
  


  [image: cover]


  BROTHERS OF THE ABSINTHE CLUB

  BOOK 2:

  THE BLOODSTONE AFFAIR


  by


  EMMA WILDES


  TORRID BOOKS

  www.torridbooks.com


  


  Published by

  TORRID BOOKS

  www.torridbooks.com

  An Imprint of Whiskey Creek Press LLC


  Copyright © 2017 by EMMA WILDES


  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.


  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.


  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


  ISBN: 978-1-68299-256-2


  Credits

  Cover Artist: Kelly Martin

  Editor: Dave Field


  Printed in the United States of America


  Other Books by Author Available at Torrid Books:

  www.torridbooks.com



  by Emma Wildes


  The Switch


  Hot Sahara Wind


  Riding West


  Gone


  Lawless


  Face of the Maiden


  In the Wicked West


  



  Brothers of the Absinthe Club Series


  Book 1: Arabian Pearl


  



  w/a Annabel Wolfe


  Pirates of London Series


  Satan’s Slave


  Between a Rake and a Hard Place


  The Devil’s Lagoon


  



  w/a A.C. Alexander


  A Cold, Fine Evil


  A Presence of Departed Acts


  Prologue


  The fire crackled comfortably, illuminating the faces of all five men in the room. The Earl of Grayson leaned back in his chair, lightly twirling the liquid in his glass. His dark brows lifted. “At our last meeting, I believe I was the one to bare his soul…er…if we can term it that. It’s someone else’s turn this evening.”


  Reaching for the bottle on the table, Jonas Maxim chuckled. “And an impressive tale it was too, complete with exotic harems and precious gems bestowed for—”


  “Yes,” Grayson interrupted dryly. “We all know quite well for what they were bestowed. My point is, I obligingly went first and confided my most wild and unusual sexual experience to the exalted members of the Absinthe Club as per your suggestion, Jonas. Who goes next?”


  Grinning, Colin Maxim, Jonas’s younger brother, lifted a hand. “I want to go last. Just wait until you hear mine.”


  Ross Benson, Viscount Winterton, lounged with a glass of the infamous beverage in his hand and smiled lazily. “Let’s hear from St. John. It’s nearly Christmas, the season of the spirits. With snow falling outside, friends, good drink, and a nice fire, I’d say the setting is perfect for a spooky story with a healthy dose of titillating sex. Surely, considering his profession, whatever he has to tell us involves goblins and ghouls and thing that bump along in the night?”


  The firelight danced, showing the composed features of the man in question and making reddish highlights in his blond hair. He smiled agreeably. “Well, actually, now that you mention it, I do have a somewhat interesting tale to tell…”


  Chapter 1


  London 1816


  



  Rain beat a staccato rhythm against the leaded windows, the weather appropriate to the conversation.


  The Duke of Sudbury reached for his brandy glass and swirled the liquid lightly. “Ghosts are not my cup of tea,” he said, his voice gloomy and gruff.


  Watching the other man’s discomfort with the conversation brought Gavin St. John a glimmer of amusement. “I believe they are an acquired taste, your Grace. Rather like Italian opera.”


  “Yes, yes, I suppose you are right.” The duke waved an eloquent hand. “Since I can’t ignore this particular problem, I, of course, thought of you, St. John.”


  Since the summons had come as a bit of a surprise, Gavin leaned back in his chair and lifted a brow. “I approached your father several years ago about the hauntings at Bloodstone Manor. I’m afraid he wasn’t much of a believer in my research.”


  The duke looked slightly uncomfortable. Tall, dark-haired, and thickly built, he resembled his father a great deal, except for the friendly ingenuousness of his expression. “He wasn’t exactly an open-minded man,” he muttered. “However, if he were still alive, I believe even he would seek you out to see what you could do about the blasted situation. My stepmother still resides in the house, as does my great aunt. They are very attached to each other, which is a nice arrangement for us all, since Aunt Lillian is far too old to live alone with only servants to care for her. Up until recently, they have managed to co-exist peacefully enough with the various gibbering specters that totter the halls and frequent the gardens. However, matters are apparently getting out of hand.” The duke took a swift bracing sip from his glass. “Something must be done.”


