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Chapter One






Alex looked up from the document on his desk
as the sound of the office door opening reached him and saw
Jasper’s secretary heading in his direction, a small pile of
manilla folders in her hands. The sight of which was enough to send
a shard of pain through his temples, increasing the headache
already in residence. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Garant, but these just
arrived and require your immediate attention.”

He tossed his pen onto the desk and closed
his eyes as once again he rued agreeing to take over the running of
the company while Jasper and Marion were on their honeymoon. He’d
barely made it through a month with his sanity intact and there
were another two to go before the happy couple returned. If he
didn’t find a way to unshackle himself from the desk they would get
back to find him buried under a mountain of paperwork with a pen
staked through his heart.

The dull thud of the folders hitting the
desk forced him to open his eyes and reluctantly deal with the here
and now. As he reached for the one on top of the pile he sent some
loose sheets of paper fluttering to the plush red carpet which did
zero to improve his mood. With a few grumbled complaints he shifted
his position so he could gather them together, and it was then he
noticed the top one carried two words in bold: Mexico City.
Tossing the others onto the desk he sat back and poured over the
information under the title and recalled the conversation it was
connected to. A broad smile creased his face as he realized he had
found his escape route from paperwork hell. “Cynthia!” A few
seconds later Jasper’s secretary walked in, notepad in hand. “Yes,
Mr. Garant?”

“I notice from this,” he said, indicating
the sheet of paper in his hand, “that the trip to Mexico City’s
headquarters tomorrow hasn’t been rescheduled. So to prevent any
problems I will fulfill it in Jasper’s place. Please inform them I
will be arriving in his place and that the exact time will be
provided later. Can you also make arrangements for the company jet
to be made ready to leave tomorrow at four p.m.”

“But Mr. Garant, what about all the
paperwork?”

“Those documents you said required my
immediate attention I will deal with now; the rest can wait until
my return.”

“As you wish, Mr. Garant. Do you have any
idea how long you will be away from the office?”

“According to the schedule, I will be away
for seven days. If a matter arises that cannot wait for my return,
you can reach me by phone.”

“Very well,” she said, noting everything
down. “I will contact the pilot and inform him so he can make the
necessary arrangements, after which I will contact Mexico City
headquarters.”

From her slightly clipped tone and the way
she left the office, Alex knew she wasn’t happy with his sudden
change of plans, but he’d made his decision and that was that.
Returning his attention to the document in front of him he checked
it over and signed off where necessary, then started on the pile
Jasper’s secretary brought in. He worked through them one by one, a
low relieved sigh slipping free as the last one was tossed on the
pile. As he sat back he glanced at the phone wondering if he should
call Jasper and let him know of his decision regarding the Mexico
trip. Maybe an email would be better? No, there was no guarantee he
would check them until his return, so a phone call would be the
best move. You seriously want to discuss business with a man on
his honeymoon? He flinched at his mind’s question. What the
hell had he been thinking? Jasper had better and more pleasant
things to do than discuss figures and plans with him, so he’d wait
until the happy couple returned and fill him in then.

“Excuse me, Mr. Garant, all the necessary
arrangements have been made. The private jet will be waiting for
you at the airport at four tomorrow afternoon and the Mexico City
headquarters have been advised you are standing in for Mr. Jasper
and are making all necessary arrangements.”

“Thank you, Cynthia.”

He turned his chair to face the window as
she left, his thoughts already drifting away from the boredom of
paperwork to the vibrancy of Mexico City. While he loved Paris, the
change of both scenery and pace his visit would bring was welcomed
more than he would admit. Remember your real reason for
visiting. He knew full well it was primarily a business trip,
but that didn’t mean all seven days would be spent on that subject.
Once all matters concerning the continued expansion of the
Nocturnus Corporation had been dealt with he intended to relax and
enjoy all Mexico City had to offer.

~ ~ ~ * ~ ~ ~

For ten minutes Dani had been listening to
the demands of a male spirit. Demands that given what they
contained she had zero intention of complying with. “Look, I don’t
know how many times I can say this, but I can’t help you! So please
for the love of what remains of my diminishing sanity, stop talking
and go away!”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Take your pick, but my answer remains the
same.”

The temperature around her dropped as with a
disgusted huff he vanished. There were times she really hated her
“gift” and this was fast turning into one of them. All she wanted
was to forget about what she could do for a while and attempt to
enjoy her ill timed vacation, but when he returned to start round
two, that looked highly unlikely to happen. “Don’t start,” she
warned, wagging her finger in his face.

“Why not? You help other spirits, so why
won’t you help me?”

