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A Hosts to Ghosts story.

After three weeks of married bliss, Jordan Arcenaux wants a divorce. Reeling from his rejection, Karey agrees to exorcise Belle Sauvage, a plantation house being renovated as a luxury resort. 

The ghosts of Belle Sauvage are dangerous. They want a treasure lost a hundred years before, the sapphire necklace known as the Blue Star, but more than that, they want to find a way back to life. They want Karey.

Newly made vampire Jordan follows his vampire ex-lover to Belle Sauvage to try to save the wife he still loves. Karey can’t be part of his new life, but his efforts to push her away become more desperate as he tries to save her from himself and Karey makes it clear she doesn’t want to be saved.

Ghosts in search of a body to inhabit, a lost treasure and a voodoo practitioner turned rogue all conspire against Jordan and Karey finding any kind of happiness together.

But in the heat of the Louisiana night, that’s all they can think of and all they want. Despite impossible odds, they still want each other.

Chapter One

Jordan Arceneaux paused to scent the air. Paris, one of the two cities he knew best, but for a change, he was in a hurry to get home to New York City. To his bride of three weeks, the delectable Karey, the woman he’d never thought he’d win. This interview had better be worthwhile.

He rang the bell and heard the disembodied voice on the intercom.

“Qui est lá?”

He answered in French. “Jordan Arcenaux from Hosts to Ghosts. I’m here to talk to Gillespie Cornell.”

“Entrez.”

The buzzer sounded and he pushed the glass door, passing into the cool, marble lobby of the exclusive apartment block. Gillespie Cornell certainly lived in style, for a vampire. Idly, Jordan wondered where he kept his coffin.

He still doubted this was anything but a hoax. Usually Hosts to Ghosts dealt with paranormal phenomena like hauntings and poltergeists, gaining a reputation for ‘cleansing’ houses, which had problems. Jordan had yet to see any proof that there was anything but human influence involved, sometimes of a nature that was beyond modern science, it was true, but explainable within the new bounds the company was developing. They made their money by televising the research, a program that was becoming increasingly popular. Eventually, Jordan hoped that would make his name. His and Karey’s. She had as much to do with the success of the company as he did.

When the door to the apartment first opened, Jordan only had eyes for the vision that stood welcoming him. This must be the woman who had answered the intercom. Tall, willowy, golden blonde with incredibly blue eyes, and chic as only a Parisienne could be. She smiled. “I am Didiane Merchand, Gillespie’s wife.”

He raised an eyebrow. Cornell hadn’t mentioned a wife in his emails. The correspondence had been tantalizing enough to bring Jordan over the ocean when he should have been on his honeymoon, but now he doubted them. He would be extremely angry if all this was a hoax. Not for the first time since he’d kissed her goodbye at the airport, Jordan wished Karey could have come with him, but work had interfered as usual, and she had to stay behind.

“Je suis ravi de vous rencontrer.”

Didiane Merchand smiled. “Your French is very good.”

“My mother is French, and my father is from Louisiana. They speak French there.”

“Of a kind.”

“Yes.” Jordan smiled when he remembered the bayous of his childhood, idiomatic and unique.

“Do come in. Gillespie is waiting for you.”

The man who stood to greet him in the large living room was tall, dark and handsome, possessed of a pair of startlingly vivid blue eyes. He smiled easily. “You are very brave, coming here on your own.”

To his surprise, Jordan found himself looking up slightly to meet the amused expression in the blue eyes. At six feet four, he generally found he was the tallest person in the room, but not this time. Cornell must be six and a half feet, at least. He didn’t explain to Cornell that his doubts about the veracity of his story. No sense antagonizing the man from the outset.

Cornell stared at him, his startling eyes fixed on Jordan’s own. “In answer to your question, I have no coffin. I am not dead. And you should have brought someone. Who knows if I might want to lunch from you?” He sniffed the air, the animalistic gesture somehow graceful. “I haven’t fed tonight.”

Jordan admired the man’s approach. He didn’t wonder about the answers to his unasked questions. They were stock questions to ask vampires, questions anyone might want to know.

The sinuous smile remained. “I know you are doubtful, but it doesn’t matter. We will talk. Drink?”

