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A New Orleans Haunting







Prologue

*

From behind a tall window deep in the French
Quarter, a man watched the sun set over New Orleans. Slowly, the
last glimmer of daylight gave way to a warm darkness that fell over
the rooftops and cloaked the city in shadow. With the night came
music, spilling onto the sidewalks from doorways and alleys. It was
getting late. Soon, the streets would be packed with people seeking
out bars and clubs, hunting for adventure and pleasure. Across the
street was a hotel, its windows filled with guests preparing
themselves for an evening of decadent distractions.

The man by the window had no such plans. He
was on a mission, and he was nervous.

In his dark velvet coat and white crisp
shirt, he matched the room’s wallpaper, although while his clothes
were clean and expensive, the room was shabby and riddled with
patches of mould. Once, the room had been a study; now it was a
forgotten space on the top floor of a restaurant. Dense cobwebs
filled the dark corners and hung heavy between the beams in the
ceiling. Between two empty and dusty bookshelves was an old writing
desk covered with grit.

The room was a perfect hideaway. Days of
cleaning wouldn’t make it much nicer, but the view over the bus
station below was just what he needed. Earlier that day, he’d
watched the interstate coaches arrive with its cargo of tourists
and expectations. His object of interest had arrived on one.

A contact had called to let Misha know that
the woman had been one of the passengers. Another call had informed
Misha when she arrived. He had friends everywhere; following the
woman’s every step would have been easy, but laws older than the
town itself forbid him. Only once the woman had kept sane through
the first nights, they would contact her. She had to prove herself,
then take the first step. Those were the rules.

This time, though, he was more nervous than
he’d ever been before. Reports spoke of old laws failing and
traditions going off the rails. If the ritual broke down
altogether, he didn’t dare to think about the possible
consequences. The victims would be uncountable. And that was only
the beginning.

Leaning against the wall near the window, he
spun the wine in his wine glass as he waited. The wine, red and
almost two decades old, was as good as his mood was sour. The
ritual had always been a gamble; now it was a gamble in the dark.
It was a complete nightmare.

The silence in the room was interrupted by a
soft, polite cough, and the man by the window sighed. “Cai,” he
said, not looking over his shoulder. “I’d almost given up on you.
What happened this time?”

“My apologies, Misha.” The voice was melodic
and articulate, the kind that would make a Victorian stage actor
plot murder in envy. “I’m so awfully, terribly sorry.”

“Traffic?” Misha asked. “Or a sudden local
snow storm?”

“I got lost.” Cai cleared his throat. “All
these new streets,” he added. “I simply cannot understand how they
manage to build them so fast.”

“One day,” Misha sighed, “you’ll lose
yourself in your own wardrobe. If you ever get one.” Smiling, Misha
turned to face Caiban. “And last time I was in England,” he added,
“it had streets too. It’s good to see you, my friend.”

“And you,” Cai said.

Side by side, the two men were almost perfect
contrasts. Cai was so pale he made sugar look like soot, whereas
Misha was dark enough to make most of his tattoos near-invisible.
Both men were short, but while Cai had the lean physique of an
athlete oblivious to things such as ‘fat’, Misha was stocky and had
a chest like a bear, if a small one. Misha’s coat and shirt were
neat and chosen with care, his trousers spotless, and his shoes
more expensive than a night out in a Scandinavian city. Meanwhile,
Cai’s beige chinos were rumpled, his gray T-shirt was two sizes too
large, and his short yellow jacket screamed cheap in an
irritating voice.

“What is that?” Misha asked appalled,
staring at Cai’s jacket. “Oh, never mind. Any news I should know
about?”

“Nothing pleasant, I’m afraid.” Cai joined
Misha by the window and looked out. “The Other is still imprisoned,
but her servants are being spotted every hour.”

“This early?” Misha looked concerned. “This
gets worse by the hours. Have they attacked anyone?”

“Possibly. There have been disappearances.
You know how they sometimes kill for sheer pleasure, so they might
be to blame. But there is something else.”

“Not more trouble, I hope?”

“Carver called two nights ago,” Caiban said.
“Right after he’d finished the tattoo.”

“And?”

Caiban ran a finger along a spider web near
the window. “He said the woman seemed completely unaware of what
she was doing.”

“That’s impossible, and you know it.” Misha
scowled out at the darkening city. “But something is wrong,” he
said, pausing to sip from his glass. “Jonathan has pinned down the
night of the battle.”

“I see.”

“The Other is set to return in less than a
month,” Misha continued. “That’s three months and five years
early. Did Carver tell you anything else?”

Caiban nodded. “He said our Champion seemed
disinterested in discussing the battle.”

“So she’s a coward too.” Misha frowned. “How
wonderful. This gets worse by the minute.”

“I’m not sure that is the problem,” Caiban
said quietly.

“What else would it be?”

Caiban shrugged. “The exact phrase Carver
used to describe her was ‘damn cute but bloody clueless’,” he said.
“Is she in town yet?”

Misha nodded. “She got into a taxi right
after she arrived.”

“Right,” Cai said. “Good. Excellent. Where is
she heading?”

“The Courtyard.”

Caiban frowned in thought. “That name is
familiar.”

“It should be,” Misha said with a wry smile.
“There are not many places like it.”

“Oh,” Caiban said. “That hotel.”

“Indeed. And I’m happy that is where she’s
going.”

“You’re not planning to spy, I’m sure.”

Misha scoffed and twirled the wine in his
large glass. “Don’t be absurd. Besides, spying like that would be
rude beyond belief.”

“Of course,” Caiban agreed. “Terribly rude.”
He shook his head while he looked out the window. “Awful,
really.”

Misha glanced at Caiban. “I’m glad you think
so,” he said. “I haven’t seen her up close, but I keep hearing
she’s pretty.”

Caiban looked offended. “I’d never – well,
whatever happens, it is none of my business. Our business, I mean.
Will you please stop smirking?”

Misha turned away from the window and walked
slowly around the room. “What I meant to say,” he continued, “was
that her choice of hotel is promising. If she stays sane throughout
her visit, all might not be lost.”

“And if she doesn’t?” Cai said, watching as
the last slice of the Sun disappeared. “We need a champion quite
desperately. It seems the ritual will go ahead, but the signs are
confusing.”