  “Out of hand in what way?” Gavin asked. To say he was intrigued was an understatement. “Please elaborate if you don’t mind.”


  With a sigh, the duke explained, “As you know, the house—well, it’s part of an ancient castle, actually—has always had a reputation for being…er…inhabited, I suppose is a good word for it, by other entities than the living. As long as I can remember, it has been labeled one of the most haunted houses in England.” He shrugged. “Quite frankly, when one grows up in the Stone family, one just accepts that the occasional brush with a ghostly presence will happen. Keeping servants employed there can be an interesting challenge, but, truthfully, in the past nothing alarming has ever really happened at Bloodstone, so once you are used to it, it’s more an oddity than anything else.”


  Through his research, Gavin probably knew more than the young duke about the house and its tainted history, but he kept silent and listened.


  Sudbury poured more brandy with a liberal hand. “However, about two years ago, my father met and married a young woman—English, but of Castilian descent—named Carlotta San Marcos. My mother had been dead for over a decade and he decided to take a new duchess.”


  “Remarriage is not unusual, even at his age.”


  “No.” The duke’s smile was a little rueful. “His new wife, of course, was—still is, in fact—very beautiful, and decades younger. Unfortunately, he died shortly after the wedding, while on a hunting trip in Scotland. At first, when the new ghost appeared, Carlotta thought it might actually be his.”


  “New ghost?” This grew more intriguing by the moment. Gavin took a slow sip from his glass, watching his host.


  “If that is what one can call it. This particular apparition isn’t as much an oddity like all the others. I don’t like to think myself a coward, but I will confess it is terrifying. I have seen it once, and that was more than enough. What’s more, it seems tied to Carlotta’s presence in the house, though it didn’t appear until after she was widowed. I have tried to convince her and Lillian to resolve the matter by moving to London and living with us, but neither of them like the city. Aunt Lillian also has, I’m afraid, a rather stubborn determination to not be run out of her lifelong home. My wife is beside herself with worry, and I find myself also extremely concerned.”


  “I see.” Gavin watched the rain-streaked windows, digesting this unusual information. “Is the dowager duchess amiable to my arrival?”


  The duke gave a small mirthless laugh. “Well, it is, after all, my house. So I suppose all you really need is my permission to be there. However, I think my sister-in-law is becoming disturbed enough that she will welcome you and cooperate in every way.”


  “Sister-in-law?” Gavin frowned.


  “Did I not mention that in addition to being my step-mother, Carlotta is also my wife’s sister?”


  He couldn’t help it, Gavin laughed. “No, you didn’t. That’s a trifle complicated, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Sudbury admitted wryly. “A father and son married to two sisters. It sounds like some lurid gothic novel. I met Isabelle through Carlotta, of course, and we were wed shortly after. Since Carlotta is younger than myself, it is always difficult for me to think of her as a stepmother, so sister-in-law seems a more appropriate kind of relationship.”


  “I suppose it would be.” The family of the Duke of Sudbury was becoming more interesting by the moment. With a small smile, Gavin suggested, “I could leave by mid-week, if you like. I have a few things to rearrange in my schedule.”


  Looking intensely relieved, the duke nodded. “That would be more than adequate. And though we have not yet discussed it, name your price, St. John. They say you are the one man who can help me. Not a magician or some tawdry medium, but a scientist who is highly respected and considered an expert on this sort of thing.”


  “I don’t take money for my efforts, your Grace.”


  “Don’t you?”


  His finances were his own business, and in very good shape thanks to a nice bequest from an uncle, and some wise investments. No, monetary gain was not his motivation in seeking out the macabre and unusual sightings of the spirits of the dead. Gavin wasn’t quite sure exactly how to explain his fascination with the afterlife, but it did exist and he seemed to have a natural affinity for communicating with long since perished souls.


  Sudbury’s face took on a dark look and he rubbed his jaw. “If you don’t want money, think of something else and it is yours. The accursed place is a damned rope around my neck, expensive to maintain, yet uninhabitable to my mind. I don’t mind a ghost or two, but this thing feels evil.”


  “Evil how exactly?”


  “How the devil do I know? I’m not the expert. The only thing I can say for certain is that if I encountered it face to face, I am fairly sure I’d run away screaming like a terrified child. It just feels frightening.”


