosie. Tony went after Jax,
then the dog.”

“The dog?”

“Yeah, some dog of Jax’s.”

Karen scribbled on her pad.

“What are you doing?” Toale asked.

“Adding animal cruelty to your charges,” she
said with a sweet smile.

Grace bit her lip to keep from laughing. This
woman was amazing. The thrill of being here was unlike anything
she’d ever known.

“Karen, must we?” Bob asked.

“I said full confession. Keep talking, Mr.
Toale.”

“We heard another voice, that Tara lady. So Tony
bludgeoned her afterward. We dragged the bodies to the car and
dumped them in the bayou.”

Karen gave a respectful nod to Bob. “I believe
we have Mr. Blanchard in custody in New Orleans. Tell me why you
murdered four people.”

“I was ordered to by Kane Boudreaux.”

“How did you make contact? Did he call you? Use
a throwaway cell?”

“Burner cells, yes. For the arson, the jerk came
out to my house.”

Karen reached for the photos that Derek had
taken. “This would be that same night, yes?”

Toale nodded. “Yes.”

“Why did Kane want those four individuals
dead?”

“Kane was crazy about the krewe competition. He
wanted to lead it. He wanted to win. He hardly talked about
anything else. He wanted Remy gone most of all. The others just
happened to be there, and we couldn’t leave witnesses. By getting
rid of Remy, Kane was a shoo-in to take over. And take over he
did.”

Karen tapped her pen on her notebook. “Tell me
about the fire.”

“Kane said he’d encountered spooky things in the
warehouse.”

Grace perked up, longed to hear more.

“What spooky things?” Karen asked.

“Beads gone missing. Loud noises. Kid stuff, but
Kane was convinced the other krewe was spying on him. He wasn’t
about to let them win.” Toale shivered. “He was mad. It was like he
just couldn’t take having a rival a second longer. He gave me a
chunk of money and told me to make sure Krewe of Moxie was out of
the competition.”

“What else did he say?”

Toale sniffed, adjusted himself in his seat.
“Said he wasn’t too happy how I’d failed to get rid of the Moxie
Krewe before.”

“What was this prior attempt to eliminate the
Moxie Krewe?”

Toale glanced directly at Grace and Derek. The
dead look behind his eyes sent shivers through her.

“Kane told me to get rid of Don Pleasance. Slam
into the guy’s car, make it look like a hit-and-run.”

“Kathreena Pleasance was killed in that
incident. You’re saying it wasn’t an accident?” Karen said.

“That’s right. She wasn’t the target though. I
hit the driver’s side. Don should’ve been the driver, but he
wasn’t. You gotta believe me. I never wanted to kill no woman.”

“How admirable. What else?”

“Note it for the record, Karen,” Bob
interjected.

“Fine. What else, Mr. Toale?”

“I broke into the warehouse. Set several
containers of accelerant on fire, then left.”

“Kane gave the orders on this?”

Toale looked up with tired, sad blue eyes.
Almost watery gray. “Yes. He despised Pleasance. He instigated the
whole thing. I don’t particularly like working for the guy, but he
knew about some crimes I had committed in the past. Said he’d turn
me in if I didn’t do as he wanted. Plus, the pay was nice.”

“Did Kane hire out anyone else to do his dirty
work?”

“All the time. Tony Blanchard and I are just a
few of them. The guy has contacts all over the South.”

Grace cleared her throat. Suppressed the need to
yell out a victory chant. She’d known there was something about
that guy in NOLA that had to be attached to this St. Francisville
set of crimes. Kat never gave her much credit, but Grace had
connected the dots on this more than others had. She would insist
on a crime reporting position when she returned. Or she would go
elsewhere. Perhaps to work with Derek more often? Especially if
Kane had more villains on his payroll.

Karen documented every bit of Toale’s
confession, then had him sign the plea agreement to shave three
years off his sentence.

“Thank you for your confession,” Karen said.
“Thanks, Bob.”

Bob nodded. “Karen. Good to see you again.”

She handed a clerk a copy of the plea agreement.
“Make three copies, please. Give one to Mr. Toale’s attorney, the
rest back to me.”

The assistant scurried off.

Grace took a relieved breath. Things were
finally gaining closure. On the way out to the car afterward, Derek
said, “Bob said a warrant’s been issued for Kane’s arrest. Want to
go celebrate? I can call Remy’s family and give them closure. You
can write your story.”