Misha sighed. “I know.”

“Many rules are being broken.”

“Yes, I know.”

Caiban hesitated. “So if this woman – Suzy,
wasn’t it – fails, and the Other is triumphant, can we rest assured
that the Other returns to its cell?”

“No.”

“What happens then?”

Misha gave Caiban a flat look. “Then may the
Gods help us all. My glass is empty and needs refilling. Care to
join?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

***

A New Orleans Haunting

*

Suzy leaned out of the taxi and spread her
fingers wide, trailing New Orleans’s warm air with her hand and
breathing in the unfamiliar scents. Sleep had claimed her just as
New York’s glittering mass of lights had vanished under a blanket
of gray clouds, then she’d been jolted awake three hours later when
the airplane touched down. Now she felt half-asleep, as if part of
her consciousness had been left behind, a thousand miles and many
more memories away. But she welcomed the sensation; she allowed it
to linger as she watched the city pass by, her drowsiness blurring
lights, sounds and smells into a vivid neon haze. Sweat tricked
down her back and made her leather trousers stick to the seat, but
she was too busy taking in the sights to be annoyed.

The driver said something over her shoulder
and glanced at Suzy, who blinked and shook herself.

“What?” Suzy said.

“The hotel, what was the name again?” the
driver asked, her eyes returning to the busy street. “Was it The
Courtroom?”

If you don’t know, Suzy thought,
where the hell have you been going for the past twenty
minutes? “The Courtyard,” she said. “And it’s not really a
hotel, more of a bed and breakfast. I’ve got the address
somewhere,” she added and started to get out her battered
notebook.

“That’s fine, I know the place,” the driver
said. “Like a small mansion, just outside the French Quarters.
Right?”

“Sounds like the place,” Suzy said.

The driver nodded, black curls bobbing behind
the plastic safety screen. “We’ll be there in no time,” she said.
There was a short silence. “It’s an honor to drive you, I must say.
Didn’t see that one coming. Ever been to New Orleans before?”

“Nope,” Suzy said. Had the driver said it was
an honor to driver her? Clearly, politeness ranked high here. “I’ve
been wanting to come here all my life,” she added, “but work and
other stuff got in the way. Then I thought it was time for a break,
so I finally got around to buying the ticket.”

“Any plans?”

Suzy shrugged. “Go downtown, check out some
clubs, see what they’re like.”

The driver nodded. “So you’ll be staying a
while?” she asked.

“Just one night,” Suzy answered. “Then I’m
off to LA.”

The driver smiled at Suzy in the rearview
mirror. “You look a lot like my brother’s wife. Mexican?”

“My mother’s Puerto Rican,” Suzy said and
yawned. “Dad’s from all over the place but he’s pale like a
cigarette.”

The driver was silent while she waited for
the lights at a large crossing to change. Everyone on the busy
sidewalks were walking at a slow, tranquil speed. No one seemed to
be in a hurry. Stray fragments of a slow blues drifted from a dim
but crowded bar on a corner, the wailing guitar mingling with harsh
laughter and cicadas. Brooklyn couldn’t have felt more distant.

“Listen,” the driver said. “I know I
shouldn’t ask, but aren’t you afraid?”

Suzy snapped out of her reverie. “Huh?”

The driver shook her head, her eyes flicking
between the street and the rearview mirror. “I don’t want to spook
you,” she said. “It’s just not good, the way things are now.”

“Things?” Suzy felt completely lost. This
wasn’t your normal taxi ride banter.

“We saw it early here, you know,” the driver
said. “The signs of trouble, I mean.”

“Really?” This was getting better and better.
Clearly, the driver was a bit off the rails. Suzy expected the
driver to start with the conspiracy theories any moment.

“No doubt about it.” The driver nodded to
herself. “The ritual – no, I shouldn’t. Me and my old big mouth,
get me in trouble as usual.”

Wanting to hear the rest, Suzy leaned
forward. “UFOs?” she asked. “Dead people walking the streets?” She
didn’t intend to be mean, but for some weird reason the driver had
made her curious.

The driver gave Suzy a concerned look in the
mirror. “Don’t know about any UFOs,” she said. “But – never mind.
We’re here. Need a hand with that bag?”

Suzy opened her mouth, closed it and shook
her head as the taxi slowed down. It seemed she wouldn’t hear the
end of this. That was a pity, but the city offered more
entertainment. The taxi stopped and money changed hands, then Suzy
stepped out and looked at The Courtyard.

Just as in the picture online, the building
really looked like a miniature mansion, rising out of the lush,
surrounding gardens like a brooding remnant of a past era. Which,
she thought, probably was exactly what it was. Tall windows faced
the street on each of its three floors but most of them were dark.
Only the ground floor was fully lit, while a few lights shone
between heavy curtains on the second floor.

Suzy craned her neck and admired the
ornaments that lined the windows and ran along the edges of the
roof; small statues of cherubs, dragons, angels and other shapes
she could not make out in the darkness, all backlit by the
flickering, yellowish glare of a enormous billboard somewhere
behind the building. The entrance, a pair of massive oaken double
doors, looked oddly small on the gray brick façade. They were
closed, but there was a painted sign above them, as well as a stand
with tourist brochures on the sidewalk just outside. While the
building looked a bit ominous for a hostel, the scents that floated
on the hot air from the gardens were rich and alluring; whiffs of
jasmine and lilies, the aroma of daffodils and dahlias, all
blending and mingling in the heat. Suzy imagined herself pulled in
by the smells like a bee drawn to a flower. She hung her backpack
over one shoulder, turned back to the taxi and found that the
driver still was watching her.

“Got all your luggage?” the driver asked.

Suzy nodded. “It’s just this bag,” she
said.

The woman offered Suzy a small nod. “Listen,”
she said, “don’t mind what I just said, right? Just an old woman’s
babble. One word of advice, though.”

“Let’s hear it.” Suzy was still watching the
building in which she would spend the night. It was a majestic,
gothic daydream. She felt like pumping her fist in the air.

“Watch your step,” the taxi driver said
behind her. “There’s a lot of illegal cabs around, I’ve heard.
People have gone missing.”

