
  
    
      A skeptic and a psychic meet at a bar…

      Callum is cursed. His lifelong ability to see the dead has attracted a mysterious Shadow that threatens to make him its new host. His spirit-sensitive dog and tattooed wards provide some protection, but when he meets Zander, the spirit world goes quiet for the first time in Callum’s life—and the Shadow disappears.

      Zander loves her close knit family, but a move to New Orleans is a much needed fresh start away from their ghost stories and painful past. Amidst launching a new career, she’s not looking for love, but when she meets Callum, his stable, grounded coolness is hard to resist—until he claims to see the dead. (#RedFlag!)

      Except, when he’s is attacked by something Zander can’t see, her presence blocks the invisible abuser—and she begins to wonder if her family’s ghost stories have been true all along. Without Callum as its focus, the Shadow is now targeting Zander's sister. If Callum and Zander can’t figure out how her rare power works and destroy the Shadow once and for all, it won’t just take someone she loves, it could destroy the precarious balance between the living and the dead forever.

      The Cloak’s Shadow is a paranormal romantasy and the first book of The Cloaked Series. It’s a love letter to bisexual millennials who grew up reading plot driven YA romance, and are now ready for adults to save the world (and get their happy endings).

      “A sexy, spellbinding romance… weaving a tale of love in the midst of darkness.” 

      —Kat Turner, author of The Coven Daughters series
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        To all the Type-A chicks out there: we get a bad rap, but I see you getting the job done. Just don’t forget to love yourself while you’re kicking ass.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Holy heaven and hell, there was nothing better than the blaring cacophony of a bar on a Friday night.

      The music wasn’t his style—too pop-ish, too upbeat—and the clientele were all very letting-loose-at-the-end-of-a-long-week-at-the-office, not freelancer-hustle types like him, but Callum didn’t care. The music and the people were ancillary to the real reason he was there. He threw back the last of his beer before letting his eyes scan the room. The sofas and club chairs that dotted the wide, dim space were all in various degrees of use. In fact, the only empty chairs were single spares at otherwise full tables. Even all the stools at the bar where he was sitting were taken. A busy night meant it was loud enough he could actually hear himself think—and that was what had his ass planted on this barstool in a bar he wouldn’t have been caught dead in otherwise.

      It was amazing how the sounds of hundreds of shouted conversations about Sherry in Accounting, and Greg in Product Management, or about Ted’s upcoming vacation, were so much easier to ignore than the conversations that were normally had at him.

      “At him” being the operative part of that statement. They were all one-sided conversations lobbed at him without any concern or care over whether he wanted to be involved.

      Which he didn’t.

      The bartender caught his eye and ticked a nod.

      Callum glanced at the empty bottle of beer in his hand. He could do the reasonable thing and close his tab now—or he could have another. He lifted his empty and returned the bartender's nod.

      The music, which had been a little too loud to be comfortable—perfect as far as Callum was concerned—reduced in volume by some decibels.

      “So I have a theory.”

      Callum turned toward the voice on reflex, only to turn right back again. Damn it. He’d just made eye contact.

      “See, and that just proves it,” the guy said. “Okay, maybe it doesn’t prove it, but it’s definitely a tick in the positive evidence column.”

      Callum gave a smile to the bartender as she swapped his empty for a fresh bottle. “Thanks.” He’d have to remember to tip her well. She hadn’t left him dry since he’d bellied up. “Hey, what’s up with the music?”

      “They’re having some issue with the speakers over the bar,” the bartender replied with a headshake eye-roll combo like this wasn’t the first time. “But the guy is here now to fix it so it should be back up in a few.” Then she swept away before Callum could respond, on to the next customer.

      “So my sister is over there,” the guy went on. “And if my theory is right, you should go talk to her.”

      Callum looked around the bar—at anything other than the guy to his left. He had come here with the expressed purpose of not having this conversation—of not having any conversation! He just had to hold out long enough for the music volume to pick up again. He could do this. He’d done it before.

      “She’s cute,” the guy said. “You’ll like her. And you seem cool. I’d be okay if she hooked up with you.”

      Okay, what the hell? As Callum went to give a serious are-you-kidding-me look, he saw the guy reach to slap Callum on the shoulder. Instead, his hand passed right through him, sending a sensation like gently electrified water running down Callum’s left side. His lungs constricted, his breath slowly pushing through his lips. He sucked it back again on an inhale he had to focus to keep steady.

      “Shit. I’m still not used to that,” the guy said. “Am I permeable, or is everything else permeable?”

      Nothing is permeable! Callum wanted to shout as soon as he got his breath back. You’re dead! You’re a ghost, you stupid asshole! A. Ghost.

      He looked up, ready to give the guy a quiet but solid “fuck you”—but he was gone. Gone like he’d never been there at all.

      

      The music volume flared and Callum sighed in relief. That guy might have disappeared, but he wouldn’t be the last, and it was so much easier to ignore a spirit when you couldn’t hear them talking.

      “Just a sparkling water.”