“Water if you have it.”

Didiane fetched the water, and passed it to Jordan in a beautiful cut glass. They all sat, Didiane settling on a sofa next to her husband in the shelter of his arm, her attention riveted on Jordan.

Uncomfortable under the concentrated regard, Jordan fumbled when he placed his camera in the center of the glass table. These days he recorded on to his camera. He set it up in full sight, but he also had another, tucked inside his jacket. Sometimes people objected at the last moment.

Didiane smiled. “If you abandoned the polyester in favor of natural fabrics and cut your hair more becomingly, you could be a good looking man.”

Startled, Jordan stared at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“Not at all. Polyester doesn’t allow your body to breathe. If your mother was a Parisienne she must have taught you some style.”

Jordan shrugged. Clothes were the least of his concerns. “Easy wash, easy iron. I haven’t time to waste fussing over what I wear.” He was neat and presentable. What more did they expect?

Cornell smiled and covered Didiane’s hand with his own, where it lay on his knee. “You are taking too much of a personal interest, my dear. Leave the man alone.”

This was bizarre. Jordan began his interview, clearing his throat. “I appreciate the opportunity of talking to you. If I may be frank, I’ve never interviewed a vampire before. My wife thinks I’m insane, coming over here on the off-chance I’ve found one of the legendary Cornell family. Could you tell me something about yourself? Your biography, your age?” He still didn’t dare to believe he’d found a Cornell. He barely believed in vampires, but the legends fascinated him to the point of obsession and he wanted proof, one way or another.

“Very good.” Gracefully, Cornell unfolded himself from the sofa and stood. “But I didn’t summon you here for that. I may answer some of your questions if you answer some of mine. I want to know something of this jewel. Didiane has a longing for beautiful jewels, and I have been reading of yours.”

Bewildered, Jordan said, “I have no jewels, nothing out of the ordinary, that is.”

“Tell me about the Blue Star.”

“Ah.” He could see no reason why he shouldn’t satisfy Cornell’s curiosity. The story was public knowledge, after all. “It’s a legendary sapphire necklace, lost over a hundred years ago. The family has long given up the search. Hosts to Ghosts was called in to investigate paranormal phenomena in the house, nothing to do with the jewel.”

“Your family owns it?”

“Very distant family.” But in Louisiana, cousins counted for something. So did second cousins, and thirds...one reason he’d moved away. He’d felt stifled.

“Do you mean the owner of the house has no intention of discovering the stone?” Cornell strolled to the window and stood with his back to Jordan, staring out at the night, street lights glittering below him.

“The house was run down, and Auguste is turning it into a resort hotel. The Blue Star was the last thing he was thinking about. As far as we know it will never be found, and nobody is hunting for it. It could have been secretly sold, and the legend about its loss put about.”

Cornell turned away from the view and fixed his remarkably penetrating gaze on Jordan. “I know things about the family. I have read the accounts. This is an old necklace, untouched for centuries. It will not have deteriorated in a hundred years. I thought to indulge her wish and find it for her. I can pay, if you wish.” His eyes glittered, and Jordan wondered if the legends about mind control and hypnosis were true.

He looked away, frowning, and sipped at his water. “Why didn’t you contact Auguste?”

“I did. He dismissed my request.” Cornell turned, his face devoid of expression. “The man is a fool. I wish merely to search for it. Then I discovered you were his cousin, and I had a chance to speak to someone. You have a claim on the jewel?”

Jordan shrugged. “I’m not betting the farm on it.” He dredged his mind to remember what his father had told him. “There is an agreement. If the stone is ever found, all the surviving members of the family have an equal share. It will be sold and the proceeds split among us. But nobody has ever thought it would be found. It was searched for, and never discovered. It’s lost.” A sense of annoyance filled him. Was this why he had been dragged half way across the world? “You’re not a vampire, are you? Just a fortune hunter. I think our business is done here. If you want the stone, you will have to find it for yourself.”

He stood up, picking up his camera and clicking the stop button. When he turned to put it back in his briefcase, he felt hot breath at his back.

It wasn’t possible. Neither of them could have moved so silently. But it was true. Cornell’s voice hummed breathily into his ear. “Hold still. I will not hurt you, merely take a little blood so you will obey me.”