Suzy nodded, wondering if the woman ever had
been to New York. Only idiots didn’t avoid bad company. “Got it,”
she said.

When Suzy turned around, the taxi was already
speeding away, its taillights blending with the bright lights of
restaurants and bars. A heavy base from a bar somewhere made the
ground shudder faintly. It felt like a heartbeat, just under the
streets.

Suzy decided on a plan. She needed dinner,
then some seriously strong coffee to shake off the sleepiness. And
a shower, too; the heat made her clothes stick to her body. After
that, she would venture out to sample the New Orleans
nightlife.

She rubbed her face with her hands and headed
for the entrance.

*

The door swung inwards and opened to a
large, dimly lit oval hall much cooler than the sweltering evening
air outside. Suzy paused in the opening and looked around.

“Hello, time trip,” she said softly.

Paintings of men and women in uniforms and
dresses lined dark, paneled walls, their faces indistinguishable in
the weak light from a massive chandelier that hung in the center of
the room. Suzy was half-surprised to see lights bulbs; most of the
interior seemed to have been preserved from centuries ago, creating
the atmosphere of a closed museum. There were even old-fashioned
weapons on the walls, swords, axes and antique guns, and Suzy
couldn’t help but smile when she noticed a full plate armor in
desperate need of polishing mounted on a stand on the top of the
staircase. Down in the other end of the hall two staircases curved
upwards and met in front of a doorway to the next floor. In front
of the stairs on the ground floor was a wooden desk, behind which a
small woman in her sixties looked up as Suzy entered. The silvery
laptop in front of the woman looked distinctly out of place and
time.

She checked the dressing on her left lower
arm and smiled in approval. Clean and tidy, no sign of blood.
Getting a tattoo a few days before travelling was probably not the
brightest idea she’d had, but she took pride in being a solid
spur-of-the-moment girl. Life was more fun that way. Besides, the
motif was too great to resist: A black dragon twisting along her
arm and digging its claws into a Celtic-looking symbol just below
her palm. At least, Suzy thought it was Celtic; she wasn’t a
historian. She’d never seen anything like it, just like she never
had noticed the tattoo parlor, wedged in between a antique book
shop and an Italian restaurant. The guy had been good. The lines
were knife-sharp and the tattoo bled less than any of her other ink
jobs had even done. It was a sweet addition to the ones that
decorated her back and her shoulders.

Suzy walked down a worn carpet the color of
red wine that crossed the cold stone floor, wondering if she’d made
a mistake when she’d made her choice of hostel. The Courtyard
hadn’t been the cheapest alternative, but she didn’t want to spend
her only night in New Orleans in some dump on the fringe of the
city. This place was downtown, so all the entertainment was just
around the corner, and she had found several interesting places in
a online club guide, especially one with the promising name Shadow
Gallery. Still, she’d hoped for some other guests to liven up the
visit, but so far the only other person she’d seen in the building
was the woman at the desk, beaming at Suzy as she walked up to
her.

“Um, hi.” Suzy eased her backpack down on the
floor. “I’ve made a reservation for Suzy Oliviera. For just one
night.”

While the woman looked as old as the
building, she seemed to brim with the energy of someone who can’t
be bothered with the supposed downsides of aging. She smiled warmly
at Suzy and gestured at an elaborate but well-used chair in front
of the desk.

“Of course,” she said. “Get you right there.
That bag looks mightily heavy, dear. Please have a seat while I
find your key. Oh, and please sign in here,” she added and handed
Suzy a paper. Suzy started to fill out the form, but her eyes
strayed to the walls.

The woman noticed. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”
she asked. “You won’t find another hostel like this anywhere in
town, I’ll tell you.”

“Yeah,” Suzy said, thinking there probably
wasn’t a place like this in the state. Most likely, there wasn’t
anything like this in the whole country. “I guess it’s pretty
unusual Sort of cozy, though,” she added hastily, not wanting to
insult the woman. As she jotted down her New York address, she
found herself warming to the place. She couldn’t wait to email her
friends back in New York and tell them she stayed in a place
straight out of Bram Stoker’s Dracula.

“It’s rather popular, too,” the woman went
on. “We haven’t got many rooms empty, and there are sixty-eight of
them in this house. Oh, I know,” she added when Suzy looked up in
surprise, “it looks almost abandoned, but it’s late and this is New
Orleans. They’re all out there,” she said and nodded at the door
behind Suzy.

“I see,” Suzy said, longing to join them. She
signed at the bottom of the form and handed it back. The woman
filed the paper in a folder, rose up and went to an aged cupboard
behind her. A jingling sound echoed in the hall as she opened the
cupboard. Inside were row after row with keys.

“The building’s been labeled a historic
resource, whatever that’s supposed to mean,” the woman explained
while she took down a heavy key. “So we can’t install keycard
locks, unfortunately. You wouldn’t guess how much it costs to copy
one of these,” she remarked, shaking her head.

“I see,” Suzy said again, not knowing what
else to say. Her eyes wandered around the room and came to rest on
a huge, murky painting that loomed above the doorway where the
staircases met. She could just make out a young man in reddish,
extravagant clothes, relaxing in a cushioned chair with a rapier
resting across his knees. The artist seemed to have taken great
care to capture the man’s wide grin, or maybe it was a smudge on
the painting. Glancing at the other paintings again, Suzy realized
that the same man was portrayed in several other paintings, in
other positions and clothes.

“Who’s that in the picture?” Suzy asked.

The woman looked up and turned back to Suzy.
“Ah, that’s Monroy himself,” she said. “Monroy Le Fari. He’s the
one who built this house, more than a hundred and fifty years ago
now. Designed it from the bottom up, they say, for his gatherings
and guests.”

“Gatherings?” Suzy said. “You mean parties?
Or dances, things like that?”

The woman smiled and shook her head.
“Actually, from what I’ve read – there are some books about him in
the city library – he was some sort of religious leader. Not a
priest, but some kind of, well, esoteric preacher, I suppose.”

“Really?” Suzy asked and looked at the
paintings again, intrigued. She couldn’t wait to tell someone about
this. Her first night in New Orleans spent in gothic mansion built
by a cultist. Not bad. Not bad at all. “Doesn’t look like an
old preacher to me.”

