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    For the man who holds my world in his hands—steady in the dark, faithful in the light.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Magic remembers every debt.Even the ones we try to bury.

      

    


Dauphine leaned over a two-person table tucked into the back corner of the Napoleon House’s rear room. Hidden behind an oversized menu emblazoned with a bust of Napoleon, she finally allowed herself to breathe. It had been days since she’d seen any trace of Riley, and she was confident he wouldn’t think she’d returned home to the French Quarter—especially with the wards she’d left behind. She inhaled slowly, then released the breath just as carefully.

She racked her brain, trying to understand how he kept finding her. He should have remained bound to the first place she’d confined him. Instead, he was free—and she had no idea how he’d escaped. She tapped her teeth together. Maybe this time I’ve really gotten away. She shook her head. Worry twisted her stomach into knots. Somehow, he always turned up, and today she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.

Dauphine sighed. If only the afterlife weren’t so...eternal. Maybe then I’d have some peace. She grimaced. I should’ve cast him into darkness when I had the chance. Her gaze drifted to the scar on her right forearm, and she shivered as memories of the Atchafalaya swamp surfaced. She closed her eyes and forced the image away, pressing it deep into the back of her mind.

Her stomach growled, pulling her back to the present and reminding her why she was there. She scanned the menu, but a burst of raucous laughter caught her attention. Lowering the menu slightly, Dauphine studied the room. Most patrons laughed over sweet tea and muffulettas or talked loudly about the beignets they’d shared at Café du Monde. Others, however, leaned close, speaking in hushed tones and trading secrets.

Those were the ones that worried her.

In her world, she couldn’t afford to trust the pleasant stranger or the kindly grandmother. Too often, they turned out to be demons—hunters drawn to the gifted, or worse. They were always looking for her. For others like her. Dauphine had been a target since she was thirteen, ever since her power revealed itself.

Dauphine took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind, walking herself through the exact steps she’d learned from an internet video meant to calm anxiety. So far, it hadn’t worked—but she refused to give up. She chewed on her lip and turned her attention back to the menu. Her stomach rumbled again.

The pungent aromas of beer, jambalaya, and fresh bread filled the air, conspiring to sway her choices and soothe the hunger burning in her gut. She finally decided and set the menu on the table in front of her.

Dauphine drummed her fingers against the dark wooden tabletop, waiting for the man in a white shirt and black pants to make his way over. She watched him hand a long black binder to a woman nearby, dressed in a short romper and inconveniently high heels, then looked away when he turned toward her table.

She noticed his black non-skid shoes first, then lifted her gaze.

He cleared his throat. “What can I get you?”

Dauphine reopened the menu, suddenly nervous, and scanned the page. “I’ll have a tea and a quarter of a muffuletta.” She hesitated, then added quickly, “Please.”

The man nodded. “Sure thing. It’ll be out in a few.”

“Thanks,” Dauphine said, offering a small smile.

He shrugged and disappeared to place her order somewhere out of sight.

She shifted her attention back to the room. It was dim—lit just enough to see, but not enough to feel exposed. The Napoleon House had been highly recommended by the woman at the Place de Armes Hotel, and Dauphine was glad she’d listened. The building’s history served as a welcome distraction from her fear, and the corner table wasn’t just secluded—it gave her a clear view of everyone who entered the room.

She studied a black-and-white sketch of Napoleon hanging on the wall and smiled. If memory served her right, the attendant at the Place de Armes had mentioned the building was nearly two hundred years old. Dauphine opened her mind, reaching cautiously toward the other side.

Death lingered in the room.

The presence was unmistakable, and not all of the spirits she sensed felt friendly. A shiver crept down her spine, and she severed the connection at once. Dauphine pinched the back of her hand to ground herself, to be sure she was fully back in the land of the living, then took a sip of the tea the waiter had placed in front of her. It was thick with sugar and strong—just the way she liked it.

She sipped slowly and turned her attention to the large picture window stretching along the wall opposite her table. Mid-afternoon light spilled through the glass, settling over the dark wooden floor like a blanket. From her seat, she had a clear view of tourists drifting along the cobblestone street. A man painted silver from head to toe passed by the window, and Dauphine shook her head.

Everyone in the French Quarter seemed desperate to be noticed.

Dauphine just wanted to disappear.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled as the sensation of being watched returned. She scanned the room, but no one stood out. No one looked her way. She exhaled slowly, wishing she hadn’t reached out to the dead at all.

The waiter returned with Dauphine’s food, and she tore into the muffuletta. It was better than she remembered—though she realized she’d never actually eaten one at the Napoleon House before. She decided she’d definitely be back. For a moment, a wave of sadness washed over her as she lamented how long she’d been away from the city.

She took another bite, then reached into her messenger bag and pulled out her datebook. Skimming her daily
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