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      I massaged the back of my neck, then pinched the bit where it meets the shoulder between my thumb and my forefinger. It was already sore, but I just about jumped out of my chair from the jolt of pain as I squeezed the tender area. I winced, but kept up the pressure and after twenty seconds I felt a gratifying ease in the ache. I knew I needed to go for a massage to iron out all the painful kinks in my body, but I hadn’t been able to find the time in the week since myself, Attie, Camille, and Derek found release for Cody’s ghost, and for his sister, Cat.

      It had been that final night, when the group of us had carried Cat’s heavy paintings into New Orleans Lafayette Cemetery No 1, that the pain I’d been feeling through my body had gotten worse. The truth was, as a middle-aged woman I wasn’t as strong and fit as I used to be, and the rigors of monster hunting were starting to take their toll on me. Each time I engaged in a new adventure I told myself after it was all over, I’d keep up my fitness, but as I’d done my whole life, I slipped back into my usual laziness. Where exercise was concerned, I always procrastinated, and the throbbing in my body told me I could no longer afford to do that.

      It was the same whenever I’d injured myself in the past. I’d go to physiotherapy for, say, a jarred back, and I’d do the prescribed exercises for a few days, then as soon as I started to recover, I’d stop. So it was with my fit-for-purpose monster hunting fitness. Lunging, thrusting, leaping, running, and carrying weren’t things I did in my day-to-day life as a school office administrator, and so every time a new adventure was over I felt…exhausted. I’d tell myself I couldn’t go through the pain and fatigue again, and I’d go walking, or jogging, and exercise in the backyard for a week or so.

      Then I’d…give up.

      Only to curse myself the next time I needed a high level of fitness.

      I heard someone come into the school office. It was a busy morning with teachers milling about, signing into work and grabbing their mail from their cubbyholes. There was friendly chatter around me, some of it directed at me, some not. At first I didn’t see that the person who’d just come in was my teacher friend, Tina.

      “Diana, are you okay?” I looked up and flashed her a wan smile, my fingers continuing to knead my neck. “You’re sore, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. I am, a little,” I admitted, and immediately took my fingers from my neck. I didn’t want to make a big thing of it, and definitely didn’t want anyone asking how I’d made my neck sore.

      “What have you done?” Tina asked.

      Damn…exactly what I hadn’t wanted.

      I thought quickly. “Um, I was on a stepladder at home, and I over-reached.” I blushed because I hated lying. But I couldn’t tell Tina that myself and a group of friends broke into two school libraries at night, stole artworks from both places, and then took them down to a cemetery and burned them.

      Hang on, had I really done that?

      Me, Diana Delaney, good Catholic girl from the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans, burnt artworks in the Lafayette Cemetery No 1 at night?

      It wasn’t even as if I’d walked into the cemetery. The place had been locked to keep people out, and I broke in.

      I imagined what my mother, staunch, God-fearing Grace Delaney, would have to say about that. She’d be horrified and would wonder if she had gone wrong with me, whether I was delinquent, or whether the stress of my marriage break up had made me go crazy.

      I imagined what the principal of my school, Pat, would have to say about that. That was even worse. She was the consummate professional and would be worried not only about the reputation of the school should it come out, but she’d also be worried about my influence on impressionable youngsters. She’d probably fire me, and if the positions had been reversed, I’d do the same.

      I imagined what my friends—Jan, Tina, and Anna—would have to say about that. The four of us had been close, drawn together from shared experience and opinions. What I did the other night had been something these nice women would never begin to understand, and nor could I ever tell them. They’d assume I was having a mental breakdown and needed either a good psychiatrist, or good medications. Or both.

      Despite imagining the shock of all these people whose opinion was of paramount importance to me, I found it hard to suppress the small grin blossoming on my face.

      Because I absolutely and totally loved my new life.

      What was there not to love about being a monster hunter?

