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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A crisp February breeze rolled down Frenchman Street, biting at Sydney Park’s cheeks. She flipped up the collar of her leather jacket and angled her face toward the sky, letting the midday sun warm the chill from her skin.

      Her phone buzzed on the table, and a text from Eric lit up the screen: Where are you?

      She replied Upstairs, and her coworker’s response came through as she set the device down: Coming up.

      Leaning her arm on the pink wrought-iron railing, she peered over the gallery at the activity on the street below. New Orleans tourists and locals alike bustled about, grabbing lunch or drinks and chatting before moving on to their destinations.

      Crescent City Ghost Tours held their weekly planning meeting over lunch at Dat Dog every Tuesday, and while the chill in the air sent most patrons indoors, Sydney snagged a table on the gallery upstairs, away from the interior noise.

      Her boss, Sean, had something important to announce to the group, and for once, she hadn’t seen it coming in a vision. Her family curse made surprises few and far between, and a little flush of adrenaline caused a bubbly sensation in her chest, a tingle shooting up her spine as she awaited the news.

      She inhaled a deep breath and let out a contented sigh, basking in the mix of cool air and warm sun as the jazzy music from a street band a few blocks away drifted on the breeze. A snare drum tapped out a quick rhythm, and a marching tuba, catching the sunlight in glints as its player danced, blew a deep bass while a trumpet blasted out the melody.

      She’d barely had a chance to take in another breath when her skin turned to gooseflesh. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and her peripheral vision took on a blue and gold kaleidoscope effect.

      Dammit, that feeling was short-lived. The mosaic pattern grew, tunneling her vision into a swirling phantasmagoria of cut glass, light, and shadow. Her perception of the real world disintegrated as a sinking sensation pulled her down the rabbit hole into a premonition.

      As the kaleidoscope in her mind’s eye cleared, she focused on her surroundings, taking in as much information as she could. When her brain tumbled into a vision of its own accord, she never knew how long she’d be under, how much time she’d have to figure out what the universe wanted her to know.

      And why it wanted her to know it? That was a mystery she’d never solve.

      Normally, when the scenery came into focus, the blue and gold stained-glass ring sparkling in her peripheral was the only thing distinguishing the life-like “Wonderland” from reality. This time, something about the vision felt…off…like it wasn’t fully formed.

      In her mind, she saw herself standing in a cemetery, her head bowed, a deep sob racking her body as Sean held her close to his side. Rows of above-ground tombs dotted the landscape, some standing five feet tall, others soaring to twice that height. A murkiness in her vision obscured the markers, and their forms wavered, making it impossible to decipher their exact shapes.

      A crowd gathered around a coffin, and warm, humid air pressed down on her, squeezing the breath from her lungs. Forcing herself to move closer in her vision, she rotated the scene in her mind so she could see her own face.

      Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks, following the paths of the others that had long since dried. Sean’s red-rimmed eyes flicked toward the casket, and he swallowed hard, shaking his head as he sucked in a trembling breath.

      She scanned the scene, searching for familiar faces, trying desperately to figure out who occupied the coffin in the distance, but the vision grew stagnant, the people blurred. She pushed forward, trying to move deeper into the cemetery toward the tomb, but an invisible wall blocked her path. The blue and gold kaleidoscope pattern dancing on the edges of her vision grew, encroaching on her view of the scene.

      “You okay, Syd?” Sean’s voice echoed in her mind as Wonderland shut down, jolting her into the present.

      Time behaved differently in her visions, and while her visit to the cemetery felt like it lasted a good ten minutes, her check-out from reality had likely stolen no more than a few seconds from her day. She blinked, shaking her head and brushing her dark hair from her eyes. Sean slid into the seat next to her, and Eric and Jason sat on the opposite side of the table.

      “Hey.” Sean rested a hand on her left arm and tapped two fingers against it. “Anything I need to know?”

      Though her jacket covered her Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland-themed tattoo sleeve, her friend’s gesture held the same meaning: a silent question whether her spaced-out expression was from a premonition or if she’d simply been lost in thought.

      “No.” She slipped her phone into her pocket as the server delivered their lunch order. “I’m fine…still processing it.”

      “Are you sure?” Eric pulled a knit beanie over his dark brown hair. “You picked a table on a windy balcony in the dead of winter. Seems more crazy than fine.”