He struggled, and felt his shirt dragged back, almost throttling him. Cornell cursed. “Polyester! It doesn’t tear like cotton. Damned stuff!”

A long hand curled around his body and began to undo the buttons. Without thinking Jordan jerked his elbow back into Cornell’s stomach. The blow should have winded him, at the very least. Jordan hadn’t brought anything here he wasn’t prepared to leave behind, so he headed for the door, putting on a burst of speed.

He never got there. Cornell landed on his back like some giant bird of prey, bearing Jordan heavily to the ground. Pinned down, Jordan felt his collar pulled back. “This won’t hurt a bit,” the hot voice breathed in his ear.

He lied. The sharp double prick at the side of his neck made Jordan struggle violently, but the man must have been made of steel, for all the difference it made. “You are strong,” Didiane’s voice came from somewhere above him, “but we are stronger. Do not struggle, it will be over soon.”

The voice, strangely calm, dissolved into mist as Jordan lost consciousness.

*****

Six months later

Karey Murray stared around the near empty dining room at Belle Sauvage, fingering the letter in her hand. While it was pleasant to be able to sit here in peace, it wasn’t for much longer. The hotel would re-open when its owner, Auguste Duplessis, returned from his business trip, ready to take their first visitors.

The hotel was bound to be a success. It was to be furnished in the first style of luxury, with a health center and well-appointed rooms and suites as well as a series of cottages in the grounds. The stories about the malevolent ghosts and deathbed curses made the resort irresistibly notorious to the ghoulish. Add to that the stories of the hidden sapphire necklace and Belle Sauvage would soon be as famous as one of the best hotels in the New Orleans area. That was what Auguste wanted. What he didn’t want was the real ghosts, which was why Karey was here. A talented psychic, a cleanser and the part owner of Hosts to Ghosts, she was the natural person to call.

“Interesting news?”

She started at the male voice coming from behind her chair, but smiled in greeting when she realized it was Bernard Foret. The hotel’s concierge had been remarkably good company these last few weeks, helping her to find her balance after her world had ripped apart. “Not news,” she said, folding the letter. “Old stuff.” She knew it by heart by now, anyway.


Karey,

I know you expected me home last week, but there was an unexpected development. There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll come straight out with it.

We made a mistake. We should never have married. You probably know that for yourself by now. I met someone here in Paris, and I intend to stay with her.

I’m going to file for divorce. I want you to take Hosts to Ghosts as my way of saying I’m sorry. You won’t want to do it, but I’m going to gift it to you if you won’t take it in the divorce settlement, so you can give it away, or keep it, or do what the hell you want with it.

I won’t be coming back home, so you needn’t worry that I’ll interfere. You can do what you want with the company. You’re a great business person, and a first rate investigator. I can only get out of your way and wish you all the best in the future.

I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Please don’t try to get in touch with me. I’m fine, I’m not insane, and I mean what I say.

Love,

Jordan.


It was that last “love” that always made her cry, so she’d stopped reading it past the last sentence. Even now she had to blink away her unshed tears. She loved him so much. She didn’t seem to be able to help herself.

“Any luck finding him?” Bernard asked softly.

Karey shook her head. “He checked out of his hotel the day after his interview, and nobody’s seen him since. I know he says he doesn’t want me to look for him, but I can’t help worrying. The man Jordan went to interview claimed to be a vampire. It took Jordan six months to set up the interview. I think the man he went to see wanted to get rid of him for some reason.”

Bernard had taken the seat opposite her at the small, round table still littered with the remains of her dinner. His smile froze in place and a new, sharper expression filled his eyes. “A vampire?” He blinked, and his customary easy friendliness returned as though the previous expression had never existed.

Karey forced a laugh. “Yes. Silly, isn’t it?”

“You don’t believe in vampires? I thought you people were open to everything.”

Karey grimaced. “We are, but we don’t have to believe it all. Jordan went to investigate the claims, not to worship at his feet. I was so scared, and I still am. I think the man was some kind of lunatic, and he’s killed Jordan.” Not an email, not a text, but an honest-to-goodness letter. That meant he wanted it to be legally binding, an indication of his intent. Once sent he couldn’t delete it, couldn’t take it back, and she had his handwriting as proof, too.