      Out of the newly refreshed din of the bar and Callum’s own thoughts, a woman’s voice came through loud and clear—louder and clearer than even the spirit who’d just been talking to him inches away. He turned toward the voice but an office-type guy blocked his view when he slid between Callum’s stool and the next.

      "Aw, come on!" the guy urged. "One more. What could it hurt?"

      "It won't hurt anything," the woman said. Her voice was grounded and real—not bubbly, or flirty. "I just don't want another drink."

      Callum turned around on his stool and leaned back against the bar to make a little space. He didn’t want to eavesdrop, but he didn’t want to lose his barstool either. So he sipped his beer and tried not to listen. Sort of.

      "Fine," the guy said, almost like the woman’s choice to drink or not had anything to do with him. "But ya know, in Japan, it's considered rude to refuse a drink when you're out with your co-workers."

      "Well thank God we're in New Orleans and not Tokyo, then," the woman replied.

      Callum tried unsuccessfully to suppress a smirk, hiding his smile with a pull from his bottle. She’d said all of three sentences—and none of them to him—but he liked this chick already.

      “I’m gonna go find the others,” the woman said, turning away from the bar—which gave Callum a front row seat when the guy turned and grabbed her by the arm.

      Callum froze.

      “I think they all left,” he said. “But it’s cool. I’ll drive you home.”

      The woman shook her head and when she looked up, her eyes caught on Callum.

      They were a bright, golden hazel, fringed with dark lashes below dark, arched brows. Her hair was almost black in the dim lights of the bar and cut pixie short, showing off a row of simple silver hoops in her ear and softly chiseled cheekbones.

      She was incredible looking.

      “Nah, it’s cool,” she said to the guy, deftly removing her arm from his grasp as she brought her phone up in front of her. “I’ll call a ride.”

      "Don't be dumb," the guy said, sitting back on the barstool she’d just left and bracing his elbows against the bar, knees spread wide like he owned the damn place. "I'm not gonna let you pay for a ride home when I can drive you. Or you can crash at my place, if that's easier."

      Holy shit. Who did this guy think he was kidding?

      "Thanks, but I'll be fine," she replied as she reached around him and took her glass of clear bubbly from the bar.

      "Suit yourself," the guy replied. "But hang here for a sec. I gotta take a piss."

      Then he waltzed off and Callum tried not to notice her sigh of obvious relief as the woman took her seat at the bar again—which brought her right beside him.

      "Is he pushy as hell, or is it just me?" she said.

      It took Callum a second to realize she was talking to him. "Oh, he's a pushy asshole," he agreed as soon as he put it together.

      She shook her head before taking a pull from the neon pink straw in her glass.

      Damn. Who knew sparkling water could look so enticing?

      She swallowed. "I work with the dude, so I can't even be a bitch."

      "That's rough. Want to act like we know each other?" Callum offered. He dared to look at her properly again. Her lips were full and perfectly bowed as she took another sip. She was straight up beautiful, but he wasn't going to hit on her. It was easy to see she'd had enough of that tonight.

      He read question in her eyes but a smile on her fucking perfect mouth.

      "We could be deep in a we-went-to-high-school-together conversation when he gets back," Callum explained with a shrug. "Makes it easy to cold shoulder him."

      It wouldn't be the first time he’d pretended to be dating a stranger at a bar so a guy would leave them alone. Hell, he'd once saved another dude from a date-gone-wrong.

      Her brows rose above her golden-green eyes like that was an idea she'd never considered. "Make it college, and you were my boyfriend?"

      "Even better," Callum agreed easily. Was she hitting on him? "I'm Callum, by the way."

      "Zander," she replied.

      Callum pushed his hair out of his eyes. "So did the rest of your group really leave?”

      Zander threw a glance around the bar before her eyes swung back to him. "Looks that way, yeah."

      What a bunch of jerks.

      "I'm new in the office—hell, I’m new in the city,” she added, like that was a reasonable excuse. “They probably forgot about me.”

      “New in the city, huh? Where’d you move here from?”

      “Seattle.”

      Callum nearly choked on his drink. She’d moved all the way here from Seattle? What a badass.

      "Well if you want to bail before he gets back, now is the time," he said. "Ride shares are usually pretty quick this time of night."

      "No need," Zander replied. "He doesn't know it, but I live just up the street—too close to warrant a cab."

      "But too far to walk without him seeing you when he gets outside?"

      "Exactly," she agreed, glancing up like she was on the lookout for the very guy they were talking about. "And, frankly, I'd rather he not know where I live."

      "Smart."

      "Here he comes," she said quickly.

      "Introduce me, then follow my lead?" Callum replied.

      Zander’s smile was accompanied by a nod.

      "Hey. You change your mind about that drink?" the guy said as he sidled up beside her and plucked his own beer from the bar.

      "Not at all," Zander replied. "But it was crazy—when you left, I realized we were right next to my ex from undergrad this whole time!"

