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chapTer one

 Egypt in the year 1482 bc

“Our enemy is anxious for battle,” Asra, Captain of the Pharaoh Hatshepsut’s elite forces, told her second in command as they headed toward her tent. “They should wait until sunrise, but post extra men along the ridge of the dunes in case they want to start their journey to the realm of Anubis early.” 

“As you command.” The man bowed slightly with his fist to his chest.“Report if you detect any movement. If not, leave me to a few candlemarks of peace.” 

“It shall be so.” 

Asra’s tent fluttered as the wind picked up and drowned out the quiet conversations, and as soon as she was alone, she stripped off her gear and placed it on the trunk near her pallet. She had craved solitude all day, but had wanted to be sure everything was ready for the impending battle. The encampment was quiet now, only a few fires ensuring safe passage  through  the  maze  of  men  and  equipment  but  not  producing enough light for enemy scouts to detect them. 

Asra had learned that lesson by age four from her father, Raad, the leader of the pharaoh’s great troops. His name meant “thunder,” and many of the men he had faced and crushed found it to be no boast. 

In  the  morning  they  would  face  an  enemy  from  the  east  that outnumbered them three to one, but Asra wasn’t worried. Her confident demeanor  spurred  those  who  served  under  her  to  live  up  to  their reputation as the pharaoh’s elite warriors. At first the soldiers at her command had not welcomed their assignment, but none of them had 
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hesitated to follow her into battle, because of her father. After that, her skill on the battlefield had made them want to follow her. 

That night Asra had sat by one of the campfires to eat with some of her new recruits, listening to their stories of home and the families who waited for their return. She’d laughed at their jokes and added a few, but now she was grateful for the time alone to study her maps and mentally review the next day. 

She planned to conquer the fools camped not far from their position as quickly as possible, returning a few survivors to their ruler to prove Pharaoh  Hatshepsut’s  strength.  Surrounding  rulers  who  thought  to gain new lands at Hatshepsut’s expense had sent forces before. Most of them quickly learned, though, that Hatshepsut’s gender didn’t blunt her willingness to send people like Asra to kill anyone who opposed her, and tomorrow would be no different. Asra intended to carry out her orders swiftly, and those lucky few left alive would carry back the tale of their comrades who lay dead under the Egyptian sun with only vultures to tend to them. 

A fast, decisive victory would also allow Asra to head home to care for her ill father. The desire to sit and share a few more conversations with him made her want to run into the night and slice the chest of every enemy who kept her bound to her duty. 

But  Asra  would  carry  out  orders  before  she  indulged  in  any personal matter, as had her father, and his father before him. Her family had served the ruling dynasty in battle for generations, and Asra would continue the tradition. 

She poured herself a cup of wine and recalled the day her father had put his own future at jeopardy by asking the pharaoh for something unheard of. Hatshepsut had gazed silently down at her from the throne for so long she felt a chill in her heart. Then the pharaoh called her closer.“The  gods  have  blessed  you  with  Raad’s  height  and  eyes,” 

Hatshepsut said, studying Asra’s dark-brown irises with a slight smile. 

“Have the gods also blessed you with his skill with the sword?” 

“With time, My King, I will be as proficient as he.” 

“Honest  as  well  as  confident,  Raad.  You  have  done  well.” 

Hatshepsut motioned for one of the servants to pour wine for the three of them. “What plans do you have for young Asra?” Her father laid out his goals for her training. She would begin by working closely with him and eventually become a captain. “And if we grant you this wish, Asra, how will you serve us?” 
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“With honor, obedience, and courage. As long as I have life in me, I will fight to keep you safe.” 

Hatshepsut had kept an eye on her progress, gifting her with the rank of captain seasons before she or her father thought possible. The pharaoh had come to trust her as much as she did Raad and often had her as a palace guest when she was in Thebes. Hatshepsut apparently saw much of herself in Asra and wanted her to succeed so those who opposed her rule would realize how capable females could be. 

Asra’s boast to become as skilled as her father with the sword came in time and was one reason she rose so quickly in rank. Raad always remained her greatest advisor and teacher, happy to see at least one of his children carry on their family’s traditions. Asra was Raad’s greatest pride, but her brother Abez was his greatest disappointment. 

“Abez, I pray you eventually find your way home before it’s too late to make amends with Father,” she said as her eyes lost focus on the maps. “His time grows short; may the gods grant him that comfort before his spirit soars to join our mother.” She thought of Abez only at times like this. 

He was four seasons older than she, but always different from her in every way possible. He seemed to have inexplicably hated her from birth, and that hatred had deepened when their mother died in Asra’s third season. No matter how much Raad encouraged Abez to begin his training, he refused and pulled away, blaming the perfect little soldier who’d followed him. 

Now a man, Abez spent his time in the gambling dens of Thebes ridiculing Asra and her growing favor with the pharaoh and the city’s elite. He had nothing to do with them until he exhausted his fund of coin for his women, wine, and games. Only then would he come home and play the perfect son, making Raad happy for a few days. Once their father’s purse was lighter, Abez returned to the sewer that was his life. 

Asra  sighed  and  dropped  to  the  small  bench  next  to  her  map table, then rested her head in her hands. Regardless of how far back her  thoughts  had  pulled  her, Asra  heard  someone  pull  the  flap  back and approach with almost silent steps. “What is it? I left orders not to disturb me unless the enemy is approaching,” she said, standing and reaching for her sword. “Has their position changed?” 

The person before her bowed low enough that she couldn’t see their face. “Forgive my intrusion, Captain, but I bring news of your father.” 
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Any  melancholy  over  Abez’s  behavior  disappeared,  and  she wanted to shake the messenger. “Speak.” 

When the woman stood straight Asra became momentarily lost in the beautiful eyes and equally beautiful face. She shook her head to clear her mind and focus on the woman’s words. “I’m sorry that you must find out this way, and for my bluntness, but your father is dead.” 

She dropped to her knees and buried her face in her hands again to hide her despair. “Did he suffer?” 

“He suffered very little, Warrior, because his end was swift and before his time. Again, I do not know any way to make this easier to hear. Your brother killed him.” 

Before the mystery woman could continue, Asra quickly drew her blade. Her father had used this sword in combat and given it to her when she was promoted. “A filthy lie you will bleed for, woman.” 

“Please, Captain, let me speak. Then I will submit to whatever punishment you wish.” The woman bowed again. “That is all I ask.” 

The  messenger  gave  a  history  of  the  forces  at  work  within  the realm and in places not yet known to Egypt. As in every battle, good and evil were at odds, and she sought those worthy of fighting for those who could not fight for themselves. Evil, the woman told her, if left unchecked, would plunge the world into darkness forever. 

“You’re speaking in riddles and wasting my time. What does this have to do with my father?” Asra stood in the middle of the tent curling her fingers tight around her sword. This beauty was perhaps more crazy than dangerous. 

“The evil I speak of has seduced your brother, and he took your father’s life as revenge for what he feels was denied him.” 

“You’re lying,” Asra said. The words fell easily from her lips, but in the pit of her stomach she felt sick. What this woman was saying was possible. “Abez was seduced away from a noble life a long time ago, but he’s never been violent. My father may not agree with his choices, but he’s never denied him the coins or attention he craves.” This news about  her  brother  and  losing  her  father,  the  only  person  she  trusted completely, made the strength drain from her legs, and she dropped to the bench behind her. 

“Blood is now the only craving he will have for eternity. He craves it like we need air to breathe. Abez could have chosen anyone to satisfy his thirst, but he chose your father. That was the best way to draw you out. Then his revenge will be complete.” 
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“We disagree on almost everything, but I cannot believe he hates me so much.” 

The woman slowly moved closer and knelt next to her, then laid a comforting hand on her knee, waiting until she lifted her head. “He’s no longer the brother you knew, Warrior. Accepting this gift destroyed all the good in him. Now he desires only blood and death. It will be so until the end of time, or until he is destroyed.” 

“Only the gods live forever, and Abez is no god.” Asra studied the woman’s light skin and hair. This beauty was like finding a rare jewel in the sand. 

“What will it take to convince you?” 

“I need no proof since I plan no revenge. My brother is not perfect, but  he  is  no  killer.  That  would  take  effort,  which  he  has  very  little patience for.” She stood and wiped away her tears. “Leave me to mourn my father, and thank you for bringing me the news of his passing. If I can, I will repay the debt.” 

The woman left as quietly as she had come, and Asra lay on her pallet to give in to her grief. She would have to set her emotions aside in the morning. If what her visitor had said was true, she was truly alone in the world. 

v

Asra headed into battle like a woman possessed. Not an enemy soldier was alive by the time the sun reached its peak. Leaving orders with her second to send word of the victory to the pharaoh, as well as the ruler whom the dead men served, she galloped toward the city. She arrived at her father’s home candlemarks before sunrise and again fell to her knees. The atrocity she found made her throw up. 

It appeared as if a beast had ripped out the throat of every servant, leaving the bodies for the flies. The lack of blood amazed Asra. The wounds should have painted the walls and tiled floors red, but the bodies, faces frozen in a grimace of terror, were like dry husks of grain. 

The stench of death overwhelmed her, and she breathed through her  mouth  to  keep  from  becoming  ill  again. As  her  chest  expanded she heard Abez laugh before she saw him. As in her camp, only a few torches were lit throughout the house, and it was difficult to see past a few feet. 

“How it pleases me to see the mighty warrior brought to her knees.” 
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“Abez, what have you done?” 

“What  is  my  right  to  do,  Captain. You’ve  looked  down  on  me for so long, but that will soon change. I fed on these pathetic fools but now I thirst for you, sister. I am invincible.” When he moved out of the shadows, she shrank at the sight. 

Seasons  of  drink  and  abuse  had  hardened Abez’s  features,  but he  had  never  been  this  hideous.  His  deathly  pale  skin  and  his  face resembled  a  nightmare.  He  kept  stroking  his  new  elongated  canines with his tongue as if he couldn’t stop himself. 

She pulled her sword free and held it out in front of her. “It’s true, then, you killed Father?” 

He laughed so hard he braced his hands against his knees. “He wasted his last breaths calling for you to protect him instead of being in awe of the god he sired.” Abez pointed to her sword and shook his head. “You are no match for my strength, Asra, so put your toys away. 

Face your end showing the same pride with which you serve the mighty pharaoh.” He kicked the sword out of her hand and pounced on it before she could move. “This is just one more thing that should have been mine. You stole it from me.” 

“Father  would  have  given  you  anything.  Don’t  twist  history  or blame him for your failures,” she said, her anger fueling her courage. 

“Be a man for once. Admit that you gave away every privilege you were  born  to  because  you  were  too  lazy  to  work  for  anything. You would have been a lazy, drunken parasite with ten siblings, or as an only child.” 

“Enough talk, Captain. It’s time to pay me in blood for your lack of respect.” 

“Leave now and I won’t turn you to dust, Abez.” The threat came from the shadows, and she and Abez turned in the direction from which it came. The speaker was nearby. “Your master warned you of your limitations. Do you wish to see how invincible you are?” 

Asra  recognized  the  voice  as  that  of  her  visitor  from  the  night before.  Her  messenger  stepped  into  view  holding  a  sword  with  an intricate design along the length, but from her stance Asra could tell the pretty blade wasn’t for show. Abez stepped back as if in fear, and his face morphed back to the monstrous features. The woman only stepped closer, and rather than fight, Abez fled with a speed Asra had witnessed only in horses. 

“Are you all right?” 
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Asra dropped her hands from their defensive posture, but didn’t totally relax. “Who are you?” 

“I am Morgaine, a member of the Genesis Clan, and I have come to offer you a gift, Asra.” Morgaine returned her sword to the sheath strapped to her back and held her hand out. “I am sorry this was the only way to prove that Abez is as lost to you forever as your father is. 

You may not fully understand what has happened here, but after last night I stayed near and watched you in battle. You possess great skill with the sword.” 

Asra searched the floor where Abez had stood, but her brother had taken her father’s most precious gift. “Thank you, but did my skill help them?” She gestured to everyone who lay slaughtered. 

“It won’t erase the pain Abez has caused here, but if you accept my offer to join us, you could change the fate of many.” 

“Who is us?” 

As Morgaine had done the night before, she explained how and why she existed. Those who understood and fought the unexplainable had formed the Genesis Clan. “Ages before your birth, a great sickness swept through a mountain village in a land leagues to the north. The weaker villagers died after weeks of suffering pains that contorted their bodies enough to break bones. Only a few survived, and a new breed of human was born who possessed incredible strength and longevity. 

But their new powers had limitations that rendered them to dust. Those weaknesses  killed  the  majority  of  the  survivors,  leaving  only  one: Ora.”“Why does Abez fear you?” She knelt before her father’s body, his wounds grotesque in the soft light. 

“Of the little we know of her, Ora is highly intelligent, despite springing from an unevolved society, and was the powerful witch or medicine woman of her village. She was apparently more interested in the dark arts than in the healing part of her craft.” 

“What do you call her if she’s a monster like Abez?” she asked, looking up at Morgaine. The woman’s vigor and beauty momentarily blocked out the gore around her. 

“The Elders at first called her a succubus, but your brother didn’t inflict the wounds you see here to satisfy demon lust. Eventually, like Ora, your brother will learn finesse to get what he needs—the warm blood  from  a  living  being.”  Morgaine  stopped  in  front  of  a  servant girl who had died close to Raad. “See how gaunt her face appears,” 
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she said, pointing to the girl’s eyes and mouth. “Was she like this in life?”“No, my father used to tease her about her plump cheeks.” 

“Abez is now a child of Ora, and, like hers, his body will survive only  on  blood.  Because  of  this  the  Elders  call  her  and  her  kind vampires.” 

“Why have I never seen or heard of anything like this?” Her voice sounded calm to her ears, but something seemed to be ripping her chest apart.“We know of Ora, but she is elusive.” Morgaine knelt beside her. 

“I followed her trail here, but she had turned Abez before I could narrow my search. Ora is smart, but she will gladly kill and sacrifice others to learn more about her power. She has acquired the ability to turn others into what she is by taking their life, then giving it back to them.” 

“What did my brother have to do?” 

“She drained him to the point of death, then he drank from her like a baby at his mother’s teat. Mingling his blood with hers made him a vampire, and he will find release from the darkness only in death.” 

“Then when I find him again I’ll free him from this curse. I’ll kill him even if I must sacrifice myself.” 

“You’ve  listened  to  why  this  happened, Asra,  so  will  you  give equal measure to the gift I mentioned? At least listen to the rest of my tale.”She searched Morgaine’s face for any sign of what she’d just seen in Abez. If a monster lay dormant under the beautiful façade, it was well hidden behind the eyes that reminded her of sunshine. “Please, finish your story.” 

“The  legend  of  what  happened  in  Ora’s  village  was  fodder  for storytellers’ tales for many seasons, but as with most old stories few facts of what really happened remained. Talk didn’t begin again until Ora discovered that she could share her gift. As she started to increase her family, as she refers to them, strange deaths occurred, mounting until fear swept the northern territories.” 

“Where  were  your  Elders  then?”  Asra  focused  her  anger  now on  Morgaine  because  if  what  she  said  was  true,  she  and  her  Elders had done nothing to save her father and the rest of their household. 

Actually,  she  thought  Morgaine  mad,  but Abez’s  monstrous  features were hard to explain. 

“Ora is even older than the Genesis Clan,” Morgaine said, leaning closer. “The villagers that Ora and her cursed followers preyed on tried 
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to fight back but failed until a great shaman had a vision. His foresight told of a force that would restore balance to nature. As a young man he started searching for the secret to life, but his grandson perfected the elixir of the sun, bringing to fruition the old man’s prophecy. We cannot completely destroy evil, but we can maintain a balance.” 

Her father’s body was cold under her fingers when she closed his eyes, but her gesture did little to erase the terror frozen on his face. “Are you a freak like Abez has become?” 

“I’m young compared to some of the others, but I have dedicated my life to fight creatures like the one you saw tonight. Very little of who Abez was still exists. Our numbers need no blood to survive, and we find strength and healing in the sunlight instead of from the misery of others.” Morgaine rested her hands on her thighs. “We are the balance to the darkness Abez has given himself over to, and we do not extend the invitation to join our ranks often, but we have found you worthy.” 

“If I agree, what do you expect of me?” 

“I will train you to fight the darkness that has stolen Abez’s spirit. 

With that knowledge also comes a gift.” 

“What, you want my spirit as well?” 

“No,  I  want  to  give  you  life—one  that  will  outlast  the  great pyramids and temples of Egypt. We ask in return only that you serve when called.” Morgaine held out her hand, palm up. 

Asra  laughed  and  took  the  hand.  “No  one  can  live  forever, woman.” 

Morgaine smiled as she pulled Asra to her feet. “Then time will be my proof. Will you commit?” 

Asra nodded and placed her fist over her chest, willing to take any risk to avenge her father and the others who lay dead at her feet. Fear of death held no sway over her if she could take her brother with her to the land of the dead. The life she had worked so hard for meant nothing to her now. Thoughts of vengeance replaced everything she had ever believed in. 

Together they rode into the desert to a camp. Morgaine had set up a large tent next to the watering hole and under the trees of the oasis. 

When sunset came, Morgaine stripped Asra’s bloody uniform, stained from battle and from burying her father and the others. Asra sat placidly as Morgaine bathed her and washed her hair. The attention threatened to make her forget the almost overwhelming sadness. 

“Your  brother  has  chosen  the  darkness,  and  he  will  dwell  in darkness for the rest of his days because his thirst will blind him to 
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any remaining humanity. But you, warrior mine, will walk a different path. The sun will bring you life, strength, and wisdom. For Abez it will bring only death.” Morgaine spoke in soft tones as she cleansed Asra’s skin. When she was done she led Asra to a blanket under the stars. 

With fascination Asra watched Morgaine mix numerous strange ingredients  with  clean,  fresh  water.  Morgaine  told  her  the  purpose of  each  item  that  went  into  the  cup,  how  much  she  used  as  well  as the incantations that she had to say in order for it to work. When she finished, the cup appeared to contain only the fresh water she had begun with, but it emitted yellow smoke that glowed as bright as the sun and seemed to boil. 

“Drink and live forever,” Morgaine said, holding up the cup out to her with both hands. 

Asra took the first sip tentatively, thinking it would be hot. It was, in truth, extremely cold, but she felt like she was consuming the strength of a hundred men with each sip, and the feeling of power intoxicated her. As she drank, her muscles twitched and jumped as they were infused with the power of the sun. Finally, she roused and Morgaine led her to the watering hole. Asra’s eyes were now the same pale blue as Morgaine’s, and a slight rim of yellow flakes around her irises made them  resemble  the  daytime  sky  almost  as  a  tribute.  The  elixir  had worked. The Genesis Clan’s newest warrior was immortal. 

“You are one of us now, Asra. You cannot turn back, but for as long as you walk the earth I will be here to help you. Are you ready to begin?” 

“Soon,” she said. 

Morgaine  showed  no  reluctance  when Asra  pulled  her  forward and kissed her. Despite their difference in age and strength, Asra held Morgaine still against her. 

“Do you feel it?” Morgaine tried to break free but failed. “Your strength  and  purity  will  make  you  the  greatest  slayer  we  have  ever produced. No one will ever be able to seduce you as they have Abez.” 

Asra lowered Morgaine and ran her hand down the length of her beautiful body. Soon she would learn how to destroy not only Abez, but the bitch who had turned him. And if Morgaine was right, she would have an infinite number of tomorrows to make them pay for the life of her father. 
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chapTer Two

 New York, present day

The pink tendrils of dawn painted the sky outside Kendal Richoux’s penthouse like no master artist could. She stopped her workout to watch the sunrise, letting the sweat on her body cool. 

“That never does get old,” she said, placing her sword back on the wall lined with various weapons. Her phone started ringing as she headed to the kitchen, but she waited to answer it until she stripped off her damp clothes. 

“Have you been well?” 

Kendal stopped and stood naked in front of the open refrigerator, not because of the question, but because of the caller. “Considering I haven’t heard from you in years, I thought you’d lost interest.” 

“I’ve had my reasons, warrior mine, but a lack of interest isn’t one,” Morgaine said, and Kendal could picture her smile. “I’ve missed you.”“No more than I’ve missed you.” She shut the door on the cold air and walked over to sit in the chair that gave her the best view of Central Park. A quick glance at her phone screen showed Morgaine’s number was blocked; she could be anywhere in the world, even downstairs. “Or am I not allowed to say so?” 

“We can argue later, but I called to tell you that the Elders think it’s time.” 

She’d  heard  that  line  so  many  times  she’d  lost  count. At  first messengers had arrived carrying scrolls with her assignments, but the Elders of the Genesis Clan had embraced the age of technology with gusto. However, even after thirty-five hundred years, they still softened the orders they believed would bother her by sending the one she loved 
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above all others. For those occasions Morgaine delivered their message, as she had all those years ago. 

“Time for what? I haven’t heard of any problems lately.” Her skin tingled  as  the  sun  rose  higher.  “The  bad  guys  seem  to  have  learned some self-control.” 

“It’s time for you to return to New Orleans, Asra, and finish what you couldn’t the last time you were there.” 

“You cut deep when you choose to, Watcher.” She called Morgaine by the title that defined their relationship and roles within the Clan. 

“I’ve postponed what I’ve wanted for centuries for you, so you might approach me more diplomatically.” 

“I  haven’t  forgotten  your  sacrifice,  or  your  promise,  but  your word  no  longer  binds  you.  The  Elders  want  to  remind  you  of  what they promised you, and it’s time to go back.” While Morgaine paused, Kendal opened her hand and raised it to catch the first rays that streamed through the window. The feeling still intoxicated her. “They’ve waited for you, and in that time the problem has festered. The balance we’ve fought so hard for is in danger of tipping, but not in our favor.” 

“When?” 

“I realize your current identity makes it more difficult to disappear, but as soon as you can.” 

“I’ll try to be there tonight. I’m sure I can find some business deal to make.” She stood and walked along the wall of glass, not caring if anyone was up early enough to see her. “Tell your little minions to stay out of my way.” 

“Why Kendal Richoux, and Richoux International? You’ve always picked more noble pursuits than being a corporate raider.” 

“I’m  not  exactly  pillaging  defenseless  villages,  darling.”  She brought the computer in her bedroom to life so she could scroll through the list of prospects she kept constantly updated. “I have to be a little heartless at times, but I haven’t used this much strategy since my time with Pharaoh Hatshepsut.” 

“Be careful, then, and don’t let the old pains blunt your skills.” 

The softening of Morgaine’s voice made Kendal reconsider her anger, and she gave an honest answer. “I choose places with no life left in them, and while I make money, I give the employees of each company back something their employers gambled with to stay afloat. 

All of them receive the retirement that’s owed them, and we help find them jobs when possible.” 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 27 •

“What you’re doing is legal. You don’t owe me an explanation.” 