“Actually, he disappeared before he turned
thirty,” said the woman, apparently happy that someone was
interested in what she knew. “If you’d like, I can walk you to your
room and tell you more. The chill in here makes my legs ache.”

“Sure,” Suzy slung her backpack over her
shoulder with a grunt, wishing she hadn’t brought half a dozen
books and three sets of clubbing outfits. She looked at the stairs.
“We’re not going far, are we?”

*

The doorway at the top of the curving stairs
opened to a dim corridor lit by antique-looking lamps set between
rows of heavy doors. At the end of the corridor, colors from the
traffic lights on the street outside played on a huge frosted
window. There were paintings on the walls here too, landscapes,
people and objects of all kinds, but Suzy couldn’t make out much
detail in the weak light. Even the air felt old, smelling of
leather, smoke and the flowers outside. She felt oddly
guilty as she treaded on the plush carpet with her Martens, as if
she walked in someone’s home, but her guide didn’t seem to
mind.

“These used to be the private rooms,” she
explained to Suzy. “Monroy lived in one of these, along with the
other residents at the mansion.”

“You mean his servants?” Suzy ventured.

The woman looked at her sideways. Was there a
small smile on her lips?

“More his companions, if you see what I
mean,” she explained. “As I said, Monroy held gatherings here, to
which he invited people from all over the state.”

“Can’t blame the man,” Suzy mumbled. She
couldn’t help smiling. “If this was my home, I‘d run a club in my
kitchen.”

“His parties were popular,” the woman
continued. “At one point, sometime around 1840, more than three
hundred guests flocked here every time he opened his doors. I
reckon that’s when his problems started.”

Suzy felt a slight chill wind itself around
her spine. No doubt the woman would tell her of some horrific
murder that had occurred in one of the rooms. Then again, she
mused, that would certainly add to the house’s awe factor. As long
as there weren’t any bloodstains on the walls, she’d spend the
night. In fact, she’d do it anyway. She walked on and patiently
waited for the woman to continue.

“Apparently,” she continued, “the church got
wind of his activities, and they went straight to the city council.
They sent someone to investigate, and not long after the police
arrived at the house.”

“But why?” Suzy asked. “Was it, like, illegal
to have those meetings? Or did he lead some kind of cult?”
Please say yes, Suzy thought.

“It was certainly a clandestine society,
whatever it was.” The woman stopped outside a large set of double
doors. “They were said to be keeping watch over something. Don’t
ask me what.”

“A treasure?” Suzy suggested.

“Maybe,” the woman said, “but from what I’ve
read, I think it was something more dangerous.”

 

“I can’t believe this.” Suzy reached out to
touch the wall in awe. This place was downright amazing.

“There are even worse rumors,” the woman
added. “History has it that they performed some form of magic
involving night-time rituals, and there were rumors that guests
indulged in carnal acts.”

Carnal acts? Suzy thought and nearly
sniggered. How old is she? “So Monroy got locked up?”
Suzy asked.

“Not immediately.” The woman struggled with
her keys as she spoke. “He was the only child to a wealthy
merchant, rich from trading with Europe. He was also a generous
contributor to charity and donated to the city. Because of that,
the council tolerated what went on here until the church heard of
it.”

The woman kept fiddling with the heavy keys
as she continued. “The church pressed the council into sending the
police, but Monroy traditionally donated to the yearly police ball,
so no one thought anything would come of it. But in the meantime, a
particularly zealous minister, one who had been ousted from his
church in Virginia for being too puritan, would you believe it,
rallied his convent to ‘bring down the house of sin’, as he said.
The police could only watch as the parishioners arrived just before
midnight, armed with torches, axes and God knows what, threatening
to burn the house down.”

“Good thing they didn’t,” Suzy said.

“They got quite close,” the woman replied.
“Ah, here we are,” she added and unlocked the doors. “Please give
the doors a little push, they’re rather heavy.”

*

The woman flicked a switch and the room was
batched in the warm glow from a chandelier, similar to the one in
the entrance hall but several sizes smaller. Suzy dropped her
backpack on the floor and looked around in wonder.

The room was twice as large as her flat back
in New York and many times as decorated. On the high, beige walls
hung at least three dozen paintings, small and large, oval and
square, some portraying vivid landscapes or great castles, others
depicting people and faces that stared at unknown horizons behind
the artist. They were all in the same color scheme, with ashen
highlights on backgrounds of rich browns and blacks, making many of
the works appear monochrome. Suzy noted that many of them featured
beautiful women and men in different poses and clothes shown
against the same background or with similar objects.

A massive bed on Suzy’s left dominated the
room. Four sculpted poles rose from each of its corners to support
a frame draped with linen cloth that was twirled around the wooden
pillars. The huge bed frame was large enough for at least three
people to sleep comfortably. Beside it stood an old chest of
drawers with rows of glass bottles and a porcelain hand basin.
Large candlestick holders stood along one wall between a pair of
fragile-looking chairs. A group of absurdly large pillows occupied
half of the bed. They looked very inviting to Suzy, still sore
after the bus ride.

Suzy walked over to a door opposite the bed
and found a small bathroom. It felt cramped compared to the large
room bedroom, but it sported a huge bathtub, complete with lion’s
feet and a selection of soap bars arranged neatly on the edge of
the tub. While the hostel cost more than the average, Suzy found it
hard to believe that the room didn’t cost ten times what she’d
paid. The woman next to her seemed to read her mind.

“Most are surprised when they see the rooms,
thinking they’d be more expensive,” she said to Suzy’s unbelieving
stare, “but that’s because the hostel doesn’t meet some standards,
which brings the price down a bit. Also, there’s no real lounge
downstairs as we can’t install any air conditioning or fans – the
pesky historic status, you see – and the lighting is rather
poor.

Suzy loved it. She couldn’t have dreamed up a
gloomier atmosphere, and while that might not appeal to some fools
– well, all the worse for them. She looked around at the paintings
again. “That Monroy was kind of an art freak, wasn’t he?” Suzy
said. “All these paintings must’ve cost him a fortune.”

“Actually, he painted most of them himself,
if not all of them,” the woman replied. “He was rather good, I
think, but I haven’t found any record of exhibitions of his works.
Perhaps he preferred to turn his home into a gallery for his
guests. I believe many of the paintings are portraits of his
friends.”