      “Please. It’s sunny and sixty-three degrees. Don’t be a baby.” She snatched a fry from his plate and shoved it into her mouth.

      “Hey! You’ve got your own.”

      “I know.” She shrugged. “I’m getting even for last time.”

      “All right, kids, eat up,” Sean said. “We’ve got a lot to talk about, and my wife is so pregnant she’s about to burst. I could get called away at any second, and this is important business.” He smiled, but it didn’t mask the worry in his eyes.

      Even though Sydney had seen his kids—this one and the one who would be coming in a few years—in her visions, he’d been on edge since the third trimester began.

      That premonition had been a happy one. If all her visions went the way of the ones she’d had about Sean lately, her life would be a hell of a lot easier. Unfortunately, ones like the nightmare she’d just had always slipped in the moment things started running smoothly.

      “Still no visions about the actual birth?” Sean’s brow knit over his dark brown eyes, and she couldn’t help but grin at his new-father anxiety.

      Even if she hadn’t known him her entire life, his concern alone was enough to prove he’d be a great dad. His wife and soon-to-be daughter were two lucky ladies. “No, but everything is going to be fine. I wouldn’t have seen you guys a few years down the road if there were going to be issues. Don’t worry.”

      His shoulders relaxed as he nodded. “The vision you just had…?”

      “It wasn’t about that.” She picked up her hot dog and took a massive bite. The savory flavors of Polish sausage and dill relish danced on her tongue as she stared out across the street and ran the premonition through her mind again.

      The coffin had been full size, so nothing had changed about the baby’s birth. But Sean had been there, red-eyed and sobbing right along with her. Whoever was going to die, they both cared deeply for the person.

      “So, what’s the news?” Jason bit into his burger and stared at Sean with wide, blue eyes.

      “Yeah, man. Don’t leave us hanging,” Eric said.

      Sean grinned. “We’ve been talking about expanding the business for a while now, and…it’s happening. I’m taking on a partner.”

      Sydney nearly choked on her Dr. Pepper, her quick inhale sucking the bubbles up the back of her throat to sting her nose. “Now? I thought you were going to wait until things settled down with your home life. You’re about to have a baby.”

      “I know.” He held up his hands. “But the opportunity presented itself, and I couldn’t pass it up. I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t think my awesome employees could handle it.”

      He had a point. They were more than capable of taking on a new tour or two, and Sean had been discussing it with her for months. But their conversations never alluded to him bringing in a new partner.

      She crossed her arms. “What’s this person bringing to the table that we can’t do on our own with a few extra guides?”

      “That’s the exciting part.” Sean’s eyes gleamed. “We’re going to start a line of tours that focuses on true crimes, whether they’ve left behind a haunting or not. People are mesmerized by the seedy underbelly of the city and all the gruesome things that have happened in our history: The Axeman, the Trunk Murders, the Vampire Brothers… We’ll guide them around the city to show them the locations of the crimes, and the tour will end at our new Museum of the Macabre.”

      “I like the way this sounds.” Eric leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “What’s going to be at the museum?”

      “Let me guess.” Sydney turned to Sean. “Murder weapons? You found someone who could get ahold of an actual trunk from the murder scene? An axe used by The Axeman himself?” Which, in all honesty, sounded pretty cool. She could get on board with this, as long as the new partner wasn’t an ass.

      “Exactly. He’s even procured a coffin dating back to the 1700s. We’re thinking the tour will start…”

      The guys continued the discussion, but Sean’s mention of a coffin had Sydney’s mind drifting back to her vision. She needed to go home and meditate on this, see if she could open the door and slip back into the scene. The only people who weren’t blurry in the premonition were herself and Sean, so that left the possibility of death open to at least five or six others.

      Then again, if the cemetery were going to be a stop on the new tour, they could have simply arrived during a stranger’s funeral in her vision. But that didn’t explain the obvious tears on her face.

      There was no need to panic yet. The grave could have been metaphorical. Sometimes her visions weren’t literal. They were occasionally downright strange, hence the nickname of “Wonderland” she’d given to them. Between the sinking sensation and the kaleidoscope patterns tunneling her vision, she’d always felt a bit like Alice falling down the rabbit hole when they started.

      She had time to figure this out. The weather had been warm in the cemetery, and according to the local weatherman, the current cold snap would last at least two more weeks. She’d put the pieces together by then.