“I’d love to,” she said. “But I should probably
stop by Tristan’s house and give him the news.”

“Fair enough. I’ll drop you back at your
car.”

She nodded. As they rode to the office, she
remembered one other thing.

“Didn’t you say there was a reward for finding
Remy’s family’?”

“Yep. Your reporting skills, and Tristan’s input
as well, helped get justice for the Broussard family. I intend to
give the family my updates, and I expect there will be a check sent
to you and Tristan.”

“Make it to Tristan only,” Grace said.

“You sure? Cash is good.”

Grace took a deep breath. “The only thing I ever
wanted was to tell the truth, get my story. If you’d ever be
willing to work together again, that would be more than enough
reward for me. I mean, I’m not trying to pawn myself off on
you—”

“I know what you mean,” Derek said. “And sure. I
like getting the intel and closing cases that have taken me years.
You have the connections with the ghost whisperer. Whatever gets
the case closed, I’m happy.”

“Great. I’ll talk with Tristan, but I thought
about spending some more time in St. Francisville. Depending on
schedule.”

“That’ll make his old man happy.”

Grace nodded. She didn’t know where things would
go from here, but she wanted Tristan to be part of her life from
now on.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

In Baton Rouge, Tristan
pulled the last supply box out of Remy’s storage unit and placed it
on the dolly. The combination Remy had given him worked
perfectly.

“Where are we supposed to make this float?” Dad
asked. “The warehouse is water damaged.”

Tristan wheeled the box over to the car and
squished it in the backseat next to all the other boxes. “We can do
the small parts at home. Use the back enclosed patio, where Mom
used to do her Tarot readings.”

After Tristan said the words, he wondered
whether he needed to retract them. Was he being callous, wanting to
replace his mother’s sacred space with something so soon? Yet, if
she were alive, wouldn’t she want him and Dad to do this?

“I don’t know…” Dad scratched his chin,
contemplating the idea.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Tristan
said.

“What?”

“One of the afterdeath consultants told me a
while back that Mom had one last wish before she’d cross over.”

Dad’s eyes lit up. The man had never given much
credence to the paranormal, but with a wife and son who lived by
the arcane sciences, he’d learned over the years to accept it. Now
he looked damn eager to embrace it.

“What did she say?”

“She wanted the two of us to make amends. To
stop being on opposite sides of things.” Tristan took a deep
breath. “I must admit, being home hasn’t been all roses and
goodness, but I feel like she would be proud of how far we’ve come.
I think, if she were here, she’d clunk our heads together and tell
us to use her Tarot space for something we are completing.
Together.”

Tears welled in his father’s eyes, and he
smiled. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

For the first time, Tristan felt a surge of
pride about his small hometown, his past. He wanted to put full
effort into this krewe competition. Not only to beat Kane’s Krewe
on principle, but to take down the man who’d maybe killed Tara and
the others and burned his dad’s warehouse.

Tristan’s cell rang as he sat in the driver’s
seat. Fumbling to answer it, he opened the door so Dad could get in
and get comfortable.

“Hello?”

“Tristan, it’s Grace. I’m at your house. Where
are you?”

“We’ll be there in forty minutes. I’m in Baton
Rouge, getting supplies for the krewe competition.”

“What? You’re still going to enter?”

Tristan looked at his father and smiled. “Yes.
Yes we are. See you soon.”

Back at home, Tristan wheeled each box onto the
back porch. It was dark now, and the moonlight cast a glowing beam
across the clapboard flooring. He stood completely still. A lone
tree frog sung a song for the woods to enjoy, but Tristan’s hairs
stood on end as he sensed a chill across the nape of his neck. For
a moment, however brief, he sensed his mother’s presence. And she’d
given her blessing to their plans.

“Thank you, Mom,” Tristan whispered. “Not only
for your agreement, but for helping me cope with coming home
again.”

A gush of wind blew through the trees as the
Spanish moss swung from the oaks. Mom had told him long ago that
sometimes the wind carried the untold stories of those souls who
had passed on. Whether true or not, he liked to believe that she’d
sent that mini-gust to express her love and regret at having left
this place.

“Tristan?”

He turned, startled at the reality of someone’s
voice. “Grace, hi.”

