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“A romantic and sexy tale for the discerning paranormal aficionado who appreciates being enlightened along with thrills, chills, and sizzles!”

—
Fresh Fiction

 

 

 

Paranormal Investigator Vanessa Meadows believes in every kind of magic except love. When her new boss sends her on an assignment to remote Caithness, Scotland, she’s determined to do whatever it takes to prove the Vampire of Barrogill is more than a legend. First, however, she must get inside the castle where the entity is believed to dwell.

 

Castle Barrogill belongs to Callum Lyon, a handsome baron and reclusive political astrologer. Their strong mutual attraction proves a boon to Vanessa’s plans, but, once inside his castle, she encounters more paranormal activity than she bargained for. There’s no vampire, but there is a blood-drinking faery knight—and a ghost who will stop at nothing to keep her there.

 

Will freedom-loving Vanessa’s feelings for Callum, aided by nudges from the ethers, be enough to persuade her to give him a chance? Or will the dark secrets of Castle Barrogill only reinforce her disbelief in the power of love?
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Dedication

 

To Dan, my own paradoxical Aquarian

 

Prologue

 

The Tarot Reading

 

Vanessa Meadows stopped at the foot of the rickety steps leading to Madam Rue’s Voodoo Emporium. She felt as if she’d reached a crossroads in her life, and not just because she had moved halfway across the country to take a job as a paranormal investigator. Neither was it because of the break-up or the fact she was flying to Scotland tomorrow on her first solo assignment: to prove the Vampire of Barrogill was more than a legend.

The feeling went deeper than that—the reason she’d come here instead of consulting the wisdom of the tarot on her own, as she normally did. She needed the insights of a more practiced medium and, according to Beau Armstrong, her new boss, the woman at Madame Rue’s was one of the best around.

She stood there a moment surveying the shop’s dilapidated exterior. How she had expected the shop to look, she couldn’t say. She only knew she hadn’t envisioned the broken-down converted house in front of her. The place looked like it should have been condemned, not open for business. Dingy, peeling paint. Broken shutters hanging askew. A snarl of electrical wires crisscrossing the clapboards. Taking a breath to steel her courage, she climbed the stairs and picked her way across the creaking porch boards.

Bells jangled her nerves as she pushed through the front door. The pungent scent of incense and dried herbs hung heavily in the air. The profusion of inventory was no less overwhelming. Small and cramped, the dimly-lit shop was jammed to the rafters with a hodgepodge of masks, candles, statues, jewelry, wax figures, skulls, and little bowls filled with all sorts of mystical whatnots.

Undaunted, Vanessa spent a few minutes browsing the shelves before curiosity drew her to a display of what appeared to be necklaces. Closer inspection revealed they were pouches strung on cords. Amulets of some sort, obviously.

Intrigued, she turned the circular rack and pinched a few of the charms as she read their tags. The one to attract love felt gritty, the one to draw money was lumpy, and the one to protect against evil spirits contained what could be tiny bones.

“Can I be of assistance?”

The mixed-race saleswoman who’d asked the question had blond dreadlocks and a disk the size of a silver dollar in her earlobe.

Vanessa, still fingering the pouches, met the woman’s striking blue eyes with a pleasant smile. “What are these called?”

“
Gris-gris
or
ju-ju
,” the clerk answered, returning her smile. “They’re worn to attract good or ward off evil.”

“What’s in them?”

“All sorts of consecrated objects and herbs.”

Her answer was too vague to satisfy Vanessa. Removing the
gris-gris
to protect against evil spirits from the rack, she held it out to the saleswoman. “What specifically does this one contain?”

Taking the talisman from Vanessa’s hand, the saleswoman sniffed the pouch before offering a more edifying answer. “Herbs, oils, stones, small bones, hair, fingernail clippings, and pieces of cloth soaked in sweat—all blessed by Madam Rue, the owner of the shop. In case you don’t know, she’s a highly respected Voodouan priestess.”

Vanessa took the explanation in stride. She had been born and raised in San Francisco, which was just as funky, but in a more Bohemian way. She adored San Francisco. The undulating streets, spectacular bay, distinctive neighborhoods, huddled Victorians, and clanging cable cars. The eccentric architecture and characters. The bounty of great restaurants, bookstores, seafood, and bread. San Francisco fit her like her favorite little black dress.

If not for the Golden Gate Bridge, she might never have considered moving away. But everywhere she looked, there it was. A screaming red reminder that her mother had chosen death over her.

Dragging her thoughts back to the present, Vanessa said to the clerk, “I’ve come to have my cards read. Are you the medium?”