      Okay, so it might not be most people’s idea of a great way to spend their time. It was frightening alot of the time, hard work all the time, and sometimes messy and gory, but it gave me a sense of purpose. I was fulfilling my destiny, and ridding my city of evil, one monster at a time. I hadn’t been this happy…ever.

      That wasn’t quite true, actually. I’d always been happy being a mother to Kenna, but now that she’d left and was at college in Raleigh, my life would have been empty if it wasn’t for my calling.

      “What are you grinning for?” Tina asked, breaking into my thoughts. “Are you laughing about falling off a stepladder?”

      I ironed the grin off my face and tried to look serious. “No. I was just thinking that when I was married to Jim, I would have asked him to go up a stepladder for me…but he probably would have fallen off too.”

      Tina laughed, because she knew I wasn’t exaggerating.

      “Yeah, Jim isn’t the most practical man around, is he?”

      “No, he’s completely impractical. Which makes it crazier that I didn’t suspect anything when he kept going round to Lola’s house to fix things.”

      “Ah honey, you’re just a nice person. No one likes to think their husband is having an affair.”

      Tina’s tone was like honeyed balm, and I wished I could tell her about what had happened the other night in the school libraries, and then in the cemetery.

      But I couldn’t. First, Tina wouldn’t understand at all, and worse than that, she didn’t believe in ghosts or poltergeists. Not so long ago I hadn’t either, but my life had changed beyond all recognition, even if it didn’t appear like that on the surface. There was a more pressing reason I couldn’t tell Tina, though, or anyone else for that matter.

      Attie, Camille, and I had agreed not to talk about it with anyone else. Even Derek, who had been with us, still thought our monster hunting was a game, much like the cosplay he favored.

      As if by telepathy, Derek, who worked in the school’s computer lab, walked in behind Tina. “Good morning, ladies,” he said in a cheery tone.

      “Good morning, Derek,” we chorused.

      Tina turned to smile at him, then turned back to me and raised her eyebrows. Most everyone thought Derek was a total geek, and even though he was, I liked him enormously.

      What I didn’t like though was that every day he came into the office and tried to strike up a conversation about the night at the cemetery, or the monster-hunting database he was working on for me. I didn’t want to talk about these things in the busy school office. If anyone overheard our conversation, they’d think we were crazy, or on drugs. Probably both.

      I braced as Derek shuffled towards me, wondering if I could somehow slip out of the busy office and escape to the cafeteria to buy a coffee. But no, he had me cornered, so I smiled at him, and nodded imperceptibly at Tina, hoping the gestures conveyed the need for secrecy.

      To my relief, he tapped his nose, as if to tell me he knew he had to be discreet.

      Derek turned and went to the cubbyholes, fiddling around with imaginary papers. Once Tina left, he moved back to my desk and carefully slid a piece of paper towards me. He tapped it, and lifted his eyebrows, and it was so obvious, like something from a spy movie, that I wondered if anyone else had seen it. I tried not to laugh out loud as he left his hand on the paper, as if he was scared someone would snatch it. When I moved my own hand towards it, he removed his and let me pick it up.

      I looked down and read Derek’s handwritten note, which was on a piece of lined paper from a school exercise book.  His script was childlike, but fortunately easy to read.

      

      The database is done, the note said. This is the URL, login, and password.

      

      Underneath were the details I needed to log on:

      

      www.hunters.monster

      Scarym0nst3rs

      B3ast666

      

      With the same theatricality Derek had displayed, I put my hand over the note, covering the text, slid it towards me, palmed it and put it in my pocket. Then I looked around, wanting to make sure no one saw the charade. Heaven forbid someone had and there’d be gossip we were passing notes to each other.

      Derek beamed at me, as if I’d given him a present. “Diana, could we talk at lunch?” he asked in a quiet, meaningful voice.

      “Talk about what?” I glanced around the room, embarrassed. If anyone had heard his question, they might have thought we had a lunch date, which we didn’t.