Bernard put his hand gently over hers where it lay on the linen tablecloth. “You said Jordan checked out the day after the interview. He wrote you the letter. That means he survived, doesn’t it?”

Karey shook her head wearily. “Cornell could have enticed Jordan into the country, anything. When he didn’t come home, I wanted to go after him, and then I got this letter. Shortly after, the divorce papers arrived.”

“Aren’t you divorced now? Shouldn’t you just let things be?”

She reached for the wine and poured it out, watching the red liquid fill the plain glasses as though her life depended upon it. Concentrating on something else helped to chase away the blues sometimes. “No, we’re not divorced, so I don’t know if I’m a wife or a widow. We need to find Jordan before we can proceed. He signed the company over to me, but forgot a few details, so I need to find him. One way or the other.” Her hand shook when she picked up her glass.

Bernard removed his hand from hers and lifted his wine, cradling the glass in his long fingers. “I thought you were psychic. Can’t you sense him?”

Karey shot him a cynical glance. “I’m psychic, not omnipotent. I can sense the presence of ghosts and psychic phenomena. It doesn’t act like radar.”

“You’ll find him.” He looked up at her, regarding her with a grave concentration she wasn’t used to seeing in him. “Do you think he could have found a vampire? For real?”

Karey shook her head again. “No. We’ve never found any evidence for their existence, although the legends fascinated Jordan. We research extensively, and all we’ve ever found are nuts who think they’re vampires. People who play at the lifestyle, or the lifestyle they imagined. It’s been a kind of Holy Grail for him, but it’s more like a hobby. At Hosts to Ghosts we tend to concentrate on other phenomena, particularly hauntings.”

Bernard grinned. “Ghostbusters.”

The gentle teasing brought her out of her miserable mood and she grinned back at him. “Yessir, that’s me. A ghostbuster of the first order. I even have the badge to prove it.” Several, in fact. Bernard wasn’t the only person to have made the connection with the old film; many people had made the same joke. Jordan hated it, but Karey thought it was funny, and had been known to play up to the image. Somewhere back in her apartment in New York she had the outfit of boiler suit and backpack, worn for a long ago fancy dress party.

She could remember Jordan’s response to her teasing, and his way of stopping her laughing. It had been worth it, then. She wasn’t so sure now. Karey wasn’t used to doubting her behavior, having long ago decided people had to take her as she was, but now she wondered if her jokes had driven him away. Jordan had always been so serious. He’d needed some lightening up. Perhaps she’d gone too far.

No! She rejected the thought forcefully. None of this was her fault, she would not blame herself for this. Initially Jordan had wanted to marry her, not the other way around. He’d seen more of the inner Karey than she usually allowed anyone to witness. Now he’d betrayed her in the worst possible way, and she didn’t intend to let the vulnerable child inside her get free again. Ever.

“I’m not even sure the signatures on the company transfer papers I have are real. I want to know for sure before I close the door and move on.”

Bernard drank his wine in one gulp and replaced his glass on the table. “Just as well you’re here, then. You have too much to do here to brood over your problems.” A smile flickered across his well-sculpted lips. “So have I. When you’ve cleared this place of all its ghostly influences we’re having a grand re-opening. I’m working on a group of ladies from Iowa. They want a holiday resort where they can all stay. That’ll help us fill the place. They don’t care about ghosts; they just want a good time.”

Karey frowned. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

Bernard shrugged. “You have to after you’ve been here for a while. I’ve seen a few things, heard a few things. There’s something, no doubt about that.”

“We’re going to create a complete haunted suite, but we’ve had some enquiries from honeymoon couples. It seems they want to combine love and ghost-hunting. Do you think Cupid haunts the house?”

Karey laughed. “Hardly, when you consider the character of the original owner, Thomas Sharman. He bullied his servants and his wife, drove her to madness, some say. From what I’ve read, he treated everyone very harshly. This wasn’t a plantation where the slaves were well cared for and happy, and unlike many owners, Sharman didn’t see it as just a way of making his crops more profitable. He enjoyed violence.”

“How can you tell?” Bernard crooked a black eyebrow in skeptical query.