“I didn’t want you to think the nickname and the business have made me someone you won’t recognize.” 

Morgaine laughed, which made Kendal smile. “I know the core of you, Asra, and whatever window dressing you have to assume doesn’t change that. Besides, I’m sure the men you faced in battle the day after I found you would have agreed with the nickname ‘Great White,’ had they known what it was.” 

“A mindless killer, you mean?” she asked, teasing. 

“Mindless? I’d never say or believe that.” Morgaine laughed again. 

“Please be careful, though. Time has been our enemy in this case.” 

“Actually, this is the opportunity I’ve waited an eternity for, and once I’m done I believe the reward will be so fulfilling, it’ll change my life forever.” She stopped scrolling at a company that showed the qualities her team usually went after. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’ll finally put my past to rest, bringing peace to a pain so old it’s part of my soul. Perhaps in the future I can learn to better enjoy your gift of immortality, but I have to avenge my father.” 

“No,  warrior  mine,  you’ll  find  your  true  purpose  in  something wonderful, not in vengeance. You’ve left a legacy of goodness through time because you aren’t afraid.” 

Kendal e-mailed her office the information about the floundering company so her staff could start the process. “The ghoulies aren’t hard to figure out, so I don’t have much fear once I learn their weaknesses.” 

“That’s not what I meant,” Morgaine said, and Kendal heard her inhale deeply. “You’re never afraid to open and share your heart, and that’s what the evil beings you face fear in you. Don’t let this encounter blunt your skills or your ability to find the good in any situation.” 

“You sound so poetic.” 

“The truth sometimes deserves to be expressed in such a way.” 

Kendal gripped the phone, wishing she could guess where Morgaine was so she could see and touch her. “My brother’s waiting and he’s ready. I’ve waited as long, and I’ve been ready from the day you handed me that cup. This will end a cruel chapter of my history, but don’t worry. 

I’m still open and curious about whatever comes next.” 

“Until  tomorrow,  then,”  Morgaine  said,  and  Kendal  knew  their time together had come to an end. 

“And whatever it brings.” 



• 28 •

alI ValI

v

A quick trip to the office brought Kendal’s team up to speed on their target, Marmande Shipyard and Construction, but to drag out her time  on  the  project,  Kendal  decided  to  take  only  her  executive  vice president,  Bruce  Babbage,  and  a  few  associates. Their  prospect  was a dinosaur in a modern world that had sprung up around its facility, making it totally noncompetitive. 

She had the reports on the owners and how they’d reached this point in her briefcase, but she’d save them for later. Depending on their demeanor, she’d decide what to do with them and how much leeway she’d give Bruce, since she had to keep him on a short leash to curb his natural killer instincts. 

The  flight  attendant  left  a  glass  of  brandy  next  to  her  without speaking, so she reclined her seat and stared out the window. The fields south of the airport reminded her of the patchwork quilts common in the South. It had been close to three hundred years since she’d first stepped off a boat in the port of New Orleans, and her time there had begun  as  an  escape  after  she  completed  a  grueling  assignment  with Morgaine and a few Elders on the outskirts of Paris. Sadly, it had ended in her exile from a place she’d come to love. 

Not that she ever stayed in one place very long, another lesson she’d  learned  before  Morgaine  released  her  into  a  world  she  didn’t recognize  anymore.  Since  then,  she  felt  more  like  a  bard  or  a  court performer as she morphed from one life to another, learning new trades, meeting people now studied in history books, but always remembering the one purpose for which she existed. 

 Egypt, 1442 bc

The  oasis  had  changed  some  in  the  forty  years  they  had  been there. At least that’s how much time Morgaine had told her had passed since their arrival. They were alone except for the small caravans that occasionally brought supplies they didn’t really need but enjoyed, as well as news from the Elders Morgaine often spoke of. All the other travelers passed them by, never coming close, as if they didn’t even see the lush spot in the leagues of sand and wind. 

As she did every morning, Asra ran to the highest dune to look 
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out at the emptiness. The only part of her that the sun hadn’t bronzed was the part that the loincloth she wore during the day covered, unless some of Morgaine’s company was there. She’d expected the effects of the mixture she drank to wear off, but only the length of her hair and nails changed. The rest stayed trapped in the body she’d had when she was twenty-four years old. 

“Do  you  see  anything  new  today?”  Morgaine  asked,  suddenly beside her. 

“This place is like me,” she said, her fists on her hips. “Always the same.” 

“Why  come  up  here,  then?”  Morgaine  had  become  tan  also, making her blond hair more vivid. Asra let her gaze drop to the milky white skin around her breasts and hips, since Morgaine had run naked. 

“Are you getting bored with my company?” 

“Not bored, no, but I don’t understand so much of what’s happened to me.” The sun was rising higher, and her blood was circulating through her like a swarm of bees around a flower. “Why give me the ability to live so long, train me every day, only to keep me here? I thought you and your Elders wanted me to fight for you?” 

“We’ll have this much time together only once, and we’ll share it in peace until you’re ready.” Morgaine moved closer, bringing with her the unique fragrance Asra could never pinpoint. “When the time comes, I’ll respect your desire to go do what you wish when you aren’t fulfilling the Elders’ wishes.” 

“You’ve  been  waiting  for  me  to  ask  to  leave?”  She  followed Morgaine  to  the  sand,  sitting  on  the  crest  of  the  dune  and  allowing Morgaine to sit in front of her on a small blanket. 

“I’ve been waiting for you to feel ready to leave, and only you’ll know when that is.” Morgaine leaned back into her, running her hands from her knees to the edge of her loincloth at the top of her thighs. “Do you think you are?” 

“We’ve  been  over  the  drills  so  often  I  can  do  them  without thinking.” Morgaine’s right hand slipped under the flap covering Asra’s sex, and she instantly wanted her. In their time together she’d learned as much about pleasing Morgaine as she had about killing the monsters that supposedly prowled the night, but neither subject ever got old. 

Her morning runs were a sort of prayer ritual to connect with her father. She whispered her secrets from the top of the desolate place, hoping  the  wind  would  carry  them  to  wherever  he  was,  even  if  he never answered. The passage of time since Raad’s death had eased the 
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pain, but she still ached, missing him. The memory receded only when Morgaine touched her like this, and when Morgaine’s fingers landed on her hard clitoris, she closed her eyes and thought of nothing but the pleasure of having Morgaine so close. 

The first intense pain came from her leg, where Morgaine opened a gash from her left knee to the top of her thigh. It was so deep she couldn’t move to stand up and defend herself, and with her hand over the wound, she couldn’t stop Morgaine’s next strike to her chest. The last blow, to her neck, sent a spray of blood so far that it seemed to dye Morgaine’s skin and hair red. 

It had been difficult to adjust to this type of training, but when the sun reached its highest point she had completely healed. She would have been dead without the elixir, and Morgaine’s message had damaged her ego so thoroughly she spent the day at the top of the dune alone. 

By sunset the temperatures had dropped significantly, but the cold wind didn’t bother her as she stared at Morgaine’s fire in the distance. 

In the quiet stillness, she finally accepted the reality of her situation and headed back down to her watcher. 

“I hope you know I took no pleasure in hurting you.” Morgaine spoke without turning around, seemingly fixated on the fire. 

“This gift, like the one Abez accepted, has its limitations, doesn’t it?” “Yes, and because nothing in life is foolproof, you always must be vigilant.” Morgaine faced her, pulling her light cloak closed at the throat. “You will live forever, Asra, but that doesn’t mean you’re free from capture or suffering.” 

“You did that today to prove I can trust no one?” 

“I’m sure the only person you’ve had complete faith in was your father.” 

She nodded, unable to talk around the stone that had formed in her chest, as if all her sadness and mourning over his loss had fused into a mass.“He’s irreplaceable, but I’ll never betray you. As long as we have sunrises, I’ll treasure our friendship and do nothing to bring you harm.” 

“Then why almost take my head off?” 

“The night you saw Abez for the first time, the sight of him was hideous, but not all of Ora’s children will present themselves like that. 

Many of them are beautiful, and if you allow that face to cloud your senses, they’ll exploit your greatest weakness.” 
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“Total darkness.” 

Morgaine smiled but still looked melancholy. “That’s right. They will rob you of what feeds their power, which proves the balance in all things. Never let anyone close to you without having something to defend yourself with.” 

Asra had taken for granted that the difference in their sizes would always put Morgaine at a disadvantage. That’s why she laughed when Morgaine dropped her cloak to reveal she was as naked as that morning. 

“You  are beautiful, but I won’t fall for the same trick twice.” 

“You have my word that I have no blade. If you can subdue me, I will give you my blessing to leave.” Morgaine stood with her feet apart and her hands in front of her, as if she were about to pick up a large vase. “You may go when you please, but I will believe you’re ready to do so only when you can defeat me.” 

v

Kendal  had  forgotten  some  aspects  of  her  life  because  the nonimportant things had faded with time, but the glee in Morgaine’s eyes when she accepted her challenge was still as fresh as the night it  happened.  She  had  stood  there  trying  to  determine  how  to  grip Morgaine without hurting her when Morgaine flipped her into the fire. 

Her loincloth burned until it fell from her body. 

She smiled at the memory of the next twenty years in that isolated place  as  she  learned  what  the  world  now  knew  as  martial  arts.  She had quickly mastered her skills, but the extra time with Morgaine had transformed her into more than a warrior. Asra of the house of Raad was now the Genesis Clan’s most skilled and successful slayer—the perfect killing machine who had kept the balance heavily tilted in the Elders’ favor. 

“Do you need anything else?” the attendant asked. 

“No, thank you,” she said softly, since everyone around her was sleeping. 

The scenery below her hadn’t changed much so she concentrated on paperwork, trying to spot every loophole in the delinquent loans. 

The Marmande family business was still operating because of an old friend at the bank. Unfortunately, the boards of directors of financial institutions  disregarded  friendship  and  loyalty.  The  old-fashioned qualities seldom had anything to do with business, especially when it came to money and its repayment. 
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Kendal would offer substantially less than Marmande owed, but she was willing to negotiate. She intended to buy the loans from the bank and secure the collateral the family had put up—Marmande Shipyard and Construction Company and all the assets that entailed. It sounded simple, but New Orleans had a way of piling unforeseen surprises in your  path.  This  trip,  she  wanted  to  do  without  those,  especially  the nasty ones. 
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chapTer Three

Did you try him again?” Macarthur Marmande asked his granddaughter Piper, his heart racing. 

“Yesterday  we  were  ready  to  sign  contracts  by  next  week,  but now his secretary says he wants to freeze the process and review some things. He’s not available to talk to me.” 

Mac, as all his friends called him, ran a shaky hand through his still-thick but white hair. He was beyond ready to leave the everyday operations  to  Piper,  but  not  until  they  were  on  steadier  ground.  She didn’t deserve any more disasters. 

She had lost first her mother, then her father, Mac’s son, not long afterward, leaving him and his wife Molly the responsibility of raising her. She was spunky and full of ambition, but Mac suspected it was a defense for the empty place left in her heart after his son took his own life, a place no one had been able to fill. Mac understood why his boy had given up, but he’d been the only parent Piper remembered. The death of Mac’s daughter-in-law had devastated two lives. 

“I  don’t  need  to  explain  how  important  this  contract  is  to  us, sweetheart.” 

“It’s not enough to square with the bank, but I agreed to the deal because  it’ll  prove  we’re  still  competitive  and  putting  out  the  best product. Ideally not what we’re looking for long-term, but it’ll be a moot  point  since  I  can’t  force  this  guy  to  take  my  call. We  need  to concentrate on who got to him and why.” 

Piper stood and smoothed down her wool slacks in what Mac knew was a nervous habit, then paced to the window. The executive suites that overlooked their operations were comfortable, without the usual plush surroundings of a corner office. “Without something coming in, 
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we won’t make payroll much longer, and another credit line won’t be an option, Pops, no matter how much they love you.” 

“You haven’t heard any rumors lately?” 

Piper  glanced  over  her  shoulder  at  him  and  smiled.  “I’ve  been swamped  putting  this  together,  so  I’ve  missed  a  month’s  worth  of chamber stuff, and lunch out has been impossible.” She sat on the edge of his desk close enough to take his hand. “Don’t worry. I always have more than one plan, and I won’t quit until I uncover what’s going on.” 

“Just remember, sometimes there’s a bigger dog on the playground than you, my little pit bull. I’m here to help, and not only as window dressing.” 

“You’re always my first call, Pops, so keep your phone handy.” She kissed him, then grabbed her purse and keys from her office. Something had blown up their best-case scenario, so she had to shore up her last option to keep the bank from foreclosing. 

As  Piper  hurried  to  her  small  sports  coupe,  she  dialed  her  cell phone and asked the woman who answered, “Is he in?” 

“You  saved  me  a  call,  Ms.  Marmande.  If  you’re  available,  Mr. 

Delaney wants you to join him for lunch on his boat.” 

“Great,” she said, not meaning it, but she had few options left. 

“I’ll try his cell and tell him I’m on my way.” 

“It’s a beautiful day for a sail.” 

To hell, maybe, Piper thought, but kept that thought to herself as she disconnected. I doubt I’ll find the answers Pops wants in the middle of Lake Pontchartrain, but I can only deal with one crisis at a time. 

v

The limo driver from the Piquant waiting for Kendal at the airport was,  thankfully,  not  a  big  talker,  and  he  led  her  to  the  car  after  he collected her luggage. Thus far she could’ve been in any city in the world—nothing reminded her of the place she’d left in 1728. As she felt the trunk close, an unfamiliar excitement started to build. 

The ride went smoothly and Kendal studied the scenery, but still nothing looked familiar. Since she’d been on a late flight, they’d hit the interstate into the city long after five o’clock traffic and arrived at the hotel in less than thirty minutes. The five-star facility hadn’t existed either when she left New Orleans so long ago, but the staff’s hospitality made her think of those who’d been special to her. 
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“Your group’s already checked in, Ms. Richoux, and left this for you.”The thick packet contained the missing pieces of their puzzle and a schedule of all the meetings Bruce and his team had already set up. 

“Thank you, and if you could, I’d like a copy of the most recent map of the city.” 

“We’ll send it up in a few minutes.” 

A tremendous amount of paper covered every table and flat surface in the outer rooms of her suite when the porter opened the door for her. 

“Even though it’s Saturday, we got to meet with the bank leadership,” 

Bruce said, as if he never could start a conversation at the beginning. 

“The good-old-boys’ club didn’t act interested until I told them we’d organized a reception for their board tonight.” 

“An open bar and crab puffs usually grease the wheels of business most effectively,” she said, and laughed. The staff Bruce brought with him had left the best chair empty for her, but she stayed in the middle of the room with her coat draped over her shoulder. “The reception’s a good idea, but don’t set any meetings with these guys until we meet with Mr. Marmande. I’d prefer lunch with only the two of us so we don’t seem so hostile from the beginning.” 

“If I can get a quick vote tonight, you don’t want me to close?” 

Bruce  stood  across  from  her,  apparently  trying  to  look  and  sound menacing. 

Kendal  kept  what  she  hoped  was  a  neutral  expression  because Bruce’s  short  stature  made  him  appear  more  comical  than  scary. 

“From what I’ve read of Mr. Marmande, he deserves a healthy dose of respect.” 

“You  picked  him  this  morning  and  you’ve  never  met,”  he  said through barely clenched teeth as he ran his hand through his thinning brown hair. “Why give him the opportunity to rebound?” 

“Because I said so,” she said, her humor gone. When Bruce got this intense, he reminded her of his father, which only accentuated how short they both were. Granted, Bruce had helped her become successful in this lifetime, but unlike his father, he never knew when to stop. His life  revolved  around  business,  but  the  kill  shot,  not  the  thrill  of  the chase, drove him. 

“We could set a new record with this one,” Bruce said after taking a few deep breaths. “In and out in a few days so we can concentrate on the L.A. deal.” 
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“Take a few more cleansing breaths and listen to what I’m telling you.” The room became very silent and still. “If you can’t, admit it now and I’ll meet with Mr. Marmande myself.” 

“I have your back, you know that.” Bruce had lost his ferocity and stepped closer. “This can still be quick after you finish with the board members tonight. No way they can resist your charm.” 

“You set it up, you handle it. I might have to sit with these guys eventually, but not tonight.” 

“Kendal, come on. They’ll want to talk to you. It’s not like they can read up on you like you did with the old man,” Bruce said, referring to her unbending rule about granting any media access to her business or personal life. 

“It doesn’t matter if they know what my favorite color is.” She stepped around him and headed for the door. “They just care about the health of my bank account.” 

“What’s more important than this?” he asked, the lid coming off his temper. 

She stared at his hand on her arm until he let go so suddenly he stumbled back. Her humor didn’t return until she got to the elevator and still didn’t hear a sound from the suite. 

When the doorman opened the front entrance for her it was close to eleven, but the traffic on Canal Street was still heavy. The drivers didn’t appear to be in a hurry to get anywhere, but they acted like they were enjoying the scenery even though they were locals. 

“Could you have this sent up to my room? Kendal Richoux,” she said, handing her coat to the doorman. 

“My pleasure, ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “Can I get you a cab as well?”“Thanks, but I’m in the mood to walk.” 

“Please be careful. This is New Orleans, after all, and as much as it pains me to say it, sometimes the streets are scary.” 

She  laughed,  glad  to  drop  the  façade  of  Kendal  Richoux  for  a while because it wasn’t the way she thought of herself in this city full of life and frivolity. “Don’t tell me, the place is haunted.” 

“I’m sure more than one goblin’s running around, but I’m more worried about the ones who’re alive and armed.” He pointed his finger at her like a gun. 

“That’s true, but they should be scared of  me.” She laughed along with him but decided that the cargo in her coat pockets might come in handy. “On second thought, give me my coat back.” 
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“What, is it bulletproof or something?” 

Kendal smiled as she threw it over her shoulder and handed him a tip. “Or something is right.” 

As  she  walked  toward  the  river,  she  noticed  the  line  of  cars waiting for the all-too-brief spans of green at the traffic signals. Some drivers had their windows rolled down to enjoy the cool weather, and apparently so anyone walking could enjoy the blaring music pouring out of speakers worth more than the vehicles they were riding around in. This part of the city was unfamiliar too, but each step took her back to the familiar. She welcomed it with an anticipation she could almost reach out and touch. Had the heart of the city changed so much that she’d feel lost after having been away so long? 

A  new  aquarium  stood  at  the  end  of  Canal  Street,  near  a  long walkway that meandered along the banks of the Mississippi River to the cusp of the French Quarter. Water lapped against the pilings that held up the sidewalk where she was standing, and as she began to stroll toward the old section, her eyes blurred with tears as memories washed over her like a gentle rain. 

Under the permanent gazebo built where the river made a slight bend,  she  stopped  and  gripped  the  railing.  Kendal  didn’t  want  to remember, but her heart wouldn’t listen. She had kept the history of her time here at bay long enough, and like the churning brown water below, it wouldn’t be held back any longer. 

 New Orleans, October 1726

“Master, the captain says the ship should be in port by tomorrow.” 

Lionel  St.  Louis  bowed  slightly,  even  though  the  person  he  was addressing faced away from him, his eyes on the Gulf. His master’s gloved hand clutched one of the thick ropes that held up the sails, and he seemed lost in thought. 

“Not a day too soon, eh, Lionel?” 

“I could’ve lived without all those waves. If I throw up one more time, I may not be able to carry the bags down the plank.” His French was almost as flawless as his master’s, causing one of the crew to stop and  stare  at  them  disgustedly.  Usually,  slaves  barely  spoke  broken English, but he routinely drew attention since he wore a suit that rivaled his master’s and his French would have passed muster in the French royal court. 
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“Don’t  worry,  Lionel,  we  may  flout  tradition,  but  I’ll  help  if  it comes  to  that.”  The  Marquis  Jacques  St.  Louis  turned  around  and smiled.  As  always,  Lionel  became  lost  in  the  pale  eyes  rimmed  in yellow that seemed to look into his soul and decipher all his secrets. 

Jacques, a tall, handsome man, owned a plantation outside New Orleans, but unlike most of his counterparts who worked their slaves into an early grave, he was known for his gentle nature. The French royal had ventured out of his comfortable life in the north of France to make a name for himself in the New World and had achieved his goal in only five years. 

Oakgrove Plantation cultivated sugarcane, tobacco, and cotton on over  ten  thousand  acres  of  cleared  land  along  the  Mississippi  River north of New Orleans. Jacques owned more than five hundred slaves, whom  he  treated  like  his  extended  family  instead  of  chattel.  Many people had asked questions about him since his arrival, but he gave them only a smile and wink. The city dwellers knew only that no wife or children shared the large home he’d built, and he came to the city only to sell his harvest. 

 “ No, sir, even if I have to crawl off this beast from hell, I won’t let you do my work. I wonder if anyone missed us?” Lionel fastened his cloak as the wind picked up and put an extra snap in the sails. 

“I’m  sure  they’ve  noticed  our  absence. As  much  as  I  miss  my homeland at times, I’m glad to be returning to Oakgrove. After selling my family’s land in France, I consider this my home now.” 

Their recent trip to Europe had taken a little over fourteen months, but now Lionel joined Jacques at the rail to scan the horizon for land. 

He  couldn’t  think  of  anything  sweeter  than  stepping  back  on  solid ground and seeing his wife and sons again. Unlike most of the other landowners in the area, Jacques never split up couples, much less any children that resulted from the unions they themselves negotiated. 

Since  coming  to  the  plantation,  Lionel  had  received  his  own quarters to share with a young woman named Celia he’d fallen in love with. Their four small children often ran after Jacques’s horse when he visited the large cluster of cabins the servants occupied, and it was common to see them perched on his lap talking him out of the candies he carried in his pockets. A slew of   children usually sat at his feet listening to stories created from his extraordinary imagination about people who lived long ago. As on the other plantations, Oakgrove required plenty of work, but Jacques worked right next to his slaves and never carried a whip. No one at Oakgrove feared a lashing. 
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“Sir, will you tell me more of your family?” A few of the curls that  had  escaped  Jacques’s  ever-present  ponytail  flew  freely  around his  forehead.  Some  of  the  men  in  New  Orleans  used  the  powdered wigs popular in their countries of origin, but not Jacques. Lionel had seen more than one woman’s lingering stare on his master when they did come into town. The combination of his thick black hair and his interesting eyes was unusual among the French and Spanish settlers who had made New Orleans their home. 

The silence grew between them, and when Lionel saw Jacques’s grip tighten on the rope, he thought he’d made a mistake. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean anything. It’s not my place to question you.” 

“It’s all right. I’ve told you most of my history so far, and you have a right to the rest. I have only one family member left, but he’s lost to me and I don’t like to talk about him. You have to understand that some choose their lot in life and others have it thrust upon them. Those who get to pick are lucky.” 

“I don’t understand, master.” 