“You okay? You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

Smiling, he cast another brief glance at the
wind rustling through the trees. “Maybe I have.”

Grace stepped forward, reached for his forearm.
“Tell me.”

He recounted the feelings he’d just experienced.
Told her about the plans for him and Dad to rebuild the float and
enter the competition. They could even do the Loup Garou idea since
it wouldn’t need as much setup and prep.

Glowing warmth shone in her eyes. “I have some
great news to add to that.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You and Derek found
something?”

“The police have arrested Chris Toale for arson.
Derek has photos of him and Kane Boudreaux conspiring to take down
the Krewe of Moxie. Toale confessed to murder, setting the fire,
even causing the hit-and-run that killed your mother.”

“What?”

Tristan realized he’d been so busy since being
home, he’d never followed up with the police about the strange
accident his parents had been in. Kane had orchestrated the whole
thing. Damn bastard.

“Your father was the target, but your mom drove
home that night. Toale rammed into the driver’s side expecting to
get rid of your dad, but it killed your mom instead.”

Tristan clenched his fists. “Connell—a
high-ranking afterdeath consultant—told me a while back that my mom
wasn’t the target, but I never knew who was behind it. Will Toale’s
testimony definitely send Kane away for good?”

“I’m running my story on the entire krewe
competition, complete with the crime feature. The Feds have been
investigating Kane anyway, for his suspicious business dealings.
With Toale’s confession, Kane will go to jail for a long time.”

Tristan reached out, hugged Grace tight. “Thank
you. I don’t know if I would’ve gotten this far without you.”

“You’re welcome. You’re the one with an
incredible gift, Tristan. You have the ability to communicate with
souls who have died. The cops may not treat that as reliable
information, but as a reporter, I certainly had an edge, since you
could get information directly from Remy.”

“Even though I couldn’t say good-bye to my mom,
I think she’d be proud of our efforts,” Tristan said. “I know she’d
like you. You’ve believed in me from the beginning.”

Grace put her arms around Tristan’s neck and
pulled him in for a kiss. Her lips were sweet, and he put his arms
around her waist and pulled her close. In that moment, a breeze
danced around them like they were two figurines in the center of a
whirlwind.

Yes, indeed. Mom would approve.







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Declan gazed up at the full
moon hanging in the St. Francisville sky.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Ian asked. He reached
down and blew dandelion seeds across the railroad ties.

“As towns go, this place isn’t bad.”

Ian cocked a grin. “You’re saying you’d want to
stay here?”

Declan returned his glance to the colorful
Mohawk of his new afterdeath assistant. “I’m saying it’s better
than many spots. But you know just as well as me that we don’t get
to pick where we’re stationed. Connell makes that call.”

“And then forces us to walk there till our feet
ache…”

Grinning, Declan picked up a pebble and hurled
it into a nearby rain puddle. The smooth stone plopped and skipped
across the glass-looking water before a ghostly hand picked it
up.

“Hello, boys,” Kathreena said, wrapping her
fingers around the pebble. “Nice night for a stroll?”

“Actually, we were looking for you,” Declan
said.

She nodded, those trademark green eyes no longer
reflecting the stubbornness she had clung to only weeks earlier.
“It’s time to cross, isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ian stepped closer. “I need to ask if you have
any piercings or body jewelry. If you do, take them out because
they hurt like hell going through the portal.”

She tilted her head and examined the many holes
in Ian’s ear cartilage. “I take it you know this from
experience?”

“I warned him to take them out,” Declan said.
“But you know the Goth kids these days.”

“Let’s just say I believe you now,” Ian
muttered.

“To answer your question, no, I don’t have any
piercings. So how does this work?”

Declan put his hands in his pockets, used his
taunting schoolboy stance. “You aren’t going to give us any more
trouble?”

“Why should I? You helped my son. My husband and
son have gained empathy for one another. I can’t exactly complain
about leaving Louisiana behind. My family is safe. My family is
happy. That’s all I ever wanted.”

“Great, then it’s settled. Ian and I will walk
down the tracks with you, then we’ll be moved through the portal
into the next realm. Any last thoughts or questions?”

She stepped off the track, reached down, and
grabbed a flower. “Give this to my son. Tell him to press it
tightly and put it with his Tarot cards. It’s going to help him
even more than my old scarf did.”