Karey drank the rest of her wine. “I don’t jump to conclusions, Bernard. I read his letters. He positively salivates when he describes a slave whipping, and sometimes he did the deed himself. He’s as atypical as the O’Hara’s of Tara, but both kinds of master did exist.”

“Most of them fell between the two.”

Karey shot a look at Bernard, noting again his dark good looks. If it weren’t for her half-married, half-divorced situation she would be tempted to let him help her to repair her self-esteem, which had been damaged by her fiasco of a marriage. Bernard was the kind of amusing man she needed to help her to forget the way Jordan had betrayed her. “Are you a local man, Bernard?”

Bernard smiled. “Yes, of a matter of fact, I am.” His soft Southern drawl, usually kept in check, increased, elongating his vowels. Karey listened, fascinated. “I’m descended from planters on one side and slaves on the other. It’s not unusual. Masters took slaves to their beds, and after emancipation, some slaves did well for themselves. My family went north and founded a company in Chicago. We did very well up there, selling cornbread and grits to the Yankees. We have a chain of ‘Home Cookin’’ stores. Have you heard of them?”

“Sure. I’ve eaten in them a time or two. There’s one in New York, near our – er – my apartment.” The slip brought Karey back to the one thing she wanted to forget.

She hoped the feeling would go away. Karey Murray was no victim, but despite his behavior, she still loved the man who had shown her more commitment in the three weeks they had been married than she’d ever known in her life before. She hated herself for it, but she couldn’t seem to help it.

She looked up to find Bernard watching her, speculation in his midnight eyes.

Perhaps she should let Bernard into her life. Her marriage was over now, all but the paperwork. If she put a few men between herself and Jordan, had a few more experiences, it might help her get him out of her system. Bernard had been her friend since she’d arrived at the house, two weeks ago, and she’d corresponded with him before that to make the arrangements for her arrival. “Why didn’t Auguste leave you in charge?” she asked suddenly.

His face darkened, but then, as she watched, it was replaced by the lighter expression she was used to seeing in him. “I wanted it, but I haven’t been here long enough, and I’m not a member of the family,” he said frankly. “And I’m no paranormal expert. He needed you for that.”

She smiled her reassurance. “Don’t worry, I’m only doing this by default, I’m not intending to make my temporary manager status permanent. Besides, I think Auguste was just being kind. He wanted to give me something to do until Jordan shows up to sign the divorce papers. He’s Jordan’s cousin, but my friend as well. A vacation wouldn’t have done anything but make me worry and he knew that. I need to keep busy. As soon as it’s all sorted out I intend to go back north and start my life over.”

“Is it usual for you people to do these things on your own? Don’t you travel in pairs, like the FBI?”

Karey chuckled. “It’s not necessary. If I need someone, I’ll send for them. This is my area of expertise.”

“So what can you do, specifically?”

“I can sense the presence of ghosts. Sometimes I can get into contact with them. I do have heightened psi senses, which helps. I was tested. There are tests, you know, for that kind of thing,” she explained, at his quizzical stare.

Bernard shuddered. “You can’t sense vampires then?”

She chuckled. “I’m not even sure they exist.”

His gaze sharpened. “How about finding lost items? I’ve read about people who can find hidden treasure, things like that.”

“You want to find the hidden necklace?” She shook her head and gave a wry smile. “No, if I can do that, I’ve never noticed. I can’t even find the right pair of shoes when I want them!”

Bernard shrugged. “In any case, if the sapphire necklace was found, it would belong to Auguste and his family. All this mumbo-jumbo is a closed book to me. I prefer to keep my feet on the ground. I’m surprised you can sleep alone.”

She snagged his gaze. “Perhaps I don’t want to.”

*****

Revenge was the sweetest taste of all and Bernard Foret could taste it now. He would have the sapphires and his ancestor would be avenged. He wouldn’t stop until he had destroyed every member of the Duplessis family, and that included Jordan Arcenaux.

He stepped forward, over the wriggling body staked to the floor and sighed when he saw his victim’s struggles had marred the perfect pattern of the veve, traced on the floor in cornmeal. It was a particularly complex one that had taken him nearly an hour to get right. He bent, flicking the white line back to repair the break. “Don’t do that again.”