“Could  you  perhaps,  while  we’re  talking  as  friends,  call  me Jacques? It’s been years since I’ve heard anyone besides myself say my name.” 

Lionel laughed from nerves and tightened his grip on the railing. 

“But we’re not friends, sir.” 

Jacques’s expression softened but he didn’t move from his spot. 

“In this moment we are much more, Lionel. I’ve watched you grow from an angry young man who didn’t want to let his heritage go, to a fine father and husband. I may own you in the   eyes of the law, but in your heart you’ll always be free, my friend. Did you think I wouldn’t discover that you’re the son of a king in your homeland who teaches your four little ones your language and your traditions at night?” 

For a brief moment, the long voyage to a new, cruel world after his capture returned to Lionel. The trip was in some ways more humiliating than being put on the auction block. Every day more and more lifeless bodies collected from the belly of the ship were tossed overboard. He came to think of those who found their freedom in the waves as the lucky ones. They were either dead or too weak to be worth anything once they docked. 

The young men from his tribe who had been captured with him looked to him for guidance, but demoralized and shackled, he had none to give. Now he’d come to terms with his capture and enslavement and had found people to love. However, this man who owned him could 
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end  his  newfound  peace  with  one  strong  shove  and  have  no  fear  of recrimination. “In this moment we are much more, Lionel,” Jacques had said. Would he throw him overboard for teaching his children the way of his tribe like his father had done for him? 

“Please, master, I only told them stories to put them to sleep. I didn’t mean any disrespect.” He spoke in a rush laced with panic. 

Jacques  moved  his  hand  from  the  rope  to  Lionel’s  shoulder. 

“I meant what I said. I’ve watched you because for so much of my life I was you. No one’s ever enslaved me, but I’ve been angry with the  choices  that  I  couldn’t  make  but  that  affected  me  nonetheless.  I value your friendship, Lionel, that’s what I meant. Sometimes I wish I had sons like you to pass on the vast experience and knowledge I’ve accumulated  through  the  years.”  He  squeezed  Lionel’s  shoulder  and smiled. “See, sometimes you’re the lucky one, even if you think your life could be better. We’re both slaves to circumstance, my friend. That makes us closer than family.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Won’t you consider my request?” 

“Thank you, Jacques.” The name rolled strangely off his tongue since  he’d  never  uttered  it,  not  even  when  he  was  alone  with  his thoughts. His own enslavement was grossly unfair, but it could have been  much  worse.  He  didn’t  intend  to  disrespect  someone  who  had treated him like a man. 

“And I thank you, Lionel.” They left the rail, walked toward a row of barrels the crew had lashed to the front for storage, and sat down. 

“Now let me try to make you understand what I said about my only family. My brother, Henri, chose his path and walked into the darkness alone. And because he did, I had no choice but to make my own future or  face  the  same  darkness.  I  received  a  gift  as  a  way  to  escape  my brother’s wrath, and when I accepted, my fate was set. Like everything in life, however, it comes with a price.” Jacques looked out at the water again and sighed. “I’m sorry, Lionel, that’s all I can share with you now.”“Does Henri still walk the dark path?” Lionel asked, not wanting their conversation to end. Children weren’t the only ones who got lost in Jacques’s voice and stories. 

“He revels in it and has only grown worse with time.” 

They sat together in silence until sunset, when it became too cold to stay on deck. As they stood to make their way back to their cabins for a bite to eat, Lionel spotted the signal fires the port lit at night to guide 
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ships into the mouth of the Mississippi. With any luck they’d be in New Orleans by dawn and back at Oakgrove within days. 

 New Orleans, present day

Kendal had assumed so many personas through the decades, but her time as Jacques St. Louis had left a mark on her soul. The boat had docked the next morning all those years ago at the spot where she now stood.So many lifetimes had passed, yet the memories and the bittersweet pain they brought with them were still fresh because she had left so many things undone. It still angered her that she couldn’t save so many of the people she loved. 

“Ah, Kendal, weeping still, sister? Always the sentimental one, weren’t you? Tears are for the foolish and the weak. Aren’t you above that by now? Not that I’m not happy to see you, but I thought we agreed long ago you were never to return here. We each must have our realms, and this is mine.” 

Abez’s voice was the same one that haunted her waking dreams when she closed her eyes, and it still held traces of the French he loved to speak after he fell in love with his creation, Henri St. Louis. But a cultured accent along with the outer appearance of a French nobleman couldn’t hide the monster he was—not then, and certainly not now. 

“How did you know I was back?” she asked, trying to gauge how powerful he’d grown. 

“Your blood, my sweet. Its distinctive scent is like no other in the world. I smelled you in my sleep the moment your plane landed. But that doesn’t answer my question, does it?” 

“I’m here on business, Abez, and as for our agreement, it ended eighty-four years ago. Aren’t you going to introduce me to your pets?” 

Kendal  had  yet  to  turn  around,  since  she  wasn’t  without  skills.  She was  content  to  watch  the  tugboats  on  the  river  haul  barges  in  both directions. The Mississippi had changed and grown massive over the years, but its years of roaming free were over. The levees the Army Corps of Engineers had built kept it well confined, most of the time. 

“I’m sure you’ve better things to do. Why now?” Something must have caught Henri’s attention because he snapped his fingers, making one of the women with him move away at inhuman speed. 

“Because as the old saying goes, brother, to every thing there’s 
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a season. It was my time to come back even though I didn’t want to, believe me. Like always, you do whatever pleases you without thinking of  the  consequences.  Experience  should  have  taught  you  everything has consequences, some more costly than others. Did you think they’d give you free rein forever? Surely the Elders have sent warnings about your behavior before my arrival?” She turned to face him. 

Time had also stopped for Abez, so he was still handsome and tall, but his white skin appeared almost like marble. His suit looked like black velvet, and the ruffled shirt seemed a  better fit than the first time they’d met in New Orleans, but Henri was too much of a monster to display sentimentality. 

“Yes, they have, but with time comes power, if you’re willing to take chances. You always followed the rules and orders, the consummate perfect little soldier. Doesn’t it ever bore you to be so good? The time of such obedience has passed.” 

“This isn’t about you and me or your list of perceived wrongs the world has committed against you. It’s about balance, so grow up.” 

“It’s  about  both,  don’t  be  ignorant. You  robbed  me  of  Father’s love and managed to always get the glory.” The woman who had run to  do  Henri’s  bidding  was  back,  appearing  flushed.  Her  skin,  which moments before had resembled carved alabaster, now looked warm to the touch. 

“You sound like a petulant child.” 

“Stay away from me, sister. This will be  my only warning.” 

She turned around again when he left, not afraid that he would return. So many things about Abez never changed, besides his face. He still couldn’t face any conflict without a few of his minions to act as his backbone. He had never fought his own battles, yet his life revolved around constant conflict. But if he wanted a fight, it wouldn’t come an hour before dawn. Henri was at home in New Orleans, a place he’d stayed  since  1728,  giving  him  an  advantage,  but  he  wasn’t  reckless enough to face her at a time that might leave him vulnerable. 

This ancient city was filling Kendal’s head with painful memories, yet some of them brought a sense of calm. In a city that seldom slept, an hour before sunrise was as close as it got to total silence; she focused on the sound of the water and turned her face to the east. She loved to watch the sunrise, but here it had a deeper meaning, as if the new day brought a new beginning. As pink fingers crept across the sky, she raised her hands and started to murmur a prayer her father had taught her as a small child in a temple near their home. 
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“Father Ra, bringer of life, protect me. Give me strength to do your work and make me true to my spirit and to my cause.” 

Any scholar would give their firstborn to hear the old Egyptian dialect spoken correctly and with the proper accent. The language was as  dead  as  the  men  who’d  spoken  it,  but  it  gave  Kendal  a  sense  of belonging. She opened her eyes as the sun first appeared, and as always, a charge traveled through her as if the ancient god Ra had answered her prayer. If only he would give her the wisdom to make the right decisions in the coming days. 

With  one  final  sigh,  she  turned  and  made  her  way  to  Café  du Monde for a strong cup of Louisiana coffee with steamed milk. It was one of the things Kendal missed most about the city in her long absence. 

The French and Spanish settlers who built New Orleans had brought with them the recipe for strong, full-bodied coffee that had changed only slightly over the years with the addition of chicory. The filler, an inexpensive way to stretch the grounds during times of war and ration, had become as much a part of Southern culture as pecan pie. 
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chapTer four

As Piper Marmande ran on her treadmill, she watched the sunrise on television when the weatherman cut to a camera stationed by the lake. The shower she’d taken after docking at ten the night before hadn’t left her feeling clean, so she’d increased her regular speed to try to sweat Kenny’s presence out of her skin. She appreciated his help, but the price was more than she was comfortable with. 

As the guy on the screen droned on about enjoying the cool, dry air and clear skies before the massive storm to the north hit them in a few hours, her cell phone started to ring. She would’ve ignored it, but her grandfather seldom called her this early unless it was important. 

He’d left numerous messages, but after she’d turned her phone back on, she hadn’t wanted to wake him. 

“Good morning, Pops,” she said, pressing a towel to the front of her neck. “Sorry about yesterday, but I was working on plan B.” What she said was true and necessary, but the dirty feeling came back. 

“I hope it’s a good one, sweetie, because I think I know who killed our deal and why.” 

She  gazed  out  her  kitchen  window  at  the  dark  clouds  rolling toward her. Fate seemed to be on its way to crush her, and she wouldn’t be able to face her grandparents if she lost the one thing their family had built for generations. 

“Did you hear me, Piper?” 

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, holding on to the countertop to stay on her feet. “What’d you find out?” 

“You ever heard of Richoux International?” 

Piper closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose so she could  concentrate,  but  the  name  didn’t  raise  any  alarms.  “Should  I have?” 
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“Kendal  Richoux  owns  it.  She  visited  the  bank  yesterday  and offered to make good on our loans.” 

It was hard to listen to the weariness in Mac’s voice, but she tried not to let it swamp her as she booted up her laptop. She didn’t remember the company, but she’d heard of Kendal Richoux. “Is she the woman the  Wall Street Journal calls the Great White?” 

“That’s what Brad called her.” Mac sighed. “Ms. Richoux came out of nowhere, and he tried to put her off, but she knows what she’s doing.” 

Brad  Howell  and  Mac  had  met  in  grade  school,  so  if  he  was willing to forget the friendship he and Pops had shared for decades, they were in serious trouble. “What does that mean?” she asked as she found a few articles about Richoux International that barely mentioned its owner. 

“He told her the bank was working with us, and he wasn’t in a position to sell us out…literally.” 

“That  sounds  like  Brad.”  There  was  more,  but  she  felt  better knowing Brad hadn’t turned his back on Pops immediately. 

“She hosted a reception for the full bank board last night, and it’ll be hard for them to ignore the amount of money she’s talking about.” 

“What in the world would she want with us?” 

“That’s  easy,”  Mac  said,  as  if  he’d  resigned  himself  to  the inevitable. “We’re worth more with our doors closed than operational, and people like Kendal Richoux thrive on situations like this.” 

“You’re not giving up on me, are you?” 

“We’ll find out today if we have a fight left to wage.” 

“The board would act that quickly? It’s the weekend, for God’s sake.” Panic sucked the air from her lungs. 

“Brad said it’ll take about a week if they decide to accept her offer, that’s not what I’m talking about. Ms. Richoux’s invited us to lunch to discuss why she’s here, so I need you to meet me at the Palace Café at noon.”“I’ll meet you there, Pops, but I need to make a few calls.” 

Piper hung up and hurried into the shower to try to organize her thoughts. She put on a robe after she dried her hair and skipped breakfast to head to her home office. Then she called Kenny, who assured her that  the  bank  officers  would  consider  their  merger  plan  before  they entertained anything from an outsider. 

She felt better now about delaying Richoux, but was still uneasy about Kenny. Deals that seemed to have no downside when the other 
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guy was explaining them usually ended in disaster for the one being buttered up, so the red flags were still flapping when she considered tying their future to Kenny and his investors. 

“This  absolutely  sucks,”  she  said  as  she  scrolled  through  her contacts, searching for a number. 

Hillary  Hickman  answered  after  the  second  ring.  “Hickman Investigations.” 

“Hill, thank God you’re in,” Piper said. “I need a favor, hopefully before noon.” 

“Not a lot of time, but I’ll do my best.” 

Piper gave her Kendal’s name and company information, wanting as many facts as Hill could find before their lunch date. If she could send this woman back to New York, she’d have a better shot of getting them out of trouble without anyone’s help. 

“I’ll give you a call.” 

She placed the phone back in its cradle and stared at the framed photo her grandmother had given her as a housewarming gift after she bought her condo. Mac and Molly had tried to talk her into a house, but she liked the sameness of this place. It wasn’t different in any way from the other twenty-nine units, which matched how she felt about herself—common and mediocre. She lived here, but it wasn’t home or permanent. 

The picture of her parents that sat on her desk showed her mom, Jen, seven months pregnant with her. She sat in front of her dad, Mackey, mid-laugh, her hands holding her midsection as if protecting the life within from  being  jostled too  much. It  was  their only  family photo, capturing perfectly Jen Marmande’s joy that everyone remembered her for. The  black-and-white  moment  teased  Piper  with  the  possibilities she’d never have. The happy memories stopped there, and she’d had no chance to build on them. 

Her mother had died in childbirth, leaving her father to deal with the pain and loss along with their baby, but Mackey didn’t have the strength to start a future without the one person he’d invested all his happiness in. They didn’t talk about it, but her father took his life, or threw it away, as she considered it. He selfishly gave up, never thinking of  the  wreckage  he’d  left  behind.  Mourning  his  loss,  Mac  had  been walking around in a fog for years, which inevitably led them to the scary cliff they were teetering on, but she never blamed him. 

“We all process differently, and I refuse to lose another thing,” 

she said to her father’s smiling face. Her life had been cursed almost 
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from the very beginning, and she had survived by finding a place that insulated  her  from  as  much  pain  as  possible.  She  kept  people  from seeing who she truly was, even if that perpetuated the loneliness. She had earned her reputation as a bitch, but she dictated the terms of every relationship she had. That way no one ever mattered enough for her to consider death as a remedy for the lost happiness. 

“That’s where you and I differ, Daddy.” With a deep breath, she buried the pain of losing him so she could try to salvage what was left of their family’s legacy. “Giving up isn’t in my nature.” 

v

Tourists as well as the locals flocked to Café du Monde, a New Orleans tradition. The open-air shop served only coffee and beignets, small pieces of fried bread dough covered in powdered sugar that, like fingerprints, were individually unique even though machines now cut the dough. To Kendal the coffee shop with its brass kettles of steamed milk and constant motion was a microcosm of the city. 

The waiters, an interesting reflection of the face of New Orleans, had originally been white men who later moved to finer establishments in the nearby French Quarter. Then African Americans moved into the vacated positions and were replaced in droves by Hispanics, who in turn lost their jobs to the new Asian immigrants. Strangely, the new minority in town was once again old white men. 

History’s  most  valuable  lesson  was  that  oppressors  eventually became the oppressed. Or, as Kendal often thought, it was fate’s way of displaying its sense of humor as it balanced the scales of justice. 

“You want beignets with that?” the waiter asked. 

She chose a seat at one of the tables along the rail, a prime spot for people-watching, but the streets were mostly empty that morning because of the chill blowing off the river. Most of the customers were jockeying for one of the seats under a heater inside. “Sure, why not.” 

“Make it four orders and another café au lait.” Again Kendal didn’t have to turn around to see who spoke. The voice was another familiar ghost in her head. 

“What’s the matter, Charlie, don’t you trust me?” 

“The  Clan  sent  me  to  warn  you.  Henri  knows  you’re  here  and he’s preparing.” He sat across from her and put his folded hands on the slightly sticky Formica-topped table. They knew each other well enough to be silent for a while. 
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“Tell me, Charlie, do you know how pistolettes got their name?” 

she  asked  finally,  cocking  her  head  to  the  side  and  waiting  for  his answer. 

“Small French breads used for sandwiches? Those pistolettes?” 

Her smile made him smile back. “Those pistolettes.” 

“No, but I have a feeling I’m about to.” 

“Once upon a time, before the technology that made all loaves of bread taste exactly alike, bakers would rise early every day to make dough. They mixed the same ingredients, in the same measurements, and kneaded. The surprise always lay in the yeast. Would it rise? Would it bake correctly? Finally one of the French bakers got smart. He mixed, he kneaded, and he waited for the dough to rise. Only then, instead of  baking  loaves  that  might  or  might  not  turn  out,  he  baked  small individual loaves.” 

“So he could correct the dough accordingly, right?” Charlie asked. 

Long gone were the days when he interrupted, wanting to know what these talks were about. They were always educational and relevant, so he sat back as if waiting for the rest of the story. 

“Correct. When the small loaves turned out well, he would walk outside  and  fire  a  pistol  to  signal  the  town. The  shot  meant  he  was putting in the full loaves and they’d be ready within the hour. Those who couldn’t wait could buy the small loaves. In time they came to be called pistolettes for the shot fired every day.” 

They were silent as the waiter filled the table with their order and accepted a bill from Kendal, walking away with a bounce in his step when she waved away the change. “As interesting as that story was, I’m not sure why you told it.” 

“I already know my brother’s aware of my arrival. He was kind enough to visit last night or, rather, early this morning.” 

Charlie leaned forward in clear alarm. “Where?” 

“By the river, close to dawn, and I wasn’t surprised to see him since I meant to draw him out. I’m always the eternal optimist when it comes to Henri, but he’s eternally predictable. He warned me to leave, so obviously my arrival won’t make him see the error of his ways or motivate him to clean up his own messes in hopes of saving himself.” 

“That was stupid, Kendal. You know what he’s capable of. You shouldn’t leave yourself so vulnerable.” 

She laughed before she bit into a beignet. “His visit was like a pistolette,  Charlie. The  real  loaf  is  in  the  oven  baking.  It  isn’t  quite 
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ready yet, so I have time. Two of his little helpers weren’t enough to do harm, just send a message.” 

His eyes, the exact shade of hers, narrowed and Charlie still didn’t look happy. “The Clan wants—” 

“I know what they want. They came to me, remember? And if they sent you out to pass along messages because they believe I have some misplaced family loyalty to Henri, tell them not to worry. He ceased to be my brother long ago.” She seldom used this tone with Charlie, but she hated being spied on. “I don’t need a babysitter. Make sure you tell them that too.” 

“I’m just looking out for you, old friend.” 

“I know, and I love you for it, but I understand the Old Ones just as well. They’ve already had Morgaine contact me about how out of control my brother has become. A few more converts and there may be a change in management within the Genesis Clan, and the Elders will spend eternity polishing Ora and Henri’s boots.” 

“That’s what they’re afraid of.” 

“Yes, it is, but remember, Charlie, we live life in bits, one choice at a time. Some bits come out better than others, and some are worth remembering over and over because they were worth every minute.” 

She brushed off her fingers and stood. “Tell the Elders I know what needs to be done, so they don’t have to worry. As for Henri, he’s about to find out what price his choices have cost him.” Charlie couldn’t say anything that would affect her plan, so she left it at that. For once she didn’t have a lot of time to finish this task. Ironic for someone who had nothing but time. 

v

Kendal walked through the French Quarter as it came to life for another day of tourists and fun seekers. Trucks were delivering various supplies in front of restaurants, blocking a lane of traffic, and the bars were busy restocking from the night before. None of them interested her as she strode in her usual brisk clip until she was at the other side of the neighborhood. 

Here the buildings were more run-down, not by time, but by abuse and apathy. The rougher sections drove the crime statistics, but nestled in the middle of all the decay were the St. Louis Cemeteries I and II. 

These cities of the dead stood silent witness to all that had happened 
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to  make  New  Orleans  the  place  it  had  become. Along  the  rows  of raised tombs, politicians rested next to criminals and some of the city’s founders. Firemen, policemen, and other heroes lay close to prostitutes and witches. Here it didn’t matter who you were or what you did. You all ended up in the same place—dead and, for the most part, forgotten. 

The Christians were fond of saying, “From dust you came and dust you shall become.” True. The cycle of life had been the same for as long as anything had drawn breath on the earth. People lived, how well  was  up  to  them,  and  then  they  died. They  had  no  escape. The monuments she passed testified to that. 

It  was  a  shame,  really,  that  the  living  almost  forgot  the  beauty people wasted on the dead. The two cemeteries were now full, and in such a bad neighborhood, people who tried to tend the graves gambled with their safety or lives. Kendal walked until she reached the center of St. Louis I. The brick tomb looked old. In fact, it was one of the first built, but unlike some of the others it had fresh flowers and a headstone mortared in place with a legible inscription. 

 Angelina du’Pon. My beloved. 

Simple  words  for  a  beautiful  woman,  but  they  were  still  true. 

“You’re never far from my thoughts,” Kendal said softly as she ran her fingers along the marble etching of the name. She bowed and put a bunch of camellias in the empty vase to the right. The vessel held flowers only when she visited the grave. The one to the left was always full of fresh flowers, which the caretaker provided. 

“Angelina, love, it’s been a while but I’m back. I can’t begin to express how sorry I am for all that happened to you. Everyone must face death, but for you it came much too early.” She brushed away a few leaves that rested at the base of the tomb and gave her memories free rein once again. 
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chapTer fIVe

 New Orleans, October 1725

Look, Master, we’re in New Orleans.” Lionel pointed at the little boys  running  along  the  riverbank  as  the  big  boat  was  guided  to  the docks. A majority of the other vessels in the port were being loaded for whatever journeys awaited them. 

“Yes, we are, and it looks like the Fall Festival will have nothing but miserable weather this year. I’m glad to have some excuse to bypass it and head straight home.” Jacques was also glad for his cloak and hat because the cold rain had been falling steadily since they left their rooms. 

Lionel took his eyes off the docks and studied him. “If you went to some of these events, maybe you’d find a nice young lady who’d bear you sons to teach things to.” 

“I have you to teach things to, Lionel, so I don’t need anyone else. 

Maybe in another lifetime I’ll have time for women, but in this one I’m having too much fun building. It’s been ages since I’ve concentrated on just that.” 

“Master, I mean no insult, but you’re a strange puzzle at times,” 

Lionel  said,  appearing  confused.  “Look,  there’s  Joseph  with  the coach.” 

Their boots sounded heavy on the dock’s wooden planks, but that was about to change as they headed toward the muddy street. From the look of the ruts it had been raining for days, and no end was in sight as a gentle mist still fell, making things messier. 

“Did you have a good trip, sir?” Joseph removed his hat as he greeted Jacques, then embraced Lionel. The two had formed a close 
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friendship after coming to live at Oakgrove, and Joseph acted as if he’d missed Lionel terribly. 

“It was fine. Your mother didn’t give you too hard a time before you left, did she?” Everyone on Oakgrove was familiar with Joseph’s mother, Lola. The big woman ran his kitchens and, from time to time, told him exactly what he didn’t want to hear, consequences be damned. 