“So what happened to the guy?” Suzy asked.
“Did the mob get him?”

“Ah, no, they didn’t,” the woman said and
cleared her throat. “It appears that the guests fled quickly
enough, but Monroy refused to leave the house. One of the guests
said in a police report that Monroy had locked himself into a room
and busied himself with a painting. The priest and his followers
spent some time calling for Monroy to come out and own up to his
sins, but when he didn’t, they went in and searched the house. I
gather that the present policemen stopped the mod from actually
setting fire to anything.”

Suzy found herself liking this Monroy. In her
mind, she could see him uncork a bottle of red and start painting
with a sardonic smile on his lips while the mob barked outside his
home. She felt a sudden pang of worry that the mob had found him
and killed him.

“What happened to him then?” Suzy asked. “Did
he go to jail?”

“They never found him,” the woman said.

“What?”

“According to what the priest wrote down
later on, they found a painting, still wet, and half-finished glass
of wine next to it, but no Monroy. They believed he’d escaped
through a rear window.”

Hah! I knew there’d be wine, Suzy
thought, happy the strange painter hadn’t been caught. Somehow that
would have cast a gloomy shadow over her stay. A bad sort of
gloomy.

“Speaking of amenities, there’s no kitchen
either,” the woman continued, “so you’ll have to resort to the
snack machine across the street or a diner. I’d suggest you go
soon, before they start to close,” the woman added, eyeing Suzy’s
slim frame with a frown.

“I’ve got plenty to eat right here,” Suzy
said and prodded her back pack with her foot. “Chocolate bars. All
a woman needs. By the way, if I go out, is there someone on the
night shift?” Suzy asked, not wanting to be locked out when she
returned from her club raid.

The woman smiled. “I am the night shift. Just
look after yourself. This city is full of odd people and
places.”

Suzy didn’t tell her that those were the ones
she’d be looking for. “I’ll be fine,” she assured.

“Well, then, I’ll leave you to yourself.” The
woman rubbed her hands. “If there’s anything you need, I’ll be by
the desk down in the hall. There are no phones in the rooms, but
there’s a payphone by the desk downstairs. Check out’s at twelve
noon. Please set your clock. A lot of people tend to sleep late
here.”

Yes, mom. Suzy smiled and took the key
from the woman’s extended hand.

As soon as she’d left the room, Suzy promptly
threw herself on the bed. New Orleans! Sure, maybe it was
just one night, but she’d spend it in a gothic mansion that had
been inhabited by a pagan cult. Or something close to it.
Very nice.

But first she’d have a look at what the city
had to offer. She upended her backpack on the bed and sorted though
the mass of things she’d forced into the bag, brushing aside her
make-up kit, clothes, a tube of Concrete Hairgel that she trusted
to keep her hair spiky all through the night, more clothes,
Charlaine Harris’s latest novel, a tattered Emily doll, even
more clothes, until she found what she was looking for: The
map she’d grabbed at the airport. She played with the ring in her
lip while she poured over the layout of streets and alleys,
realizing that the hostel couldn’t have been better located: All
the places she’d jotted down in her notebook were within walking
distance.

She glanced at a massive watch on the wall,
its pendulum swinging in slow, heavy arcs. The dull tick
tocks seemed too slow. Maybe time slowed down in here in
respect of past events. If so, all the better; then there’d be more
time to play.

And it wasn’t that late yet. Suzy glanced at
the bathtub and flexed her shoulders. Maybe a quick dip before she
headed out, to ease her back and clear her head? And her clothes
felt seriously icky after the journey and a few hours of summer
warmth. Yes, she thought. Just a quick bath, then I’ll be
off.

Her leather pants stuck to her legs like a
second skin, but after some effort she peeled them off, then padded
naked to the bathroom, twisted the aged tap and popped what she
hoped was a tube of bubble bath into the tub. She waited for it to
fill up and then slipped into the hot water.

The soreness immediately seeped out of her
body as she relaxed in the scorching water. It felt good.
“Damn,” she said and smiled at nothing, having decided that she’d
get a tub like this once she could afford a place of her own. In
whatever century that would happen, she wasn’t sure, but still.

There were paintings even in the bathroom.
She recognized Monroy in a dark painting that hung slightly ajar
next to the gold-framed mirror above the hand basin. This time he
was sitting in the classic pose of The Thinking Man, looking at the
painter with that wry grin on his lips. Those very full and
kissable lips, she added to herself, wondering if he’d worn
lipstick. Now that she thought about it, he was kind of
attractive, for a dead guy in that seriously outdated velvet shirt
he seemed to be wearing in every painting. There was a something
teasingly sinister over his look that came through in all the
portraits. No matter what he wore or how he posed, he looked as if
he knew the answer to a question you’d never known you wanted to
ask.

Suzy idly wondered if there had been any
truth to the rumors his alleged society. Had this house really been
crowded with people dancing, chanting and having orgies? If she’d
been around at that time, would she have been invited? She smiled
and closed her eyes as she felt a familiar warmth ignite just below
her belly. No wonder the church got furious with Monroy and his
crowd; they were probably mad with envy.

When she felt so relaxed her muscles seemed
to have turned to jelly, Suzy reluctantly got out of the bath,
swept a large towel around her and walked over to the bed, leaving
wet footprints on the heavy floorboards. The air was cooler in the
bedroom, but not much. She sat down, rested against the massive
pillows and took a deep breath, pulling the fragrant scents deep
into her lungs. She exhaled with a sigh and leaned over to rummage
among her packing for her makeup kit. She must have been more
exhausted than he thought; even the idea of putting on mascara
seemed like an insurmountable project, especially as it meant that
she’d have to leave the bed. The sounds of insects, traffic, music
and other unknown nighttime noises blended to a sedating drone. She
leaned back and took in the people in the paintings, wondering what
the house had been like in their days. Her head filled with images
of shadowy people beckoning her to follow, of long kisses in dark
corners, of whispering and laughing from under heavy bedspreads.
She thought of Monroy, walking among the scenes with a crystal
glass of wine, smiling at the hedonist acts as he …

*

Suzy blinked slowly. Where did the visions
go? And why did she feel all numb?