Declan didn’t want to ask about the scarf, and
he was pretty sure that delivering a gift already found in nature
wouldn’t be breaking the rules. At least, he hoped not.

“Okay, ma’am.” He put the flower in his pocket.
“Let’s go.”

She reached for both their hands. “You boys are
really sweet. Thanks for your help.”

“You’re welcome,” Declan said. “I don’t get to
help many seers cross. It’s been a pleasure.”

The stars twinkled extra bright as he and Ian
led Kathreena down the tracks and into the next realm, where she
would surely be able to help others just like she did when she was
alive.

As they stepped into the windy portal, a
shooting star flew across the sky as a soft breeze blew to wish
them well on their travels.







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Kane drove his brand new
Porsche to his office, but someone was in his parking spot. What
the hell? He owned the companies. His name was on the parking
space.

Blocking the moron’s car, Kane slammed his door
and stormed up to the entrance. “Shelly, who the hell parked in
my—”

“Kane Boudreaux?” a police officer asked,
standing up so straight it looked like he had a stick up his
butt.

“Yes. What’s this about?”

Another cop approached. “Sir, you’re under
arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit arson,
and conspiracy for vehicular manslaughter.”

“What? This is crazy!” Kane desperately looked
around his office. “I haven’t done anything!”

“You have the right to remain silent,” the cop
began.

“I know that! I watch TV, damn it.” Kane turned
to Shelly. “Call my lawyer.”

She nodded.

“You have the wrong guy,” Kane said as a cop
snapped one cuff on his left hand. “Hey, that hurts!”

“You have the right to an attorney…”

“Murder of who?”

“Kathreena Pleasance, for starters. Then there’s
Remy Broussard, Rosie Broussard, Jax Broussard, and Tara
Graves.”

“What?”

“And after these charges are dealt with, the
Feds want to talk to you about some strange accounting practices.
You’re going away for a long time, pal.”

Kane bit his lip. Fury boiled through him. How
had he gotten caught? He’d been so careful to keep all contact with
his men outside of the city limits. Taking different side roads to
get there every time. One of those goons must’ve rolled over on
him.

Now was the time to save face. His loyal staff
all stared at him, as if they’d just been told he was a
criminal.

“Don’t worry. This is just a misunderstanding,”
Kane said. But the cops dragging him out the front door didn’t seem
to think so.

“That your car?” one cop asked, pointing to the
Porsche.

“Yes. Someone had parked in my spot.”

The cop grinned wide. “We’re going to add
illegally blocking a vehicle to the charges. Just for you, Mr.
Boudreaux.”

“Oh shut up.”

The cop pressed Kane’s head down and into the
backseat of a patrol car. One at a time, the disappointment more
than evident on their faces, his employees—not to mention, members
of Kane’s Krewe—all gawked at him as he was taken away.

He would fix this. Everything would go back to
the way it was. After all, he ran things in this town. No one else
had the balls to do what needed to be done.







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Tristan put the final piece
of the papier-mâché with the other items. The back porch that had
once been Mom’s Tarot reading spot now had handmade pieces of Cajun
folklore scattered about.

The main centerpiece, the Loup Garou, was the
body of a human with the head of a wolf. Tristan had blue paint,
ready to model it after the famous Blue Dog once the papier-mâché
was set. As crazy as the fire and redoing the float had been,
Tristan liked this float better than their previous one.

He smiled, remembering how in elementary school,
the teachers would use the legend of the Loup Garou to get the kids
to behave.

“If you don’t stay in your seats, the Loup Garou
will come steal you away and turn you into a werewolf.”

Tristan remembered costume parties with fellow
classmates, the contest for the best costume. After the 1960’s
werewolf movies became popular, outfits were easy to come by. He
couldn’t think of a time when the Loup Garou legend hadn’t existed.
Catholics couldn’t break their commitment to Lent; children needed
to behave; parents needed to tithe to the church to not have bad
things occur.

All for a damn werewolf-like creature no one had
ever seen. Still, Tristan couldn’t deny the appeal of having it as
a krewe theme. It reflected their culture, their past, and who had
ever seen a giant werewolf thing on a Mardi Gras float before? If
nothing else, they would get points for originality. Not to mention
determination, after Kane set their previous hard work to ash.

Dad stepped onto the patio. “I can’t believe we
did it, but the parts for the float look great. Thanks so much for
your help, son.”