      The guy followed her line of sight and next thing Callum knew, he was ticking a nod at the guy and giving his best I-wake-up-like-this finger comb through his long, undercut hair. He let his voice drop to its lowest register and held out his hand for a shake. "Hey, my man. Nice to meet ya. I'm Callum. You are?"

      "Blane," the guy replied. He was average looking. Probably in his late twenties/early thirties. Preppy.

      "Cool," Callum replied. "I was just telling Zander I didn't realize she'd moved to NOLA." He looked around Blane-The-Asshole so he could see Zander. "We should hang out. It'd be great to catch up." He threw a wink in for good measure.

      Which Zander didn't miss.

      She licked her lips and gave a nod. "Yeah, I'd like that. So what have you been doing since undergrad?"

      "Web design," Callum answered truthfully—no need to fabricate what he did for a living. "Freelancing mostly. I have a house not far from here."

      "Are you single?" Zander asked.

      Damn, this girl was good. Callum gave a nod with a smile. "No girlfriend, no. What about you?"

      "Single as fuck," she said. "Which is fine."

      "You did always like your independence," Callum replied like he knew a damn thing about her.

      But Zander paused with a smirk like he'd hit the nail on the head.

      Blane drained the last of his beer and turned to Zander. "You ready to go?" he said. "I'll drive you home."

      "I'm good," Zander replied. "I think I'll hang here a while longer."

      "Then how are you gonna get home?" Blane argued.

      "I'll call a cab, like I said," Zander explained like he was a child who wasn't listening. Which, in a way, he was.

      "Or I'll get you home," Callum added, playing up the we-go-way-back vibes.

      "See?" Zander said, her shrug light but her tone pointed. "I'll be good. Don't stay on my account."

      Blane paid his tab and left after one more attempt to get Zander to crash at his place. Callum relished the crestfallen sag of his shoulders as he said his goodbye. It was just too satisfying to see a pushy jerk get denied.

      Zander sat facing Callum, still as a statue as Blane crossed the bar behind her and made his way outside.

      "He's gone," Callum said as he watched the door close.

      Zander released a sigh of relief—her second of the night. She laughed, first under her breath, then with more heart. "Thanks for the rescue."

      Callum shrugged. "Not a problem." He downed the last of his beer. "Wait ten minutes, then head out?"

      Zander gave a nod as she pulled a sip from that neon pink straw again, her pink lips a perfect complement, her dark hair a perfect contrast to the color.

      He needed to say something or this was about to get really awkward.

      Just then, a guitar riff caught his attention. It was over the speakers, nothing live, but it made him smile all the same.

      What a weird song for them to play in this place, he thought.

      Then the dance beat sliced through it and he realized it was a pop rip-off version of his favorite tune. He couldn’t help the groan of annoyed disappointment that rattled up his throat.

      He stopped when he realized Zander was doing the very same thing.

      They looked at one another and laughed.

      “I fucking hate it when they do that,” she complained.

      Callum lifted his bottle of beer. “Amen.”

      “Have you seen them live?” she asked.

      Had he seen them live? Um, of course he had!

      Wait, had she?

      Ten minutes stretched to thirty, then forty-five—until Zander yawned and Callum realized how late it was. The bar was quieting down, which was his cue to go home.

      "Which way are you heading?" he asked as they stepped out onto the sidewalk five minutes and a paid tab later.

      "That way," Zander replied with a tick of a nod to the left. She pulled the front of her black, figure-grazing t-shirt away from her skin with a grimace. "Does the humidity ever ease up here?"

      Callum chuckled under his breath. "Not really, no. I'm going that way, too. Mind if I walk with you?" It was mostly true.

      "Not at all," Zander replied as she hitched her black leather purse up onto her shoulder.

      They walked down the sidewalk for a time in companionable silence away from the bustle of the bars and restaurants.

      “Do you live in the French Quarter?” Zander asked after a minute or two, motioning ahead of them, out of the downtown area.

      “Ah, no,” Callum replied, then ticked a nod toward the river. “I live over that way.”

      It was then he realized it: the only sounds were the cars going by on the road and the occasional rustle of the leaves in the trees.

      Other than those city noises, however, it was quiet. Like, completely quiet.

      Callum's mind stopped, even while his feet kept moving. He looked around. He could hear the sound of his own breath, the sound of Zander’s shoes on the pavement.

      He could see the buildings, the trees, the sidewalk, the streetlamps. He could see her. And the people across the street.

      And that was it.

      Nobody staring at him. Nobody asking him questions or talking at him.

      It was a goddamned miracle.

      He looked at Zander. She was the miracle. He hadn’t seen a single spirit since the moment she appeared beside him in that bar.

      "Well, my apartment is just up there," Zander said, motioning to an old, brick building  coming up on their right and slowing her stride.

      It was a second or two before Callum managed to wipe what he felt sure was a zen-as-hell expression off his face.

      She smiled, turning toward him with her brow quirking in question before her gaze traveled him down and back up.  "Do you...want to come up?"
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        * * *

      

      “Yeah, so this is my place,” Zander said, pushing the door open and walking in ahead of Callum who was having a hard time believing this was really happening.