      And who knew? Maybe this coffin was symbolic like the tiny one she’d flushed down the toilet in a vision she had as a teen. She’d been certain her purple betta fish, Hatter, was about to kick the bucket, when in reality, the coffin had been an omen, a sign of what would happen to her chemistry grade when she chose a Foo Fighters concert over studying for an exam. That trip to Wonderland had been blurry around the edges like this one.

      “Syd?” Sean nudged her with an elbow, and she tucked her hair behind her ear, nodding to feign listening. “You’re good with the extra responsibility?”

      “Of course.” She had no idea what he’d said, but she’d handle whatever it was. “Just tell me what to do, and it’s done.”

      Sean gave her a quizzical look before shaking his head. “Who’s on tonight?”

      “It’s you and me, right, Eric?” She glanced across the table, and Eric nodded.

      “Okay. He’ll be following the eight o’clock tour, and I’ll tag along too. Hopefully the merger will become official shortly after.” Sean looked each of them in the eyes. “Is everyone on board with this?”

      “Hell, yeah.” Eric reached across the table to fist-bump Sean.

      “Absolutely,” Jason said.

      They all looked at Sydney, and she swallowed. She’d heard less than half of what they said, but she trusted Sean to make the right decision for the company.

      “Yeah. True crime. Museum of the Macabre. Sounds great.” She flashed a small smile and stood to throw her trash away.

      “All right. Class dismissed.” Sean stayed in his seat as Eric and Jason said goodbye and shuffled inside the building.

      “I’ll see you tonight.” Sydney took one step toward the door before Sean stood and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “That vision you had…”

      She pressed her lips together and forced her gaze to his. “I’m not sure what it means. I’ll let you know if it’s anything important.”

      He dropped his arm to his side. “It wasn’t Emily…?”

      “No.” She shook her head adamantly. He’d already been through one death after a vision of hers, and she wasn’t about to let him worry again. “Emily wasn’t in it. She’s…”

      He held her gaze, his dark eyes searching hers.

      She couldn’t lie to him. Honestly, she had no idea what the coffin contained. Maybe it wasn’t even a body. Maybe it signified the death of the company if he went through with the merger. She’d have to do a lot more digging to find out, and there was no point in worrying anyone until she knew the whole story.

      “It’s not like last time, okay? I’d tell you if it was.” She’d seen his first wife’s death in all its horrific detail, and neither one of them had been able to stop it from happening.

      He nodded. “Thanks, Syd. And thanks for taking this on. I don’t know how much I’ll be around when Sable makes her appearance, but I know the company will be in good hands with you in charge.”

      “No problem. I’m looking forward to the challenge.” What on Earth had she agreed to?

      It didn’t matter. She could handle anything the job threw at her. Right now, she needed to figure out what kind of death that funeral represented and how she could stop it from happening.
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      A smile tugged on Blake Beaumont’s lips as he stood on the bank of the Mississippi River, overlooking the muddy water. A white steamboat docked a few yards away added to the picturesque view of the Crescent City Connection Bridge illuminated against the dark night sky.

      The evenly spaced lights spanning the length of the bridge cast a reddish-gold glow on the water’s surface, and the smooth sounds of a street performer playing the saxophone echoed in the distance. A couple sitting on a park bench laughed behind him, the happy sound mixing with the faint music to create a soothing, welcoming melody all its own.

      Man, it felt good to be home.

      The February wind stung his cheeks, but he’d take New Orleans’ two weeks of fifty-degree winter over the months of frigid ice and snow he’d endured in New York. His time away had been a necessity, but he was home now and here to stay.

      He jogged across the railroad tracks and slipped his hands into his pockets as he crossed Decatur Street and entered Jackson Square. The plaza buzzed with activity as crowds gathered for the nightly ghost and vampire tours, and psychics set up tables along the walkway, offering passersby spiritual advice and glimpses into their futures.

      Some of the fortunetellers in the Square had actual psychic abilities, while others relied on mentalism and a keen eye for reading body language to tell people what they wanted to hear. Who was who, he couldn’t tell anymore. He’d been away for far too long.

      He smiled and nodded at a woman with a floral head wrap and matching dress. Four-inch tarnished gold hoop earrings and a set of bangle bracelets clinking on her arm as she waved her hand over her crystal ball added to her gypsy-like appearance.