“We both did it,” Tristan said, admiring the
handiwork as well. “Truth be told, I wanted this fairy-tale theme
for years. Glad we finally had the chance to make it work.”

“We still need to glue everything to a float
structure,” Dad said. “Remy’s family offered their truck to use,
seeing as how we helped put Kane Boudreaux away. But where can we
put everything together?”

Tristan didn’t know. “Is Kane’s Krewe still
entering something, now that Kane is gone?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll make a call.” Dad walked
away and returned five minutes later. “I just spoke to Eddie
Bertram. He said Kane treated everyone on his krewe like crap, and
they’d actually stopped production after Kane went ballistic one
night. Eddie says we can use their warehouse.”

“Seriously?” Tristan asked. Eddie managed the
local movie theater in town. The man had always been one of those
rare citizens who’d do anything for anyone, but Tristan still could
hardly believe his ears. “The rival krewe is letting us use their
warehouse for our krewe float? That’s hard to believe.”

Dad shrugged. “Strange, I know. But Eddie said
that for this year, we should work together. People like him, and
they follow his lead. He figures if the float is accepted by the
Mardi Gras board, St. Francisville will be represented in some way.
Besides, Kane kept his cronies so busy doing his illegal things for
him, they didn’t have the float finished anyway.”

“That’s great,” Tristan said. “Though I suspect
the competition part will resume next year.”

“I’m sure Eddie and I will have wagers next year
on which team wins again.”

“That’s next year,” Tristan said, unable to even
think about that at the moment. “But if Eddie will let us use
Kane’s warehouse, that works great. We’ll finish building our
float, and I can say good-bye to Remy, his family, and—”

“And Tara.”

Tristan nodded. “Yes. And Tara.”

* * *

The next day, Tristan and his dad carried the
float pieces to a flatbed trailer they’d rented and attached to the
car.

Slowly, they made their way to the warehouse,
where they were greeted by a sight Tristan never thought he’d see
in his lifetime. Two rival krewes joining together for the good of
the town. People helped carry float pieces. Kids even separated out
beads for the krewes to eventually throw.

Grace was already inside. “Hey, you.”

He walked up and kissed her. “Hi, yourself.”

“I wanted to help out. Be part of the final push
to get the float finished.”

“Not sure all the things I told you about the
krewe competition in the past are valid anymore. I’ve never seen
both teams work together like this.”

She grinned over at Derek, who helped hoist the
large Loup Garou centerpiece onto the large float. The whole town,
this tiny town, had come together.

“Did you hear the news?” Grace asked. “Kane was
arrested yesterday. No bond with his multiple charges. He’ll go to
jail for at least twenty years for the conspiracy to commit murder
charges.”

Tristan wrapped his arms around her. “Couldn’t
happen to a nicer guy. Thanks again for your help.”

Grace glanced across the warehouse. “So are
Remy’s family and Tara still around?”

Tristan scanned the place. Both krewes worked
side by side to finish the float, but he didn’t see any ghosts at
first glance. Maybe they had ducked away, out of the mayhem.

“I should probably go check,” he said. “Excuse
me for a few minutes?”

Grace held his hand. “I know it might be hard
for you to say good-bye to Tara—”

“A few weeks ago, I’d have agreed with you.”

“Not anymore?” Her voice held a trace of hope, a
hope he shared for the future.

Leaning in, he gave her a soft kiss. “Not
anymore.”

With a newfound confidence, Tristan walked to
the opposite end of the warehouse.

Near the back window, where he’d first noticed
Tara and the others, Declan and Ian stood talking with Remy’s
family, along with Tara.

“I don’t want to interrupt,” Tristan said.

“Just getting everything in order,” Declan said.
“Thanks for your help with solving their murders, Tristan. Couldn’t
have done it without you.”

“No problem.”

Declan cocked an eyebrow. “You might think
differently when Connell comes to collect on that debt. I still
can’t believe he delivered that message from your mom. The guy sure
as hell wouldn’t break the rules for us. In any case, I appreciate
your help. And because you brought her killer to justice, your mom
was able to cross over. She finally consented.”

“I’m glad she is finally at peace,” Tristan
said.

“Oh. One more thing.” Declan reached into his
pocket and retrieved the small purple flower. “She wanted me to
give this to you. Said you should press it flat, then put it with
your Tarot cards because this will help more than the scarf.
Whatever that means.”