      He’d hooked up before, of course, but never like this.

      Never…undistracted.

      “You can throw your stuff wherever,” Zander said as she kicked her shoes off near the closet across the room. “I’m still unpacking so it’s a complete disaster—you can’t make it worse.”

      It wasn’t a disaster. It looked like she was still moving in, sure, but it was an organized kind of chaos. Boxes sat on the floor where a dining table was probably intended to sit. But there were matching plates and bowls neatly stacked on the shelves in the kitchen, and books in the bookcase. It was a studio so there wasn’t any sofa to speak of, but her bed was made.

      Callum spotted a door that could only lead to the bathroom and ticked a nod at it. “Mind if I…?”

      “Go for it,” she replied. “Then I want you to tell me all about the show you saw in Tulsa.”

      He laughed under his breath as he closed himself into the bathroom. Then he pulled his phone from his back pocket, brought up a text to his basically-brother, and brought his thumbs to the screen:

      Be home late. Or maybe early tomorrow.

      Scott: Rock on. What about Rhia?

      Callum: No need.

      Scott: Runes?

      Callum: No. But it’s fine. I’ll explain later.

      …

      He could see Scott typing for a solid ten seconds before the message came through.

      Scott: …I’ll assume it’s worth it. Don’t be dumb.

      Callum rolled his eyes and dropped his phone back into his pocket.

      It was most definitely going to be worth it.

      Then he took a breath and cracked the door open.

      His heart leapt to his throat when he saw Zander lying across her bed, posing for him. But her clothes were on and she was still, her breathing slow.

      Heart moving back into place, Callum slowly crossed the small room to make sure he was seeing the scene correctly.

      Sure enough, her eyes were closed.

      She had been posing for him though, and knowing that made him smile. Her head was back on the pillow, her hand by her face. The neck of her tee was purposefully pulled low, showing what would be the top of her cleavage if she had any to speak of. There was a tattoo on the inside of her wrist that read “I Alone” in stylized cursive.

      He had to respect the Live lyric, though that wasn’t the song he’d have chosen. He wondered what it was about that song that made it worthy of ink for her.

      It took a moment for him to realize he was staring at her while she slept—which was a little creepy. So, shaking his head, he pulled his phone from his pocket once again as he crossed the room to the front door. He should text Scott to tell him he was on his way home so the guy didn’t come out swinging when Callum arrived earlier than expected. He paused with his hand on the doorknob, distracted.

      There was a small garbage can by the door full of disposable coffee cups. Mostly Starbucks—which made sense, there was one down the street—but a couple of local joints were represented in the trash too.

      Zander appreciated a good cup of coffee, it would seem. He could respect that as much as the Live lyric.

      Damn she was cool. And he didn’t even have her number. So, did that mean when he left here that would that be it? Would she just become another stranger he’d talked to in a bar?

      Turning to look at her kitchen counter, he didn’t expect to see anything to write with but a pen was sitting there like it was waiting for him. He took it as a sign from the universe and pulled the receipt from the bar out of his back pocket. He hastily scribbled his phone number across the back of it and left it on the counter.

      He gave her one last quick look—she hadn’t moved a muscle—then he let himself out into the hall.

      Change of plans. Be home in 30.
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      Zander came awake on a deep inhale, her eyes opening and alertness finding her like a cork springing from a bottle of champagne. Her head hurt, but not the way it would have if she was hungover. As she found more alertness she realized the why of it; when she’d fallen asleep for the second time last night, she’d done it with her head at a seriously weird angle, her body half sitting up against the wall behind her bed.

      She groaned as she sat up and stretched the kink out of her neck.

      The first time she’d woken up had been in the middle of the night, to the sound of her apartment door clicking closed.

      As Callum left.

      After she fell asleep on her bed like a passed-out college freshman.

      Embarrassment and agitation crept up her spine just reliving it in her head. What must he have been thinking as he closed that door behind him?

      Ugh!

      She hadn’t even been that drunk! She just…hadn’t really been sleeping much lately. Her brain had been on overdrive for the last two weeks, and not in the this-is-cool-I’ll-get-stuff-done kind of way. More in the my-brain-is-going-to-cough-up-every-bad-thing-that’s-ever-happened-to-me kind of way.

      Which is exactly what had happened last night.

      She’d woken up too late to recover from the serious social blunder of falling asleep after asking the guy up to her apartment—and then she hadn’t been able to fall back to sleep to save her life.

      All this shit was supposed to get better when she moved, she thought bitterly as she swung her feet over the side of her bed. But no, in the two weeks since she’d been here it had gotten worse. She was better in some ways—she was no longer nervous just walking down the street, scared she’d run into the last person in the world she wanted to see—but she was so much worse off in the sleep department.

      It was the new place, she told herself for the tenth time. She was adjusting to a whole new city, a new job—a new life! So, yeah, some backsliding in the anxiety department was to be expected, right?

      Right.