      If this venture didn’t work out, he might be forced to set up his own table and offer readings. He could don a wizard’s cape or some other ridiculous costume and amaze people with his ability to read the energy in objects, but therein lay the problem. His psychic power was dependent on customers actually having an object with them that he could read.

      Not to mention, the thought of putting his ability on display made his skin crawl. Once people found out what he could do, they wanted him to become some kind of freak show act, performing for all their friends. That, or they called him a scammer and a fraud. No thank you.

      His talent would better serve him on his current path, and joining forces with the most popular tour company in the French Quarter would ensure that path led to success.

      He spotted his old high school buddy leaning against the fence, and he lifted a hand to catch his attention. “Hey, Sean.”

      “Blake.” Sean pushed from the fence and sauntered toward him. “Glad you could make it.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. You know, I’ve lived in New Orleans all my life…aside from the recent years…and I’ve never been on a walking tour.” He stepped around a performer who’d painted his entire body gold and followed Sean toward the St. Louis Cathedral.

      Built in 1794, the massive church boasted three steeples, with an enormous clock adorning the center one. A crowd huddled near the steps, forming a semicircle around a man in his early twenties with brown hair and a trench coat.

      Sean stopped behind the crowd and nodded at the man. “It can be hard to think like a tourist in your home city. We tend to take what we see every day for granted.”

      “No kidding.” Blake had moved away with good riddance on his mind, but he never fathomed how much he’d miss this place until he left. “I’ve been thinking like a tourist for the past six months, since I moved back.”

      Sean waved, and the man on the steps strode toward them. “Your ideas are genius. I really think this is going to work out.”

      He couldn’t fight his smile. That was exactly what he wanted to hear. “Is the rest of your team on board?”

      “I had a meeting with them this afternoon. They’re in.”

      “Sweet.” When he’d first had the idea of setting up the museum and adding a tour to go with the artifacts, he’d asked around in the community. He hit the jackpot when he discovered the most reputable company belonged to his childhood friend.

      He’d pitched the idea to Sean, and they’d been discussing the details for the past month. If the tour tonight proved as good as the rumors, Blake would be ready to sign on the dotted line. The Big Apple may have sent him running with his tail between his legs, but the Big Easy was his home turf, and if he could make this venture work, he’d be set.

      If it didn’t work, his savings would run out eventually, and he’d have to get a “real job.” Sitting in an office all day long would kill him, and after his career-ending mistake at the NYC Museum of History, starting his own exhibit was the only way he could continue using his college degree…and his ability…to earn a living.

      “This is Eric.” Sean clapped the man on the shoulder, and Blake shook his hand.

      “I can’t wait to investigate the museum. With all those artifacts, the activity must be off the chain.” Eric’s eyes gleamed with excitement.

      “It hasn’t been too bad yet.” Nothing out of the ordinary for the most haunted city in America, anyway. Occasional knocks and sounds of footsteps were part of the charm of the nineteenth-century buildings in the French Quarter. As long as he didn’t bring anything sinister into his home, he could handle sharing his space with a ghost or two.

      Eric pulled his phone from his pocket and glanced at the screen. “Syd’s ready. Enjoy the tour. I’m looking forward to working with you.” He nodded at Blake and jogged into the crowd.

      “We’ve got two tours running tonight.” Sean guided him into the group. “Identical routes, but Syd will run in reverse, so they never hit a stop at the same time.”

      Blake nodded. “Sounds logical. Keep the groups smaller. More intimate.”

      “Sydney’s a rock star. You’re going to love her.” Sean gestured toward the woman leading the second tour, and Blake’s heart tumbled into his stomach.

      “Is that Sydney Park?”

      “Yeah. You know her?”

      Talk about a blast from the past. Blake drifted forward to get a better look, his throat thickening as the memories came flooding back. “Knew her. I haven’t seen her since college.”

      With her torn jeans, black leather jacket, and Converse shoes, her style hadn’t changed a bit. Her hair was shorter, cropped above her ear on the left side and hanging down to her chin on the right, but the shiny black color still reminded him of a raven’s feathers glinting in the moonlight. She had flawless light brown skin, a delicate nose, and a light coat of makeup accenting her dark brown eyes. A tourist said something humorous, and as Sydney’s mulberry lips curved into a smile, Blake’s heart sprinted like a racehorse out of the gates.

      As she climbed to the top of the steps, she raised a hand and addressed the crowd with the same strong, confident voice that had drawn him to her all those years ago. “We’re going to divide you into two groups. Eric will take half of you…” She gestured to Eric like a gameshow model. “And I’ll take the rest. Any questions before we get started?”