Warmth flooded through Tristan as he accepted
the flower and delicately pressed it inside his wallet. “Thank you.
I understand.” He didn’t have the chance to hug his mother
good-bye, but she’d left him this token. A means to continue using
his gift.

I love you and miss you, Mom.

Declan turned to Ian. “Well, come on, rookie.
Let’s give Tristan and the ghosts a chance to say good-bye.”

Ian and Declan wandered near the giant alligator
and made strange poses. Seeing two afterdeath consultants and an
alligator made no sense at all. Yet somehow, in Tristan’s world,
they did.

Tristan turned his attention to Remy, Rosie, and
Jax. “I’m sorry I didn’t figure your deaths out sooner, but I’m
glad we have justice for you now.”

Remy nodded. “Don’t ever hide or forget your
gift. You gave us a voice. Justice for our family, and prison for
Kane. I won’t ever forget that.”

Tristan smiled, choked back a few tears.
“Thanks. Fortunately, my mom instilled that belief in me from
birth. I’m one of the fortunate ones who wasn’t ostracized for my
gift.”

“Your mother was a special lady,” Rosie said. “I
look forward to seeing her again and thanking her for raising a
good son.”

The heat flared in Tristan’s cheeks. Flattery
from ghosts always made him uncomfortable.

“Thanks, and tell her thanks for the
flower.”

Remy hugged his wife. “C’mon. Let’s give Tristan
and Tara a few minutes of privacy. We’ll go over and talk to the
afterdeath guys.”

“Thanks, Remy,” Tara whispered as they walked
away.

Tristan was left, looking into Tara’s eyes. Eyes
that held regret, hope, and disappointment. Emotions came flooding
back, but he had no words. He’d been angry and closed himself off
from this tiny town when he thought she’d disappeared on him. And
somewhere in his anger, he’d learned to say good-bye.

Now he had to do it all over again. With a
completely new perspective.

“Tara, I…”

She leaned against the back window, as if being
close to the one thing that had reunited them would make the
conversation last.

“I guess we’re both at a loss for words,” she
said.

Grateful for her understanding, Tristan nodded.
“I said good-bye and good riddance to you months ago. I never
expected I’d have to say it again.”

“I wanted to say thanks. I mean, for finding out
Kane had us killed. I know I said I wanted you to cross over with
me—”

“In another world, maybe I could have. But I
can’t.”

Tara nodded. “You want a future with Grace,
don’t you?”

“Yes.” Tristan reached out and touched the
coolness of her semitransparent face. “I’ll always remember what
you and I had, Tara. But it’s become one of those memories of the
past. I’ll treasure it, remember it, and occasionally think of you
when I hear an oldies playlist. But you and I…we’re the past.”

Tara gazed up at him, a sparkle in her eye. “And
Grace is your future.”

“Yes, she is.”

“I suppose she can’t be all bad, seeing as she
did her homework and got Kane arrested,” Tara said. “I just wish
things had turned out differently.”

“I know.”

The silence of the past flooded back and filled
the space between them. But instead of heartache, there was a
wish…a hope for a good future, even if they weren’t together.

“Tara, we need to go,” Declan said from several
feet away. “I don’t mean to cut your time short, but we’re on a
schedule.”

“I understand.” Tara glimpsed back at Tristan.
“Guess things will be different now. In another realm, or whatever
Declan calls it.”

Tristan nodded. “You’ll be okay. Mom used to
talk with spirits all the time. If you happen to run across her,
tell her hello for me.”

“I will.”

With a resolved breath, Tristan took one last
look into Tara’s eyes. “Good-bye, Tara.”

“Bye.”

She began to fade away, as did Declan, Ian,
Remy, and his family, until all that remained was a slight breeze
in the room. Then silence.







CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Two days later, Grace slept
in after having helped Tristan and his father finish the final
touches on the Loup Garou float. Someone from the Mardi Gras
judging board would be arriving today to take a look at the float,
and she wanted to be there for the event.

Her cell phone rang. Grace looked at the caller
ID. Kat, her editor. A lump formed in Grace’s throat. Would it be
good or bad news?

“Hello?”

“Hey. Where’s your krewe story? I thought you
were going to submit it last night.”