Her only son Joseph was a bit sheltered, but no one was more loyal to Jacques. 

“She made me promise not to leave the road for nothing, sir, and to tell you to get a move on when you stepped off that boat so she wouldn’t worry. She said not to make her come down here and get us.” 

They shared a laugh since each of them had been on the receiving end of Lola’s wrath more than once. 

“Then let’s not keep the good woman waiting.” Jacques was about to step up to his coach when he heard a very upset woman shriek, then a man laugh. 

When he turned, he almost laughed too. In the middle of the street stood what he presumed to be a young lady and her maid covered in mud and glaring up at a driver, whose team had obviously done the damage. 

But the man wasn’t getting down to help them, and their packages now lay scattered around their feet. 

“Are  you  all  right,  mademoiselle?” The  young  woman  stopped glaring and fully faced him, and just as quickly she zeroed in on his eyes. “Are you hurt?” 

“I’m sorry, this is so embarrassing. I really thought he’d stop,” the young woman said, wiping her face with a lacy handkerchief that only smeared the mud along her cheek. 

“You should pay attention and watch where you’re going. You’re lucky all that hit you was mud,” the driver said loudly. 

“Excuse me.” Jacques moved the woman behind him and pulled the idiot off his seat. After one punch the two teeth the driver had left were lying in the mud along with the parasol the woman had dropped. 

“I suggest you watch where you’re going and how you talk to a lady, sir.” When he was sure the man wouldn’t fight back, he turned to the woman. “May I drop you someplace so you can clean up?” 

“I live on Rue Bastille, if it’s no bother.” Her voice was soft and low, making Jacques bend to hear it. Despite the mud he could still smell her perfume, which made him wonder what was hidden under the filth. 

“It would be my pleasure.” 
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Without being asked, Lionel and Joseph retrieved the packages and moved to the back of the coach alongside the supplies Joseph had picked up while he was in town. They both put a hand up, trying to hide their smiles when Jacques helped the two women on board, holding the young woman’s hand a little longer than was proper. 

“I thought you were having fun building things,” Lionel said, and Jacques ignored him as he latched the back gate of the wagon. 

Once he was seated and ready to go, he said, “Please forgive my bad manners, mademoiselle, my name is Jacques St. Louis.” 

Acting with as much dignity as possible, the young woman wiped her mouth, smearing mud along her teeth before she answered. “Thank you for coming to our rescue, Monsieur St. Louis, I’m Angelina du’Pon, and this is my maid Dee.” 

“No need to thank me, Mademoiselle du’Pon. After a long sail I find nothing more refreshing than escorting two lovely ladies home,” 

he said, and they both giggled. 

They wound through the streets in silence, and at the end of the block Angelina named stood a good-sized home with a wide porch and matching veranda along the second floor. Jacques again helped the two women down and escorted Angelina to her door. 

“I hope you fare better the rest of the afternoon, dear lady. I’ll leave you to the comfort of your bath.” 

With a surprisingly strong grip, Angelina grabbed his wet sleeve to keep him from leaving. “Please, Monsieur St. Louis, my uncle would be furious if I sent you away without offering you at least a drink.” 

“Like I said, it wasn’t a hardship to bring you home, so you don’t need to repay me.” 

“But I want you to stay.” As she spoke, Jacques noticed how green Angelina’s eyes were and how fixated she was on his face, as if she’d spotted something different about him. 

For a moment Angelina seem to strip away the façade of Jacques St. Louis and Asra felt naked, but she said, “Then I’ll stay.” 

“Dee, get someone to see to Monsieur St. Louis and his men while we clean up. Sir, I’m sure you’ll find my uncle’s study a comfortable place  to  wait.  Or  would  you  like  a  room  so  you  can  change  into something dry?” 

“The study will be fine. We have to be getting along soon, but I promise to wait until you’re done.” 

He pointed Lionel and Joseph to a small table with four wooden chairs in the room where the servant escorted them. It wouldn’t be wise 
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to sit on the upholstered couches with soaked clothes, so each of them sat on a straight-back chair with a cup of coffee before him and his hat in his lap. Angelina’s uncle loved to read, if his bookshelves were any indication. Row after row of leather-bound editions lined the room, and the worn bindings showed that the books weren’t just for decoration. 

During the next couple of hours Joseph caught them up on the plantation’s  progress  and  the  welfare  of  everyone  who  lived  on  the grounds. They  had  stripped  down  to  their  shirts  and  vests  when  the wool of their jackets had begun to itch in the warm room. 

Angelina clearing her throat made them almost comically jump to their feet. 

After Jacques’s first look at a freshly bathed Angelina, he did a fair impression of a catfish out of water and tried to block out Lionel and Joseph’s laughter. 

“My apologies for taking so long, Monsieur St. Louis. I had mud in  places  that  surprised  even  my  maid.” Angelina’s  blond  hair  was pulled back in a style that let the curls the maid had set cascade past her shoulders. That was eye-catching enough, but her smile made her face come alive in a way Jacques found stunning. 

Only a few times in his life had he looked upon a face so beautiful. 

“A gentleman never minds waiting on a lady, Mademoiselle du’Pon.” 

“A rescuer of maidens and a charmer. It seems my mud bath has brought me nothing but good fortune, Monsieur St. Louis.” 

“Actually, my dear, it’s Marquis St. Louis of Oakgrove, and by all accounts he’s the epitome of a gentleman, if not a bit of a recluse. Leave it to you to pull the bear from his cave.” The elderly gentleman at the front door leaned heavily on a cane as the doorman helped him take off his overcoat. “What mischief were you out creating today that you’ve come home with such a distinguished guest?” 

“Uncle Tomas, I’ll have you know this wasn’t my fault. Marquis St. Louis, forgive me for not using your title.” 

With his hand out, Jacques walked toward the teasing old man with eyes the color of his niece’s. “Monsieur and Mademoiselle du’Pon, forgive me for not calling on the two of you earlier. I’ve been enjoying the  gazette  you’re  putting  out,  Monsieur  du’Pon.  Reading  about  the goings-on around town makes me feel less hermit-like. I should have recognized the name when we met, Mademoiselle.” 

“What can I say? I’m an old hen who loves to gossip and found a way to make a living at it. Please sit and let’s share something stronger 
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than coffee. This weather makes my bad hip ache. I crave a good glass of  whiskey.”  Tomas  insisted  on  using  the  softer  couches  and,  since Jacques was dry, he acquiesced. Tomas accepted a glass from his niece, who then handed one to Jacques. 

“To good fortune, then,” Jacques toasted as he tapped his glass against Tomas’s. 

“Good  fortune  indeed.  Perhaps  I  can  pry  some  juicy  tidbits from the reclusive marquis for my next editorial. I won’t be able to print enough copies for the ladies dying to know about you.” Jacques laughed at the gentle teasing, taking an instant liking to the somewhat flamboyant man. “What do you say, Marquis St. Louis, are you up for an interview? The reading public is dying to know what bait to use to lure so charming and successful a fish.” 

“Please call me Jacques, and I’d be happy to give you one, but I don’t want to be responsible for driving away readers from boredom, since my life isn’t that interesting.” Jacques smiled at Angelina, who blushed. “I was glad to be of assistance to your niece, but I’ll have to ask your forgiveness for my hasty departure.” He finished his drink and stood, motioning for Tomas to keep his seat. “Thank you both for a delightful afternoon. I enjoyed meeting you, but I have to be getting on the road home before this weather gets worse.” 

“Could I entice you with a dinner invitation once you’re settled again? Finding such good company to share equally good conversation with is difficult these days. I promise to stick to safe topics,” Tomas said. “Thank you. I look forward to it.” 

Angelina  followed  him  to  the  door  and  watched  as  Lionel  and Joseph  tipped  their  hats  and  headed  to  the  coach.  “Thank  you  for humoring him. My uncle can be a handful when he sets his mind to it.” “Believe me, this is the most fun I’ve had in ages.” 

“Then perhaps Uncle Tomas is right and you need to get out more, Marquis St. Louis.” 

“Would it be forward of me to ask you to call me Jacques?” 

“Only if I could convince you I prefer Angelina to Mademoiselle du’Pon.” 

“Touché,” he said with a deep bow, making Angelina laugh. 

“Shall we expect you soon?” 

Tucking his gloves into his belt, he moved slowly to take Angelina’s 
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hand. When she didn’t shy away, he bowed again and placed a chaste kiss along her fingers. “I shall count the hours and send word of when I can come.” 

He might have preferred life in the country, but he knew enough about  New  Orleans’s  social  circles  to  realize Angelina  du’Pon  was considered a prize catch, especially for any young man wanting to make a name in the growing city. Her uncle Tomas had raised her from an early age after her parents were lost to malaria in one of the epidemics that had ravaged the city. Being a man of considerable means, Tomas du’Pon had given in to her every whim, and Angelina thrived under the attention. However, she hadn’t become insufferable, as had so many ladies of the same social status. 

But Angelina hadn’t found love, or even some nice young man to spend time with. At least that was the gossip of the day. Asra wasn’t interested in becoming that  young man because love wasn’t in her plans. 

It was the quickest way to expose all her secrets. She wasn’t ready for that since she had invested so much time and care into creating Jacques St. Louis, the plantation owner responsible for the lives of so many that he couldn’t take the chance of getting close to someone like Angelina. 

One dinner in their company then he’d return to Oakgrove, leaving the curious journalist and Angelina to the party circuit. 

 New Orleans, present day

“Sleep well, my darling, and know I’ll never forget you.” Kendal stood and brushed the dirt off her knees. 

“How sweet, but you’re talking to a woman who’s been dead for a long time, idiot.” 

When she turned around she faced two punks, and the younger one was pointing a rusty 9mm at her head. They were trying to look like badasses, but she could see the slight tremor in the gunman’s hand. The older one did all the talking. 

“I can’t really see that it’s bothering anyone,” she said, sweeping her arms around the deserted cemetery. Their expressions showed that it annoyed them that she didn’t look intimidated. 

“You’re not from around here, are you?” 

“I’ve  spent  time  in  New  Orleans,  but  it’s  been  a  while.”  She widened her stance and calmly put her hands in her coat pockets. 

“You have to pay a fee now when you come in here. My friend and 
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I own this place, and no one visits it for free. Get me?” The kid holding the gun laughed stupidly, at his friend’s clever words, she guessed. 

“A toll of some sort, is that what you mean?” 

“It  means,  bitch,  that  I’ll  take  whatever  you  got  on  you.”  The unarmed punk stepped closer and twisted his face into a snarl. “Give me your money and your jewelry now, or my pal blows your head off.” 

The  only  thing  she  was  attached  to  was  the  signet  ring  on  her right hand. It had been her father’s, and he had given it to her shortly before he died. The rest was replaceable, but Kendal thought of all the other visitors who had run into her new friends while they were paying respects to their loved ones. “Money and jewelry, right?” 

“You got a hearing problem? Hand them over and we make this easy. Play hard to get, and me and Zeke here get to have a little fun too. 

We might do that anyway since it looks like you could use a good man in your life. You a big dyke?” He grabbed his crotch and smiled back at his friend. 

“Can I make a counteroffer?” 

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You know, you told me what you want, now I get to tell you what I’m willing to do and what I want.” 

“You see yourself as having choices here?” 

She rocked on her heels and smiled like she was negotiating the purchase of a pair of pants. “You always have choices. Today yours was to walk in here and point a gun at me. No one forced you to do that, and no one’s forcing me to do anything I’m not willing to do. I was visiting someone who lost her life to someone just like you, but you’re still young. You have time to turn your life around.” 

“You smokin’ something, bitch? If you are, we’ll take that too, along with the money and that nice watch and ring.” 

Relaxed and smiling, she kept her right hand in the pocket of her coat and slipped the other one into the front pocket of her pants. When she pulled out the money clip, she laughed at the talker’s low whistle. 

She held probably more than the two had ever made in all their crime ventures. “This what you want?” 

She knew his greed would make him move forward, into a web from which he couldn’t escape. Not that distance would’ve made the difference. When he reached to take his booty she pulled her right hand out of her coat pocket and snapped open a wicked-looking switchblade. 

Just as quickly the money was back in her pocket and the blade was pressed so hard against his throat it drew a line of blood. She liked to 
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practice her fighting skills when she could, but this guy didn’t present much of a challenge. 

“What’s your name?” She grabbed the top of his head, exposing more of his neck. “Never mind. You aren’t going to live long enough for me to care.” 

“Please,” he said in a whisper as he stood on his toes, trying to get away from the blade. 

“Please what? Please let me go, bitch. Is that the only inane thing you can think to say?” The gunman hadn’t lowered his weapon and looked  like  he  was  trying  to  decide  if  he  could  get  a  clean  shot  off without killing his buddy. “Zeke,” she said, glancing up at the armed thief. “You have one chance to put that down and run. Don’t make me have to deal with you.” 

His hand shook but she could almost see him thinking that he had the gun, and all she had was a knife. “Let him go or I’ll shoot.” 

“Another mental giant.” Tired of the game, she kicked the guy she was holding in the legs and threw the knife in one fluid motion. The thump of the air rushing out of the talker’s lungs came simultaneously with Zeke’s scream. The gun was now on the ground at his feet and Kendal’s knife was buried to the hilt in his palm. 

“Who are you?” asked the one looking up at her. 

“Someone you shouldn’t have fucked with.” Kendal stepped closer to Zeke and grabbed his injured hand. With one quick pull she retrieved her blade and wiped it along his cheek. The effect was chilling enough to make him stop screaming. “Only a lowlife would rob someone in a place reserved for grief. Today’s going to be your chance to rethink your career path because, trust me, death doesn’t pass you by very often.” 

“You’re some kind of demon,” Zeke said, looking like a macabre clown with his bloody cheeks. 

“I’ve known a few of those in my time and I’m nowhere close, so get lost and think about what I said.” Zeke jumped to his feet and took off, not glancing back. She watched him go and moved to pick up the gun he’d left behind. With one quick check of the clip she saw that it was full and hadn’t been fired recently. 

The talker was on his knees holding his throat over the spot with the slight cut. Despite the cool morning he’d started to sweat when she chambered a round and pressed the barrel to his forehead. 

“You let Zeke go.” 

“I have a feeling you talked Zeke into being here today, so you 
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don’t get off so easily. Am I right?” When he didn’t respond, she pushed the barrel harder against his forehead, making him nod. 

“I didn’t want to come by myself.” 

“A wise-ass who needs someone else to do his dirty work for him will never truly be a man. In some cultures they would’ve cut your dick off and fed it to the real warriors long before now.” She moved the gun from his head and pointed at his crotch, and the growing wet spot made her smile. “Not so tough now, are you?” 

Big tears loaded with fear ran down his face, but it was too late for remorse. “I didn’t mean nothing.” 

She corrected him. “It’s ‘I didn’t mean anything.’ Tell me, did it move you to walk away from a victim when someone cried for you to stop? Tell the truth or I’ll blow that little pecker of yours right off.” 

“No.” He stuttered on the short word. 

“How about a nice dirt nap to reconsider your options next time, then?”She didn’t give him the chance to ask what she meant. In an instant she used his gun to knock him out. When he woke up, anyone walking by the place would probably cross the street when they heard his screams since he would come to in a large mausoleum that the city used for paupers. He would be lying on a pile of bones he’d have to work hard to escape. 
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chapTer sIx

Where have you been?” Bruce asked, sitting dressed and ready in Kendal’s suite. “Not that you seem interested, but last night went well,” he said through the bathroom door. 

“You didn’t set any time agenda, did you?” 

“I was a good little soldier and followed orders, but it’ll only drag this out, and that’s not like you.” 

“I’m multifaceted, Bruce, so don’t delude yourself into thinking you know everything about me.” He turned around when she came out with her shirt unbuttoned. She guessed he knew he had no chance at a relationship with her outside of work. She’d made that clear from the beginning of their business venture. 

“Those guys appreciated the meeting, but they really wanted to hear from you. I covered for you, but are you going to disappear on me for hours on end in the future? My father told me your family has some weird connection to this place, but this is business. You don’t want to end up like your old man and mine, do you? Loading ships down on the docks isn’t my idea of a wise career move.” 

“Wait for me in the other room.” 

His mouth clicked closed, but she knew why he was pissed. The money was all Bruce thought about, making him totally different from his father. 

With a shower and a fresh suit, she looked like she’d spent the evening sleeping in the comfortable-looking bed instead of roaming the streets. He jumped to his feet when she opened the door. 

“I take it Mr. Marmande accepted my invitation?” she asked as they stepped into the elevator. 

“Macarthur Marmande wants to hang on to his family’s business 
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more  than  anything.  He’ll  be  there  and  I’m  sure  he’s  bringing  his granddaughter, Piper. She’s a Harvard Business School graduate he’s grooming to take over for him, so don’t try anything cute. I hear she’s a real ballbuster.” 

Her  low  laugh  made  Bruce  shiver.  “Lucky  for  me,  then,”  she whispered in his ear. “And Piper not only graduated from Harvard, she was first in both her undergraduate and graduate classes. She’s not a ballbuster, Bruce. She’s just smarter than most people who have a pair. 

So maybe you should worry.” 

“How do you know so much about her since you dropped this on us yesterday?” 

“Every good strategist knows their opponent. You just heard about Marmande yesterday, but they’ve been on my radar.” She didn’t want to admit that she chose the company about twenty minutes before she informed him and the team. That was the beauty of her Kendal Richoux cover.  Floundering  companies  all  over  the  world  helped  her  travel whenever necessary for the Elders. 

The lunch crowd was starting to filter into the Palace Café on Canal Street when she and Bruce exited the limousine the hotel had provided for  the  ten-block  drive. They  stood  back  and  let an  older  couple  go through the revolving doors ahead of them, since they were a couple of minutes early. One of the attractive hostesses took their coats and asked for their names. 

“We’re here to meet the Marmande party.” Kendal’s smile made the girl trip over her feet, and Bruce sighed behind her. He loved to tell her that when they were handing out the goodies before birth, Kendal had obviously stood in each line at least twice. That was the only way to explain her looks, charm, brains, and physique. 

“Mr. Mac’s expecting you. Kendal Richoux, right?” 

“The one and only,” she said, making the woman blush. 

“Right this way.” They followed her to the staircase at the center of the restaurant; on the second floor at a table by the large windows overlooking Canal Street sat their adversaries. 

“Mr. Mac, your party’s here.” 

“More like the invading horde, darlin’, but we’ll let ’em join us anyway.” He stood and studied Kendal before offering his hand. 

Mac Marmande was in his sixties, but from what she’d read about him,  he  still  ran  around  like  he  did  in  his  thirties. Thick  white  hair framed an intelligent face and a warm smile, which, judging from the 
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laugh lines around his mouth, seemed to be a permanent fixture. Others often described him as a likable good old boy who’d give you his last dollar if you needed the help. He was also as ruthless as she was if the  right  business  venture  came  along,  so  she  didn’t  let  his  friendly welcome fool her into thinking this would be easy. 

Beside Mac sat a petite woman with a short shaggy haircut that Kendal  thought  stylish,  though  a  slight  frown  marred  her  beautiful profile. For a second the woman’s obvious displeasure amused Kendal. 

It was as if they’d taken her away from something far more important, like watching her grass grow. 

“Mr. Marmande, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Thank you for  agreeing  to  this,”  she  said  as  she  and  Mac  shook  hands,  but  his granddaughter had yet to turn her attention from the window. “This is my associate, Bruce Babbage.” 

“More like hired henchman,” Piper hissed. 

“Thank you for the opportunity, Kendal. May I call you Kendal?” 

Mac asked, all of them ignoring Piper’s rude comment. 

“Please do.” 

“Good,  this  is  my  granddaughter,  Piper  Marmande.”  When  he made  the  introduction,  Piper  had  to  face  forward.  Kendal  stumbled forward a step and her heart dropped. 

Most people would have expressed concern at her reaction, but Piper’s  anger  drowned  out  any  sympathy.  “I  wish  I  could  say  it’s  a pleasure, but I’d hate to lie, Ms. Richoux.” 

Kendal wanted to run. Seeing Piper Marmande was like looking at  a  ghost. Though  different  in  some  ways,  Piper’s  face  was  almost identical to Angelina’s. Kendal’s heart and lungs felt like they were in a vise. “I—” 

“Are you all right?” Mac asked. He placed his hand on her shoulder as if to steady her. 

His question allowed Kendal to take her eyes off Piper and focus on something else. “I hate to be rude, but would you excuse me for a moment?” 

“Do you need to reschedule? You don’t look well.” 

“No, sir, please give me a moment and I’ll be fine.” 

In  the  restroom  she  stripped  off  her  jacket  and  splashed  water on her face. She’d experienced something like a panic attack, and, as shocking as that was, she was almost excited. It had been years since she’d felt anything nearly this intense. 
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When she made it back to the table, Mac asked again, “Are you sure you’re all right?” 

“I’m fine. Just hungry, I guess.” Keeping her eyes on Mac’s face, Kendal sat, unfurled her napkin, and placed it on her lap. “Shall we order something before starting our talk?” 

“I’d suggest the turtle soup. It’s the best in the city.” 

“Please, Pops, she’s here to steal the company. I could give a rat’s ass what she wants to eat.” Piper didn’t bother to keep her voice down this time. 

“Kendal,  would  you  excuse  us?  I’d  like  a  word  with  my granddaughter.” 

“Call  me  crazy,  but  I’m  guessing  no  amount  of  lecturing  will change Miss Marmande’s mind, so why bother? She’s right, so save the trip to the woodshed. That’s why I’m here, but what she should realize is if it weren’t me, it’d be someone else. Since Miss Marmande is refreshingly blunt, let me be equally so. Marmande Shipyard is worth more in parts than as a whole, and no magic eraser on the horizon will eliminate the red tape that’s about to choke out its remaining life.” 

“You  are  blunt,”  Mac  said,  and  laughed.  “We’ve  been  trying to break into new markets since, unlike you, I believe we still have something to offer.” 

“Please don’t think I’m judging you personally. This is no one’s fault. It’s just the way of the business world. Luckily, I’m sitting here instead of someone who wants to outright plunder what’s taken your family generations to build. I want to work with you so you’ll get fair market value.” 

“What, pennies on the dollar? Should I kiss your ass now or wait until you hand us the big check?” Piper asked. 

“Thank you for your suggestion on the soup, sir. I’ll try it the next time I’m here.” She stood and shook his hand again as Bruce jumped out of his chair like a trained monkey. 

Waiting until she had Piper’s full attention, she leaned across the table and rested her weight on her fingers so she could stare her down. 

“Miss Marmande, I came here to see if we could reach an agreement. 

I’m sorry you see it as a waste of time. Go ahead and cut what you think is your best deal with Kenny Delaney and his group, but before you do, take that expensive education your grandfather paid for out for a spin. Call Quill Contractors as if you work for Delaney and his group. 