Oh hell, she thought, realizing that
she’d fallen asleep. Had she missed her only opportunity to hit the
clubs? She groaned and rolled over, dreading what the time it would
be, but it was too dark to see the clock’s hands. The room was cast
in deep gloom, the only illumination coming from street lights and
neon signs outside.

That’s weird. Suzy was sure the lights
in the ceiling had been on when she had drifted off, but the
chandelier above the bed was dark. She could barely make out the
outline of the furniture and the paintings looked like black, empty
rectangles.

Suzy sighed and leaned back as she tried to
gather the resolve to get out of the bed. She still felt drowsy
after the bath and the sleep, and the air was hot and heavy with
scents. Music still floated though the window, so there was at
least one place still open – unless it was a private party. If it
was, Suzy considered herself invited. She would not sleep
away her one night here.

She started to rise, then stopped, narrowed
her eyes and looked around the room. Something was out of place, as
if a shadow in the corner of her eye had shifted, but she couldn’t
tell what it was. The door to the bathroom stood open as she’d left
it, so she could see the whole room from where she was. There was
no one there except for her. She could make out the bolt on the
door to the corridor, still in place. Even stranger was that she
felt entirely calm, even though she knew she should be worried.

There’s nothing there, you idiot, Suzy
told herself, then gasped when she heard a clink from the
tray of bottles on the chest of drawers. She snapped her head
around, and her frown disappeared. Her eyebrows shot upwards as she
stared the bottles.

They were moving.

Or at least one of them was. Suzy felt her
jaw slacken as she gawked at a bottle rising of the off the tray
and levitating towards her.

“What the…” she mouthed, breathless. Raised
on nearly two decades of supernatural flicks and novels, she
automatically looked for wires from the ceiling but saw none. Other
possible explanations raced through her mind as the bottle
approached, and then she settled on the obvious answer.

Of course. She was still asleep. The
mysterious house and all the talk of magic was lingering in her
head, and now it filtered into her dreams. She was slightly annoyed
as this meant she’d miss the clubs after all, but as dreams go,
this was rather cool. A small voice deep inside her reminded her of
that she usually didn’t know she was dreaming, but Suzy
brushed it away. She didn’t want to miss what happened next.

Small reflexes of the light outside struck
off the bottle as it came to as stop, just an arm’s length from
Suzy’s face. There was an oily fluid inside that smelled vaguely of
roses. She smiled at the bottle, confident now that she knew she
was dreaming, but she still flinched slightly when her towel slid
open and exposed her naked body, as if someone had pulled the edges
apart. The bottle slowly tipped to the side, pouring a fine trickle
of oil onto her breasts, then bottle swept to the side, covering
her with a zigzag pattern of oil, before it came to rest on the
table among the other bottles. Then Suzy felt a shift on the
mattress, as if something other than her weighed on it, and she
gasped as she felt fingers stroking her body.

What in the name of… There was
something, or someone on the bed; she felt a cool presence brush
the inside of her thighs, as if someone was kneeling between them,
and she felt the physical presence of a body close to hers.

Ah, she thought. It was one of
those dreams.

Suzy swallowed hard and felt a smoldering
lust wash through her. She couldn’t remember having dreamt a dream
as intense as this, but it felt good. Cool fingers traced
the curves of her breasts, painting figures with the oil in her
skin, and then went on to stroke upwards, pinching her nipples
softly but firmly with each caress. Suzy gripped around the rounded
wood behind her head and groaned while fingers continued to explore
her body, tugging gently at her nipples and rubbing the oil in with
long, tender strokes. She bit down hard on her lip when what felt
very much like a soft mouth close on a nipple, kissing her while
the hands continued to stroke her.

After what felt like hours, the hands left
her breasts and slid down between her legs where they continued to
massage her, pressing on her thighs. She parted her legs, breathing
hard. The cold, invisible lips wandered down her breast, brushing
over her belly, a ghostly tongue circling and kissing, finally
finding its way where she wanted it to be. Unseen hands held her
thighs apart as Suzy shuddered under the treatment, twisting in the
bed as each stroke of the imaginary tongue sent jolts through her
body. Her eyes flicked open for a second and something registered
though the red veil of her pleasure, a faint hint of an outline in
the air, no more than a disturbance of the hot air hovering over
her. And behind it, something else, a small oddity inside a greater
strangeness, too vague to understand.

Then the tongue reached lower to slip deep
inside her warmth, and she gasped and half rose from the bed before
falling back again. She crossed her legs in the air and felt them
rest on an invisible shape – a back, she thought – while ethereal
fingers ran up and down her legs. Suzy pressed up against the
invisible mouth, trying to force the tongue deeper inside her while
she felt her body begin to tremor, but just as she thought she’d
pummel into a climax, the hands gently lifted her and the tongue
ventured even further down, tracing and poking lightly.

Suzy bit into a pillow and groaned. No one
had ever done that to her, but all hesitations vaporized under the
hot flare of pleasure. Every movement seemed to touch a nervous
centre and her body seemed to take on a life of its own, responding
beyond her control. All she wanted was a tongue, a finger,
anything to help her over that threshold she kept nearing
but never crossing. Then, just as she neared the verge of tumbling
into a welcoming climax, she felt the presence withdraw.

Suzy nearly screamed in annoyance. She tried
to wake herself from the dream, somehow knowing that she’d pass out
if it continued, but found that she had no idea how to surface. And
it didn’t help that part of her had no interest whatsoever in
waking up; her lust held her in a vice that left her with little
control of her emotions.

But the dream wasn’t finished with her.
Strong, unseen hands rolled her over, gripped her hips, and lifted
them up. Suzy, wondering what was happening, had barely time to
steady herself before her unseen lover entered her from behind, its
warmth filling her in a sudden plunge.

This time she did scream, burrowing her face
into a pillow to muffle the sound, and the sensation sent her
flying past the brink she had been hovering at. Suzy’s body racked
with the climax and she fought to catch her breath, all while the
presence behind her continued to make love to her in a deep, steady
rhythm, making her hold on to the woodwork and push back. Cool
fingers glided up and down the back of her thighs, stroked the
cleft just above where he entered her, continued onto her back to
outline her spine and tugged at her hair, all the time slowly
pulling out and pushing back deep into her. Suzy, overcome with
pleasure, felt her consciousness start to seep away and darkness
close in on her, but she soon felt the furnace of lust grow in her
belly again. She would come again if she just could stay conscious.
And she would, damn it. This dream was not getting the best
of her!