      It was Derek’s turn to look around, and he flushed as he did so. “Um...the game?”

      I half closed my eyes, trying to imagine what exactly we needed to discuss. Then I brought my hand to my forehead, horrified at my oversight. “Right, I’m sorry, Derek. I have to pay you. Can you just send me an invoice, please? You know I’m good for it, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I know that…but I thought we should…um…talk first.”

      What on the earth did he want to talk about? On balance I didn’t want to find out with a load of people listening, so my answer was quiet and casual. “Fine. Yes. I’ll see you at lunch, then.”

      I looked up to see two teachers glancing at each other with a knowing look, and I died inside a little. When I’d first met Derek, I fancied his good looks and physique, but after seeing him dancing around in lycra tights waving around a kid’s lightsaber, it was hard to take him seriously.

      A busy hour and a half later, the bell rang to signal that lunchtime had arrived. Being the organized person I am, I always took my lunch to work, and it was usually leftovers. Today I had one of my favorites: homemade meatballs and fettuccine, which I’d made for dinner the night before, making sure to make enough to freeze a few portions, and take one for lunch. The rich tomato sauce was delicious, with its liberal addition of Kalamata olives, and the whole thing was topped with a fine snowfall of grated parmesan cheese. I walked over to the microwave in the corner of the office, sending up, as I often did, a thanks to Pat who bought it for the school office. At the time a couple of the teachers grumbled about preferential treatment, and said it was silly because there was another one in the staff room. But Pat told me she was aware I often worked long hours and weekends, and sometimes didn’t take a lunch break, so the equipment was to thank me. Like everything else Pat did, it earned my unwavering loyalty.

      I took my lunch from my bag, walked over to the microwave and nuked it, then I locked the office and walked to the library.

      Camille waved as I came in. I glanced around to see Derek sitting at a library table in the middle of the room, but other than that, the place was empty. Camille told me, with a wry smile, that as soon as breaks came, the students left as fast as if the place was on fire.

      A moment after I sat down with Derek, Camille came over and joined us. Derek shot her a look, but she ignored the message inherent in it: go away. Derek then looked at me, expecting, I suspected, that I would ask her to leave us alone.

      “Whatever you have to say, Derek, you can say in front of Camille. You know that. She’s an important part of all this.”

      A long, exaggerated sigh escaped his lips but he nodded, just. “I thought we could talk about a marketing strategy for your game. That’s so important, especially given the gaming market is so incredibly competitive.” His expression was earnest, and I felt an unexpected flush of affection. Bless him for wanting the best for what he thought was a harmless piece of entertainment.

      I’d been about to pull the lid off my lunch, and I looked down, examining it carefully. It was a stall, and as I suppressed a small smile that was forming on the corner of my lips, Camille cleared her throat, to gain my attention. We exchanged a look, but I don’t think Derek realized, as his gaze was still solely focused on me.

      “This child still thinks it was a game!” I cringed at Camille’s words, thinking she’d opened a can of worms, and Derek would interrogate her.

      But still his eyes were on me. “I admire you being so proactive, Derek. But not at the moment, please. Let’s just discuss the price of the database creation. You’ve put a lot of work into this, and I’m very grateful.”

      The computer nerd beamed at me. “I love that game,” he said. “It’s one of the most realistic experiences…it’s addictive.”

      Camille and I exchanged another glance.

      “Anyway, Diana, I really want to play it again,” Derek said. “So that’s the price.”

      I pulled the lid off my meal, and pushed my fork into the pasta, then took my first mouthful. It was a stall tactic, as I didn’t know what to say to Derek.

      As I was chewing, Camille cleared her throat again. Her eyebrows were raised, and a serious expression crossed her face. When she spoke, her voice was soft yet full of conviction. “Oh, honey,” she said, firstly smiling at me, but then turning her dark eyes directly on Derek, “it’s your funeral.”
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      Camille’s remark went straight over Derek’s head, and intent on his marketing agenda, he pressed again. “I really think you have something special here, Diana. It’s never too soon to begin a strategy to bring something to market. Especially something new, and as unique as this is.”