  Getting his feet, Gavin smiled with pure anticipation. “I will be in touch.”


  Chapter 2


  Yorkshire 1816


  



  
    
      In the darkness, he stirred. Lifted, moved, existed. The air was dank, wet, and the black smell of decay hovered…always. Against the lurid, dark clouds that scuttled across the leaden sky the castle looked enormous, turrets jutting arrogantly, formidable walls gathered protectively around the life inside.


      It had changed so little over the years. Time wore on and still those cursed walls stood.


      But something came…he sensed it with an animal lust for blood. Revenge at last…

    

  


  



  The sodden gardens were flattened and unappealing—flowers bent in the rain, the ornamental trees dripping steadily, the stone paths muddy. Sitting pensively at the window in her bedroom, Carlotta Stone stared out over the wet landscape and felt a familiar sensation of unease.


  She was being watched.


  It wasn’t the same at all as the chilling dread she felt when she went anywhere near the southwest corner of the house, but it was unsettling just the same. Self-consciously, she glanced down at the bodice of her dress, seeing to her chagrin that the top button was once again undone, exposing the valley between her breasts and a great deal of pale skin. With a low curse, she fastened it quickly, glancing around the room. It was empty, of course.


  “That’s not amusing,” she murmured defiantly. Sometimes the pranks became tiresome.


  Silence.


  “Oh, bother.” She rose in annoyance and crossed to the door.


  Throwing it open, she almost collided with her maid.


  The girl actually had her hand lifted to knock and gasped slightly at the abrupt appearance of her mistress. “My lady, you startled me.”


  “In this house, I would think most of us beyond being startled,” Carlotta said. “What is it, Annie?”


  “The gentleman from London has arrived.” Slightly breathless, Annie’s expression was an odd mixture of excitement and fear. “The ghost gentleman.”


  “I thought he wasn’t coming until tomorrow.” Carlotta frowned. She was not at all certain how she felt about her brother-in-law Richard’s insistence on sending some charlatan to supposedly exorcise the hallowed halls of Bloodstone. Word had it Mr. St. John was an expert on the occult with a specialty in venerable haunted places, but she just wasn’t quite sure what it was he felt he could do about the problems in this particular house. After all, most of the ghosts had been around for literally hundreds of years, and though they could be loud and bothersome at times, they were really nothing more than a nuisance.


  A small shiver crept down her spine as she reminded herself of the apparition she had seen just this morning when she’d walked past the door to the breakfast room.


  Maybe it was just as well the ghost gentleman had arrived. There was one specter that truly frightened her, she had to admit it.


  After sedately following Annie down the huge curving staircase, Carlotta found her visitor in the formal blue parlor, examining the carved marble of the fireplace mantle with open interest. His dark blond hair gleamed with moisture from the dreary rain outside. Her first thought was that he didn’t look in the least like someone who hunted down the supernatural as his life’s work. Pausing in the doorway, she took advantage of his absorption and saw that he was lean and fairly tall, with nice shoulders. His clothing, though slightly travel crumpled, was tailored and expensive.


  Clearing her throat slightly, she said in reluctant welcome, “Hello.”


  Gavin St. John straightened. His smile was slight and didn’t reach his very blue eyes. Instead his gaze was speculative and guarded. “Hello. You must be the Dowager Duchess Sudbury.” He bowed very formally. “Thank you for having me here, your Grace.”


  The infamous man who was reputed to be both intellectual and fearless looked more like a handsome courtier than a scientist who dabbled in the dark arts of sorcery and the mystical afterlife. His features were clean and sculpted. He possessed a straight nose, high cheekbones, and a well-shaped sensitive mouth. Arched brows, the same dark gold as his slightly wavy hair, were set over eyes the color of a summer sea. Somehow his presence seemed to fill and dominate the room, making her almost uncomfortably aware of his masculinity and striking good looks.


  Of course, Lucifer was reputed to have been beautiful also, she reminded herself wryly, right before he was cast down from heaven.


  “My brother-in-law wrote and told me you were coming,” Carlotta murmured. “I must admit I am not sure what good it will do, but at this point anything is probably worth a try. Would you like some tea, Mr. St. John?”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Bl
Ao

EMMA WILDES