      Besides, eventually she had managed to fall back to sleep, which was better than it had been a week and a half ago when she’d woken up at two in the morning and still been awake when her alarm clock went off at seven a.m.. That had been a rough day at work.

      So, yeah, she’d fallen back to sleep eventually last night—or rather very early this morning.

      What time even was it at this point?

      Zander reached for her cell phone, lying on the table beside her bed, and brought it into her line of sight.

      8:58 a.m..

      So she’d logged, what? Four hours of sleep? Not too bad, all things considered.

      Wait.

      Holy shit! It was nine a.m.!

      She was meeting a friend for brunch in an hour!

      Zander bound from her bed and made a beeline for the tiny bathroom. She cranked on the shower and glanced in the mirror, noting the make-up smudged under her eyes despite having washed her face after Callum left. The dingy yellow light in the bathroom was so unflattering she didn’t take time to scrutinize herself there. That kind of thing was best left for the mirror she’d hung by the only window in the place, near her bed. If she timed everything right, she could squeeze in a shower to counteract the bedhead she was rocking, and still have time for a quick do-I-look-okay check before running out the door. Her standards weren’t anything to write home about, she just liked to know there wasn’t anything stuck in her teeth and that her hair and make-up looked I-don’t-give-a-shit good. That’s all.

      Fifty-five minutes later, Zander’s head panged with discomfort when she jostled out of the way of a waitress carrying a tray of coffee cups across the lobby of a small, bustling restaurant. Scratch that. The restaurant was small by chain standards, but relatively large for being an apparently popular local hole-in-the-wall. Which led her to believe this was going to be good. Finding off-the-tourist-track local places to eat was one of Zander’s very favorite things.

      She had managed to shower, brush her teeth, throw on a pair of low-slung jeans and her favorite tee, even slap on some eye liner in the hopes of camouflaging the didn’t-get-enough-sleep look she was rocking, all before hitting the sidewalk to order a ride. She hadn’t taken anything for her headache, but she’d downed a bottle of water while she waited for the lift to the restaurant—which she hadn’t realized was out on Algier’s Point. She’d panicked for a second when the driver drove over a bridge, but a quick and discrete check on her phone confirmed the driver wasn’t taking her out to a place where her body would never be found. At least probably not.

      Zander grinned when she spotted the long-lost friend she’d risked her life to meet up with. She weaved her way across the lobby and knew Wren had caught sight of her when her brown eyes went wide with recognition.

      "Holy shit!" Wren exclaimed, opening her arms like she'd seen Zander just three weeks ago—instead of three years.

      Zander hugged her with a laugh then pulled back. "How do you still look like the day we graduated?"

      "You're one to talk!" Wren shot back, smiling broadly. "You’re such a babe! I love the pixie cut, by the way. When did you do that?"

      "Just after undergrad, come to think of it," Zander replied with a grin. "When did you stop straightening yours?"

      Wren tilted her head like she was trying to remember. One of her long gold earrings grazed her shoulder when she did it. "Around the same time, I guess. How have we not seen each other for so long?"

      "Right?" Zander agreed. It was the right thing to say, but Zander knew the reason.

      The last three years had been a whirlwind—or maybe more like a tornado. She’d been tossed around in the winds of family drama, her father’s substance abuse, and her parents’ violent divorce. Now that she was done with the Dorothy routine, she was ready to cast all that debris aside and have a real social life again. Assuming she still remembered how to do that. Sometimes she worried she’d forgotten how to have friends.

      When they were finally shown to a small table on the edge of the dining room, Zander watched while Wren ordered two mimosas, two cups of coffee, and an order of beignets—“to start”—while she slipped off her light jacket and hung it on the back of her chair.

      “I’m still not used to the heat,” Wren said as she sat down and the waitress walked away. “I bet you’re cooking.”

      Wren's medium-brown skin seemed to glow in the light streaming between the wide slats of the shutters on the window beside their table. Her hair was shoulder length and corkscrew curly, but the same caramel color Zander remembered from their time in college together.

      “You could say that, yeah,” Zander laughed. She had moved to New Orleans less than two weeks ago for a fresh start and to launch her career. Reconnecting with an old friend was a surprise, but now that she had she could appreciate what a relief it was to see someone familiar. It didn’t matter she hadn’t seen Wren in more than three years, the comfort of the familiar was there nonetheless.

      "I suggest the crepes," said Wren.

      "Crepes it is, then," Zander replied, though she continued to review the menu for good measure.

      From her peripheral vision, she saw Wren fold her hands on top of the menu she’d never even opened.

      "I'll wait until you're done perusing to begin grilling you with catch-up questions," she said with a smile.

      Laughing quietly, Zander abandoned her perfunctory review of entrees and appetizers. "Fire away,” she said. “I'm an open book.” Well, almost.

      "We'll start with the basics," Wren replied. "What have you been doing since undergrad?"

      That would normally be a basic question, wouldn't it? She went to answer but stopped when the waitress reappeared with the coffee, mimosas and beignets Wren had ordered for them both.