Tell them to forward you the preliminary quotes so you can work on 
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different sections of the contract having to do with the Marmande deal. 

You’ll be surprised at what your supposed partner has been up to. Could be Kenny screwed you over in more ways than one.” 

With every word Piper turned a deeper shade of red. “You bitch.” 

Piper’s insult sounded venomous. 

“True, but I’m an up-front one. I don’t use my bed to cut deals unless everyone knows the score, and any screwing that takes place is only for mutual enjoyment.” Piper might’ve looked like someone she’d cared about, but her heart set them apart. “I’m sorry to speak so crudely, Mr. Marmande. Perhaps we weren’t meant to do business together after all. Have a pleasant lunch, and it was a real pleasure to meet you. I’ve admired your style for years.” 

“Wait, let’s all calm down and start over.” 

She patted his arm and shook her head. The things she’d heard about him were true. Mac was extremely likable, but this wasn’t the time to sit and get to know each other. “I’m always calm, Mr. Marmande, but sometimes people have to learn lessons the hard way, and this is one of those times.” She then turned and looked at Piper again. “Miss Marmande, I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure, but I’d hate to lie. 

Tell Kenny hello for me, and after you get that information I suggested, mention that I think he played this one beautifully. We go way back.” 

“You can’t walk away and leave this hanging,” Bruce said as soon as they were on the sidewalk outside. 

“I can do anything I want, try to remember that. The day you hand out a card that says  Babbage Inc. , you get to do whatever you like. Now we walk away and wait. Blondie’s about to find out Kenny Delaney’s as greasy as his hair, and after a long shower, she’ll call. Have faith, Bruce.” 

“What choice do I have?” 

“Endless. You can make a name defending drunks and hookers, because you did go to law school. That’s my best suggestion, since you mentioned dock work isn’t your thing.” 

He gave her an insincere smile and cocked his fist at her. “You’re a riot, you know that?” 

“It’s just part of my charm.” 

“Want to head back to the hotel and grab a bite?” 

“You go ahead. I think I’ll resume my walk.” She was down the block before he had a chance to ask to join her. 

After answering her phone she asked, “Free for lunch?” 
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“Where would you like to go?” 

“It’s your city, you pick.” 

v

Charlie was already seated when she walked up, and she laughed at the huge piece of bread he’d shoved in his mouth. 

“You’re still a pig, old friend,” she said in French. 

“You’d think you’d have learned to stop hanging around with me,” 

Charlie joked. “It’s nice that you’re back. Except for tourists and pretty college students, I rarely get to practice my French anymore.” 

“Obviously  age  doesn’t  make  all  of  us  wiser.”  Kendal  sat  and poured her favorite brand of beer into the frosted mug that sat on the table waiting for her. 

“How old are you now, anyway?” Charlie broke off another piece of bread and stopped to put butter on it this time. 

“Over three thousand years, give or take a few. After a while the excitement of birthdays wears off.” 

“Mon Dieu, some of the pyramids are younger than you.” 

“Gods, why do I call you to spend time with?” 

“Because  after  almost  three  hundred  years  you  still  see potential.” 

“Or  maybe  after  I  gave  you  the  gift  of  immortality  I  can’t  kill you,” she said, teasing him. 

“I’ve  missed  you,  Kendal.”  His  eyes  filled  with  tears  and  he reached across the table for her hand. Charlie was one of the few people in her life who’d been affectionate with her in a way that had nothing to do with seduction or romance. “Though that name doesn’t quite suit you.”“And Charlie was your best effort?” She arched her eyebrow and smiled. 

“To me you’ll always be Jacques St. Louis, and in my heart I’ll always be Lionel.” 

“Of all my lifetimes, that one holds the greatest mix of memories and is the only one still unfinished, even after all these years. It’s the main reason I accepted the Clan’s offer to return. I hope you know I left because I had to, not because I didn’t care about what happened to you and your family. It still angers me when I think of the injustice the Clan let Henri get away with. I gave my word not to be the one to 
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destroy him, but they should’ve had someone else drive a stake through his heart years ago.” 

Lionel squeezed her hand one last time before he leaned back in his chair. “I know, and that’s why I accepted your offer. As much as I didn’t want to go on after what happened, I’m glad I’ve lived to see this day. I know you always work alone, but I want to join you if only to watch. I don’t have to tell you why.” 

“No, you don’t, but let me sleep on it.” 

He laughed and pointed a finger at her. “I may be waiting awhile then. When was the last time you slept?” 

She laughed as well and put her hand over her eyes. “After I left this city. I slept about fifty years in an effort to forget. After that I spent a hundred years in the East studying the way of the warrior.” 

“You were born with the heart of a warrior. What can anyone teach you?”“You never grow too old to learn. You should spend some time away  from  here  and  expand  your  horizons.  Stop  thinking  so  much about the past. I’ve spent years at a time in places so I could learn the language, the culture, and their art of warfare. In the mountains with some of the masters of the Eastern clans, I learned to master the sword.” 

Kendal pulled back so the waiter could put some dishes down. 

“You’re  full  of  shit,  my  friend.  I’ve  seen  you  handle  a  sword. 

You’re the one who’s the master.” 

The spring rolls looked good, so Kendal picked one up and took a  bite.  She  didn’t  need  food  to  survive  anymore,  but  she  craved  it nonetheless. In some ways it was like sex. If she saw a woman who interested her, she spent the evening with her. Then she was off to the next bit of fluff. She wasn’t interested in long-term relationships. Who could outlast her? 

“They helped with a number of things. No one’s ever perfect, and no one will ever be perfect at anything, no matter how hard they try. We all have flaws and ways to be brought down.” 

“Is that why you stashed all the money and went to college as the poor and starving Kendal Richoux? To find more ways to perfect yourself and smooth over your flaws?” 

She  finished  the  spring  roll  and  moved  on  to  the  dumplings. 

“You’ve become a better conversationalist with time. I’m glad to see the timid mouse afraid to ask questions is gone. And to answer you, no, I didn’t seek answers to questions that have none. I went because I 
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was losing touch with where the world is headed. Where better to find directions than from the young and overly opinionated?” 

“And what has Kendal Richoux learned?” 

“That  a  lot  of  really  good-looking  women  hang  out  on  college campuses.” 

He looked at her as he started in on his lunch but couldn’t comment without talking with his mouth full. 

“I’m kidding. It was just a diversion, and I wanted to hone my survival skills. I went, I conquered, and I made more money.” 

“Not that you need it.” 

“No, but it helps for those lives when I just want to bum around and drink wine all day.” 

“But hasn’t this been the lifetime you’ve been waiting for?” 

The  question  was  interesting,  but  which  of  them  was  more qualified to answer? She was much older in years and in wisdom, but Lionel had matured much faster than she had. His growth came from a combination of intelligence and good tutelage. She’d been gone for close to three hundred years, but she’d never abandoned Lionel and his education. 

“You’d think after so many days I wouldn’t have anything to look forward to, but you’d be wrong. Every day I anticipate the moment the sun rises, and when it does, I sit in wonder of the world and my part in it. Do I look forward to some tasks more than others? I do, especially if they avenge the souls of the innocent.” 

The waitress put down two fresh mugs and bottles of beer after she cleared the appetizer dishes. 

“Are you planning to stay in the city?” 

“For  a  few  days.  I’ve  other  business  aside  from  Henri  and  his collection of fools.” Kendal shook her head, trying to clear it of any morose thoughts. “Promise me something, Lionel.” She reached for his hand as she spoke. 

“I’d do anything for you, Jacques. Just ask.” 

“Retreat into the cathedral until I call for you. Henri’s left you in peace because he doesn’t see you as a threat, but my being here will change that. I don’t want to worry about you along with everything else.”He couldn’t break away from her powerful grip, and she could tell his anger made him want to. “You promised you’d consider letting me stand with you. I deserve that.” 
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“I haven’t promised or denied anything yet, but I’ll consider it if you swear to stay safe until I come for you. I won’t do anything without talking to you first.” 

Lionel held his right hand out, knowing she’d never break an oath. 

“Swear it.” 

“On the spirit of my father.” She took his hand and sealed their fate. “Are you planning to go to the house after you finish your business? 

I had it cleaned when I heard you were coming.” 

“I look forward to it, merci.” 

v

“I  don’t  have  time  for  lunch,  Granddad.  In  case  you  weren’t paying attention, the bitch who just waltzed out of here is trying to rip us off. If she was able to get the board off the golf course yesterday to make them an offer, tomorrow’s going to be too late.” Piper was dying to leave the restaurant and go back to her office since she’d assembled the management team to plug the holes from this surprise assault. She wanted  to  make  a  few  phone  calls  and  prove  Kendal  Richoux,  the sanctimonious bitch, wrong, but she figured her granddad had heard enough cursing for one afternoon, so she kept the comment to herself. 

“Sit  your  pretty  little  ass  down,  young  lady,  and  tell  this  nice waitress what you want,” Mac said. 

“I really need to go.” 

“You need to listen to the old coot who’s still your boss.” Mac pointed to her chair. “You want to tell me what the hell that display was about?” he asked when she sat. 

As she had learned to do when she was about six years old, she crossed her arms and tried to decide between throwing a fit or pouting. 

“I’ve read so many secondhand accounts about this woman and what she’s capable of, I’m mad that she’s got her eye on us. I don’t think we’re going to come out of this the same, whatever we do.” 

“And  if  given  the  choice,  you  prefer  an  alliance  with  Kenny Delaney?” 

“Kenny promised we would keep control of the company so we’d have a chance to restructure. Once I’m able to do that, we can buy him and his partners out and tell the world to go to hell.” 

Mac nodded and took a sip of his whiskey. “Any truth to what she said before she left?” 
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Her anger dried up and she was mortified that she had to answer. 

“I…”“I don’t want to know who you’re sweet on, Piper. I want to know if this guy is on the up-and-up.” 

She smiled at her grandfather’s old-fashioned notions, or maybe that’s what he let himself think so he wouldn’t have to face the reality of his little girl actually sleeping with someone. “I promise you, we can trust Kenny.” 

The wait staff put down a fresh loaf of French bread and two bowls of turtle soup. Alongside each plate was a small shot glass of sherry to mix with the soup to accentuate the flavor. Mac picked up his spoon and looked at Piper before he began. “I hope you’re right. The way I figure it, I’ve got one foot in the grave when it comes to what’s left of my career, so if the worst-case scenario comes to pass, I won’t have to live with it long. You, on the other hand, have years to look forward to. 

If this boy isn’t all he’s promising, you’ve got a lot to lose.” He mixed in the liquor in slow circles, as if lost in thought. 

“Don’t you trust me?” 

“With my life and everything that makes it up,” Mac said, touching her cheek. “I’m not worried about me, sweet girl. I’m worried about you. The business belongs to you now, and I have every faith you’ll do right by it.” 

“But  you  think  I  made  a  mistake  with  Richoux  today,  don’t you?”“You should give someone the opportunity to show their cards before you accuse them of cheating. Once they lay out what they have to say, then you scream and walk out if that’s what you have a mind to do. If Kendal had something to offer, other than taking us over and selling us off in little pieces, we’ll never know, will we?” 

They  ate  in  silence  after  that.  Mac  wasn’t  prone  to  outbursts unless provoked, and he didn’t lecture her very often. She was the only daughter of his only son, and from the time she’d turned twenty Mac hadn’t considered anyone else to replace him at the helm. As far as Marmande heirs, she was the last of the line. 

Growing  up  with  her  grandparents  had  given  her  stability  and more leniency than if her parents had lived, but she seldom gave in to what-ifs because they were a waste of time and energy. Her main goal was to make her grandparents proud, and it fueled her desire to succeed. The loss of her parents had made her vigilant about who she allowed close to her and who she shared bits of herself with. As much 



• 70 •

alI ValI

as she wanted to keep Marmande intact, she would control whoever she partnered with because she couldn’t stand to be used. 

“Anything else, Mr. Mac?” the waitress asked. 

“Just the check, darlin’.” 

“It’s  been  taken  care  of,  sir.  Ms.  Richoux  settled  it  before  she left.”“Even the tip?” 

“Yes, sir, and don’t worry. She was very generous. Have a great day.”“She may be the enemy, but she’s got style. You gotta give her that,” Mac said as he pulled out Piper’s chair for her. 

As soon as they were outside Piper got on her phone and instructed her assistant, Amy, about what information she had to get from Quill. 

Amy knew some of the receptionists at the construction company, and Piper needed those connections now because they wouldn’t raise any immediate red flags. She gave Amy the name of the Delaney Group’s attorneys and had faith Amy would know what to do. 

When Piper stepped into the suite where her and her grandfather’s offices were located, Amy was having a conversation with the weakest link in the chain at Quill. She was doing a fabulous job of changing her voice to avoid being recognized, acting as if she was one of the secretaries at the law firm. A few moments later she hung up and the fax machine started humming. 

The strangled scream Piper let out when she scanned the first few pages made everyone close their doors. Someone was about to die, and Piper wanted Kendal Richoux to be first. 

v

“So what do you want to do?” Bruce asked. Kendal sat beside him in the hotel bar watching the sun go down on the city. After her lunch with Charlie she’d returned in a somber mood. She had a lot to do on this trip, and if things turned out badly she’d have to abandon her life as Kendal Richoux and find another identity. Maybe she could create a new persona that’d keep her in New Orleans for a while. 

“I’ll give Mr. Marmande another couple of weeks or so, then I’ll turn you loose on him and his granddaughter. That alone should scare them back to the negotiating table. Why don’t you go get something to eat? You’re in the most culinary delightful city in the country, Bruce. 

Live a little.” 
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He turned his wineglass in his hands and looked a bit lost. “I hate eating alone.” 

“I  promise  I’ll  join  you  tomorrow,  but  tonight  I  want  to  spend some time alone.” 

“Anything I can do? I’ll listen if you need a friend.” 

She  laughed  and  slapped  his  shoulder  before  she  drained  her scotch. “Who are you now, Dr. Phil?” 

“I just care about what happens to you.” 

“I know, and I appreciate your concern, but I’m okay. I’ve just got a lot on my mind, and sometimes it doesn’t really help to talk about it. 

It’s better for me to think it through, so go have dinner. I hear the turtle soup at the Palace is good.” They both laughed over their disastrous lunch before shaking hands and parting. 

She kept her eyes on Bruce as he walked to the bank of elevators after  she  ordered  another  drink.  Then  she  remembered  something important, so before the doors opened she caught up with him, sure that  he’d  take  her  advice  to  venture  out  for  dinner.  “Would  you  do something for me if I asked you to, without asking me a lot of questions in return?” 

“Sure. You change your mind about talking?” 

She pulled a chain with a small medallion out of her jacket pocket and held it up. “I want you to wear this and not take it off while we’re in the city. Promise me you’ll leave it on.” 

Bruce laid the likeness of St. Michael on his palm and looked at it closely. The archangel had his sword drawn and ready to strike the devil under his foot. “You’re getting superstitious on me?” 

“If that’s what you want to call it, but promise me you won’t take it off, especially if you leave the hotel after dark. It’s important to me.” 

She slipped the chain over his head and dropped the medallion down the front of his shirt so it rested against his chest. 

“Why?” 

“Because it marks you as belonging to me. Don’t ask me to explain that because I can’t, but it means something special to me, something others will understand.” 

“Are you sure you don’t need to lie down or something? You’re talking crazy.” He reached up as if to feel her forehead. 

“Bruce, has your father ever told you anything about my father?” 

She looked into his eyes as if daring him to lie. “Anything he found hard to explain?” 

“He just said your father was his best friend, and then one day he 
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left and never came back. Dad said he always felt protected when he was with Tony, like nothing could ever happen to him. He still misses him like crazy, but he gets regular letters from him.” Then it seemed to hit him. 

“The last time I was home for a visit, he was out working in the small garden he tends every year. You know, the one he keeps to stay out of Mom’s way? It was hot so he opened his shirt and I noticed he was wearing one of these.” 

“The bond my father and yours share is special to him, and in his absence to tend to other family business, it’s one Dad misses as well.” 

Kendal  rarely  had  a  relationship  with  members  of  two  consecutive generations, but Bruce Senior had asked Anthony Richoux to look out for his kid when he told him he was leaving. Bruce the elder might have been a dockworker all his life, but he seemed more aware of the world around him than his son, whom Kendal had paid to educate. 

Bruce Senior hadn’t been able to hide the shock when Bruce had brought  her  home  for  the  first  time  after  they’d  gone  into  business together. He hadn’t said much except that he was happy for his son. She knew Bruce Senior had figured it out, but the old man couldn’t explain how her face was the same as the “man” he knew and loved as a friend. 

He’d just shaken her hand and whispered, “Welcome back.” 

“He has one of these, doesn’t he?” Bruce asked again, with his hand over his heart where the medal had come to rest. 

“Anthony gave him one a long time ago.” 

“Are you and your father religious?” 

The question struck her as funny and she let out a laugh. If he only knew the gods she still prayed to on occasion had existed long before the thought of Christianity was even a blip on mankind’s radar. “Not really, but St. Michael became a family tradition a while back, and it’s tradition to give him to people who mean a lot to us.” Moviemakers had cashed in on the monsters they thought they’d dredged up from the dark side of their imagination, and the rituals to kill the ghoulies were laughable to her, but St. Michael had become a symbol of her protection through the years. Some chose to ignore it, but the smart ones realized the sword raised and ready to strike wasn’t a myth. “I can’t force you, but it’s a sign that I care for you.” 

“Thank you.” 

“You’re very welcome. So do you promise not to take it off?” 

“I promise, especially if it means so much to you.” 
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“It does.” She put her hand over his on his chest before she pressed the Down button for the elevator. “Go on, and have fun.” 

A  fresh  drink  was  waiting  for  her  when  she  got  back,  and  she nodded her thanks to the bartender as she unbuttoned her jacket and took her seat. The table she’d chosen was almost in a corner but stood in  front  of  a  window  facing  the  street.  It  was  still  too  early  for  the after-work crowd, and the cigar bar was a little subdued for the regular tourist, so aside from a few hushed conversations, Kendal sat in peace as she sipped. 

“Would  you  care  for  a  cigar,  Ms.  Richoux?” The  bartender  set another glass down, since the one in her hand was half-full. Everyone in  the  hotel  seemed  to  know  who  she  was,  so  the  service  had  been perfect. “We have an excellent selection of Dominicans.” 

“Do you smoke?” 

“Cigarettes, ma’am. I never got used to cigars.” 

Kendal pulled out her wallet and placed a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “I’ll take a Cohiba, but it has to be Cuban. If I’m going to risk my health, I might as well make it worth my while.” 

“I’m sorry, Ms. Richoux, Cuban cigars are illegal. We carry the brand, only it has the Dominican Republic label.” 

She shrugged and started to pick up the money. “I may get a free night now, asking for something you can’t deliver. Guest satisfaction and all that.” 

The  man  smiled  and  took  a  travel  humidifier  out  of  his  apron pocket. “Yes, ma’am, we take guest satisfaction very seriously. Enjoy.” 

It  seemed  she  wasn’t  the  only  one  who  ran  background  checks  on potential clients. The owner of the establishment took everything into account for a guest and their vices. 

“What’s the old expression?” 

“Here, it’s ask and you shall receive. It’s a city-wide motto,” the waiter joked as he clipped the end for her and provided a light. 

The smoke filled her senses and the taste made her remember the next part of Angelina’s story. She handed over the money, wanting her privacy back. 
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chapTer seVen

 New Orleans, November 1725

“Don’t forget to smile. Then maybe the girl will want to see you again,” Lola said as Jacques mounted his horse. 

He’d sent word to the du’Pon family that he’d join them for dinner, and he was trying hard to fight a case of nerves he couldn’t explain. 

With his best suit packed, he saluted Lola and took off at a trot toward New Orleans. At dusk the next night, he knocked on the du’Pons’ door, suddenly very glad he’d come when Angelina let him in. 

“Marquis, how nice to see you again. I was hoping you hadn’t run into any other maidens in need of rescue whom you might find more appealing.” 

“And  miss  an  evening  with  you  and  your  uncle,  Mademoiselle du’Pon?  I  don’t  believe  there’s  anyone  more  appealing  to  keep  me away.”  He  stood  with  one  hand  behind  his  back  and  his  hat  in  the other.Thanks to Angelina’s clean face he was able to enjoy the blush his words caused. Angelina was truly a vision in a pale blue dress that brought out the green of her eyes. “I’m beginning to think you like making me feel a bit off-kilter, sir.” 

“And  I  believe  you  agreed  to  call  me  Jacques,  Mademoiselle du’Pon. Or have you perhaps reconsidered?” 

“I didn’t forget. I just didn’t want you to think me presumptuous.” 

She rested against the door and simply gazed at him. “Would you like to come in, or would you have my uncle think I’m a bad hostess by keeping you confined to our porch?” 

“I don’t know. It might make good fodder for the next edition of his paper.” 
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“I’m going to enjoy having you around. That is, if you grace us with  your  company  in  the  future.”  She  opened  the  door  completely to let him pass and smiled when his other hand revealed a beautiful bouquet of camellias. He followed her into the   parlor and blushed when Angelina gave him a full smile. “Are those for me, or did you wish to give them to my uncle?” 

“I  like  Tomas,  but  these  are  for  you.  I  hope  they’re  to  your liking.” 

“They’re my favorites, thank you.” The servant standing behind Angelina took the flowers, and his hat before, leaving them with only Dee doing needlepoint in the corner. “Please have a seat and I’ll get you something to drink.” 

“Is Monsieur du’Pon not joining us this evening?” 

“He sent word earlier that he’s running late, so I’m afraid you’ll have to make do with my company for the moment. I hope you don’t mind.” She poured two glasses of sherry from the bar and faced him. 

“That’s like asking a small boy if he’d like another treat. I hope you don’t find the company lacking. Sometimes I feel I should get away from Oakgrove more often, so I can discuss more than planting and harvesting.” As she handed him the glass, her fingers felt soft when they touched his. 

“I’m sure both of our concerns are unwarranted. I’ve been looking forward  to  seeing  you  again.  Would  you  tell  me  about  Oakgrove?” 

Angelina took a seat across from him, smiling when he stood until she was seated. 

From her expression and the way she nodded as he spoke, Angelina seemed to enjoy his animated description of the plantation he’d poured his life into for five years. Louisiana was still a wild place outside the city when he’d arrived in the territory, so it had been a Herculean effort to clear the trees off the property he’d fallen in love with. Now, with the help of the irrigation system he’d devised using the river, Oakgrove was producing substantial harvests. The farm was in its infancy, but his choice crops were making a good profit. 

“You sound like you don’t have enough time in the day to do all you have planned.” 

“I’m finding that the life of a farmer can be as fulfilling as that of a warrior or, should I say, soldier.” 

“Were you a soldier? In France, I mean.” 