      A man in his sixties wearing an I got Bourbon faced on Shit Street t-shirt raked his gaze down her body and narrowed his eyes. “Yeah. What are you?”

      She gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I’m a tour guide.” Holding her arm straight in front of her, she descended the steps, making a path through the crowd.

      The man stumbled as he turned, his speech slurred. “No, I mean where are you from?” He pointed, wiggling his finger at her face, and Blake instinctively stepped toward them.

      Sydney dropped her arms to her sides and faced the man. “I’m from New Orleans. Born and raised.” She cocked her head, her annoyance clear in her expression, but her confident posture said she had plenty of experience dealing with people like this.

      The man took a gulp of his yard-sized beer. “Naw. What nationality are you? Where are your parents from?”

      Eric moved in closer, as if ready to defuse the situation. Blake started forward again, but Sean stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “She’s got this.”

      Sydney crossed her arms and looked the man hard in the eyes. “I’m American, and both my parents were born here in Louisiana. Any other questions?”

      The man’s mouth opened and closed a few times, his shocked expression making it clear he was used to having the upper hand. Blake chuckled. No man ever had the upper hand with Sydney Park.

      “You’re in that group.” She pointed, and the man sank back into the crowd.

      Eric laughed and lowered his voice as he followed Sydney to the back of the swarm…toward Blake. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to tell him your dad is Korean?”

      Blake tensed as she approached; with her attention focused on her coworker, she hadn’t noticed him yet.

      “My mom is Irish and Haitian. Should I have to explain that too? Why would I make his ignorance any easier for him?”

      “Good point.” Eric raised his hand. “Y’all on this side, follow me.” He led his group to the opposite end of the church.

      “I told you she’s a rock star,” Sean said.

      “Feisty as ever.” Blake fought his smile. Even after all these years, the woman still made his blood hum.

      She shouldn’t have. Not after the way she left him. But he couldn’t deny the glowing embers reigniting in his core. He could either fan the flames or stomp them out before she burned him to ash again. Which would it be this time?

      Standing on her toes, she mouthed the numbers as she did a quick headcount. When she reached Sean, she grinned, but as her gaze locked with Blake’s, she faltered. Her eyes widened, her mouth falling slack for a moment before she snapped it shut, swallowed hard, and continued her count.

      Her reaction lit another spark inside his chest, stoking the coals that should have burned out long ago.

      “Okay.” She tapped the screen of her iPad and turned it around to show the audience a square QR code. Her gaze flicked between Blake and Sean a few times before she continued, “I’m going to walk around and let y’all scan this with your phones. It will sync with the presentation so you can see the photo and video evidence of the hauntings up close as we tour.”

      She shuffled through the crowd, stopping in front of each person with a phone before turning around and ignoring Blake as she moved toward the steps.

      “Hey, Syd,” Sean said. “Blake’s never done the tour. Bring the code over here for him to scan.”

      “Right.” Her eyes tightened, and her smile seemed forced as she glided toward him.

      “Hi, Sydney. It’s good to see you.” He scanned the code, and the Crescent City Ghost Tours logo illuminated his screen.

      “Hi, Blake. It’s been a while.” She looked at him, and her eyes softened, her lips parting slightly.

      He could almost taste the strawberry lip balm she used to wear, and he was filled with the sudden urge to find out if she still used it. He swallowed the phantom flavor from his mouth. His emotional coals didn’t need stoking. They were already ablaze.

      She looked at Sean. “You didn’t mention Blake was the friend you were teaming up with.”

      He tilted his head. “I told you at lunch today.”

      “Oh, right.” She blinked. “It must have slipped my mind. Well…” Her gaze landed on Blake, and he tensed. “Enjoy the tour.”

      She trotted to the front of the group and began her speech as if he were just another visitor joining the outing…like what they’d shared had never happened.

      “Slipped her mind, my ass,” Blake muttered as he followed the group into Pirate’s Alley.
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        * * *

      

      Of all the times for Sydney to tune Sean out, it had to happen at lunch today. If she’d even been halfway listening to the conversation, she would have heard Blake’s name mentioned and been prepared…or at least aware she would have to face him tonight.