She shook her head and gripped the bedframe
so hard the woodwork creaked, then began to push back, meeting each
thrust with a low growl while pearls of sweat tricked down her
spine. Suzy didn’t trust her senses, but she could have sworn she
heard a soft laugh from behind her. The strong hands gripped her
hips and the thrusts became more intense, forcing her to struggle
to not be plunged down into the small mountain of pillows. And then
the torture began all over again: the warm firmness that moved in
and out of her drove her gasping and trembling to the edge of
release, slowed down just as her muscles started to tauten, and
then, leisurely, teased her back to the edge again. She felt lips
lightly kissing her neck lightly while a finger stroked and
caressed her most sensitive places, prodding and pushing gently,
seeking its way inside her.

She was pushed to the border and pulled back
again and again, over and over until she felt the first signs of
cramps spread in her legs. Then the thrusts suddenly didn’t slow
down but intensified, becoming stronger and more determined. Suzy
tossed her head back, shook her damp hair out of her eyes and let
out a feral keen as she finally came, her body racking and pushing
back hard, craving the heat deeper in her.

When the last tremor had passed, she slumped
on the bed and breathed hard. She no longer felt the strange
sensation of company, but even if there had been someone in the
room, she was too exhausted to turn around and look. Even breathing
felt complicated, demanding her concentration.

“Sweet bloody mercy,” she whispered into a
pillow. Her body still shivered as she rolled over gingerly and
stared at the roof. The dull neon reflexes in the chandelier seemed
to swirls and circle, forming a whirlpool of red and white, pulling
her in, drawing her closer, deeper into the current…

*

Suzy opened her eyes, made a face and
quickly closed them again to keep out the harsh daylight. Am I
awake now, she wondered? Or was she still dreaming? What was
going on?

Curtains fluttered in a warm breeze in the
open windows, rippling and dancing to the tones of a deep reggae
base that thumped from nearby speakers. Horns, laughter and
footsteps echoed from the streets outside. Everything seemed
normal. Well, except for that she’d missed out on a night out in
town in exchange for the mother of all wicked dreams. She felt
irked, but found that she wasn’t sure if she’d like to change what
had happened. After all, that had been some experience.

She sat up gingerly and carefully stretched
her back. She could have killed for a glass of water, but the
prospect of going to the bathroom was less than appealing. Just
breathing was hard, and any movement beyond sitting up was out.
Every limb felt slack and her back was stiff, making her wince as
she turned and looked at the clock. She frowned at blinked at it in
disbelief. It couldn’t ten to twelve; if it was, her flight
would leave in less than two hours.

“Shit!” she shouted and leaped out of
the bed, ignoring the chorus of complaints from her sore body
parts. She dashed into the bathroom, turned the taps and stood
jumping from foot to foot under a blitz of icy water. How could
anything be so cold when the whole city was sizzling under the sun?
Back in the bedroom she threw on the clothes closest to her,
cursing her love for leather pants, then raked her belongings off
the bed down into her backpack. Most of her packing was lying
strewn all over the room, so she crawled around frantically is
search of the most essential stuff. She glanced at the clock. Five
to twelve. If she could flag down a cab right outside the hostel,
she should make it.

Typically, she couldn’t find the Emily doll,
her most prized possession. Under the bed? No, but there at least
she found her book. In the bathroom? Nope, but she grabbed the
range of soap tubes and tossed them into her bag too. This was a
hotel, after all. Under the pillows? She threw them aside but found
nothing. The dull ticking of the clock seemed much quicker than
last night. Almost noon. Checkout time. Damn. She had to
leave it behind. Maybe she could have them send it to her mom, not
really wanting to know what that would cost her. If they
found it.

She sighed, slung her bag over her shoulder,
stepped into her boots and made for the door, pausing only to cast
a longing look at the room, the bed, the paintings and the huge
windows. She knew she’d miss it, and who knew when she’d sleep in
an ex-cultist mansion again? Then she unlocked the door, pulled it
open, stepped out into the dark corridor, and stopped. She stood
frozen in her step while her memory rewinded and replayed what
she’d just seen. No. She was stressing out.

But her memory, annoyed at being ignored, did
another replay that forced her to step back into the room. She
dropped her packing and walked up to one of the smaller paintings
in the room, an ochre-toned portrait of Monroy next to the bathroom
door. He was sitting on a chair facing the artist – or maybe
himself – with the ever-present glass of wine in one hand and the
other hand behind his back, as if he was hiding something.

And that was what had caught her eye: he
was hiding something. Even worse, she had admired that very
painting last evening, and she could have sworn he had his other
hand in his lap when she’d last looked at it. Now there was
something dark and round sticking out behind his back, just where
his hand would be. She leaned closer and felt every hair on her
body stand up.

Behind his back he held a toy, a small doll
with a pale face framed by jet black hair. At a glance, it could
have passed for an antique doll, or even part of his clothes, but
the shape was far too familiar to Suzy. She could even see she
black blotch on the doll’s cheek where Suzy once had spilled nail
varnish.

Suzy swallowed and touched the painting. It
was dry. She blinked slowly while she did a double take, knowing
that she’d have a lot more to deal with for some time than just
long fights and airplane food. Then her aching legs made her recall
the past night, and she shivered with pleasure. Without knowing
why, a wide grin spread over her lips as she watched Monroy’s
face.

“You bastard,” she said softly. “I’m coming
back for it, believe me.”

Then she grabbed her bag and left the room,
no longer terrified by the idea of missing the flight. There were
other things to consider.

The lady at the desk offered to call an
airport shuttle that’d make sure she got there in time. Suzy
absentmindedly accepted.

“I hope I didn’t leave you with troubled
dreams last night?” she asked Suzy, who lounged in a sofa while
smiling at nothing.

“What?” Suzy said. “No, no. No trouble at
all.”