A slow mental ten count taken to calm her
enough so her reply was as expletive free as possible, she let out
a frustrated sigh. “I’m going to spell it out slowly so you get it.
I’m refusing because your reason for requesting, or I should say
demanding my help, is to tell your widow you will be watching her
from the other side and that she’d better behave herself. I’m not
going to add to that poor woman’s woes to feed your ego, so get
your ass over to the other side and leave us both in peace!” Curses
ripped through the air as he vanished, thankfully taking the cold
with him. Finally alone and with only the sound of the evening bird
chorus filling the air, she walked over to one of the park benches
and sat down. Her hope for a relaxing vacation had taken one hell
of hit when on arriving at Seiresa she’d discovered the town
preparing to celebrate Dia De Los Muertos. It wasn’t only the
decorations that told her that – it was also the fact the dead
started coming up to her the second she’d set foot in the town. Her
shields had for the most part stayed in place and prevented her
from being overwhelmed, but the effort needed to achieve that had
started to take its toll. Tiredness brought lapses of concentration
which allowed spirits to demand her attention – the annoying male a
perfect case in point. In an attempt to save her sanity and mind
she’d tried to get an earlier flight home but none were available.
So she was stuck and facing what she knew would be one hell of a
challenging week. One she fervently hoped she made it out of with
her wits unscrambled.

She crossed her arms, digging her nails into
the soft flesh as she fought back the tears of frustration
threatening to fall. All she’d ever wanted was a job, a small
apartment, maybe a cat or two, and some normality. What did she end
up with? A “gift” that was more like a curse, one that brought
catastrophe in its wake. With her mother’s support, she’d tried to
deal with it as best she could, but when that one person in her
life died, she was left alone to get a handle on how to cope with
the constant demands made of her by the dead. Oh, she’d tried her
best, calling on the limited knowledge her mother imparted before
her death, but it was woefully inadequate and she had messed up
more times than she cared to remember. Her vacation had been a last
ditch effort to reboot her life and what had she done? Got herself
stuck in a town preparing for the Day of the Dead. “Way to screw
things up on a monumental scale, Dani,” she told herself as she
stood. The chaos looming on the horizon was set to prove that she
hadn’t lost her crown as queen of poor decisions.

What was the point of feeling sorry for
herself? Nothing could be done to help her, no one could silence
the spirits that were attracted to her like moths to a flame. She
would have to learn to accept the fact she was cursed and deal with
it as best she could. A part of her wondered if her situation was
the result of some long dead relative pissing off a god who thought
it would be fun to stick their descendants with the curse. “One
day,” she sighed as she brushed the back of her black pants down,
“all I’m asking for is one day of normality. Is that truly too much
to ask for?” As if in reply a soft gust of wind appeared from
nowhere and wrapped around her, causing the hairs on the back of
her neck and arms to stand to attention. Its arrival enough to have
her start a brisk walk back to her hotel and safety.

Warmth and the faint sound of conversations
taking place greeted her as she entered the hotel reception, the
combination enough to start chipping away at the anxiety which
still wrapped around her. Bypassing the elevator she took the
stairs up to her room two at a time, her pace not dropping as she
reached the first floor and hurried down the hallway to her refuge.
The second she stood inside with the door secured the remaining
anxiety faded, taking the adrenaline rush with it as she tossed her
keys onto the small table. Shoes kicked off, she chucked her jacket
onto a corner chair as she headed towards her bed, which she
promptly fell onto. Drained and wanting nothing more than to sleep
she closed her eyes, hoping when the new day arrived it wouldn’t
greet her with another unwelcomed wedgie.


Chapter Two


After dealing with a couple of minor
problems that decided to make an appearance at the last minute,
Alex finally managed to get to the limo waiting to take him to the
airport. Resting back against the soft black leather seat he closed
his eyes and for the first time in days, relaxed. The hum of Paris’
traffic reached him through the tinted window, the sound both
familiar and comforting, but familiarity had a tendency to breed
contempt and that was one thing he never wanted to have for the
city he called home. A change, even a brief one, could clear and
refresh his mind, enabling him to appreciate what he had and
restore his focus.

“Excuse me, sir. We’ve reached the airport.”
His driver’s voice cut through his thoughts, pulling him back to
the here and now. A word of thanks given, Alex stepped out of the
limo and strolled over to the company jet where the flight crew
waited. After a quick word with the pilot regarding flight time, he
headed inside the sleek jet, making his way to the galley to grab a
chilled glass of synthiblood before taking a seat in the center to
prepare for what he had been informed would be roughly a ten hour
flight to Toluca International Airport, where on his arrival a limo
would be waiting to take him to the company penthouse at the Garant
Hotel. The specially adapted vehicle would ensure his exposure to
the Mexican sun would be limited until he’d had time to take in
more synthiblood to help him deal with its impact. To give his body
some additional help he decided to take advantage of the long
flight and allow it to drop into a light level of dark sleep to
boost his strength. Draining his glass, he set it down then
reclined his chair, allowing his senses to hit their internal
dimmer switches. At the moment darkness washed over him he heard a
voice whisper his trip would be something more than he could ever
have expected.