      Nothing could have prepared her for those piercing blue eyes or the way his gaze bore into her, slicing her open and latching onto her heart. And now she had to work with the man…

      She turned the corner onto Dauphine Street and led her group to the Sultan’s Palace. On autopilot, she told the story of the alleged massacre, the blood running out the door and onto the street, and the Sultan being buried alive. The presentation revealed the spirit evidence they’d captured on an investigation, and while she told the tour group the story of the Sultan was merely a legend and the ghosts occupying the building had nothing to do with the horrifying tale, they always preferred the gruesome lore to the reality of the haunting.

      And now the reality of her past was back to haunt her…

      Two tours a night, five nights a week, fifty-one weeks a year for the past six years. To say she was used to people watching her was an understatement. But something about the look in Blake’s eyes every time she accidentally caught his gaze made her throat close up and her palms sweat.

      He kept his light brown hair sheared short on the sides and long on top in a messy wave. He had a strong jaw and sharp cheekbones, but those full, kissable lips softened his features, making him look like he stepped right off the page of a men’s cologne ad.

      She delivered her speech at three more stops on the tour, and the patrons oohed and ahhed at the video evidence as usual. But Blake kept his eyes trained on her, barely glancing at his screen.

      The heaviness of his gaze weighed on her conscience. How could he stand to look at her after she’d treated him so badly?

      In her defense, he was going to treat her just as badly—she’d seen it in a vision. She’d simply ended the relationship before he got the chance to hurt her.

      The real question was: how could he still stir butterflies in her stomach after all this time?

      It didn’t matter. He’d planned to stand her up on what was—at the time—one of the most important nights of her life: her induction into the Krewe of Horae, for goodness’ sake. Only a select few were allowed to join the all-female Mardi Gras group each year. It was a huge deal, and any man who would treat a woman with that kind of disregard wasn’t worth wasting her time on.

      Besides, eight years had passed since they broke up. He’d moved to New York and started a new life, and she’d moved on. They were adults now, not college kids. They could be professional.

      As the tour concluded, she thanked the guests and accepted the tips they offered. Blake stood with Sean on the sidewalk a few feet away, and they shook hands, the excitement in their eyes indicating the deal had been sealed.

      The flutter in her stomach rose up to meet her sinking heart as she swallowed the dryness from her mouth. Hopefully she wouldn’t have to work too closely with Blake. Sydney was in charge of tech, so as long as ghosts weren’t involved on Blake’s side of the company, he wouldn’t need her for much. No paranormal evidence to present meant no tech on the new tour. Hopefully.

      She said goodbye to the last tourist and turned toward the men, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin. If Blake didn’t mention their breakup, she wouldn’t either. There was no need to delve into the past when the present was the only time they could control. Keep it professional, Syd.

      “That was an impressive tour.” His smile weakened her knees, so she locked them. “Sean says you designed the accompanying presentation from scratch.”

      She sucked in the breath he stole from her lungs. “It makes the tour more interactive. The customers love it.” Her voice was steady, strong, masking the way her insides trembled.

      “I bet.” He caught her gaze and held it, but he wasn’t looking at her. Something about his expression, his body language…his aura in general…made it seem like he was looking inside her.

      It was part of his charisma, the way he always made her feel like she was the most important person in the room. Blake had a magnetic personality, but his charm wouldn’t work on her this time. They were coworkers now. Technically, if he and Sean were partners, that made Blake her boss. She knew better than to date the boss.

      If she could convince her body to stop reacting like it was a sweet tooth and he was the last piece of candy on earth, she’d be okay.

      Sean cleared his throat. “I want to schedule a lunch meeting with the whole team tomorrow to iron out the details. Then we need to plan a time to investigate the museum. The building itself has a residual haunting, but it will take some time to figure out if any new spirits have come in with the artifacts being collected.”

      Blake glanced at Sean before looking at Sydney again. “Sounds good.”

      “And you two will need to spend some time together working out the new tour and the interactive displays for the museum,” Sean said. “Is that going to be an issue?” He arched a brow, his gaze flicking between them.

      Sydney fought to keep her expression neutral. That was way more time than she cared to spend with Blake, but if she brought Eric or Jason along as a buffer, she could handle it. She forced a smile and tore her gaze away from Blake’s deep blue eyes. “Why would it be an issue?”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Blake said, his eyes still on her.

