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Andrew Beaumont pulled the unmarked police cruiser up in front of the dilapidated shotgun double on Esplanade.  He felt bad about using police time to check out this lead in the investigation that he and his fellow vampires were engaged in.  All of them had been diligently looking through historical records to try to piece together the odd messages that Abigail and Reilly Cooper had been receiving on a more regular basis since they had all visited the house the previous week.  

He thought about the breathless female voice on the other end of the phone when making this appointment and he was concerned.  She had flirted that time and during every blasted call she had made to him in the evenings since.  The last thing he needed to deal with was a female on top of his adjustment to being a vampire and keeping it hidden from the rest of the guys on the police force.  

There was no way that he could go meandering through the clubs like Jude had done until Reilly had come along.  He just didn’t have a taste for going and screwing this girl and that girl then dumping them off in some hotel room with no memory of him or what they had done.  He had been raised a gentleman, and his mama would turn over in her grave if she even thought he had a string of women trailing behind him.

Not that he wouldn’t want to have a woman.  He hadn’t gotten laid once since he had been turned and now, with all the others coupled up he was finding it increasingly empty in his little house in Algiers.  He was always the fifth wheel no matter where they went.  He found himself declining their invitations more and more.

As always, he scanned the property for any sign of trouble.  Anything that seemed to be off.  It was just how he was after being a police officer for going on fifteen years now.  He radioed into the station to let them know he was taking his break and would be off the radar for a bit.  Then he opened the car door and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

There was a light on inside.  He could see it glowing yellow through the haphazardly nailed boards on the window.  But he didn’t see any other cars parked near the abandoned house.  That struck him as odd.  Using his flashlight, he illuminated the front of the house and overgrown lawn, even though his vision permitted him to see everything as if it were daylight.  The person he was meeting didn’t need to know that, though.

Walking up the sidewalk, he shook his head at the looks of the property.  As a lifelong resident of New Orleans, it always saddened him to see historic old homes fall into disrepair and eventually become the locations where drugs were sold and girls were raped.  His own home in Algiers had been abandoned and with Vincent Adcock’s assistance, the title had been transferred to him along with money from the historical society to do the necessary refurbishing.  He had worked every night that he wasn’t on duty to bring the shotgun double into as close to its original shape as he could.  Jude had even pulled himself away from his string of women a few times to give a helping hand and drink his beer.

As was his habit, he picked up a couple of cans that had been tossed carelessly into the weeds and crushed them in his bare hands to a tight ball that he would later put in a trash can.  He watched as a mangy cat crept soundlessly through the grass and slid into a hole in the foundation.  Other than that one little bit of movement, everything was still around the house.  Yet he had the sense of being watched.

He stepped over a couple of broken boards and moved closer to the porch that ran the whole length of the front of the house.  Over the years, the Victorian woodwork that trimmed the porch had rotted in a couple of places and wasps had taken up residence in the softened wood.  He touched his holstered gun and took a step up on the bottom step of the porch.

The front door opened, and a willowy shadow appeared in the light.  When she stepped out onto the porch, he saw a pale slender woman with black hair that cascaded in waves almost to her waist.  Her eyes were covered with dark glasses despite the time of night and he wondered if she were blind.  The same soft seductive voice from his phone call to her beckoned to him.  “Please, come in officer.”

When she stepped back, he surveyed the woman a bit more.  A black dress clung to her slight curves and was slit up the side to her thigh.  A diamond ankle bracelet hung from her slender ankle and the tiny feet that were tucked into a pair of stiletto sandals were pedicured with blood red polish.  

He stepped into the interior that was not as run down as the outside of the house.  The main room was a parlor and the walls were elegantly painted in an eggplant color on which exquisite watercolor paintings hung.  If he were a betting man, he would put his wager on the paintings being originals.  Tiffany lamps sat on elegant tables on each side of the French provincial sofa upholstered in a lighter color than the walls and a fainting couch sat in the corner and was tossed with needlepoint pillows that hinted of the colors in the paintings.  As if she could read his mind, she spoke again.