The slight jolt of the landing gear hitting
the runway roused Alex from a sleep disturbed by the whispered
words he’d heard before dropping into the dark tapping at the edges
of his mind, their presence more than enough to sour his good mood.
Not ready to be around polite company, Alex wanted nothing more
than to get to the penthouse, take a long shower, then feed. With
luck, the combined effect of the three should prove to be enough
for him to meet up with his cousin who he hadn’t seen for three
years and not want to rip his head off.

Five minutes after leaving the airport they
were caught up in the Mexico traffic, the sounds of the city
reaching him through the small opening in his window. Sounds that
seemed to carry a faint yet somehow familiar tone, one that tapped
at the outer edges of his mind. “Tell me,” he asked the driver, “is
there something special going on within the city?”

“Oh yes sir. It’s preparing for Dia de los
Muertos.”

The Day of the Dead? It had been too long
since he’d had the opportunity to take part in such a vibrant
celebration, something he’d ensure his visit would rectify. “I
don’t suppose you know the best places to go so I can soak up the
atmosphere?”

“I’m afraid not,” replied his driver. “I
think you might be better to ask at the hotel reception as I’m sure
they will have a list of public events.”

While they would be of interest, they
weren’t exactly what he was looking for. He wanted to experience
the Day of the Dead fully, so perhaps his cousin would be able to
point him in the right direction. What about work? That
wasn’t being sidelined. Once the official reason for his visit was
completed he would enjoy his mini vacation, though judging by the
loud snort his mind gave it failed to believe him, but he would
show it he was a vampire true to his word.

“Excuse me, Mr. Garant. We’ve arrived.”

Alex peered through the tinted glass and
caught sight of the façade of the hotel. When Jasper purchased it,
the place had been on its last legs. But thanks to his investment
and the opportune location of the property, its reputation had
grown to a point that anyone looking to book a suite would have to
either be on a preapproved list or be willing to pay top dollar to
obtain the basic of suites, and even those would stack up as top
flight against the other hotels in the area. The penthouse could
only be used by members of the Garant family and it was always kept
ready.

Entering the large reception, he took in the
Papel Picado that had been strung across the ceiling as he strolled
across the black and white marble floor towards the desk where a
male stood. “Good afternoon, I believe you are expecting me. My
name is Alex Garant.”

“Indeed we are,” the manager replied with a
warm smile. “Everything has been arranged as per your secretary’s
instructions,” he continued as he handed over a key card. “This
will enable you to access both the penthouse and the private
elevator. If there is anything you ever need, please do not
hesitate to contact the front desk. They have been instructed to
provide you with anything you require.”

“Thank you. There is one thing. Could you
arrange for an alarm call to come to my room at 9 p.m.”

“Of course.”

Thanking him, Alex took his luggage from the
driver and told him his services wouldn’t be required until ten
a.m. the following day. He’d shower then take a few hours rest
before hitting the city to see what it had to offer in the way of
entertainment and distraction.


A long shower followed by two bags of
synthiblood had him ready for a welcomed nap in the soft bed,
something that after an hour of laying on it and staring at the
bedroom ceiling clearly wasn’t going to make an appearance. He
could put it down to jet lag, but that would only be a partial
truth. Why? Because every time he closed his eyes and got close to
dropping into his dark sleep a faceless female would appear, her
arrival jolting him awake. He’d tried to put her arrival down to
the workings of an overtired mind, but that failed to explain why
nothing else put in an appearance. The longer he stayed on the bed
and tossed over what had happened, the more his need to find out
who she was increased. How could he though when she was nothing
more than a figment of his imagination. Are you so sure of
that? whispered his mind. Seriously? It must have slipped more
than a few cogs to make him think she was real. The whole thing had
him slamming his clenched fists against the mattress as his
frustration levels started to rise, threatening to send his mood
plummeting further.

Seeing zero point in staying where he was,
he got up and padded over to the minifridge to grab a new bag of
synthiblood which he chugged down in one go, the chill it sent
through his body enough to dull the lingering images. He needed to
go out, soak up the atmosphere, fill his head with other more
pleasant images so when he eventually fell into his dark sleep they
would be the last things he saw.

The empty bag tossed into the trash, he
headed over to one of his suitcases and tugged it onto the bed to
check through it for something suitable to wear. After a few
possible ensembles were discarded, he settled on a casual look
which after a quick once over in the mirror confirmed was the right
choice. After a quick call to the front desk to cancel his alarm
call he headed towards the private elevator to get his exploration
of the city’s nightlife underway.

The second he stepped out onto the small
piazza, Alex found himself wrapped in the vibrance and life of the
city, the sidewalks filled with people out to enjoy themselves. He
bypassed the city’s central square where most of the tourists
flocked to take in the Mega Ofrenda and using the map he’d taken
from the hotel reception checked out the vendors on the outskirts
who were busy selling sugar skulls and chocolate ones as well,
along with incense, Day of the Dead bread, and cempasuchil. The
various aromas mixed with the smells of tamales and mole negro,
sparking memories of the last time he’d visited the city. It had
been too many years, and as Mexico City wrapped its arms around him
he
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