      Is he, now? I’m sure as hell not. “Oh, but lunch tomorrow doesn’t work for me. My krewe is meeting to discuss our masquerade, so you’ll have to do it without me. Mardi Gras is a busy time of year.” She pressed her lips together, mentally smacking herself upside the head. Why did she have to bring that up?

      Blake’s brow lifted. “The Krewe of Horae?”

      She nodded, holding her breath. Please let it go. She did not want to revisit that near-disaster right now.

      His lips twitched. “I remember when you first joined. You were so excited for your induction. It’s been what? Eight years now?”

      Oh, lord. He went there. She clenched her teeth. “Something like that.”

      “We’ll do it in the afternoon then.” Sean fished his buzzing phone from his pocket. “Three o’clock? I need you there, Syd. You’ll be taking over my duties for a while when the baby comes.”

      She let out her breath in a slow hiss. There was no way out of this. “I’ll be there.”

      “Good.” Sean froze, staring at his screen. “Oh, God.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He blinked. “Emily’s water broke.” His jaw went slack, his gaze darting from the phone to Sydney to Blake.

      Sydney grinned. “You’re having a baby.”

      “We’re having a baby.” He stood there, unmoving.

      She laughed and gave him a shove. “Go get your wife and take her to the hospital.”

      “Right. Umm…”

      “I’ll handle the meeting tomorrow. Go meet your baby.”

      He nodded. “Thanks, Syd. Blake, I’ll be in touch.” He turned and jogged up the sidewalk.

      “That’s exciting.” Blake caught her gaze again and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sometimes I wonder what my life would be like now if I’d never gone to New York.”

      That was her cue to leave. “It is what it is. You can’t change the past, so there’s no use dwelling on it.” And he did go to New York. Even if he hadn’t planned on standing her up, he had planned to move across the country. Her heart would have been broken either way.

      His gaze danced around her face, pausing on her lips a moment too long. “If I could see the future…if I’d known how it would turn out…”

      “If ifs and buts were candy and nuts…”

      “I wouldn’t have gone.”

      “But you did.” She shrugged. Blake didn’t know about her ability. Everyone thought they wanted to see the future, but would he really have done things differently? Doubtful. Whatever reason he’d had for standing her up must have been more important than their relationship. Anyway, he wouldn’t have missed grad school for her. She wouldn’t have let him.

      Pain happened, whether she could see it coming or not, and if she could give up her ability and never see the future again, she’d do it in a heartbeat. But ifs weren’t worth the breath they were uttered on.

      She crossed her arms, doing her best to ignore the regret softening his eyes. “Where are we meeting tomorrow?”

      “At the museum.” He hesitated. “What’s your number? I’ll text you the address.”

      She recited the digits as he punched them into his phone. Hers buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to glance at the screen. “Got it. I’ll let the guys know.” She took two steps backward, hoping to break the magnetic hold he had on her.

      He didn’t move. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      She forced a smile, nodded, and turned away.
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      It looked like Blake was getting a second chance with Sydney, but did he want to risk it again? Judging from the spring in his step as he strode down Dumaine Street toward his home, at least part of him did.

      Then again, his blood always carried a little flush of excitement during Mardi Gras season. The entire city buzzed with energy this time of year, and he slowed his pace to admire the decorations the residents had put up in honor of New Orleans’ most celebrated holiday.

      A wrought-iron fence with fleur-de-lis posts hung heavy with thousands of strands of plastic beads in shades of green, gold, and purple, and a yellow cottage with blue shutters boasted yards of garland in the same colors with matching wreaths and giant fleurs-de-lis hanging in the windows. Across the street, shiny, scalloped fabric in the signature festive hues draped from a second-story balcony, and oversized beads and carnival masks hung from the shutters.

      He made a left on Bourbon Street and side-stepped around a group of women celebrating a bachelorette party. The bride-to-be wore a white veil attached to a headband, and the silver glitter on her dark skin glinted in the streetlights. Her entourage wore pink sashes with “Bride Tribe” emblazoned across them, and they all carried yard glasses filled with syrupy daiquiris.

      “Hey, cutie.” A blonde shuffled toward him, her ankles wobbling in her five-inch heels. “Do you live here?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I do. Are you lost?”

      “No.” Her laugh came out as a snort, and she covered her mouth. “We’re doing a scavenger hunt, and we need a picture with a local.” She pulled out her phone and squinted at the screen. “A local who doesn’t work in a bar. Do you work in a bar?”