The lady smiled and turned back to her
computer. “That’s good to hear, I was afraid I had upset you. Come
to think of it, many guests in that room tend to oversleep. It must
be the noisy traffic outside. That’s a nasty cough, dear. Would you
like a glass of water?”

“No, I’m alright,” Suzy said and rubbed her
face with her hands. “Yeah, the traffic is a kind of loud, but
that’s alright.”

“So you enjoyed your stay then?” the lady
asked.

“Oh yes,” she said and grinned. “A lot.”

She sighed and stared at a huge painting
above the exit. The motif showed a black-clad Monroy leaned against
a railing, looking down on her with a knowing smile on his pursed
lips.

Am I crazy? Was it a dream? Can any dream
be that real? And where’s my doll? A long string of burning
questions was lined up in her mind. A lingering heat filled her
body. There was only one way to find the answers.

“In fact,” Suzy said and turned to the lady,
“can I make a booking for three weeks from now? The same room,
please.”

*

The bar was hidden between a seafood takeaway
and a jazz bar in an alley near the water. While located close to
Royal Street, few found their way here apart from locals and music
enthusiasts who were armed with maps and precise directions. Inside
the dark main room, the air was heavy with the scents of fried fish
and the notes of a slow blues. Lamps hung down low over a short
chrome bar fronted by tall steel chairs. Above the lamps, a large
fan circulated the hot air but didn’t do much to cool it.

Behind the bar was the manager, a discreet
woman who served the best drinks in the quarter. Busy with
arranging clean whiskey glasses on a shelf, she never looked up at
Caiban or any of the other patrons, although she knew instantly
when someone wanted their glass refilled. To the right of the bar
was a discreet door with a small red-lit window.

Caiban touched his whiskey and No one here
drank beer; this was a venue for connoisseurs who sought finest
drinks and a quiet place for exchanging information. He’d never
been through the door with the red window but knew what hid behind
it. Those who thought fortune telling was a sham would have a
revelation if they ventured through that door. He’d never been
tempted to go inside; the door was simply an oddity among many
others. More peculiar than the man four streets down who could talk
to cats, but nowhere as strange as the statue in Greenwood Cemetery
that poured liqueur from its marble pitcher during full moons. In
New Orleans, secrets hid in every crevice and shadow.

No secret, however, was as important as the
one that had brought him there.

The front door opened and Misha entered the
bar. In his long, green and expensive coat and black beret, he
looked like a Special Forces commander dressed by a good designer
in a sinister mood. Caiban suspected that was deliberate.

Seeing Caiban, he nodded and took a seat next
to him. “Caiban,” he whispered. “And on time, too. I thought I saw
a pig pass overhead.”

“I don’t lose my way on purpose,” Caiban
protested, his voice hushed. “What happened last night? Tell me,
quickly.”

Misha looked surprised. “You mean you didn’t
spy on her?”

“Don’t be absurd.” Cai looked affronted. “I
would never do that. However, I had planned to watch the hotel’s
exit, but Greene came to New Orleans last night.”

“So he finally got his tall behind out of the
woods. About time, if you ask me. What did he want?”

“To talk.” Caiban sipped of his whiskey,
looked around and lowered his voice even more. “He’s worried.
Apparently, he’s spent a lot of time reading the signs lately, and
he agrees that the ritual is broken.”

Misha scoffed. “Reading,” he said. “You mean
he’s been staring into his ponds and puddles.” The manager placed a
whiskey in front of Misha so smoothly you had to stare not to miss
it. Misha raised the glass, inhaled, and nodded in approval.

“To him it’s the same,” Caiban said. “As you
do know. He also said that Suzy is set to meet him soon.”

Misha frowned. “No, she isn’t,” he said. “The
Champion isn’t set do to anything. Is Greene planning to go to her?
That’s completely against all tradition. You have to tell Greene to
keep away.” He cursed and rolled his eyes. “Gods, I wish the
Champion this time was less pretty.”

“Greene isn’t doing anything,” Caiban said
quietly. “He heard from a contact the Suzy is a planning to

“That’s just – bizarre,” Misha said,
struggling to keep his voice down. “For what reason.”

“To party, apparently.”

“Now I know you’re not serious.”

“Her friends has a house,” Caiban explained.
“Right next to where Green makes his home. And before you ask what
the odds are, I agree that they are small. Too small, I might
add.”

“You’re saying Suzy is drawn to us?” Misha
asked. “But tradition says she will seek us out. She must gather
the knowledge, do the research, find the clues, and – ”

“I know,” Caiban insisted. “That is my point.
Nothing is for certain anymore. Why are you looking at me like
that?”

Misha groaned and sat back in his chair. “Oh,
no.”

“What?” Caiban demanded.

“You’re jealous,” Misha sighed. “No, don’t
deny it. I know you far too well. I can’t believe it.”

Caiban opened his mouth but Misha gave him a
warning look. “Look,” Caiban said finally. “Have you seen her? I
know she’s a woman but by the Gods, she’s – ”

“Let me stop you right there,” Misha said.
“Just tell me,” he continued, “that you can handle this.”

“I can,” Caiban promised.

“And you will not to get too involved?”

Caiban looked solemnly at Misha. “I swear not
to engage myself to such an extent that I will be unable to protect
her.”

Misha rolled his eyes. “By which you mean to
say you’re already going soft on me.”

“I am not – ”

“Oh, shush.” Misha waved a hand and turned
his face away. “Prove it to me instead. I have a feeling that soon,
you’ll get the chance.”

Caiban leaned forward. “How?” he asked. “What
do you mean? Is she in danger?”

“The broken pattern worries me,” Misha said,
“and Carver’s report didn’t help. She seems oblivious to what’s
going on.”

“That doesn’t mean all is lost,” Caiban
argued.

“True,” Misha said, “but the odds of
surviving the duel is usually fifty-fifty. If she’s as
scatterbrained as she seems, we’re in trouble.” He paused. “Worse,
with the ritual falling apart, no one knows what will happens if
she loses.”

Caiban was silent. “I would love to say
you’re wrong,” he said eventually. “But I see your point.”

“Good,” Misha replied. “Then look after her
once she’s back in New York. She may think this was a strange
experience, but she hasn’t seen anything yet.”

 


*

THE END
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