Grace cleared her throat. “I wanted to include
whether the judge wanted it as part of Mardi Gras, so I planned to
submit it later today.”

“Good. I really need you back here to cover our
usual features.”

Now came the moment of truth. “Kat, I don’t want
the puff pieces anymore. I appreciate the opportunities you’ve
given me, but during my stay here in St. Francisville, I’ve found
my passion. Investigative journalism. And I’m not going to get that
writing about pedicure tips and pooches in the park.”

“You know we already have crime journalists,”
Kat said. “I need you on the puff pieces, but I’ll keep you in mind
for future articles.”

Grace took a deep breath. She’d been telling
herself the same thing for three years, but nothing had changed.
Nothing until she’d had the Tarot reading from Tristan, until she
started taking the chances on her career that she’d been too scared
to in the past.

“I’m sorry, Kat,” she said. “I think I may need
to stay here, then.”

Silence for a long moment.

“Are you saying you are going to move to the
middle of a small town if I don’t put you on the investigative
team?”

“I’m saying thanks for your help, but I can’t go
back to writing fluff. If you have space for me in your criminal
investigative department, I’m more than willing to pay my dues. But
if you’re just going to stick me back into that same old box of
superficial tales, then I have to take a step forward in my career.
No matter how risky.”

“I’ve never heard you like this,” Kat said.

Grace looked out the window and saw the
landscape of St. Francisville. Its charm, its people.

“Maybe this place has changed me.”

Kat sighed. “You sure drive a hard bargain, but
I can’t deny you’re one of my most reliable writers. Fine. I’ll
hire an intern for the superficial stories. You get me your krewe
story ASAP. Got it?”

Yes! Grace let out a relieved breath.

“I will. Thank you, Kat. Thank you.”

“Yeah, yeah. Later.”

Grace hung up, grinning ear to ear. Things were
finally aligning. And she still needed to tell Tristan one more
thing…

* * *

Laptop in her purse, Grace drove to the new
warehouse. With Kane Boudreaux now in jail, the locals had stopped
calling it “Kane’s Krewe” and started just referring to it as the
“Krewe Place.” Lacked some pizazz, but it was better than
remembering or honoring a murderer and arsonist.

She’d finished all the parts of her story except
the ending. She wanted to see Tristan’s face and find out if the
float had been accepted into the New Orleans Mardi Gras parade.
Then she’d tell him the best news. Provided, of course, that he
wanted to return to New Orleans.

Something inside her heart sunk. What if he
didn’t?

No. Stop. Things were looking up. And besides,
she was flexible with her options if he didn’t want to leave the
small town.

Tristan greeted her with a big hug and a
kiss.

“So where’s the judge of the float?” she
asked.

He pointed to the corner of the warehouse.
Strangely, where Tristan had spent time talking with the dead.
“Jonathan will make the announcement momentarily, but I think we
are a shoo-in.”

Grace admired the float, which had turned out
beautiful, given the last-minute planning. The Loup Garou
centerpiece, flanked by smaller versions of Cajun legends. A
book-shaped ornament hung from the top, indicating the old fairy
tales.

“Once the announcement is done,” Grace said, “I
do still have one more thing to tell you.”

He smiled warmly at her. “And what is that?”

“Oh, no. Not yet. I’m gonna make you wait.”

“You unmerciful tease,” he said as if declaring
someone royalty. Then he leaned in and kissed her again. “But
you’re worth the wait.”

She grinned, unable to stop the heat flaring in
her cheeks. “C’mon. Let’s go hear the announcement so I can tell
you the other news.”

The crowds began to gather around the main
float. A man in a gray suit approached the microphone.

“Ladies and gents, if you’ll all pay attention
please.”

Rustling whispers and sounds quieted across the
crowd.

“As most of you are aware, our judging is
different this year, given the recent arrest of the other krewe
chief, Kane Boudreaux. However, I have come to understand that both
krewes participated in this event to make this float. Mardi Gras is
about celebration, about coming together to feast before the long
stretch of Lent.”

Grace reached for Tristan’s hand, clasped it in
her own. He shot her a friendly smile.

“As the judge for this year’s krewe competition,
I would like to congratulate the krewe of Moxie, and everyone here,
for a terrific job. This float will be entered in our upcoming
Mardi Gras parade!”

The crowd cheered, while Grace squeezed
Tristan’s hand tighter. They’d made it. She smiled at Tristan’s
dad. “Congratulations, you two.”