“Yes, the paintings are originals by Claude Monet.  Quite a fascinating man, I must say.”  She motioned for him to sit on the sofa and sat down next to him.  “Such beautiful art.  I like beautiful things.  How about you, Officer Beaumont?”

Rapid footsteps sounded through the otherwise quiet house and a young woman appeared.  “Auntie, you must take care and stop this putting men in a position to compliment you all the time.”  A warning look came from the slight redhead clad in jeans and a New Orleans tee shirt.  

The woman laughed softly and touched his leg.  “Nonsense child.  Officer Beaumont needs no urging to compliment me.”

“Auntie...”  The girl stepped further in the room and Andrew guessed her to be in her late twenties.

The woman held out her hand and waited for him to take it, a smirk on her red lips.  “Isn’t that correct, Officer Beaumont?”  She nodded at him, her hand still extended.

Avoiding the contact and any question that might come from the cold lifelessness of his hand, he reached for a notebook in his pocket instead.  “I don’t think I need to tell you how beautiful you are, ma’am.  I’m sure you have a significant other to tell you that every day.”

She watched as her niece took a seat on the edge of the fainting couch before she tucked her hand back in her lap.  Andrew noticed that it was as pale as her face.  She must not spend a lot of time outside because the skin was like perfect porcelain.

“Officer Beaumont, this cheeky young woman is my niece Jordan Murray.”  She watched him through her dark glasses as he jotted down the name on his notepad, then continued.  “Jordan helps me manage my properties and we’ve just come from an extended trip to Ireland where her father’s family lives.  I so love the weather there as even during the daytime I can venture out without affecting my skin.”

“I can no longer permit this house to go unoccupied as with all the crime here in the city, I am constantly worried that my precious things will be stolen by some common criminal.”  She nodded her head toward the paintings.  “Or vandalized to ruin.  I’m sure that you understand.”

“Yes ma’am, I do.  We try out best to keep things under control but sometimes it’s like fighting a losing battle.”  He stood up, suddenly uncomfortable under her sharp scrutiny.  She was obviously not blind but for some reason wore the dark glasses to cover her eyes.

“Well, I am certain that there are ways to take care of those who would damage or steal a person’s property.”  

There was an icy undertone to her voice, and it served to make Andrew more uncomfortable.  “So, you believe that renting the house to someone would be more suitable for you?  Don’t you worry that a tenant might do some damage or steal?  Often they do.”

“They wouldn’t dare.”  

“You seem so confident, ma’am.”  He had yet to obtain her name and he raised an eyebrow.  “I’m sorry, I don’t believe I have your name anywhere.”

“No, I’m sure that you don’t.”  She stood and motioned to Jordan.  “Come, child, let us show the good officer the rest of the house.”  She glided across the room as if she were walking on clouds, holding her head high and her back straight as a rod.  “Perhaps, once you see the house, we can talk business over a refreshment.”

He heard a choked exclamation from Jordan who was following them both and felt her eyes on his back.  Green pieces of ice were those eyes.  And they chilled and burned him at the same time.

The shotgun had been remodeled inside to accommodate a bedroom on either side of the hallway that led to the back.  The first bedroom was that of a young woman with bright colors and haphazard furnishings amid clothing tossed on practically every available space of the carpeted floor.  The other bedroom was more feminine.  A lot of cream-colored lace that contrasted with the dark red walls.  On the four-poster bed were lacy pillows piled high against the headboard and the sheer curtains that surrounded the bed were pulled back and secured with ribbon that matched the walls.  

The kitchen spanned the entire rear of the house except for a door that opened to a small but serviceable bathroom with a claw footed tub.  The cabinets were original and shone to a spotless sheen, but the countertops were new, a brown and gold granite.  The appliances were new and appeared to not have ever been used. 

“I don’t have much of an interest in cooking, but my dear niece is quite the culinary expert.”  She smiled softly.  “But then again, when one is able to go to the best schools in the world one tends to be well educated and well-honed in the things that she would need to please a man.”

“Auntie!  Please stop this ridiculous game!”  Jordan stepped forward and started to reach for the woman only to be thwarted by her swift movement to the other side of the room.