“In a manner of speaking. Duty calls us to service at times, whether we want it to or not. Here I’ve tried to create something I can look on 



• 76 •

alI ValI

years from now and be proud of. The only thing that bothers my heart is the ever-growing slave trade.” 

“That sentiment won’t make you a lot of friends here, Jacques. 

Whether you agree with the practice or not, those who wield power will never give up that right, not without a fight, anyway.” Angelina spoke softly, as if someone were lurking in the hall ready to pounce and punish her for her words. 

He nodded and leaned back in his chair. “And what of you? What are your feelings on the subject?” 

“I’m just a woman who owns nothing, monsieur. No one cares what my opinion on the subject might be.” 

“I care.” 

“Then you’re in the minority again.” 

He laughed, thoroughly enjoying the conversation. Women like Angelina were rare; most of the ladies he’d met in New Orleans cared more about the latest fashions than the welfare of others. “I usually am, but it makes life more interesting.” 

“Then we are birds of a feather, Jacques. Surely God won’t bless any society that allows someone to own another human being. It makes me so sad to see families torn apart on the block day after day.” 

“I’m a hypocrite, I know, since I legally own so many, but I never split up families. I visit the auction blocks with my foreman Lionel, whom you met the other day, and my house overseer Lola whenever we’re here to see if the relatives of any of our family are available for sale. Sometimes they’re in such bad shape that the crowd thinks me mad, but reuniting families is cause for celebration at Oakgrove. It isn’t much, but I try my best.” 

Angelina rose from her seat and walked toward the decanter to refill Jacques’s glass. When she was beside him, she placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed in soft affection. “Your best sounds like it’s made a world of difference, so you’re no hypocrite in my eyes. I feel the same way about Dee. We’ve been together since we were children, and her family lives here with us.” 

“Thank you, dear lady, that means a lot to me.” Angelina moved back when she heard the front door open and Tomas’s cane tap in the foyer.“Ah, Jacques, you made it. Pardon me for being late, but it was an exciting day at the paper. Has Angelina been keeping you company?” 

“She just now let me in. I was barred to the yard until she saw your carriage approaching,” he joked. 
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“Oh, you.” Angelina stepped closer to Jacques again and slapped his arm in mock indignation. “Don’t listen to a word this heathen tells you,  Uncle  Tomas.  I’ve  been  nothing  but  the  perfect  hostess.”  She moved toward Tomas and kissed his cheek in greeting. Jacques noticed her flirtatious behavior. 

“Is she telling the truth?” 

“About me being a heathen? Most definitely.” 

They shared the first of many laughs as the evening progressed. 

Jacques retold some of the stories from his earlier conversation with Angelina, but she listened with the same rapt attention. Before any of them wanted, the evening drew to a close and Tomas sent for Jacques’s horse.“I hope you join us again, young man. Perhaps you can find time for us?” Tomas asked. 

“I’d enjoy seeing you both whenever it pleases you.” He included both of them in the statement, but his eyes never strayed from Angelina’s. 

“This week I’ll actually be staying in town for a few days to arrange for the sale of our sugarcane harvest. Could I persuade you to join me for an evening out?” 

“We’d love to,” Angelina said before Tomas got a chance. 

For the rest of the year, it was rare to not find Jacques sitting in the du’Pons’ parlor enjoying a cigar with Tomas after dinner as Angelina needlepointed  or  knitted.  Every  so  often  she’d  interject  some  witty comment  to  scale  down  whatever  he  and Tomas  were  arguing  over. 

When the weather permitted, Jacques took Angelina for walks before their meal, always with a couple of trusted servants trailing behind as chaperones. After months, he and Angelina often strolled arm in arm, lost in conversation. Angelina had without effort become the envy of every woman in the Louisiana Territory. 

 New Orleans, present day

In the years since that special time, Kendal had rarely found as good a verbal sparring partner as Tomas or such a beguiling companion as his niece. The overwhelming sense of longing swamped her again as she stubbed out the Cohiba. Tears, which for so long had been a memory, welled in her eyes again. I’d give almost anything to see you again, she thought. 

When she focused again she found Angelina’s poor double sitting 
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in  the  chair  opposite  hers  with  a  strange  expression.  Giving  Kendal time  to  compose  herself,  the  bartender  appeared  and  asked  if  Piper wanted anything. He seemed almost angry on her behalf that Piper had disturbed her. 

“Come to finish your tirade, Miss Marmande?” she asked, clipping the new cigar the young man had left. A fresh drink had appeared along with  it,  and  since  Piper  wasn’t  leaving,  Kendal  longed  for  the  days when liquor could actually get her drunk. 

“Actually, I came to apologize. If you don’t have me thrown out before I finish, that is. I was rude earlier and don’t have any excuse for my behavior.” 

Kendal smiled and tried not to gloat. She would have given Mac enough  money  to  salvage  his  empire  just  to  have  seen  Piper’s  face when she learned what Kenny Delaney had planned. She’d finished her research on Piper after lunch and found Piper had never mixed business with the inside of her bedroom, so in this instance she must’ve found her situation bleak. Those who’d been lucky enough to share Piper’s bed had played strictly by her rules, if all her information was correct, and those liaisons had been few. 

“Your being here can only mean one of two things, or perhaps a combination of the two.” 

Her  triumphant  tone  apparently  made  Piper  lose  any  trace  of remorse. “What’s your guess?” 

Kendal guessed she was holding back a string of curses. “Macarthur reprimanded you after I left, and you found a snake crawling in your bed.” She exhaled and blew a large smoke ring, followed by a smaller one that landed in the middle. “Am I on target?” A stream of smoke followed, cutting straight through the center of the rings like an arrow hitting its mark. 

“I don’t even have to be here for this conversation if you know every goddamn thing there is to know.” 

She didn’t show any sign that the display of immaturity bothered her as she stared at Piper. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Do I have a choice?” Piper asked hostilely, rolling her eyes and apparently waiting for her to rub her mistakes into her wounds. 

“Yes, you do, and so do I.” She stood, which sent the bartender running over. “Please put this on my tab. We’re done.” 

“You’re leaving?” Piper asked. 

“Contrary  to  my  reputation  as  a  heartless  shark,  I  don’t  enjoy playing with my prey. Nor do I enjoy the company of people who clearly 
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detest everything about me. You hate me because I’m taking advantage of  a  business  opportunity,  and  I  can  understand  and  appreciate  that since I’m looking at your family’s company. It doesn’t, however, mean that I intend to sit here and take shit from you.” 

She leaned over the table like she had at their first meeting, making Piper press her back to her chair. “You want me gone from your life, fine.  Consider  it  done.  By  tomorrow,  though,  you’ll  have  ten  other sharks circling the building and you’ll long for the devil you know. 

Good luck, Miss Marmande. You and your grandfather will need it, because  Kenny’s  going  to  carve  you  up  without  considering  you  or your workers.” 

Piper wanted to stop her, but no words would come out of her mouth. Only after Kendal disappeared out the door did she dig out her phone and call the car waiting downstairs. 

“You strike out, boss?” 

“In a big way. Keep an eye on the exits. Ms. Richoux says she’s out of the deal, but she’s put a lot of effort into us. She’s not going anywhere.” She fished out a bill for her drink that the bartender promptly gave back before leaving her alone. “It’s time I know as much about Richoux as she knows about me.” 

“Will do, boss. I’ll call you later.” 
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chapTer eIghT

From her position Hill Hickman could see Kendal standing at the valet station just inside the motor entrance of the hotel. 

“I’ve got you pegged as the limo type.” 

Expecting a boring sedan, Hill was shocked when the valet drove down a very large black motorcycle. Strapped to the back was a black leather jacket with gloves tucked into the pocket. Kendal handed her suit jacket to the valet and donned the heavier, warmer garment before roaring out of the garage headed out of town. At a red light she pulled out  her  phone  and  made  a  quick  call.  With  a  scanning  device,  Hill listened in from two car-lengths back. 

“Bruce, pack it up and head home tonight, if you can. Take the team with you and scrub Marmande from our hot list.” 

“What? Why?” Bruce asked in such a high pitch Kendal had to move the phone away from her ear. 

“Because I’m no longer interested. They could give me the whole damn thing and I still wouldn’t want it. Mr. Marmande can keep that spawn  he  calls  family,  and  they  can  both  stew  in  the  mess  they’ve created.” 

“We can’t just walk away. It’s like throwing millions down the toilet.” 

“This isn’t up for discussion, so get back to the office and find something  else.  This  deal  is  dead.”  The  light  changed  and  Kendal walked the bike to the curb, making Hill have to pass her. 

“And what do you plan to do?” 

“I have some other things to attend to, so it may be a while before I get back.” 

“Like what?” 
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“Bruce, you don’t own any part of me, and the attitude is getting old. I’m here and I have things to do, accept that and go.” 

“You have to attend to something more important than what we came for?” 

“Marmande was something to do while I was here, that’s it.” 

“Can  I  do  anything  for  you?  I’d  be  willing  to  stay  behind  and help,” Bruce said, sounding like he was trying to heal any damage he’d caused their relationship. 

“Thanks, but I’ve put this off long enough. Take care of yourself, and tell your father hello for me. You owe him a visit when you get home. He’s different from you, but he’s still a good man.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m positive.” 

“Take care, then. Don’t take too long, okay?” 

She  disconnected  the  call  as  he  inhaled  to  say  something  else, and Hill watched her through her rearview mirror as she put her phone away.Kendal got on the interstate and opened the throttle. Miles down the  road,  she  reached  an  exit  just  before  one  of  the  large  bridges spanning the Mississippi River. Cold air blew through her hair as she started down River Road. With each mile the bike ate up, she moved farther away from the clutter of houses lining the road. 

Here  the  homes  were  miles  apart,  and  most  weren’t  privately owned anymore. Every day, tourists from around the world followed docents dressed in period costumes to learn a little about life on Old South river plantations. A smaller plantation was the last she saw as the curvy road became dark with no streetlights or moonlight. To the right lay a long stretch of woods with a tall, simply designed wrought-iron fence surrounding it, and to the left was the high levee that kept the muddy waters at bay. 

Finally,  after  a  few  miles,  the  woods  gave  way  to  cleared  land with the same wrought-iron fence that gave passers-by only a small glimpse of what lay on the other side. All that was visible from the road were the massive oak trees that resembled spirits, with the Spanish moss blowing in the breeze, and ancient-looking azalea bushes lying dormant  as  they  waited  for  spring  to  open  the  thousands  of  flowers they were known for. With the quick click of a button on the control in her jacket pocket, the gates opened to the bricked drive that led to the house. After almost three hundred years, the master of the house had returned to Oakgrove. 
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Under Charlie’s care Oakgrove looked very much like the last time Kendal had seen it, though now electric lights illuminated the porches and  verandas  where  only  lanterns  had  shone  before. The  house  had been her joy for the time she had been in Louisiana, having overseen and  helped  in  the  original  construction  and  additions  they’d  made. 

During the war the stories that it was haunted had saved it from serious looting and vandalism. In time Charlie erected the fence and allowed the trees to reclaim much of the land, leaving only the expansive formal gardens for the current staff to tend. 

Besides modernizing the house for comfort, they had constructed a more modern barn and incorporated salvaged wood and relics from the original into the one now at the back of the house. The full stables housed some distant relatives of Jacques St. Louis’s personal mounts, especially his beloved black stallion Dubois. 

Per Charlie’s directions the small staff had been given the night off so she could wander the grounds alone. She sat on the bike and just stared at her old home. The excitement of being there at last made her forget her run-in with Piper, and Kendal dismounted to start her tour. 

The front door was unlocked and on the center table in the foyer lay a note from Charlie. 

 Welcome home, Monsieur St. Louis. These walls have missed your presence, as have I. Enjoy, and call for me when you have need. 

In the front parlor, wood was piled in the fireplace and the liquor bottles were all full, but none of that mattered. Kendal stood with her hands on her hips, much like she had the day it was hung, and studied the portrait of Angelina du’Pon over the mantel. The resemblance to Piper was uncanny, but the portrait showed the major difference: their eyes. Angelina’s,  a  paler  green,  were  filled  with  love  for  the  person she was looking at when she sat for the likeness, whereas Piper’s were more vibrant, but appeared hard and almost calculating. 

Kendal walked through the house looking at and touching different objects. Finally, she visited the sword room. The priceless collection she’d amassed in her long lifetime hung along the walls. Some were older than any found in museums around the world. Each had a small 
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brass plate that told the year it was purchased and where Kendal had acquired it. Under Charlie’s care, each sword appeared almost new. 

With a small bow, she took down the last one she’d sent Charlie for storage. The Japanese katana blade had been a gift from one warrior to another when she’d saved the son of a samurai during her travels. 

Light  and  sharp,  it  was  perfect  for  the  upcoming  days.  She  took  it with her upstairs and dropped it on the bed so she could change. A few minutes later she wore a pair of riding pants and a loose-fitting white shirt, the sword securely strapped to her back as she strode through the back door. 

v

“Where  are  you?”  Piper  asked  in  lieu  of  a  greeting. After  her meeting with Kendal, she’d decided to go home and relax with a glass of  wine.  Annoyingly,  Kenny  had  left  more  than  twenty  messages apologizing for what he was sure was a misunderstanding. 

“You’d never guess, no matter how much time I gave you,” Hill said. “A whorehouse?” 

“As interestingly strange as that answer is, no.” 

“She talks about sex all the time, like she’s a little obsessed.” 

“I don’t know, Piper, you sound almost jealous.” 

“Please, I may need to hire someone else if you think I’m that desperate.”  She  rested  back  against  a  pile  of  pillows  in  front  of  her fireplace  and  took  a  sip  of  her  wine.  “So  if  you’re  through  playing games, tell me where you are.” 

“On the levee across from Oakgrove plantation.” 

“You’re on a sightseeing tour?” 

“Why I work for you is the real mystery,” Hill said. “Your mark pulled up on a big Harley and the gates slid open like she owns the place. She’s in the house right now.” 

“What’s her connection to the St. Louis family? That place is one of the few that’s still privately owned, though I’ve never seen any of the family in residence. And all the land the original owner acquired is still intact and the family trust controls it.” 

“If you do so well investigating on your own, why do you need me?”Moving from irritated to distracted Piper sat up and stared into the flames. “To fill in the gaps.” 
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“You don’t sound like you have many. Or maybe you’re just a plantation-history expert and I missed that.” 

“Pops’s family owns the place next door, and since I was five, I’ve been trying to sneak over there and explore. I never get very far. This is getting more and more curious.” Piper tapped her nail against her front tooth, remembering all her thwarted efforts to climb over the brick and wrought-iron fences. “Call me as soon as you know anything.” 

“Will do, boss. Oh, before I forget, I taped a conversation I thought you’d want to hear. I’ll send you a transcript as soon as I get back to the office. She told someone named Bruce Babbage to pack up and get out. 

He wasn’t happy about it, but believe me, she did all the talking.” 

“When did she make that call?” 

“Right  after  she  met  with  you.  She  phoned  him  from  the  curb before coming here. I had Mandy check it out. Whoever Bruce is, he walked back to the hotel and asked the front desk to settle the bill for the five rooms he’d booked, leaving only one suite occupied. Mandy’s waiting to follow him to the airport. From what she said, he still looked as pissed as he sounded on the phone when Kendal treated him like the hired help.” 

“I know the type, though. Richoux’s not going anywhere and she’s not about to pass on this deal. We’re worth too much to her dead and in pieces.” 

“Then she’s going it alone if this guy leaves.” 

“We’ll see. Keep your eyes open and call me if anything happens or if anyone else shows up. I don’t care what time it is.” 

v

“Look at you, big boy. Dubois would be happy to see that his line has carried on so beautifully.” Kendal patted the large horse on the side of the neck, letting him get acquainted with her. With gentle words she bridled him and led him out of the stall. 

“How about a little midnight ride, Ruda?” Not bothering with a saddle, she landed on his back with a fluid grace not often seen without the help of a stirrup. The black horse danced a little to the right when he felt her weight, but just as quickly waited for her command when she squeezed his middle with her legs. In a strong voice she said, “Ha,” 

sending him toward the wooded area of the property, obviously glad for the freedom to run without the feel of the saddle since he moved as if he found joy in the long, fast stride. 
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She rode until they were well away from the house, then moved to the fence line. After a few sections she found what she was looking for and opened the hidden gate to allow them to move onto the road. 

Locking up before she crossed, she let a small laugh escape that Ruda’s snorting echoed. He seemed to know what was coming next. 

Ruda’s powerful legs made quick work of the levee, and she let him loose once they were on level ground again, letting him set the pace. She slowed him only when she spotted the car. It was almost too easy to surprise the person sent to watch, especially if she was asleep. 

v

Hill tried to decipher why her chin felt so cold so she could do something about it without waking. A move of her head to the right only increased the chill, and now a slight painful pressure made her open her eyes. When she did, she almost laughed at her hilarious dream. Got to lay off the nachos after nine, she thought. Sitting bareback was Kendal Richoux, holding a sword to the underside of her chin. 

“Want to explain why you’re parked on private property?” 

She sounds so real ,  Hill thought, as she blinked rapidly. “Um…” 

“Tell me, Ms. Hickman, are you a better detective than you are a talker?” 

The steel was biting into her skin now, and she tried to pull back, only to have Kendal lean in farther after her. Any sudden moves might cause parts of her face to decorate her lap. 

“This is public property and I was just taking a nap.” It embarrassed her to be caught sleeping on the job, but a quick glance at her dashboard clock  showed  she’d  been  out  there  for  hours,  allowing  the  cool temperatures and silence to get to her. 

“You got part of the story right, anyway. The drooling confirms the  napping,  but  unfortunately  for  you,  you’re  parked  on  Oakgrove property.” 

“I’m  sorry  to  disagree  with  you,  but  the  levee  system  belongs to the state.” She stopped talking when she remembered her current predicament. 

“Actually,  most  levees  in  this  country  belong  to  the  feds,  but the ten-mile stretch in front of this house is an exception. The estate stretches from the waterline of the river to the other side of a lake west of here so, in fact, you’re trespassing. We don’t know each other well, so let me explain how much trespassers offend me, and if that’s not 
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bad enough, being spied on makes me want to see how sharp this thing is.” “I’m sorry. If you’ll move back I’ll be on my way.” Hill tried to sound in control, but the situation was so bizarre she couldn’t keep the slight quiver out of her voice. 

The sword pulled away from her face so Kendal could slide off the horse’s back. “Not yet. Get out of the car,” Kendal ordered. “And leave your weapon on the seat. If you think you’re fast enough to draw on me you’ll find your hand bloodying the grass before you can tense your finger on the trigger. If you don’t believe me, try.” 

She removed the small pistol, not doubting the threat. “I meant no harm.” 

Kendal put up one hand as she sheathed the sword with the other. 

“You’re doing your job, I can understand that. But why are you still here doing it?” 

“What  do  you  mean?”  Hill  relaxed  a  little  when  the  chance  of being sliced and diced diminished with the disappearance of the blade. 

“Didn’t you play the tape for her? I stopped so you’d get the whole thing.” Kendal sounded reasonable, and it was a little spooky that she was so on the mark. No one she’d ever followed was this perceptive. 

“Tell Miss Marmande I’m not interested in her little company, so she can save the money this is costing her. She’ll need it to fight off the next corporate raider.” 

“How’d you know?” 

“By studying my opponent, Ms. Hickman. If you know your enemy, you know what to expect. It’s not that difficult. Piper is predictable and you’re on her payroll, so I doubt you’re out here in the middle of the night soaking up the ambiance.” 

“Years of experience, huh?” 

“It helps, but the concept isn’t new. Master Tzu wrote it all in his book. In your line of work, you should be acquainted with it.” 

“Ah, you read  The Art of War.” 

“So many times I feel like I know Master Tzu personally,” Kendal said, whistling for her horse. “I’d say it was a pleasure, Ms. Hickman, but I don’t lie that well. Please tell your client to stay the hell away from me. After tonight I don’t have any plans for Marmande Enterprises. She has my word.” 

“Thank you, Ms. Richoux.” 

“You’re very welcome. Just remember my warning. I won’t be so nice next time, and you have such a handsome face. Pity something 
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might happen to change that.” Kendal arched an eyebrow before she mounted the horse again and kept riding along the levee toward New Orleans. 

To Hill, she looked like a piece of the past brought back to life in vivid proportions. She could almost imagine the plantation owner riding  along  the  river  as  the  crops  grew  nearby,  waiting  for  the  fall harvest. It was a shame she wouldn’t have a reason to follow Kendal any longer. Unlike most of the others she trailed, Kendal seemed like a fascinating subject. 

Hill  started  her  car  even  before  she  had  the  door  closed,  not anxious to still be around when Kendal returned. Her cell phone was on the seat, but she drove almost halfway back to the city before she called Piper. “She made me, and she knows who signs my paychecks.” 

Piper didn’t answer for more than a minute. “What the hell doesn’t she know? I’m beginning to think the only secret I have left is the color of my underwear.” 

“I wouldn’t put even money on that. This woman’s different, Piper. 

She said you have her word she has no interest in your company, so I’d stay clear.” The memory of that blade biting into her skin made her shudder. She didn’t doubt that if she were found on Oakgrove property again, Kendal would hand her her ass on a plate, literally. “You don’t want her as an enemy, believe me.” 

“You show fear in business and you might as well hang the For Sale sign up. You have to realize that you don’t put in that sort of time and effort to just walk away. Come on, Hill, you don’t need an MBA to figure that one out.” 

“No, it’s you who doesn’t understand. She gave her word, and I get the impression that means a lot to Kendal Richoux. She rode up on a damn black horse and held me at swordpoint. I’m telling you, Boss, you don’t want to mess with her.” 

“That’s why I run a business and you lurk around after people. 

Call me tomorrow. I want to know a lot more about Richoux.” 

“As long as I can find it on a computer screen, lady. ’Cause no way in hell am I putting myself in striking distance again,” she said to the empty car after Piper disconnected. 
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chapTer nIne

The ride was refreshing, and Kendal would’ve sworn Ruda enjoyed it as much as she did. With the minor annoyance gone from across the street, she returned through the main gates a little after four in the morning. It felt good to be on horseback riding through land that reminded her of the Shômû, or summer seasons, as a child when the world moved with the pharaoh to the southern palace and its rich fields of grain. 

Those carefree times were the treasures of her past that helped her bridge the stretches of loneliness in her life. Her father had led the pharaoh’s legions, and his best and most trusted men were among her first teachers, but in the trek up the Nile they were more of an extended family who, along with her father, had indulged her love of fun. All of them were long dead, but they still had an unforgettable place in her heart.“I was beginning to think you’d run away.” Morgaine seasoned the reprimand with a large dose of teasing, and seeing her standing on the porch made Kendal smile. 