      I shook my head as my mouth was full of my lunch. I was never sure why, but pasta was better the second day. It probably had something to do with the olives and the chunky tomato sauce marinating through the al dente pasta. It was delicious, and I wanted to enjoy it without being badgered about the monster hunting database.

      “Look, I know you think it’s not ready to launch, but it will be some day.”

      “God help us,” Camille muttered, rolling her eyes heavenward. She made no attempt to conceal her disdain, and Derek scowled at her.

      I swallowed and turned a piercing gaze on him. “Look, Derek, I know you’re so enamored of this…game…that you want to do it all properly, but please let this go for the moment. We’re not going to market it, and we’re not going to sell it.”

      “That’s such a shame you’re not going to do those things now.”

      I felt like stomping my foot. “We’re not going to do those things ever.”

      Derek shook his head in dismay, and his mouth opened, ready to argue with me. “But Diana⁠—”

      “Not ever,” I repeated, more forcefully this time. “Derek, tell me you’ve heard me and understood, and that you’re not going to bring this up again. Ever.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      Now I felt ready to scream. “There are no buts either.”

      The expression on his face was so full of sadness that I relented slightly. “Look, I know you want to play the game again.” I licked my lips and glanced at Camille as I tried to form my words. “So if you want to be invited to play, Derek, I want you to drop all this other stuff. And as you say, that can be payment for the work you did for me.”

      “Are you saying you’ll let me play again?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I am.”

      Derek’s whole posture relaxed, and his smile was broad and delighted, while Camille shook her head at me. I was going to explain myself to her, when a clack of heels across the library floor told me someone was approaching our table.

      We all looked up at the same time. Phyllis Redmond, the head of the high school athletic association, marched towards us, her pace signaling she meant business.

      “Hi Phyllis,” I said. I knew the woman vaguely because of Kenna having gone to the high school she worked at.

      “Hi, Diana. They told me you were here.”

      I gawped at Phyllis, surprised she wanted to speak to me. She was an important woman in the school calendar, and she looked it too. She was large framed, as if she was a world champion shot-putter, with a mane of honey-blonde hair twisted up into a French bun. Her makeup was perfect, her nails manicured, and she smelt like an orange grove. Her clothes were well-tailored and expensive looking, if a little mannish in their cut.

      “You’re here to see me?” I blinked, because I’d assumed she was in the library to see Camille and I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what she wanted me for.

      “I wanted to speak with you about the end of season soccer banquet.”

      “We’ll leave you to it,” Camille said, getting up. Derek stayed put, until Camille put her hand under his elbow, forcefully encouraging him to leave with her. He gave me a last look—as if to ask if I needed help—before going to his computer lab, while Camille busied herself shelving books across the other side of the library.

      Phyllis took a seat beside me and, leaning forward, said, “I’ve heard good things about your work, Diana, and based on recommendations I wondered if you’d have time to plan the soccer banquet.”

      “That’s usually held in October or November, isn’t it?” I asked, my mind working furiously. It wasn’t that far off, and given it was an important event in the high school calendar, everything would have to be perfect. I knew if I made a success of an event like the banquet, there could well be other bookings that would come afterwards as a result.

      “Yes. It’s in October this year.” Phyllis mentioned a date midway through the month. “Please tell me you’re not already booked out. I’ll be so disappointed if you are.”

      I knew I was free that date—after all my business was only fledgling—but I made a great show of pulling my phone out of my purse and pretending to consult my calendar. I squinted at the screen, then turned back to Phyllis with a smile. “You’re in luck,” I said, and I thought, ‘and so am I.’ “I’m free that night.”

      “I’m so pleased.” Her New Orleans accent was thicker than mine and her voice came out in a charming honeyed drawl that told me she was from a more upscale part of town than I was.