“Ah, my dear Jordan.  Must you ruin my fun?”  As quickly as she had moved away from them, she was just as suddenly in front of him again.  She lifted her hand and removed the glasses revealing the brightest blue eyes he had ever seen.  Then when she smiled, he saw the evidence.

“Officer Andrew Beaumont, I am Isabella Claudine LeRoux-Montague-Murphy.”  She chuckled at the surprise on his face.  “Perhaps you would find the name LeRoux more familiar?  Perhaps you have heard of my sister, Magdalena Marie LeRoux?”  Her blue eyes twinkled with amusement.  “So, Andrew Beaumont, perhaps we cut to the chase and see what the hell it is that you want from me and I’ll tell you what I want from you.” 
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Andrew found himself seated on the sofa next to Isabella, a drink in her hand and her dark glasses lying on the cushions between them. “I just love Bloody Marys. Especially when they are made with the blood of humans.” She laughed seductively and looked over at Jordan who was back on the fainting couch. “Dear Jordan, must you always look at me like I am insane when I speak the truth?”

“Auntie, you are incorrigible which often gets you in trouble.” Jordan’s eyes moved from Isabella to Andrew, then back to her aunt. “I promised grandmother I would keep you out of trouble, but you are always trying my patience. One of these days, I’m going to leave you to take care of yourself.”

“You would never do that. You love me too much, child.” Isabella turned her icy blue gaze on Andrew. “You have not been one of us for very long. Perhaps, only since the hurricane I would guess. You are too unrefined to be of an age when gentlemen were gentlemen and ladies were ladies.” She reached over and touched his leg softly. “Tell me. How did it happen for you? Was it a wench with a thirst for more than sex? Maybe you were a soldier in the war and one of those beastly bastards with the greasy hair found you in the sand and turned you?”

Andrew felt uncomfortable under her direct gaze, but he felt compelled to answer her question. “It was looters during the hurricane that attacked me.”

“Ah, but it wasn’t looters who made you what you are. Our kind doesn’t stoop to the level of looting like a common criminal because most of us have amassed great fortunes in our existence.” She laughed again and took a sip of her drink. “I’m guessing it was one of the vengeance vampires. The ones who hunt down and destroy those who have no business being alive. Am I correct?”

He nodded his head and remembered the night Vincent found him. While the city was in chaos after the hurricane, he lay bleeding to death from a gunshot wound in front of his patrol car. And as he had felt the last vestiges of life slipping away, the dark man with the golden eyes put his bleeding wrist to his lips and urged him to drink. Drink, and you shall not perish. You shall never perish. That’s it, my young man. Drink.

The days which had followed had been spent in agony in the plush penthouse high above the madness of the city. He had writhed on the bed and gone insane with the thirst for blood. Blood which was brought to him in bags. And when he finally found solace from his madness, Vincent had calmly explained to him what had been done. He had been saved but not saved. Chantel had been a frequent visitor in those early days and she spoke of the affliction which had been forced upon him. He had been meant to live for all eternity rather than die in a filthy alley in the Ninth Ward. 

“I do not have the fortitude to prey upon humans. It disgusts me.” Isabella continued in her throaty voice. “There was a time I didn’t feel that way, if one of our kind has feelings at all.” Suddenly, she stood and walked to the front window. “How I would so enjoy being able to look out upon this city during the day. See and hear the hustle and bustle of this timeless city. Alas, I struggle with what I am. Not fully human and not fully vampire. My maker was destroyed before he could finish what he started. He was a cruel man and played horrible mind games with my dear sister, Magdalena. Tried to drive her insane. I believe he wanted us both, but she was much too knowledgeable about his kind and she carried protections with her to ward him off. I was the foolish one. My love of men made me an easy target for him.”

“Who was your creator? I am sure he had a name.” Andrew had his notepad on his lap but had not written the first word on the blank paper. Instead, he was intrigued yet somewhat frightened at the woman who called herself Isabella.

She whirled around in a flash of black and bared her teeth. Hissed as she came nose to nose with Andrew. “I do not speak his name. Never speak his name. To do so will summon him from the limbo in which he waits. He waits to prey.”