Through the centuries, in every lifetime Morgaine had known the names  she’d  gone  by,  the  details  of  the  identities  she’d  chosen,  and why, sometimes, because of the society, it was easier to live as a man than a woman. Though Morgaine had so much information about her, in return Kendal knew her only as Morgaine. 

In  the  life  of  immortality  she  had  chosen,  she  had  witnessed Morgaine become an Elder in the Genesis Clan, but she still remained Kendal’s watcher. Morgaine now participated with the others in passing judgment when it was warranted so they could coexist in balance. For every powerful black force that was created, the Elders looked for a stronger white light to either control it or destroy it, if necessary. When 
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things were quiet, Morgaine would be absent from Kendal’s life for decades. 

“Had I known such beauty was waiting on my steps, I would’ve beaten the horse back.” She slid off Ruda and landed with a small thump on the pavement of the drive. One of Morgaine’s men took the reins and led the horse away for a thorough brushing. “I mean, how often am I visited by the goddess of war?” 

“I carry only the name, my warrior, but none of her powers.” 

“I’m positive the pagans named their beloved for you.” 

“Henri’s growing stronger as we stand here talking. You cannot wait too much longer.” 

As with the first time Kendal laid eyes on her one constant for three  thousand  years,  something  inside  her  stirred.  She  was  almost Kendal’s opposite in every way. Petite in stature, pale skin extenuated by blond hair so light it seemed almost white. The eyes that had seen the passage of time were their only common feature. 

“Is he ready to take over the world tonight?” she asked, stepping closer.  Now  that  she  had  finished  her  ride  and  stopped  moving,  the sweat on her skin made the cold air more pronounced. 

Morgaine laughed. “No, not tonight.” 

“Then let’s talk about something else, since we both realize the price of failure.” 

Morgaine held her ground as Kendal moved closer. From the flare of Morgaine’s nose, she had detected the citrusy cologne Kendal had started using during the French Revolution. Morgaine held her breath, as if anticipating the first touch of her callused hands made rough by years of wielding a sword. 

She went slow, savoring the taste of the brandy Morgaine must have  had  while  waiting  for  her  return.  Her  lips  parted,  encouraging Kendal in to explore, so as she stroked Morgaine’s tongue with hers, she slid her hands down her sides until she cupped her bottom. 

“Better yet, I suggest we talk of nothing at all,” she said, picking Morgaine up and moving to the front door. She didn’t stop until they were in the master suite. There she put Morgaine gently on her feet and cupped her face in her hands. Just as gently she pressed her lips again to Morgaine’s, enjoying the feel of her. “I’ve missed you.” 

Morgaine ran her hands up Kendal’s chest and stopped at the cord holding the shirt closed. “And I you, warrior mine. I’ve never had your like in my life.” With one tug the knot came loose and she laid her palm against the warm chest. 
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“The saddest day of my existence was when I had to give you the gift of immortality. As your watcher I’d never have a life with you, no matter how much I care for you.” She pulled Kendal’s shirt from the riding pants and up over her head. Kendal’s body hadn’t changed at all from the first night they had spent together. 

By the time they had left the haven of the desert, everything and everyone Kendal had known was a memory, but Kendal told her that the only things she mourned losing were her father and her, once they had to part. 

Over the years Ora had come to both hate and fear the best slayer Morgaine had ever trained. The exploits of the warrior Asra had become almost mythical, since none of Ora’s followers had ever come close to defeating her. 

Kendal was her greatest student not only because of the way she fought, but because of her ability to morph, always changing to fit her environment, serving whenever and wherever the Elders sent her to do their bidding. Now it was her time as Kendal Richoux, but it was also her time to finish the work she had begun as Asra. 

“It’s  been  so  long,”  Kendal  said  as  she  placed  her  hand  at  the center of Morgaine’s chest. The sound of Kendal’s voice interrupted her memories. 

“You’re as beautiful as you were the night I gave you life, Asra.” 

“And  you  excite  me  just  as  much,”  Kendal  said  as  Morgaine unfastened her belt and lowered her pants, dropping to her knees with them.  With  a  little  encouragement,  Kendal  pulled  her  head  forward toward her sex. Morgaine loved sharing herself with Kendal since she understood so perfectly her needs and could match her strength. 

Kendal moaned when Morgaine sucked her hard clitoris against her tongue. She smiled when Kendal flexed the muscles in her legs; only focused concentration kept her on her feet under the pleasurable onslaught. “Let go for me, Warrior, for the war begins tomorrow.” 

v

The sound of birds in the branches of the oak outside the master suite made Morgaine turn her head toward the French doors that led out to the veranda. Standing naked in the dim dawn light, Kendal stared out at the front lawns. She had never visited Kendal at Oakgrove during her life as Jacques St. Louis, wanting to give her those years to pursue and romance someone who could have made her happy for a short while. 
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Since Kendal’s life would never be normal, Morgaine would never deny her the few moments of happiness she could snatch along the way. 

“What do you see?” 

“The beginning of another day,” Kendal said. 

She  rose  and  pressed  her  naked  body  to  Kendal’s  back;  the abdominal  muscles  she’d  tensed  the  night  before  so  she  could  rub against them twitched slightly under her hands. “Don’t tell me you’re getting bored with the prospect.” 

“In the beginning I thought I would,” Kendal said, with her usual honesty.  “Wandering  aimlessly  forever,  with  no  chance  at  a  family, watching everyone you love die, didn’t seem too appealing once I gave it serious thought.” Kendal turned in her embrace and led her back to the large bed. Morgaine snuggled up to Kendal’s side as they continued their talk. “To know my life would revolve around killing brought an incredible sadness to my heart.” 

“Asra,  your  life  was  one  of  a  soldier  when  I  found  you.  Did you forget you were skilled enough to be the leader of the pharaoh’s elite squad, even though you were a woman? Your duty was to kill on command. What was the difference?” 

“Back then my life would’ve ended. The killing would’ve stopped with time, and someone else would’ve been waiting to take my place since some people are eager to face war in any lifetime, if history’s any indication. Just look at the world today. How different are people now than those who lived when I served?” Kendal wrapped a strand of her hair around her fingers. “You always smell like roses, even when I’d never seen the flower.” 

She kissed Kendal as a reward for her continual sweetness. “The difference  is  the  wise  ruler  you  once  served  had  more  patience  for talk. I would think that after all this time you would’ve grown bored with politics and the ups and downs it puts people through. My way’s much more gratifying, don’t you think?” She poked Kendal in the ribs, making her laugh. “Are you really tired?” 

“Try some of that patience you’re fond of lecturing me about,” 

Kendal said, pinching her cheek. “Awe replaced the sadness quickly. It was the simple things at first—the forging of stronger steel, the printing press, the sound of an orchestra when I first heard it, and seeing man fly. These changes made facing each new day worthwhile. I’ve come to love life and those who cherish it like I do.” 

Morgaine lifted her head and looked into Kendal’s eyes. “And the fighting?” 
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“I  fight  for  those  who  can’t  do  it  for  themselves.  It’s  not  only my obligation but also my honor. The killing doesn’t bother me now because those I destroy really aren’t human anymore. When I heard Henri speaking to me the other night, I couldn’t bring myself to turn and look at him for the longest time,” Kendal said, exhaling at length. 

“Three thousand years is a long time, but not enough for me to finally understand why he chose to become such a pathetic creature.” 

“Why didn’t you want to look at him?” 

“Because he may resemble my brother, he may sound like him, but he isn’t him. From that very first night he came to kill me, I couldn’t stand to see what he’s turned into. I’m going to destroy him and hunt down the witch who made him,” Kendal said, and the passion Morgaine wanted to hear was back after years of rest. Her warrior had awoken. 

“He’s grown powerful, you know.” 

“Yes, but so have I.” 

She laughed and bit the nipple closest to her mouth. “You sound incredibly sexy when you talk like that.” 

“Are you kidding? I sound incredibly sexy all the time,” Kendal said  as  she  rolled  them  over,  pinning  her  to  the  bed  with  her  hands above her head. 

Morgaine had delivered the message from the Clan, so she would have to leave eventually to attend to other responsibilities. She planned to make the most of their remaining time. Kendal’s life would become dark soon enough until the job was done, so now they should rejoice in the pleasures life could bring. 

“Ah, I see the cocky captain I first encountered is back. And here I thought time would tame you.” 

Her clit got hard and she arched her back off the bed when Kendal sucked on her nipple hard enough to make her sex clench. “Do you really want to tame me?” 

With almost equal strength she broke her hands free and squeezed Kendal’s ass. “Never,” she said, spreading her legs wide and feeling the morning air against her wetness. “But enough talk.” 

Kendal placed her thigh between her legs and kissed her in a way she  seldom  allowed  because  it  was  so  possessive.  They  knew  each other’s strengths, so they had no reason to show restraint. With only the hard muscle against her clitoris, she broke the kiss by pulling on Kendal’s hair. “Take me,” she said as Kendal hovered over her. “I want you.”As if to torture her, Kendal went slowly after removing the little 
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bit of relief by sitting up. Kendal held her knees apart, further exposing her, and the twitching in her clit made her want to beg, but she waited. 

The night before had been explosive since they’d tried to subdue each other, but now Kendal was looking down at her with familiarity. 

They  cared  about  and  knew  what  it  took  to  please  each  other, that had never been an issue, but they also knew not to become too attached. Their place within the Clan wouldn’t allow them more than these stolen moments, so Morgaine savored these times when she could see Kendal’s soul in her eyes. 

“It amazes me still how beautiful you are,” Kendal said, touching her as if she were suddenly made of porcelain. The calluses on Kendal’s palms  and  fingers  felt  delicious  as  they  skimmed  her  stomach  and nipples. 

“If  I  had  the  ability  to  dream,”  Kendal  said  as  her  right  hand moved lower, scratching along the blond hair that topped her sex, “this is where I’d spend my nights when you aren’t with me.” 

She couldn’t help but close her eyes when Kendal wet her fingers and flicked them gently against her clit. “Please, Warrior, take me,” she said, unashamed to plead. 

The bed bounced when Kendal moved to put her face between her legs, blowing softly and making her arch off the bed again. “You taste as sweet as you smell,” Kendal said after she dipped her tongue just deep enough for her to miss the contact when Kendal lifted her head. 

“Do you taste as good?” Morgaine asked, suddenly craving the uniqueness  of  Kendal.  Her  question  made  it  easy  to  roll  Kendal  to her back as she slid in the opposite direction. She bucked her hips as Kendal started sucking on her and had to concentrate on doing the same in return. 

From this position she could enjoy almost the length of Kendal’s skin under hers, moaning with Kendal’s hardness against her tongue. 

Rocking  her  hips  in  time  with  Kendal’s  mouth  started  her  orgasm, which washed through her so thoroughly that she shivered as her entire body tingled. She rode it out, feeling Kendal tense under her, and the moment ended too quickly, but left her boneless. 

Kendal lifted her and lay back with her arms around her so they could enjoy the morning from under the covers. Their fire didn’t burn often, but perhaps that was best. Anything this hot had to burn out if lit too long, and it was her responsibility that Kendal live forever. 

v
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The  sound  of  rain  against  Piper’s  bedroom  window  reminded her of all the times she’d spent daydreaming in her old room at her grandparents’ place. Those hours pasting together fantasies of her future instead of sleeping whenever it rained had helped heal but not forget those parts of her heart she thought would always be broken. 

She  stared  at  the  ceiling,  not  focusing  on  the  moving  patterns the  streetlight  painted  as  it  filtered  through  the  landscaping  foliage her housing development prided itself on. The raging storm and the booming thunder that sounded close had woken her two hours before the alarm. 

“The weather guy finally got it right,” she said, turning toward the window. It was early, but she wasn’t tired. 

“Do  you  still  see  me,  Daddy?”  She  spoke  in  a  normal  voice instead  of  the  whispers  she’d  used  as  a  child  so  she  wouldn’t  upset her grandparents. Daydreaming when it rained always made her feel connected  to  her  father.  The  report  on  Mackey’s  car  accident  had concluded it was just that—an accident. Only he’d lost control on the straightest part of River Road and hit the huge oak dead-center, almost as if he’d aimed right for it. 

It had been raining that night too, and thinking about him dying out there alone still haunted her. She wished she’d fulfilled her most recurring  daydream  of  having  someone  in  her  life  who’d  hold  her when her head became too crowded with memories. A few moments of comfort, though, weren’t worth saddling herself with anyone she’d ever met. 

“Get a grip,” she told herself, and laughed as she sat up. 

The  room  was  chilly  when  she  pushed  the  covers  off,  but  not enough to flip on the heater, so she pressed the control panel for the coffeepot. Today she’d enjoy the weather as she finished her proposal for the bank. It was a long-shot pitch, but she didn’t have any tricks left to play since enemies had surrounded them. 

Financially, with or without the business, she’d be fine because of  the  trust  her  parents  had  set  up,  but  the  hundreds  of  employees working at the shipyard didn’t have that luxury. She didn’t want them to remember her for stripping them of their livelihoods and futures. 

When the coffee was done, she reread her proposal, then moved to the comfortable chair in her den with the couple of books written about Oakgrove and the man who built it. That mysterious place was often the subject of her rainy-day mental vacations because it was walled off from a modern world. Growing up next door had ignited her imagination 
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about the house and Jacques St. Louis from an early age, but the fence was as far as she ever got to unlocking the plantation’s secrets. 

“What does Kendal Richoux have to do with Jacques St. Louis?” 

she asked the sketch of the house on the first page of the thickest book she owned on the subject. It was one of the only images of the plantation you couldn’t see from the road, and since practically all the acreage was fenced, it wasn’t visible from her grandparents’ place either. 

“You’d  think  someone  would’ve  cracked  the  story  by  now.” 

She  kept  talking  to  herself  as  she  flipped  through  the  pages,  trying unsuccessfully to find a picture of Jacques. She rested her head back, reading the almost clinical information, and before long it put her back to sleep. 

v

“Damn, just when it was getting interesting,” Henri said to Troy, both of them standing outside Piper’s place getting soaked. It was the first time he’d opened his eyes since Piper had woken up. “She’s so accessible.” 

“Who is she, sire?” Troy asked, adjusting his coat as the rain made it heavier. 

“Someone  who  could  be  useful  to  us.”  Henri  opened  his  mind again, trying to reconnect to Piper’s thoughts, but sleep had surprisingly raised her defenses. Her hatred of Asra was almost like an embrace. 

“Remember this place, but leave her alone.” 

When they reached the fence surrounding the complex, they both jumped effortlessly to the top. Sunrise was in an hour, but Henri wanted to feed before he returned to his sleeping chamber. He led Troy toward the  older  section  of  town,  but  kept  searching  for  an  easy  target.  He found it right outside the French Quarter when he spotted a middle-aged man slumped in the doorway of an abandoned house. From his appearance, the guy was probably homeless and drunk, but Henri only cared that he was alive. 

He stopped close to him, smiling when the man opened his eyes and stared at him. “Can you loan me a few bucks?” the man asked, alcohol on his breath. 

The silence seemed to unnerve the man since he straightened up some and looked startled. “I ain’t got no money,” he said, his voice slurred, but he talked faster. 

“I’m interested in something else.” 
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Henri grabbed him by the front of his coat and lifted him to his feet with one hand. The strength of Ora’s blood never ceased to awe him, and he held the man almost completely off his feet, widening his smile so his canines were visible. When the guy saw them he tried to get away, making Henri laugh when only the tips of his toes hit the ground in a running motion. 

The prickling in his skin signaled that dawn wasn’t far off, but Henri  could  concentrate  only  on  the  hammering  carotid  artery  that pulsed with blood and terror. The man’s skin had a strong sour smell, but that wouldn’t ruin the feast. As he broke through the artery and his mouth filled with the first gush of salty thick liquid, his euphoria made him hard. He was as excited as the first time Ora had pressed her wrist to his lips. 

He remembered how his strength had left him one sip at a time, his fear and his life force abandoning him as he floated in Ora’s embrace. 

That same bliss was making the man in his arms stop struggling. This brief moment was the only thing that reminded Henri of his life before Ora. As the heat of someone else’s life force coursed through him, he almost felt his humanity again. 

The man dropped like a rag at his feet, and Henri looked into his eyes until they completely dimmed in death. 

“Please, sire,” Troy said, standing behind him, “we have to go.” 

“Go on, and remember what I said about the girl. Don’t take any of the others there.” 

He trusted Troy to follow his orders, so he turned and moved away so fast that Troy couldn’t follow. Troy was his creation, but he trusted no one with the location of his resting place. No one could betray him with information they didn’t have, one of the few lessons he’d retained from Raad. 

He arrived at the house in the Garden District and closed the door to one of the only basements in New Orleans as the first rays of light cut through the sky, the storm now north of them. Henri stripped off his wet clothing and left it in a pile, having no problem moving around in total darkness. 

When he shoved the heavy capstone over the crypt, he thought of Asra before he gave in to the oblivion of sleep. The Elders were getting ready to unleash their slayer, but he felt comfortable with his plan. “You’ll be so busy with my young ones that you’ll never see the trap I’ve set for you. Once I bury you, the old ones will bow to Ora’s will or they’ll face the same fate.” 
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His laugh echoed in the confined warm space as he thought of the place he’d picked to put Asra where the sun would never touch her skin again. “We’ve come to the end of our story, Asra, and nothing will save you from me.” 

v

Morgaine  kissed  Kendal  before  taking  her  seat  at  the  breakfast table the house staff had set up on the porch. The unpredictable weather had again slipped into a more summer-like pattern, so Morgaine had chosen a sleeveless white shirt to go with her faded jeans. To the casual observer Morgaine was an All-American coed home for the weekend. 

“My guys will stay with you until you’re done. The regular staff Charlie hires on occasion might not understand some of the things that could happen if Henri decides to come visit,” she said. The young server placed a crisp white linen napkin on her lap, and she smiled at him. 

“You’re leaving already?” 

Morgaine broke a croissant in half and buttered it before she added the homemade strawberry preserves she recognized as Lola’s recipe, which was now a common item at all of Kendal’s properties. “Trying to get rid of me?” 

“No, I just want you to say good-bye this time.” 

She put the bread down and reached for Kendal’s hand. “That was a couple of hundred years ago, Warrior. Let it go and forgive me.” 

“What can I say? I know how to hold a grudge.” Kendal shrugged, as if acknowledging her imperfections. 

“And how,” Morgaine said with a laugh. 

“Speaking of grudges.” 

“He can’t work with you, so don’t even ask,” she said, putting both her hands up for extra emphasis. 

Kendal looked at the full plate of eggs and bacon the server had put down. “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. Abez has kept the name Henri to taunt me about the past and my failures. One of the greatest of them was Lionel’s family, so I won’t deny him the satisfaction of ending this.” 

“He isn’t ready. The Elders are still pissed that Charlie exists to be able to avenge anyone. Or have you forgotten that little infraction?” 

Morgaine tried not to sound like she was scolding a small child, but she crossed her arms over her chest, challenging Kendal to deny the truth. 

“One,”  Kendal  said,  holding  up  a  finger.  “One  in  all  the  years 
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you’ve given me. That’s not a bad record. And I hate to disagree with you, but he  is ready. If you try to stop him from helping me, then find someone else to go against Henri, because I won’t do it.” She leaned back and mirrored Morgaine’s pose. 

“You would defy the Clan?” 

“Just because you and they are in a position of authority doesn’t mean you’re always right. In this case you’re wrong, so my answer is, yes, I’d defy the Clan and you.” 

“He’ll be your responsibility.” 

“He  always  has  been. You’ll  see,  Charlie  will  be  an  asset.  If  I didn’t think so, he’d be a memory by now. That’s why I gave him the gift. He’s a rare man with a caring heart.” 

The corner of Morgaine’s mouth quivered slightly, and she gave in to the smile. “That’s the only reason the Elders upheld my wishes and didn’t bury you under a rock somewhere. Take care of him because Henri will show him no mercy. And you’re right about why Abez chose the name. I want you to take this business seriously, warrior mine. Age has made the enemy not only strong but extremely cunning.” 

“I  should  introduce  him  to  Piper  Marmande. After  ten  minutes Henri  and  everyone  associated  with  him  would  volunteer  to  drive  a stake through their own heart.” 

Morgaine laughed around her fork. “Don’t tell me there’s a woman alive who can resist you? What  is the world coming to?” she asked after she swallowed. 

“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” Kendal laughed and looked through the window of the house to the painting over the fireplace. “The closest I’ve come to dying in generations is when I’m on the receiving end of her killer looks.” 

Morgaine clapped, then placed her hand over her mouth as if to not spit anything out. “You have to tell me more about her now. Start with a description.” 

“Darken the eyes and sharpen her features a little, and she looks like that.” She pointed to the portrait. 

“No way.” 

“I literally came close to passing out when I saw her. It was like fate was playing a cruel joke on me for my shortcomings.” 

The  staff  disappeared  when  Morgaine  stood  and  sat  in  her  lap. 

“The  fault  for  what  happened  lies  squarely  on  Henri.  Stop  blaming yourself for things you had no control over.” 

“Don’t you get it? He did what he did because of me.” 
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“Henri still did the deeds. Kendal, you can’t control his actions and you can’t be everywhere at once, no matter how hard you try. Henri is a vampire. He’s a creature without conscience and soul.” Morgaine caressed Kendal’s face, wiping away the tears that had fallen. 

“You sound so religious.” 

“And  you  sound  like  a  smart-ass.  Christians  may  think  they invented the concept of the soul, but you and I know it’s been there all along. Catholics find God in cathedrals, some think he’s hanging around at tent revivals, and the lost tribes of the Amazon find him in every living thing. Who’s right?” 

Kendal stood, cradling her, and kissed her before putting her down. 

Morgaine enjoyed the speck of jam she’d missed with the napkin. “You will not drag me into this conversation again, so forget it. How about you  gather  your  best  swordsmen  for  later?  I  could  use  the  practice before tonight.” 

“You’re no fun,” Morgaine said, pouting. They had argued about different topics over the years, the fights sometimes lasting for decades. 

“Where are you off to?” 

With a quick slap to Morgaine’s backside, Kendal moved toward her bike. “To a Catholic cathedral to find salvation. If I can’t find that, I’ll settle for Charlie.” 
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chapTer Ten

Well?”“Well what?” Hill said, still shocked to find Piper standing in her office doorway. During their entire business relationship, Piper had always made her come to her office. 

“Did you find anything?” Piper sounded exasperated. “Come on, get with the program. It’s what I’m paying you for.” 

“I found the same thing I found the last time I looked. Didn’t you read my report? She’s like a machine, this woman. Have you seen her college transcripts? Even Einstein, in his science courses, at least, didn’t get that many As.” The computer behind her was finishing its search for any mention of Kendal Richoux, and even after the second time she’d run it she hadn’t found much. She pulled her glasses off and rubbed her eyes because of the lack of leads. 

“Did her pet snake slither back to New York?” 