      How had Wren known Zander needed carbs, coffee, and a little hair of the dog?

      "To answer your question, mostly trying to find a job. Then more school," Zander said a minute later as she prepped her coffee. No raw turbinado, so she grabbed a packet of the bleached stuff.

      "That's right, I heard you got your master’s degree," Wren said, reaching for a sugar packet of her own.

      "I did, yeah. Urban Planning." Zander had never expected to graduate from college only to go back a year later—or incur the debt that entailed—but having her master’s degree was part of what had landed her the job she had now, so it wasn’t like she could be mad about it.

      Wren shook her head, her expression all joking as she brought her coffee cup up for a sip. "You're such a brainiac."

      Zander laughed more heartily this time. "Hardly. Besides, aren't you a nurse now?” She thought she remembered hearing that. “That takes a whole hell of a lot of smarts."

      Wren shrugged. "I guess that's true. But I’m still trying to figure out how I didn't know you were moving here until you'd already arrived," Wren remarked. "So I’m either not as smart as I seem, or I wasn't keeping up on social media as closely as I thought I was."

      Zander shook her head. "You only see what the algorithms want you to see anyway." If the last three years had taught her anything, it was how unreliable social media was for maintaining friendships. She took a sip of her freshly cream-and-sugared coffee. Not bad. Would have been better if they'd had raw sugar.

      "I’m not sure I even knew you’d moved," Zander went on after downing another quick sip. "Which is pretty shitty of me.”

      “You had other stuff going on, I think,” Wren replied. “And I didn’t broadcast it. I needed to get away from my family—not exactly something you can post online when your cousins follow you on all the platforms.”

      Zander was relieved when Wren didn’t press her for details about the “stuff” she’d had going on. Her chuckle was a little dark but only because she knew the feeling of needing to get away from everything you knew. In her case, she hadn’t wanted to get away from her family—well, most of it at least (if she never saw her father again, she wouldn’t be upset)—as much as to get away from everything else. Sure, it had been stressful back home, worrying she’d run into her dad, especially when she was in parts of town he was known to frequent, but it wasn’t him she’d been running from, not really. She’d needed to get out of Seattle so she could let old scars heal. At home, the scars inflicted by the violent dissolution of her parents’ marriage had sealed over so they no longer bled, but they hadn’t been able to truly heal under the constant reinjury of memories and worry. Which was why, when the job hunt had proved less-than-fruitful in the Pacific Northwest, she’d looked elsewhere.

      “Do you like it here?” Zander asked her, looking up from her coffee. “Are you happy you left Seattle?” But her eyes caught on Wren’s expression.

      Her brows were furrowed, her gaze far away.

      Zander went to ask her what was wrong, but before she could get the words out, Wren lurched forward slightly. Then she stood from the table with a gasp. Her bangle bracelets jingled when she turned, looking behind her.

      Then her eyes cleared, her gaze coming back into the room like she’d just remembered herself. She looked at Zander, who felt certain she was staring at her long-lost friend like she’d lost her mind.

      Because it sort of seemed like she’d lost her mind.

      “…You okay?” Zander asked. She tried not to sound critical when she said it but fell just short of the mark.

      “Sorry,” Wren said, shaking her head as she took her seat again. “I mean, yeah. I’m fine.”  She pulled her jacket off the back of the chair.

      Zander was eying Wren, watching her shrug the jacket on and wondering what in the hell had just happened when she heard a song she recognized. It was a semi-popular tune from a couple of years back. Very ethereal, very boho-chic. Which was why Zander wasn’t surprised to see Wren reach into her bag and retrieve her ringing cell phone. The song was very much in line with the aesthetic Wren had been rocking since before it was cool.

      “Hey baby,” Wren said, bringing the phone to her ear. “Yeah, I did.”

      Zander cast her gaze around the restaurant, trying to give Wren the illusion of privacy so she could talk to whoever she’d just called “baby.” But looking away did nothing to lessen the awkwardness pressing on Zander’s awareness like fingers against her skin.

      The restaurant was warm and muggy, like everywhere Zander had been since arriving in New Orleans. So then why was everyone around her pulling on their jackets? All around the restaurant, customers were shrugging on cardigans or buttoning blazers.

      Just like Wren had done.

      But it wasn’t cold in here.

      “Yeah, me too,” Wren said, drawing Zander’s attention. “Everybody. Well, almost everybody.”

      Zander turned back just in time to see Wren’s gaze skirt away.

      “Almost everybody,” as in everybody but Zander? Had Wren noticed the way everybody was cold but her?

      You are such a narcissist, Zander thought at herself. There were a hundred reasonable explanations for whatever had just happened. She could only think of a couple of them offhand, but the couple she could think of—HVAC and social anxiety, primarily—were very likely. She needed to cool it.

      “I’m okay. I’ll see you when I get home… Love you.”