Jordan got up from her seat and put a calming hand on Isabella’s shoulder. “Auntie. Please calm yourself. This kind officer has no way of knowing what you are talking about. He is curious, and he came here with the intent of finding out more about your story. Remember, Nana Magdalena came to me in a vision and spoke of him. Perhaps, he will put an end to your years of suffering.”

Isabella tossed her long hair and sat back down on the sofa. “I do not want to end my life. I want to live it. I want to age gracefully and join my dear sister who waits on the other side. I want to thank her for her kindness and beg for her forgiveness for what I did.”

Andrew leaned toward the woman. For as much as she intimidated him, she also mesmerized him. She was like a witch casting a spell upon him with her beauty. “And how do I fit into this?”

“I am not sure. You were led here by some unseen force. There are no coincidences my charming man. Tell me why you came. Why did you call under the guise of purchasing my humble home?”

He was not one to show his hand. As a detective, he had learned to be evasive and extract information from even the most unwilling suspect. And as a vampire, he had learned to read their thoughts. With Isabella, he wasn’t able to do either. “I have a friend. A human who communicates with the dead. She found a card bearing your sister’s name in her grandmother’s things.”

Isabella sighed audibly and touched his leg again, running a manicured fingernail seductively along the fabric of his jeans. “You have a human lover. That is too bad, I can be quite the lioness in the bedroom and a man like you could make me purr with content.”

“Aunt Isabella! Stop! Behave yourself.” Jordan was blushing, and she looked at Andrew apologetically. “I will apologize for my aunt because I know she will not.”

Andrew thought about Abigail Cooper. The woman his creator had fallen in love with. Blonde, filled with life and sunshine, Abigail only had eyes for Vincent and he viewed her as a little sister along with Reilly, Jude’s creation. He smiled reassuringly at Jordan who was still giving Isabella a chastising look. “It’s fine, miss. No offense taken.” He turned to look at Isabella. She was playing games and he knew it. What those games were, he had no idea. “Ma’am, I can assure you my friend is otherwise engaged to my creator. She is a medium of sorts and so is her sister. She has spoken with her sister.”

Isabella scooted closer to him on the sofa and crossed her legs. “You are not attached to a woman? Vampire or human?” She licked her lips. “Would you like to be? I’m very much interested in twisting the sheets with you. It has been a long time since I’ve had the pleasure of entertaining a man in my bed.”

“Aunt Isabella, you know that isn’t true. You just had your share of men when we were in Ireland. Please, leave this man alone and tell him what you need to share with him.” Jordan stood up and walked over to a bookshelf and removed a leather-bound book. When she came back to stand in front of Andrew, he could see the word journal embossed in the aged leather. “This was my Nana Magdalena’s journal. She was working with a woman from out east somewhere to try to find a cure for Aunt Isabella’s affliction.”

Isabella hissed and took the book from Jordan’s hand. “Please. Go to your room now Jordan. You aren’t needed here any longer.” She motioned with her slender hand toward the bedrooms. “Run along. I don’t mean to be harsh, but this is my tale to tell.” She touched her fingers to her lips and blew the young Jordan a kiss. “I love you my dear.”
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Isabella waited until her niece was out of earshot before she turned back to the handsome Andrew. How he made her heart flutter. And her heart did flutter as it nestled in her chest while her body never aged and her thirst for blood sustained her. She set the journal she had taken from Jordan on the table by the sofa. “Could I interest you in a Bloody Mary? I need to refresh mine.”

“No, thank you. I’m on duty. But please, take your time and get whatever you would like.” He smiled politely at her. “I’d offer to get you a drink but I’m not sure where you keep everything.”

She got up from the sofa and trailed a finger along her guest’s shoulder. What a lovely man he was. Muscular and fully vampire. Which meant he would most likely be able to keep up with her in the bedroom. How she wanted to find out. But, first things first. He had come for information and she wanted to extract information from him as well. Jordan had shared with her the latest message from beyond the grave her sister had delivered. The time was coming and they all needed to prepare. 

Isabella had watched them from her perch atop the roof the night Andrew had called and left a message about purchasing her home. Six vampires and a human. The dark-skinned Haitian couple she had seen many years ago. The female would be a problem. She was standoffish and arrogant and despite the dark-haired gentleman standing close to the blonde human, she stood out to Isabella as being the leader of the group. She was their protector, whether she viewed herself in that role or not. She knew she would have to gain her trust and she knew she would have to keep any talk of impending danger to any of them away from the woman.