He had brought the ceremony to its peak. Clad only in black briefs, his bare body gleaming in the light of the black candles, Bernard faced his loa, his god, and asked the favor. “Send me that which will give me the power I seek, oh great Ghede.” Ghede was benevolent, and as such was a god he didn’t usually deal with. Bernard had long since left the path of goodness and become a follower of the left hand, a caplata.

Bernard was a caplata of power. Despite that he had discovered in the last month that creating a zombie was one thing but summoning a vampire was quite another. Harder. The vampire tended to fight back.

This was his last attempt. If this didn’t work, he would have to try something else. Vampires had the ability to discover precious stones like no other beings on earth, and he wanted that necklace. The man tied helplessly before the poteau-mitan, the sacred pole decorated with red and black ribbons, was Bernard’s last attempt at contacting a vampire. Baron Samedi, his loa of choice, had assured him the man was a genuine bloodsucker, but he had lied. This man was no such thing. Just another man pretending to be a vampire, one of the many drawn by the legends around New Orleans. Well, at least Bernard had another victim for the loa.

Bernard had laid his knife to the side of the poteau-mitan, and now he drew it out for the high point of the ceremony. He took his stance astride the man on the floor, who stared at him with eyes wide with terror. The heavy gag prevented him uttering more than a kind of throaty growl, a sound Bernard quite liked, for the atmosphere it brought to his ceremony. Rededicating himself to the service of the left hand and the will of the gods he prayed fervently for the right outcome and brought the knife down.

The man was easier to kill than a goat. Days of starvation had made the victim weak and the drugs Bernard had fed him only permitted a small amount of resistance. He had needed his victim cogent for the final ceremony, but not cogent enough to fight.

Blood pumped out of the deep gash in the man’s neck and the naked body went into uncontrollable convulsions. Bernard watched for a moment. Not too much different to a goat, at all. He bent to dip his finger in the blood, drawing over the faint lines on his chest that he’d earlier sketched with a pen. He wished he could have freed the gag from the man’s mouth. The loa would have liked to hear the sound, he was sure, but someone might hear. Some of the men working on the estate were quartered in the cottages nearby. He couldn’t risk it.

He faced the poteau-mitan and began to chant.

Half an hour later his cell phone rang. Picking it up from the pile of clothes in the corner, Bernard didn’t recognize the number. “Yes?”

“You rang?” a luscious female voice said. “I’m Didiane.”

Chapter Two

Half a world away, a vampire awoke and stretched, mildly surprised to find himself alone in the great brass bed. The crackle of paper under his hand alerted him to the presence of a note. Lifting himself up on the pillows, Jordan read his billet-doux.


Darling Jordan,

Pillow talk is so interesting, don’t you think? You are so amusing, mon cher, and such a vigorous lover, I almost forgot to stay awake until you fell asleep!

I have to go, my sweet. I doubt we will meet again for a month or two, but I will be back, you may be sure of that. I have decided I want to keep you for a while and I expect you to be here when I return. I still want the Blue Star. I am fired with a passion for this gem, and I will not rest until I hold it in my hand.

I seem to remember that you mentioned your lost love, too. Once or twice. You bore me with repetition, my dear. I do not care to take second place, so I will ensure that I will no longer do so. I’m sure you will agree, if she were not with us any longer, you wouldn’t think of her, and I can have you all to myself. While I find your boyish enthusiasm and gratitude amusing, I want more. I want all of you.

For now, at least. Do not worry for me, I will return to you as soon as I have accomplished my tasks.

Yours,

Didiane.


Jordan’s howl of rage must have been audible outside in the street. Not that he cared. His whole plan to divorce Karey had been to protect her, and now he’d hurled her into danger. Didiane mustn’t guess he cared about Karey, or she would take steps to kill her. Even the slighting remarks he’d made about his wife hadn’t deterred Didiane from her murderous purpose. His vampire lover was a jealous woman, one he’d rapidly tired of in recent days.

He threw back the covers and crossed the bedroom to where the computer sat mutely waiting for his command. Switching it on, he could barely stand the short wait while it booted. Eventually he could call up the browser and tap in his company’s website name.