      “No, but I⁠—”

      “Hey, Denise, I found one.” She stumbled into him, catching herself on his shoulder.

      Blake clutched her arm until she steadied and then stepped away. The bride sashayed toward him, her stilettos in her hand, and he cringed at the sight of her bare feet on the pavement. “You really should wear shoes out here. No telling what you might step on.”

      She ignored his comment and posed next to him, holding two fingers up near her face. “I’m ready.”

      “Hold on.” Blake backed away. He’d faced the wrath of a jealous lover before, and he wasn’t about to let it happen again. “I’d really rather not.”

      “Please?” The blonde batted her false lashes, revealing the sparkling pink shadow on her lids. “It’s just one little picture.”

      “And then her fiancé sees it and comes after me? No, thanks.” While their behavior was typical for a bachelorette party, there was no way he was setting himself up to be the target of a jealous rage. Not again.

      “What if we’re all in the picture?” the blonde asked. “We can’t go back to the bar until we get this. Pretty please?”

      The rest of the tribe gathered around the bride and said, “Please,” in unison. A woman with long braids lost her balance, falling face-first into her friend. The other woman caught her, and the whole bunch burst into a cacophony of laughter.

      He turned to make his escape, but the blonde clutched his arm. “Hold up, cutie pie. We haven’t got the picture yet.”

      Blake sighed. “All right.” He joined the group, standing rigid and shoving his hands in his pockets to look as innocent as possible.

      The blonde leaned in and snapped a selfie with them. “Thank you. You’re awesome.” She slipped a strand of pink beads over his head before the group headed toward the next bar.

      Blake picked up his pace, making a right on St. Ann and heading home. Two blocks away from New Orleans’ most famous street, Blake’s apartment and museum sat in a prime location for both living and running his business. The brick façade with maroon shutters gave the downstairs portion of the building just enough creepy curb appeal to draw in potential customers, and the eerie window displays featuring items used in magical rituals as well as embalming supplies were sure to catch people’s attention.

      He’d covered the windows in brown paper, for now, piquing visitors’ curiosity as he waited to settle on a grand opening date. Now that his merger with the tour company was finalized, things were starting to look up.

      It had to be fate. Everything that went down in New York must have happened for the sole purpose of sending him home. Sure, it could have been coincidence, but what a crazy bit of serendipity for him to see Sydney again when he had.

      He’d been back in New Orleans for six months and hadn’t run into her until tonight. If they’d met earlier, she’d have turned up her nose and walked away like she had all those years ago when he’d told her his plans to move to New York.

      Now she’d have to talk to him, and maybe…maybe he could convince her to give him another chance. He had no plans of leaving this time, and his feelings for her were already clawing out of the grave he’d buried them in eight years ago. Then again…

      He may have deserved to be dumped, but not the way she did it. Nobody deserved to be ghosted.

      Besides, they would be working together. He’d learned the hard way that office romances never worked, and he refused to make that mistake again.

      He shuffled toward the side entrance leading upstairs to his apartment and found Claire, his cousin’s daughter, sitting sideways on the porch steps, her shoulder against the wall, her finger tracing the bottom panel of the wooden door.

      Stopping in front of her, he fished his key from his pocket and waited for her to notice him. She appeared lost in thought, her brow furrowing, the sadness in her eyes tugging at his heart. At nineteen years old, Claire had endured more tragedy than anyone should ever have to. He cleared his throat.

      “Hey, Blake.” She dropped her hand into her lap and smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I was wondering how long you were going to stand there.”

      “What are you doing?” He sank onto a step next to her.

      “Waiting for you.” She tucked her brown hair behind her ear. “How’d the tour go?”

      “Good. It’s a done deal. We’re a museum and tour company now.”

      “That’s great.” Her eyes brightened. “I did some more research on The Axeman murders. It looks like he had more victims than they originally thought. There might be more weapons out there. Do you want me to do some digging? See if they’re in anyone’s private collections?”

      “We’ve got an axe and a cleaver. That’s enough for that particular crime, and anyway, you need to focus on your studies.”

      She scoffed. “Please. My classes are so easy I can make A’s with my eyes closed. I sleep through half of them.”

      “They’ll get harder.”

      “Doubt it. Did you know The Axeman snuck in by removing a panel in the door? What kind of a person sneaks into someone’s house, unarmed, and uses the victim’s own tools as a weapon? That was one twisted individual. I bet he got
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