The younger couple were so involved in each other’s company, they would be easy to manipulate. The petite one with the dark hair was a new vampire. She could tell by her scent. She didn’t carry the residue of hundreds of years on her body the way her mate did. He was the oldest of them all. She could smell the scent of gunpowder from a musket, the odor of horse manure, gasoline and oil and the leftover fragrance of many women he had bedded over time. The girl still smelled of fresh blood. And she was strong. Only she wasn’t aware yet just how strong she was. 

The little blonde woman was the most important. She was the one who held the key that would unlock the door between the two worlds. The connection between the living and the dead. Just like her grandmother had been many years ago. Only, they had been unable to complete the work that needed to be done because her sister had gotten scared something bad would happen to her child. The child who had gone on and had other children and eventually brought her Jordan. Jordan was the only one other than her own sister who did not fear Isabella’s temperament.

She returned to the living room and took a seat next to Andrew. “When was the last time you fed?”

“I beg your pardon?” The delectable morsel of vampire male next to her stiffened in his seat. 

He was uptight. Most likely from his upbringing. If she had to guess, she would say he was raised by a God-fearing, righteous Southern Baptist woman. Yet he seemed to take in stride what he was. A soulless creature of the night who fed upon predators who became prey. She commended him for that.

“Never mind my question. It isn’t important right now. Your eyes show that you have been fed recently, so I don’t believe my niece is in any danger of becoming a late-night snack for you.” She chuckled. She was joking because she knew he wouldn’t feed upon an innocent victim.

“I’m selective about who I feed upon.” He stared at her intently and she found herself caught up in his gaze. 

“I am not completely vampire and not completely human. My creator was destroyed before he finished his work on me.” She made herself comfortable and slipped her shoes off, kicking them to the side and crossing her legs. “My creator shall go unnamed as I said earlier. To speak his name would be to summon him, and you should warn your young human friend she should never say his name aloud. It would put her in great danger as he cares not who he destroys.”

“You said he was destroyed. How could he be any danger to my friend?”

“Maxwell Foreman was the man who destroyed him. He was my sister’s physician. My creator tormented her so and Maxwell cared for Magdalena. When others thought she was insane, he knew she was the victim of the sinister bastard who seduced me into his bed then gradually started turning me into what he was. It was difficult and agonizing. Most of your kind do it swiftly. Not my creator. He toyed with me night after night and because I was so very attracted to him, I didn’t fight him. I couldn’t.”

“There are no humans who can fight off a vampire. You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

“I met him in a speakeasy down in the French Quarter. I had slipped away to have a good time.” Isabella knew she had always been the wilder of the two sisters who had been living with their spinster aunt and widowed mother. She hated the uptight atmosphere in their home and even more, she hated the school her aunt had insisted upon them going to. A school for girls only. And she loved men. She loved the attention she got from them and used her sexual prowess to get as many to pay attention to her as she could. In the midst of prohibition, she found she had a taste for alcohol and the speakeasies were the only place she could get both.

“He approached me after watching me for several nights. I was wearing my finest of dresses and had my hair bobbed much to the dismay of everyone in my home. There he was in his fine silk suit with a cigarette in his fingers. Tall, dark and brooding. And his eyes were such that a person could get lost in their golden depths.” Isabella had replayed this scene in her mind every night since she met him. And in the same thoughts, cursed the night she had fallen prey to the beast he was.

“We danced, and he was one magnificent dancer. We talked at a smoky little table in the corner of the place. He was intelligent beyond his years. Now I know it was because he had the first-hand knowledge of centuries tucked into his memory like indelible ink on the annals of history. He was a businessman, he said. What kind of business he didn’t share. He was wealthy and said he would love to share his wealth with me. As the daughter of a poor widow, money held a certain attraction to me as well.”

Isabella had a lot of vices. Money. Fine clothes. Alcohol. Cigarettes. Occasionally some opium. And sex. She loved the way her body sizzled with electricity when an orgasm overtook
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