The site looked exactly the same. His baby, his company, created for the scientific study of paranormal phenomena. This wasn’t the first occasion he’d logged on since he’d dropped out of sight, but no one would know that, since he’d used a back door. Despite his resolution to cut himself off from his old life, he hadn’t managed to keep away. Since the disaster six months ago, Jordan had effectively retired from the company that had once meant so much to him, but longing still arced through him like a physical pain when he went through it.

Scanning down the list of cases, he let the mouse linger over Karey’s name in a caress he could never now deliver in person. She had never used his surname after their marriage, even in private. There had hardly been time, and there was no hint on the Hosts to Ghosts website that she was married to Jordan. He sighed and clicked the mouse, bringing up her caseload from the private part of the site.

Fuck, he was right. He knew he would be. He read the brief account of Belle Sauvage, his mind going back to his childhood.

Conveniently close to New Orleans, but away from the hustle and bustle of the city, and miraculously flood-free, the house was once a beautiful old plantation house. It had been in their family since it was built, but the last owner hadn’t cared to restore it. Auguste inherited the wreck and worked hard to make it into a going concern. It would work well with his burgeoning hotel chain. He and Auguste had played in the grounds as children. Looking at it now was like going back in time.

Jordan skimmed the description of the house, and the photographs, showing the gracious old house and the public rooms inside, and passed on to the report.


Belle Sauvage needs cleansing. Guests feel evil presences. It is not unknown for a haunted house to draw evil influences. The house is said to be haunted by the ghosts of Thomas Sharman, his lover Camille, his wife, Susannah Sharman and their four children, who Susannah is said to have killed in a fit of jealous madness. Several people have witnessed the phenomena, including Auguste Duplessis. Their accounts are in the file.

A recent fire is said to be of ghostly origin. The house is currently being repaired, prior to its grand reopening.

Auguste Duplessis believes he is in danger from the ghosts and does not intend to return until the house has been cleansed. He has asked me to act as temporary manager, overseeing the repairs. I will investigate the phenomena and attempt to cleanse the house. The status of this project is ongoing.


Jordan stared at the screen. The picture of Karey on the company pages was her business look; carefully brushed hair, meticulous make-up, intelligence gleaming in the depths of her green eyes. However businesslike she looked, she couldn’t hide the fire in her thick, unruly locks, or the lushness of her lips. And Jordan had seen her in very different circumstances; hair spread over the pillow, eyes half closed, glazed with passion, lips parted for his kisses, that glorious body open to him, for him. He groaned and closed his eyes, fighting the desire that would never leave him as long as he lived.

And that, it seemed, would be a very long time. Better he broke with her now. He couldn’t make her happy in the ways he’d always dreamed of. He couldn’t give her children and she would age and die while he remained young. It was best if she hated him so she could get him out of her life. A clean break.

Jordan hadn’t wanted this existence. Recently he had begun to doubt the truth of everything Didiane had told him, and had done a little investigating of his own.

He was almost sure that his sire, the unfortunate Gillespie Cornell, Didiane’s late husband, hadn’t intended to bestow the Dark Gift on him. Didiane had caused it. Her impulsive, selfish nature pushed her into action after she had seen Jordan and wanted him. Jordan suspected there was more than water in the drink she had given him, and more than wine in Cornell’s glass on that fatal evening. Whatever it was had driven him to temporary madness and infected Cornell, so Cornell, instead of taking the small amount of blood that would ensure Jordan’s silence, had drained him, and Jordan had turned on his sire in the way all newly made vampires did. For a newly made vampire to live, his sire must die, giving his life’s blood to the new vampire. All those legends he’d read, all the novels, in his search for some clue to his life’s obsession, they’d been wrong.

After that there had been nothing Jordan could do except set Karey free. After his conversion he had become Didiane’s lover, her price for teaching him the ways of his new life, but all the passion was on her side, not his, and she knew it.

He’d give a lot to discover how Didiane had found out about Karey. Someone must have told her. One thing was for sure; Karey was no longer safe. He would have to face his wife again and somehow retrieve Didiane without showing Karey how much he loved her. How much he still loved her.