      Zander made sure she was smiling when Wren looked up after ending her call and tucking her phone back into her bag. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      Wren gave a dismissive chuckle and wave of her hand. “Totally. All is good. What were we talking about?”
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        * * *

      

      Callum padded down the hall toward the kitchen, where the smell of crappy coffee was promising relief from the last traces of just-woke-up-mental-fuzziness the shower had left behind. He found his brother staring at the coffee pot, watching it drip.

      "Late night last night?" Callum remarked, ticking a nod at Scott's sleep-wrinkled shirt and the mess of usually-styled, dark hair on top of his head.

      "A marathon session," Scott replied, his voice gravely. "But I finished the guy's back piece so at least it's done."

      "I hope he tipped well," Callum said. "How late were you there?"

      "Midnight. And yeah, he tipped almost fifty percent."

      "Sweet," Callum replied. "That will almost cover the yoga you need to do to realign your chakras or whatever the fuck after all those hours spent hunched over, dragging needles across the dude's skin."

      Scott gave a chuckle. "You make what I do sound so romantic."

      "Don't I? Where's Rhia?" She hadn't been in his room when Callum woke up.

      "She's out back. She was waiting by the door when I got home last night. I’d have thought you’d bring her with you.”

      “I hate taking Rhia to bars,” Callum replied. It was awkward and he never felt right doing it.

      "Speaking of which, how was the scene at your favorite spot last night?" Scott asked as he nicked the newly full coffee pot from the stand and poured it into his mug.

      Callum shrugged. "Closed. I tried out a new place."

      Scott looked at him, his brows furrowed in question. “Closed closed? Or just temporarily?”

      “No idea,” Callum replied. “But the new place was fine. Not exactly my kind of scene, but whatever. It was loud.”

      "That's sort of the point, right?"

      "Yep." How else was a person supposed to drown out the voices of people trying to talk at him from the other side of the veil if not with blaring music, yelled conversation, and the occasional crash of shattering pint glasses?

      "Okay, cut the shit," Scott said, turning around with his hands wrapped around his full mug of coffee. "What went down last night?"

      Callum nodded at the coffee pot and reached for a mug of his own from the cabinet. "Nothing.” He held his mug and Scott filled it with steaming, black, liquid life.

      “Bullshit,” Scott shot back. “You texted to say you were going to be late—when it was already later than you normally get home—then again saying never mind. So either you’re the fastest, worst lay some girl has ever had, or something else is going on with you.”

      Oh. Comprehension hit Callum like a pillow to the face. This wasn't about what time he came home as much as it was about his seemingly erratic behavior. It made sense that Scott would notice that. And made Callum feel shitty for having not thought of it sooner. So when he answered, he made sure to meet Scott’s questioning gaze. "All’s good. I met a woman, that's all."

      He knew Scott would never say so, but something like relief flashed in his brown eyes as he smiled. “So you really are the world’s lamest lay?”

      Callum barked a laugh but brought his coffee to his lips instead of punching Scott in the shoulder like he deserved. “We didn’t get that far. It’s a long story, but she seems cool.”

      "Don't think I missed that present tense. You seeing her again?"

      Callum shrugged. "I left her my number, but who knows."

      Scott looked perplexed. “Did… you get her number?”

      “Nope.”

      More perplexed now. “You know how this works, right?”

      Callum glared at him. “Long story, like I said.”

      “Okay, fine,” Scott said, holding up his hands in surrender. "So what's she like?"

      What's she like? Was Scott really asking him that? "She's... I don't know, dude. She's..." can't-take-my-eyes-off-her-hot, not to mention smart, and funny, and... "not ditzy, which is nice. There. You satisfied?" Callum turned for the back door, full coffee cup in hand.

      "Does she know you talk to dead people?"

      He turned back and threw a glare over his shoulder at Scott. "No. She doesn't, thank you very much. And I don't talk to them." Usually. "They talk to me."

      "You gonna tell her?"

      "Probably not. Also, you're a dick."

      Scott shot him a what-the-hell look before pushing his glasses up by the edge of their black frame. "You're the one who says you can't hold a normal conversation half the time because you're distracted by them. Don't you think she'll notice when you keep pausing mid-sentence?"

      Callum didn't feel like justifying that statement with a response—no matter how astute it might have been under normal circumstances—but ultimately decided there wasn't any reason not to. He might never see her again—but he hoped he would. And if he did, Scott was going to have to know what was up eventually. Plus, Scott had an uncanny way of figuring shit out, so it wasn't like Callum could have kept it a secret for long, even if he'd wanted to.

      "She's a cloak," he said simply.

      Scott stopped with his coffee cup halfway to his mouth. "Hold the phone. What?"

      "You heard me."

      "So you can't see the other side when you're near her?"

      "Or hear it."

      "Is that a real thing?"

      "Apparently," Callum replied simply, though he knew where Scott was coming from. He'd honestly thought maybe the stories were just that—stories, but nothing more.

      "Damn! And you're telling me you didn't bed her?" Scott exclaimed. "No distraction? That would have been the best sex of your life!"