“You want Crystal, who you’ll find back there.” The woman gestured toward the back of the store. “Through the curtain displaying Our Lady of Prompt Succor.”

Vanessa thanked her and moved toward the rear of the jumbled shop in search of the patron Madonna of New Orleans. Finding the curtain, she stepped through into a small room that was less cluttered but no less funky than the rest of the shop. A Voodouan altar stood against the rear walls. The glass enclosed candles illuminating the assortment of objects thereon lent the space an eerie, ethereal feel. A round table stood in the center of the room. A pair of old chairs faced each other across the gold-stamped black cloth covering the table.

As Vanessa studied the esoteric symbols stamped on the cloth, a woman stepped out of a shadowy doorway behind the altars. She was white, fortyish, wore a scarf on her head, and had clear blue eyes.

“Welcome to the inner sanctum, sister.” When she spoke, the gold cap on one of her front teeth caught the candlelight. “I am Crystal. How can I be of service?”

“I’ve come to get my cards read,” Vanessa replied. “I work for Beau Armstrong, who gave me your name. He said you were very good.”

The woman’s eyes brightened at the mention of Mr. Armstrong, an encouraging sign. Vanessa had just started working for him and was still trying to evaluate what kind of person and boss he might be.

“How is my old friend?”

“He’s good,” Vanessa replied, “and sends his regards.”

Crystal smiled. “Give him mine in return, if you would be so kind.”

“I’ll be sure to, as soon as I return from Scotland. I’m leaving tomorrow on my first assignment as a paranormal investigator—part of the reason I want my cards read.”

Crystal, still smiling, arched an eyebrow. “What’s the assignment? Or is it a secret?”

“It’s not a secret, except from the guy whose castle I’m going to investigate. According to legend, there’s a vampire living in a secret room there—a generations-old family secret known only to the current baron.”

The medium’s smile took on the cast of a smirk. “You don’t need to go all the way to Scotland to find a vampire. In case you haven’t noticed, New Orleans is crawling with them.”

“I want to go,” Vanessa told her. “I’ve always wanted to see Scotland…and the owner of the castle is a political astrologer whose work I greatly admire.”

A gleam came into the medium’s eyes. “An astrologer? How interesting. What’s his name? Perhaps I’ve heard of him.”

“You probably have, as he’s quite well known in astrological circles. His name is Callum Lyon.”

Recognition dawned in her eyes. “Of course. We carry his books in the shop.”

“I’ve read them all,” Vanessa said, “and have long wanted to meet him.”

“Because of his work?” The medium’s blue eyes twinkled playfully. “Or because he’s so handsome?”

A blush heated Vanessa’s face. The truth was, she did hope to charm her way into Lord Lyon’s bed while abroad—and not just to gain admittance to his castle. “Because of his work, of course.”

Crystal must have sensed Vanessa’s unease because she dropped the subject and moved to the other side of the table. Motioning toward the chair on the opposite side, she said, “Please have a seat and we shall see what insights the cards wish to reveal to you.”

Once both of them were seated, Crystal took up the cards and shuffled seven times before setting the deck in front of Vanessa. “Put your hands on the cards and focus on the question you want the cards to answer. Then, when you’re ready, cut the stack into thirds with your left hand.”

When the cards seemed sufficiently infused with her energy, she cut the deck as instructed. Crystal promptly reclaimed the cards and began to lay them out one at a time, affirming what each card represented as she set it in place face up.

“This is what covers you.”

“This is what crosses you for good or ill.”

“This is the basis of the situation.”

“This is behind you, or in the process of leaving.”

“This is what crowns you and could come into being.”

“This is before you.”

“This represents your own negative feelings.”

“This represents the feelings of others around you.”

“This represents your own positive feelings.”

“This is the outcome.”

Vanessa’s pulse quickened as she studied the spread. Seeing
The Tower
, the card of cataclysmic change, in the position of “what crowns you and could come into being,” confirmed the uncanny feeling her life was about to change in significant ways. Neither did the
Three of Swords
, the card of emotional strife. Thankfully, the Three of Swords, the card of emotional strife, was in the past—and so was Nick Crowe. If only she could say the same for the unpleasant memories of their brief, but volatile, affair.

On a brighter note, she had the
Two of Wands
, the card of career success through perseverance, as “the basis of the situation.” The spread also contained three court cards: the
Knight of Wands
representing what was before her; the
Queen of Pentacles
in the position of her own negative feelings; and the
King of Cups
signifying the feelings of others around her.
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