Cursing, he initiated a computer search for Karey’s name and left it to run while he showered and dressed. When he returned, he found no result. Didiane hadn’t received an email about Karey, then, hadn’t stored any records about her. He switched off the machine and picked up the phone to booking himself on the next plane to New Orleans, trying not to wince at the cost. Speed had its price and so did first class accommodation but he couldn’t bear the thought of twelve hours squashed in tourist class. Not that he needed to worry about money any more. He had inherited his sire’s vast wealth, accumulated over the four centuries of Cornell’s existence, but he still thought like a man who had to watch his budget.

He had three hours before the plane left. It would take all his powers of persuasion, which were now considerably enhanced, to get to Charles de Gaulle and get on to that jet in that time. After shoving some clothes into a bag, he went through to the lounge to find his phone and tablet.

He discovered that day’s Le Monde, crumpled and pushed hastily aside. It was open on an inside page, and there he discovered an article about great gemstones that had been lost. Not surprisingly, the Blue Star featured prominently, together with the stories about the house. That would have been enough to reignite Didiane’s interest in the gem.

The temptation would have been too much for Didiane. But how had she found out about Karey?

*****

“Ms. Murray, may I have a word?”

Karey turned her head to see who owned the unfamiliar voice and nearly tumbled off her stepladder. The African American man who gazed up at her was a god in human form. He must be over six feet tall, and his eyes were a liquid invitation. She could lose herself in those depths. Under that police uniform burgeoned a chest she could rest on until morning.

She snapped back to her normal self. What was she, a frustrated virgin? Grimacing at her inappropriate response, Karey gave a final tweak to the camera and climbed down. “Good morning – er – officer.”

“Morning, ma’am. I’m Captain Armstrong, from the Indigette police force.” Indigette was the town in the other direction to New Orleans, a small, peaceful place. With, Karey thought, a good-looking police chief.

“How can I help you, Captain?”

“Well now.” The captain removed his hat and rubbed his forehead. The day was uncomfortably warm for late September. Karey walked past him to the little table, breathing in the delicious male aura of fresh sweat and spicy cologne.

Stop it, Karey! She had no idea where these thoughts had come from. Recently her libido had run on overtime, infusing her with lustful imaginings like never before. Her life had never been ruled by her crotch, and she was determined that wouldn’t happen now. It was probably a response to the trauma of Jordan’s rejection. It had to be, otherwise the explanation would be something she wasn’t sure she was ready to face. That someone was planting these feelings in her head. Her instincts told her that was what was happening, but her reason scornfully dismissed the notion, but she couldn’t deny her empathic response to undercurrents in places, especially old houses. One of the spirits infesting this place could be influencing her. The thought scared and excited her in equal measure. Scared, because nobody wanted another entity invading their head, but excited because she could be getting close to the truth she’d searched for all her life, and never found.

She kept all the speculation out of her face. Picking up the pitcher, she smiled at the police captain. “Lemonade? The cook makes it for us. It’s good.” At his nod, she poured out two glasses and handed him one.

“You could have him. Come on to him, I dare you!”

The wicked laugh resounded around her head. Her senses flared in automatic response and she caught a presence. A male presence, retreating fast. “Oh God!”

She was right. Excitement filled her, drowning the fear. Dumping the glass on the unfortunate police captain, she ran in the direction of the presence, followed it up the stairs and into the East Wing, but, quicker than she could run, it retreated. She waited, putting out her senses, but it had left nothing for her to trace.

She turned and went back to the room where she’d left Captain Armstrong, one of the once grand bedrooms on the first floor. The recent fire had blackened the walls of the once elegantly appointed room, now bare of furniture and fittings, but at least it was structurally sound once more. The electricians had been at work, and pieces of wiring still poked out of holes in the walls, ready to be tucked away safely to ready the room for the decorators, who were already at work on the upper floors. Karey had taken the opportunity to ask for them to install a few of her detection devices; surveillance cameras and infrared equipment. She had been adjusting the position of one of the cameras when the officer had arrived.

He’d already drunk his lemonade. She poured him another one. Now her flash of lust had gone, she saw him for what he was; a well set-up police chief, waiting for her with a patience he must be far from feeling. “Sorry.”

She handed him the refilled glass
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