      Callum laughed as he turned and continued his path to the back door. Leave it to Scott to put it so plainly. Never mind that spirits rarely interrupted private moments like that. Still, he was probably right.

      Letting himself out into the shade-dappled backyard, Callum spotted Rhia lounging in the grass under one of the trees along the fence. She looked up at the click and creak of the door and made her way over to him, crossing the grass in that fluid way she always moved. Callum's muscles released the stress he hadn't even realized they'd been holding as he stepped out into the grass to meet her.

      "Hey beautiful," he said quietly, crouching down to rub his face against hers the way she liked. Her long, white fur tickled his nose and rasped against the stubble on his jaw; the steady thump of her heart calmed his racing thoughts and soothed his raw nerves. Even the smell of her fur—floral shampoo on top of clean dog—was a reprieve.

      A tingling cold crept up Callum's spine, discordant with all the calm warmness. An arm still around Rhia, he looked up and tracked the far corner of the yard at the same time Rhia turned, her keen eyes appearing to find the same spot.

      Goosebumps rose on Callum’s skin and his chest ached, his heart shuddering behind his ribs.

      That corner of the backyard was shaded by a huge oak that reached in from the neighbor's property; grass didn't grow there, but the soil was dark and dense with autumn leaves turned to compost year after year. A few Adirondack chairs sat around a fire pit, just far enough from the reach of the branches to be safe. But it wasn't the picturesque scene that registered as Callum peered into the shadows.

      The shade was moving.

      A darker portion of shadow beneath that giant tree was hovering, rising up then sinking down barely perceptively, the same way shoulders rise and fall with breath.

      Turning so she stood between him and the shadow, Rhia growled, the sound a low menace. Callum looked at his feet, he was standing in the grass. As though Rhia realized it at the same time, she backed up against him, pushing him toward the cement patio just a step away without taking her eyes off the lurking darkness. With a slow breath that belied his pounding heart, Callum stepped back until his heels hit the edge of the cement.

      As soon as he stepped onto the patio, the shadow disappeared. Rhia continued to growl, head low, her ears plastered back against her head, until she stood on the patio beside him. Then she dropped the intimidation routine and smiled up at him, her pink tongue lolling out of her mouth without a care.

      Callum dropped to one knee again and rubbed the fur around her neck. "You're one hell of a scary beast when you want to be," he said, voice low. "Thanks for keeping me safe."

      She snuffled his arm before laying her chin on his shoulder.

      Callum looked down at the rune painted discretely on the corner of the cement at his feet. There were ones just like it painted in inconspicuous places around the exterior of the house. So long as he stayed inside, or on this patio, he was invisible to the other side—and they were invisible to him. Once he left the shelter of those runes, however... well, he was glad Rhia wasn't an average dog.

      A prison of comfort without bars.

      Sometimes it was too easy for Callum to forget not all spirits were friendly—and Rhia plus those runes were the only things keeping him from turning into a spiritual revolving door.
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        * * *

      

      “I have no idea what we were just talking about,” Zander said with a laugh she hoped came off as natural and open. She really didn’t want to ruin what had started out as a seriously awesome catch-up session with a friend she hadn’t realized she’d missed as much as she did. But the moments ago weirdness, first with Wren standing up from her seat out of nowhere, and then with everybody in the restaurant acting like a breeze had just blown through—when it most definitely had not—were making it hard to be cool.

      “Wait, you were asking me if I liked it here,” Wren said, smiling like she was proud to have remembered. Like nothing was out of the ordinary.

      “Ah, yes!” Zander exclaimed in response. She reminded herself the whole thing was probably much less odd than it appeared to be. These things always were. Spooky jitters were truly nothing more than discordance between reality and the brain’s admittedly limited ability to process it.

      So Zander needed to reign her anxiety in.

      “I do like it here,” Wren replied. “I like the life I lead here. It’s a good fit for me.”

      Even through her distraction, Zander’s attention caught on Wren’s expression and tone of voice. Wren sounded so genuine. No fabrication. She hadn’t said it because she was supposed to.  Liking life was important—and Zander knew it was so easy to take it for granted until you didn’t anymore. "That's awesome," Zander said. "Really.”

      She just hoped she could get back to that place, too.

      Loving her life.

      "I remember something about cardiology for you, right?" she asked when her brain tried to take her down a dark alley—the kind that would have a skeevy guy waiting in the shadows with a tire iron, if her life were that kind of movie.

      "I used to work in cardiology," Wren replied with a nod. "I transferred to orthopedics a while back. It’s a long story."

      "That I want to hear!" Zander urged, letting the final threads of her judginess and suspicion go. The way Wren had smirked when she said “long story” told Zander this was likely going to be good.

      But Wren's laugh was edged in a thin strand of discomfort.

      "That bad, huh?” Zander surmised, half teasing. “It’s fine if you don’t want to talk about it.” Though now she really wished Wren would tell her.

      It felt so natural to talk with Wren like this, Zander thought. It was starting to feel like it really had been weeks instead of years since they'd spoken last
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