      “Did you have anything specific in mind, in terms of catering and theme?” I asked. I had little experience organizing sports-themed events, but I’d relish the challenge. I was also aware that if I got this one under my belt, it would lead to more bookings, possibly from her.

      “I’d like you to conceptualize and organize every detail,” Phyllis told me with a beaming smile. She leaned even closer. “I enjoy being head of the athletics association, but I know what I’m not good at, and organizing events is something I don’t excel at. I like to bask in the glory of everyone else’s effort.”

      I warmed to Phyllis because her honesty was so refreshing, unusual in the academic community. But her reputation preceded her, and it was a good one. She was anecdotally a hard worker, putting together the best teams of talented people then empowering them to do what they did best. She was supportive to her people to a fault. Fundraising was her forte, and she always had a surplus of cash to put into the next event. Most important, the staff and pupils alike loved her and that type of loyalty was one of the most important currencies in a role like hers.

      “I’m very happy to do that,” I said, as ideas started to run around my head. “Why don’t I send you out a contract, Phyllis? Then you sign it, send in the deposit, and I can go to work on it for you. Of course, I’ll keep you in the loop at every stage of the planning so if there’s something that’s not to your liking, I can change it.”

      “Why thank you. I’m sure I’ll love everything you do. I look forward to working with you, Diana. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Phyllis clacked out of the library again, leaving me to my cooling lunch.

      “That sounded fab,” Camille said, coming back and sitting at the library table.

      “It did,” said Derek. He looked at Camille and the two exchanged a smile, which made me happy. “Not that we were listening, of course.”

      “I didn’t think you were.” I kept my voice grave but I couldn’t stop the corners of my mouth twitching.

      “It’s really good news for your new business, isn’t it?” Camille opened the lid of a Tupperware container. Inside was a crunchy salad of lettuce, cabbage, carrot, and other greens, dotted with raisins and drizzled with a clear dressing. I glanced down at my own carb-heavy but delicious pasta. It was no wonder Camille was so slim, while I was starting to spread slightly around the middle.

      “Yes. This is super important to me. If I make the soccer moms happy, I’ll get the next banquet too.”

      “The one next year?” Derek asked, holding a ham sandwich part way to his mouth.

      “No, silly. It will be later this year. The football banquet, which is the one with the big money and the even bigger list of parents who will gladly hire me for their private events. This soccer one is all about growing the business.”

      I went back to my lunch, and we all munched away quietly, lost in our own thoughts.

      My thoughts were pleasant, based around a future with little stress and lots of cash.

      “Who are you smiling at?” Camille asked, turning to see if anyone had come into the library.

      “No one. There’s only the three of us here. I was just thinking…if I do well enough in this business, I could retire and never see Lola again.”

      “Is that something you’d like?” Derek asked.

      “What, to retire, or to never see Lola again? The answer is yes, to both of them.”

      “I can’t help with retirement, but I can help you never see Lola again.” There was a strange glint in Camille’s eyes, one I had seen before when she was in her voodoo priestess incarnation.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, imagining a world without Lola. It would be…gratifyingly pleasant.

      But sadly, I had scruples.

      “You’re tempted, aren’t you?” Camille asked.

      I nodded, then said, with some reluctance, “I have no idea what you have in mind, but no. Absolutely not.”

      “You have such high morals,” Camille said. “That’s a good thing with the way your life has changed, Diana. When we have the powers that we do, we have to use them wisely, and not for our own pleasure.”

      “You two sure talk a load of mumbo jumbo,” Derek said. He got up from the table. “I’m going to leave you to it. I have to get back to work. Diana, I’ll be in to see you later.”

      I sighed. I had a horrible feeling Derek hadn’t given up on his plans for the game.

      
      The first thing I did back in the office was access my personal cloud storage, and pull down an events contract. I filled in the name of the
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