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CHAPTER 1


“CARE FOR ANOTHER, ANGEL?”

Gabriel nodded at the bartender, ignoring the blatant invitation in her eyes.

Angel
. His smile was rich with self-mockery. If he’d ever been one, he’d fallen long ago.

The sexy blonde turned to refill his glass with amber ale, and the sight of his own reflection in the beveled mirrors made him wince. It had been a while since he’d seen himself. Too long, apparently. The first description that sprang to mind when he did was
pathetic drunk
.

Was this who he really was, then? Gabriel Toussaint Giodarno—just another lost soul?

Whoever it was he was glaring at needed a shave. Rough shadows framed a sharp jaw, accentuating cheeks that had hollowed out in the last year. A diet of beer, scotch, and shame would do that to a man.

His dark hair curled around his ears and along the nape of his neck—the first time he’d let it grow out since he was sent to Catholic school at the tender age of nine. His heavy-lidded green eyes were bleary with exhaustion, and—his gaze narrowed—the skin above his left cheek was still tinged with yellow and blue from his encounter with that angry biker last week in a Tupelo bar.

Nearly all traces of his old reflection were gone.
He
was gone.

“You look like hell, Gabe. As usual.”

Shit. He knew he was drunk, but he hadn’t realized he’d had enough to start hallucinating again. He pushed his beer away and tapped on the glossy wooden counter. “Any coffee in this place?” Or, even better, some holy water?

The man beside him sighed. “I was hoping you’d head to Mambo Toussaint’s or Michelle’s instead of the nearest tavern. Why you keep gravitating to these shadow-filled places, I’ll never know.”

“Look, guy, I told you—those shadows aren’t real,” Gabriel muttered, keeping his eyes straight ahead and his voice down so the bartender wouldn’t think he’d gone off the deep end. “
You
aren’t real. Not a man. Not a ghost. Remember?
I
don’t do that particular parlor trick. All the woo-woo genes went to my sister. You’re just a figment of my imagination.”

He lowered his head tiredly and shoved his hands through his hair. “Shit, why couldn’t my broken brain concoct a hot, breathy blonde to follow me around instead of a chatty, grungy man-child like you?” He sent said man-child a sideways glance. “I did what you wanted. I’m in New Orleans. Nothing has changed. Now, run along, shut the hell up, and leave me in peace.”

He looked up and noticed the bartender was watching him and no longer smiling suggestively. She slid a cup of coffee in his direction, the suspicious look in her eyes clearly retracting any invitation they might have issued earlier. Then she hurried toward the other end of the bar and the safety of her regular customers.

Gabriel smirked. He’d run, too, if he could. Hell, he’d tried. But he couldn’t escape the guilt that had kept him up nights, the inner demons stalking him. He’d even started seeing shadows where there should be none. Watching those shadows notice him. Follow him. Press on his heavy heart and twist his thoughts until there were only three avenues of escape: fighting, fucking, or getting blackout-drunk. Sometimes it took all three for him to feel human again. To regain control.

Four months ago the game had changed, and his mind brought out the big guns. His new buddy here. His walking, talking, invisible conscience. There could be no doubt now that he had truly gone around the bend.

Gabriel grimaced at the first rich taste of chicory, and glanced at his imaginary friend. He had no idea where he’d dreamed this guy up. A man in his twenties, with black hair that fell to his shoulders and blue eyes that were startling, framed by dark brows and a swarthy complexion. He wore a long dark trench coat, dirty khaki pants, and torn-up boots, looking like one of those disaffected adolescents Gabriel had silently scorned. Back when he’d been a globe-trotting, self-important businessman.
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