“Now where is the Pleasance family?” the judge
asked.

Tristan and his dad made their way to the stage,
where the judge gave them a trophy. The two men, who had argued so
much over recent weeks, had come together—not just with each other,
but with the entire town—to make something beautiful.

Grace snapped photos with her camera. This would
be the perfect ending to her piece.

* * *

Hours later, Grace leaned back in the swing at
her hotel, with Tristan by her side.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“Barring any more fires, I thought I’d return to
New Orleans and see what I can do about a bank loan. Set myself up
with a New Age bookstore.”

She grinned wide. “Maybe you should wait.”

With furrowed brows, he turned to her, his eyes
darker green. “What? Of all the people who knows how important it
is to follow one’s passion—”

“Derek texted me earlier. Remy’s family is
wiring the reward money for finding their loved ones.”

“I don’t understand. You and Derek are the ones
who did all the investigating on that case.”

“Derek is taking a cut, but the rest of the
money is going to you, Tristan Pleasance.” She liked saying his
full name. It rolled off the tongue.

He stared at her. “Are you serious? Why not to
you?”

“I couldn’t have done this without your help.
Besides, Kat is giving me my dream shot to write investigative
features. That’s all I wanted. The money would be best served
helping you build your dream.”

He bit his lip. “I don’t mean to be forward, but
what is the reward? I wouldn’t think it could purchase a
bookstore—”

“Seventy-five thousand dollars.”

“What?” Tristan’s eyes grew black, his pupils
had grown so big. “Remy’s family had that kind of money?”

“No, they had twenty thousand. But then there’s
the reward the Feds were offering, and the DEA. Seems a lot of
people wanted to see Kane Boudreaux behind bars.”

“Damn straight.” Tristan sat back, wiped his
eyes. “Tell me I’m not dreaming. You are serious. This could get me
started with a bookstore in New Orleans. If not the Quarter, then
Uptown or Mid-City. If I hire the right help, do several readings,
this could really happen—”

“You have a gift, Tristan. It’s high time you
used it to make a living.”







CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Three months
later

Tristan entered the Krewe of Souls bookstore on
Napoleon Avenue just moments before the parade was scheduled to
pass by. It seemed ironic, opening a store on Napoleon Avenue,
given that Louisiana often had business laws dating back to the
Napoleonic Code.

“Great place you have here, son,” his father
said. Dad had arrived three days ago for the pre–Mardi Gras parties
and to celebrate the St. Francisville float being in the parade. “I
like the bookstore name too.”

Tristan smiled. “I wanted to honor my past,
everything with the krewe history, while living here in New
Orleans. But remember what I said. St. Francisville is only an hour
away. You can come here anytime, and we’ll make monthly visits to
see you.”

Dad smiled, accepted a glass of wine from one of
the other mediums, who’d dressed up as a sexy cat.

Grace served refreshments over by the large bay
windows overlooking the Uptown street. Tristan’s two other readers,
along with a Reiki healer and some arcane science authors, had all
come to celebrate this event.

“Has it started yet?” Tristan asked. He placed
his mother’s scarf that enclosed the Tarot cards on his special
table, then joined the others.

“The first few floats, yes,” Grace said. “So far
you’ve only missed some basic themes and the marching band.”

“Those are worth seeing,” Tristan said. He
joined the others at the window and waited for the float he and Dad
had constructed. All that scrambling. The papier-mâché, the cuts
from the chicken wire, the warehouse fire, all seemed like a
faraway memory.

Using his gift had enabled him to find the love
of his life, Grace, and to build his dream bookstore. He couldn’t
wait to see what other new adventures lay ahead.

Wrapping his arm around Grace, he whispered in
her ear, “I love you.”

Her smile traveled all the way to those
beautiful blue eyes. He loved that about her.

“I love you too, Tristan Pleasance.”

“Look! It’s coming!” Dad shouted. He pointed out
the window.

The Loup Garou stood tall over all the other
floats prior. Kids yelled with glee as they recognized it from
stories their parents had told them. Tristan smiled with pride,
knowing exactly how much pain and joy had been woven into those
pieces.

As the crowd cheered and the people from the
Moxie Krewe tossed gold and green beads from on high, Tristan held
Grace’s hand even tighter.

He was home.

THE END
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