She handed a one-paged report to Piper detailing Bruce’s itinerary from  the  time  he’d  received  the  call  from  Kendal  and  her  associate watched his plane take off. “He checked everyone out and hopped a limo to the airport. But they flew to Los Angeles, not New York.” 

“What’s in L.A.?” 

“Aside from the obvious, you mean?” Piper put her fists on her hips in impatience, so she cut the jokes. “Webster International.” She handed over another short report. “Old manufacturing firm on the ropes after the downturn in the economy a couple of years ago. Mr. Babbage is flying this one solo. Well, as solo as you can get considering the team he left here with.” 

“And?” 

The last sheet at the center of her messy desk made Piper exhale loudly when she handed it over. “She hasn’t left the property as far 
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as we can tell from five miles away. Considering the estate owns all the land in every direction, surveillance is a little tough.” The ringing phone stopped her recap since she was alone in the office, all her people out gathering more information for Piper. 

“Hickman,” she said, pausing to listen. “Stay way back and keep me posted if you head into town. I’ll take over once you get here, and be careful. This woman has eyes in the back of her head.” 

“What’s going on?” Piper asked. 

“The big bike just rolled past our lookout, so it seems Ms. Richoux is headed back to town.” Hill took her gun out of her top desk drawer. 

“I’ll call you later and give you an update.” 

“You do that, and I want to know her every move. I’m not buying her I’m-not-interested act.” 

An hour later Hill paused at the back of the St. Louis Cathedral in the French Quarter, surprised that it was Kendal’s first stop for the day. A security guard waiting on the sidewalk greeted Kendal after she dismounted. Obviously he was there to watch the bike she was leaving illegally parked on Royal Street. Kendal entered the courtyard through the wrought-iron gate Hill had never seen unlocked and walked past the large Jesus statue with his arms lifted and frozen in praise. 

She dropped her head when Kendal took her sunglasses off and paused for a minute, and started breathing again when Kendal didn’t turn around. “What are you up to?” She was interested in the answer whether Piper was paying her or not. 

v

Kendal  stopped  to  admire  the  two  massive  oaks  anchoring  the garden in the back of the cathedral; the last time she’d seen them they were tall saplings taken from Oakgrove’s grounds. As she removed her sunglasses, behind her she heard Hill’s engine shut off. 

“I  must  not  be  as  scary  as  I  thought  if  she’s  still  on  the  trail,” 

she said softly. The persistent Hill wasn’t an irritation, though, and she decided to play along to see what Piper had in mind. “Could you do me a favor,” she said, speaking the next part into her phone so softly that no electronic listening device could have overheard her conversation as she held up her hand to the priest waiting at the door. “Thanks,” 

she said, ending her call and so giving the priest permission to move forward. 

“Ms.  Richoux,  it’s  wonderful  to  finally  meet  you,”  the  priest 
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said, shaking her hand enthusiastically. “It’s incredible how much you resemble your father Anthony.” His eyes moved over her face as if he were trying to memorize it. 

Before leaving the city and the identity of Jacques St. Louis behind, she’d made a substantial donation to the Catholic church to help finish the original cathedral and for the care of Angelina and Tomas’s graves. 

She didn’t usually bother with religion, but faith was the cornerstone of Angelina’s  life,  so  she’d  played  along.  Through  the  years,  she’d come to see what a wise decision it was, since the church seldom asked questions and the priests gladly traveled to wherever she was to collect the funds to replenish the trust. 

“I  believe  this  is  the  first  time  a  St.  Louis  heir  has  actually visited the church,” the priest said, making her smile since the same elderly priest had traveled to New York to meet with her as Anthony Richoux, her last persona. He’d changed significantly with age, but she remembered his thick hair, which had been so black it had reminded her of blackbird feathers, and how Times Square had fascinated him more than anything she’d had to say. 

“Father, it’s nice to put a face with the voice.” She took his hands in hers before accepting his embrace. 

“I’m so glad you’ve finally come. Your family has been absent from this house too long.” He accepted her arm and led her inside to his office. 

“After I finish my business in town, I hope to return more often, Father.” They talked for an hour about the repairs Kendal was financing and the daycare center they were building a few blocks away. 

“When you come back, please block out a day so we can take you around to see the fruits of your generosity. I would also enjoy showing you off to the parish.” 

“That’s a deal, but now I’m just here to pick up Charlie, if he’s ready to go.” 

“Oh, he’s been sitting by the telephone waiting for you to call. 

Thank you for sending him, though. He did a bit of rewiring for us while he was waiting. He’s really quite handy.” 

“Amazing what having time on your hands will do for a man.” 

She helped him up and kept her pace slow to not aggravate the man’s pronounced limp. 

“You came,” Charlie said when they entered the rectory. 

“I gave you my word, and now’s your chance to stay here where 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 103 •

you’ll be safe.” She put her hand on his shoulder and spoke softly, her words changing his expression to one of disbelief and hurt. 

“I can help you. There’s no way I’ll let you down.” 

“I’m  not  asking  because  I  doubt  your  loyalty  or  believe  you’ll disappoint me, but you’ve never done this before. Could you kill one of those coeds you love to spend time practicing your French with if Henri’s turned her into something that’ll haunt your waking dreams? 

They look so vulnerable and sweet, but they’re still deadly.” 

“But I can’t die, you’ve seen to that.” 

“No, but they can bury you so deep you’ll be as good as dead. 

Henri’s as aware of our limitations as we are of his, and if he can’t beat me directly he’ll do it through you.” 

Charlie pulled away from her. Glancing at the priest still close by, he switched to French. “Then you don’t want me to come with you?” 

“Do  you still want to come with me, my friend? Do you remember your boys and woman enough to avenge what happened to them no matter what we face?” 

“Do I remember? Are you insane?” Anger poured off him, but she ignored his clenched fists and jaw. “Slavers took me from my home and my family in chains like an animal, and I could do nothing about it. I had to accept my fate, but then I was given Celia and four strong sons, only to be left alone again. Do I remember them? I’ve thought of little else for decades.” 

She held her hand out to him and smiled. “Then come on,” she said  before  turning  back  to  the  priest.  “Thank  you  for  everything, Father.” She embraced the priest, again noticing the painting hanging in the entryway where they were standing. 

“I don’t know if you’ve ever had the opportunity to see this, so I had it brought out of storage for your visit,” he said, moving her closer to  the  wall.  “It’s  uncanny  how  the  St.  Louis  side  of  the  family  has retained their looks.” 

“Thank  you,”  she  said,  studying  the  portrait  she  remembered posing for. The size of her contribution at Angelina’s behest had moved the priests back then to have the tribute made. It was a gift she’d loaned the church before she departed to Europe. 

“Even though I take my vows seriously, it’s nice to see young love captured so beautifully.” 

“You’re right. It gives us incentive to fight for what’s just,” she said before telling him good-bye. 
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On the street another bike was parked next to hers, and she threw Charlie a set of keys. 

“What, no sunglasses?” he asked. 

“They’ve invented places called malls, buddy. You should get out more.” 

The engines rumbled as soon as they were started, and she laughed when she saw Hill dive into the passenger side of her car when she looked directly at her. That Hill stayed put helped clear her mind as she and Charlie headed home. She didn’t want another catastrophe on her hands, or to add any more targets for Henri to use against her. The upkeep of Tomas and Angelina’s graves was enough for a lifetime, even one as long as hers. 

v

“I wouldn’t have pegged her as the religious type,” Hill said to herself, waiting for her phone to ring. “Piper, you’re wasting your time and money, because she doesn’t act like someone interested in taking over your business.” The call came, and one of her assistants confirmed that the two riders were headed in the direction of Oakgrove. Making a quick decision, she got out and headed to the rectory, since the guard was still there and the gate was still open. Piper’s first question would be about the guy Kendal had picked up and what her connection to him. “Can we help you, child?” asked the nun who answered the door. 

The full habit brought back an avalanche of memories from parochial school, making Hill shiver. Women with wimples armed with rulers were, in her opinion, brides of the devil. 

“Could  I  speak  to  the  priest  who  was  sitting  outside  with  the woman who came to visit just now?” 

“He’s in a meeting for the next few hours. Is there a problem, or perhaps something I could help you with?” 

Hill  was  about  to  ask  what  Kendal’s  connection  to  the  church was when the painting caught her attention. It depicted a group of men standing  around  what  looked  like  a  cornerstone.  Standing  next  to  a priest in brown robes was Kendal Richoux, dressed as a man, and on the other side of her was a woman who very much looked like Piper. 

“What  an  interesting  painting,”  she  said,  moving  past  the  nun  for  a closer look. 

“It was from the construction of the first church in the territory. The 
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original building was an important endeavor for Jacques St. Louis,” the nun said. “Of course, that’s not why we chose St. Louis as our patron saint.”“Wasn’t Mr. St. Louis the owner of Oakgrove?” 

“Of  the  original  plantation,  yes.  The  house  that  sits  there  now has been repaired enough through the years that I’d think it would be brand-new by now. Charlie does such a wonderful job keeping it up for the family.” 

“Charlie?” she asked, still staring at the image on the wall. 

“The young man who was here that you were asking about. He’s Oakgrove’s caretaker.” 

“Do you know his last name, Sister?” 

“Perhaps  Father  could  answer  that  for  you.  I’ve  always  known him as Charlie. I’ve accompanied him to the estate a few times, but I was more interested in looking around than in Charlie’s full name.” 

“You’ve  been  to  Oakgrove?” The  opportunity  was  too  good  to pass up, and Hill forgot all about the man who’d left with Kendal. Now that her sword-toting mark thought she was off the case, maybe this nun could point out any chinks in the security. 

“Yes, it’s lovely. You should see the lake toward the back. It’s the only place where the fence separating the grounds from the property next door ends. The open space makes you imagine what it must have looked like way back when.” The nun put her hand on her arm like she was telling her a secret. “It’s so secluded it makes me consider skinny-dipping whenever I’m there.” 

Hill laughed as she noticed how soft the nun’s hand was. “I’ll bet it’s lovely.” Looking more closely at the nun’s face, she wondered why such a beautiful woman had chosen a life of service. “Do you know the name of the young woman standing with Mr. St. Louis?” 

“Angelina du’Pon was his fiancée. Tragic story, really, but I’m late for a meeting already, so perhaps next time.” 

“Thank you for your time, Sister. You’ve been very helpful.” 

Hill waved one more time, then hurried to her car. From the large window  in  the  rectory,  Morgaine  unzipped  the  black  garment  and peeled  off  the  wimple,  finished  with  the  favor  Kendal  had  asked  of her. The thought of masquerading as a nun any longer made her laugh, considering how she’d spent her evening. Asra could make her yell for the gods, but she doubted that was what the church had in mind. 

“I consider this my good deed for the day, Asra, and you guessed right. Your  stalker  couldn’t  help  but  come  in,”  she  said,  putting  the 
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outfit on a chair. She fluffed up her hair and decided to have it cut before she returned to the house. It would be only a matter of time before they had visitors via the lake, but she would leave it to Asra to find them. 

“Let’s hope they decide to make their covert operation during daylight hours, because Henri will be sending his own welcoming party soon enough.” 

“Can I help you, miss?” asked a nun who entered the room. 

“No, thank you, Sister. I was just doing a favor for a friend.” 

“Well then, God bless you. It’s the Christian way to do for others, and it’s a habit young people don’t develop enough these days.” 

“That message never does get old, no matter how many times I hear it.” 

v

“Yesterday you were deathly afraid of this woman, and now you want to sneak into her house. Am I understanding you correctly?” Piper asked.As Hill weaved through traffic on the way back to the office, she focused on the painting in the rectory and the resemblance to Kendal and Piper. Now she was certain that even if Piper didn’t pay her another dollar  to  work  the  case,  she  wanted  to  find  out  more  about  Kendal Richoux.  She  couldn’t  ignore  the  doppelganger  coincidences  in  the painting. Genetics, no matter how perfect, didn’t produce two people who  looked  so  much  alike  after  so  much  time.  Having  Piper  in  the scene was too bizarre to even contemplate. 

“You don’t have to go with me, Piper. I’m going no matter what. 

After last night she thinks I’m off her tail, so what’s to lose?” 

“Oh, no. Give me twenty minutes, then pick me up at my place. 

I  have  to  change  into  something  more  comfortable  for  sneaking around.” 

A mental picture of sneaking anywhere with the impatient Piper made Hill want to kick herself for not calling  after she returned from the plantation. It would’ve been much easier alone. “I could just take pictures and write a report by tonight. Besides, you don’t know what’s crawling in those woods.” 

“Twenty minutes, Hill. Don’t be late.” 

The silence in her ear stopped her from making any other excuses. 

Hopefully the most dangerous weapon in Kendal’s house was a sword. 
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It was illegal to shoot someone on their own property, but she’d make up some reason if it came to that. 

“Next time just go first and talk later, moron, because if you’re not careful, your old friend Piper’s going to get you killed.” She tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel as she talked to herself. No matter, though—she was going even if she had to carry Piper on her back to get there and gag her once they arrived. 

When she reached Piper’s condo she saw they were wearing similar outfits. Jeans, boots, and long sleeves would help if bugs infested the place they landed. Piper also had a pair of binoculars hanging around her neck and a bag with snacks. Had Piper misunderstood? She looked ready to attend a sporting event instead of trespass in someone’s yard. 

“Nothing in there crunches, right?” 

“I didn’t have lunch, so take it easy. We aren’t sneaking into the house. Who’ll hear us eating potato chips while we’re hiding under a bush?” 

The same woman who snuck up on me on a really big horse and threatened to slice me into little pieces, that’s who, she thought, as she studied the tops of her boots when her chin dropped to her chest. “Let’s go  before  it  gets  much  later. We  still  have  to  find  a  way  across  the lake.”“No problem. Granddad keeps an old rowboat out there. I asked before I left the office. As long as he doesn’t actually land on Oakgrove property, he has permission to fish the lake. Don’t you find it odd that Kendal’s so friendly with these religious types?” Piper asked as they walked to the car. “It would have made more sense for her to attend a cult meeting.” 

Hill opened the door for Piper, then headed around to the driver’s side. “We don’t know a lot about Kendal. If we’re lucky, though, we’ll be able to see and photograph more people there with her. Then we’ll have some new outlets to find out more about her and what she’s up to.” Hill stopped hitting her thumbs on the steering wheel when Piper stared at them. Piper would know she was stalling. “Maybe so. Let’s hope  so,  anyway. Your  little  penguin  friend  didn’t  tell  you  anything else, right? Something that would help us out?” 

“No.” She shook her head for emphasis. They were sitting at a red light and she couldn’t look Piper in the eye when she answered. She wasn’t ready to tell Piper she’d seen Kendal in a really old painting 
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done before her great-grandmother was even born. Piper would have her committed in a heartbeat, especially if she told Piper she had seen her likeness in the painting as well. 

“There’s nothing more you want to tell me?” Piper asked again, and from her peripheral vision Hill could see her staring at her now. 

The light turned green and she floored it, crossing over two lanes of traffic to make it onto the interstate ramp. “That was it. She told me about the lake, that she visited the place a couple of times, and she explained a painting hanging in the hallway.” Please don’t ask me about the painting and I won’t have to lie, she thought. 

“What, are you becoming an art connoisseur?” 

“They just seem eager for the public to take an interest in their history. It’s not a big deal.” 

v

Piper kept quiet the rest of the trip, content to watch the scenery and think about the summers she’d spent at her grandfather’s place as a child. She was on the tire swing he’d strung up for her from one of the large oaks in the back when he told her of her father’s death. At first the words “car accident” didn’t sound so permanent, but her father was gone just like that. She figured he’d wanted to be happy by joining her mother, whom she knew only from pictures. 

The memories of her father, though, were vivid, but she usually kept them buried since they brought her only pain. Her father had always worn his melancholy like a cloak. Despite his sadness he often read to her, walked the property with her skipping beside him, but nothing she did ever brought him true joy. From the time she could remember she’d tried to make him happy, but she couldn’t reach the part of his heart that withered when her mother died. 

That sense of failure had made her wary of trying so hard to please anyone  again.  She’d  allowed  only  Granddad  Mac  and  Grandmother Molly  fully  into  her  heart,  especially  Mac.  When  she’d  moved  in with  them  permanently,  he’d  laughed  and  danced  with  her  and  her grandmother every night when he got home from work, and never acted pressed for time when she asked to do something with him. 

He and Grandmother Molly had done everything from attending her  sporting  events  to  volunteering  for  school  functions  so  her  life would be as full and normal as possible. From Mac she’d learned what 
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exactly their family was built on, and a big part of that was Marmande Shipyard,  as  well  as  the  extended  family  they  employed  and  were responsible for. 

Once  she  was  old  enough,  she  wouldn’t  stay  away  from  the office. From her first day, she’d carried the company further than they should’ve gotten before someone like Kendal came along. However, the bleeding of red ink had been too severe for too long for Piper to make a lasting difference, though she wasn’t giving up. To lose now would be to disappoint the two people she admired most in the world and put nearly four thousand people out of work. Mac and Grandmother Molly were everything to her, so she wouldn’t let them die without Marmande Shipyard still being in business. 

“Turn here to go back to the dock. Granddad said the boat should be tied up and ready, if someone didn’t borrow it.” She pointed out a dirt  road  where  the  Oakgrove  fence  line  ended. The  excitement  she felt as a child when she made a break for the property line to explore Oakgrove’s secrets returned. Back then, whenever she tried, Mac was always too quick and stopped her before she got into trouble. 

“Go slow so we don’t kick up too much dust.” 

“You want to row?” Hill asked when they reached the end of the pier. “And deprive you of the pleasure? I wouldn’t dream of it, Hill. 

Come on, chop chop. When we get to the other side I’ll give you a potato chip.” 

They shoved off a little before noon, Hill plowing the water with powerful  strokes.  “Man,  that  nun  said  this  was  a  small  lake,”  Hill complained after thirty minutes. 

“Call a nun a liar and lightning may strike you,” Piper said. They were both whispering as the shore got closer. When they landed they couldn’t tell how far back from the house they were since it wasn’t visible from the road. 

They tied off the boat in a stand of willow trees to keep it out of sight and waited to make sure they were alone. At least most of the foliage was still on the trees, giving them good coverage. 

After a short walk to the east, they reached a clearing. They were in for a long walk around it if they wanted to keep from being spotted. 

They still couldn’t see the house, and Piper hoped they could find their way out if sunset came before they were done. 

With  a  quick  pull,  Hill  yanked  her  farther  into  the  trees,  but 
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she didn’t complain about the rough treatment because she heard an approaching  horse.  They  pressed  themselves  up  to  tree  trunks  big enough to hide them, chests heaving. 

“I am one with the tree, I am one with the tree.” Piper mentally repeated the mantra as the clip-clop of hooves stopped close to where they’d stood. 

v

Kendal reined her horse in at the beginning of the clearing, opting for no saddle again since she wanted Ruda to roam on his own while she worked out. Her skills never truly lost their edge, but because her brother had amassed quite a following, a little practice wouldn’t hurt. 

She didn’t intend to let them capture her and lock her way from the  sun.  She  always  welcomed  sleep,  but  to  lose  this  fight  would most  probably  result  in  a  shift  in  power.  Mankind  could  not  afford any carelessness on her part. If Abez and Ora unleashed the kind of darkness they reveled in, she doubted that anyone would ever be able to fully rein it in. 

The grass felt cool when she dropped to the ground. She slapped Ruda on the rump after taking the bit out of his mouth and watched him head for a small patch of clover the lawn crew had missed. She strolled to the center of the clearing, enjoying the midday sun on her shoulders and the soft grass under her bare feet. This was sacred ground, the one place on Oakgrove’s lands where only the grass had grown; no crops had ever disturbed the soil here. 

Those who had been under her care had put their dead to rest here using the ceremonies of their homeland, not in crude pine boxes like on other plantations. They had carried litters here and placed them on funeral pyres in solemn ceremonies. They had prayed in their native tongues as the flames welcomed the spirits of the dead. 

From this spot, warriors who had died farmers and slaves were welcomed  home  to  whatever  afterlife  they  believed  in,  their  ashes having long since become one with the soil. In Kendal’s heart those ashes had blessed the area, and as long as she lived, she would make sure they would never be forgotten. She remembered every name they’d been given at birth and what place they held within their tribe. Even if she was somehow defeated and destroyed, the set of leather journals in the library contained a complete history of everyone who’d lived on the property back then. 
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When she reached the center, she dropped to her knees and lifted her hands to the sky. In the language those noble fighters had taught her, she gave thanks to their gods that these people had lived and that she had known them. After asking for strength to guide her hands and her heart in the upcoming fight, she asked forgiveness for disturbing their peace by drawing weapons here. Charlie had told her it did them honor for her to come here and practice, but she believed in covering her bets. 

Finished,  she  opened  her  eyes  and  smiled  at  Charlie,  who  was kneeling next to her in the same position. The sweat on his bare chest probably  meant  he  had  run  from  the  house.  He  waited  as  Kendal pulled a strip of cloth from the long pair of gi pants she was wearing. 

She’d picked a tight black sleeveless T-shirt instead of the traditional wraparound top. With her eyes covered, she stopped to center herself and  let  her  other  senses  take  over.  The  whispering  among  the  trees meant  her  admirers  had  taken  Morgaine’s  bait,  but  she  figured  Hill would’ve come alone. 

“What’s she doing?” 

Kendal recognized Piper’s voice. 

“What’s it look like? She’s tying on a blindfold.” 

“What’s with the big karate pants?” 

“Piper, the secret of surveillance is to sit and observe. When you watch someone, you usually can answer the questions that might come up.” When she turned to face the river, they would get a good look at  her  weapons,  which  should  scare  the  hell  out  of  them  enough  to make them scurry back to their lives. In hindsight, she should’ve taken a vacation from being Kendal Richoux and just come back as whoever to take care of this problem. Had she done that, Piper and her friends would’ve never crossed Henri’s radar like they might now. One look at Piper, though, made her almost glad they’d met. Once this was over perhaps she’d find out why fate had thrown Piper into her life, and why she looked so much like such a piece of her history. 

The sword strapped to her back and a special belt holding two small axes prompted the next round of whispers, but she tried to tune it out. You wouldn’t find the hatchet-looking weapons at the hardware store. These blades were longer and thinner, almost like quarter moons with handles. 

Ready, she bowed toward Charlie and drew her sword. They would start with a drill she’d taught Charlie when they began their lessons 
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together long before Henri had come back into her life. The two blades moved slowly in unison as if following some choreographed dance. 

As they continued their movements, she heard Charlie stop, like he had many times, to watch. Her sword usually was invisible as she warmed up, moving the blade in a circle from hand to hand through the basic moves used in combat. The heat of the sun made her start sweating, and she widened her stance as she sheathed her sword so she could remove the axes at her back. 

The  leather  on  them  felt  new  but  soft,  and  she  made  a  mental note to thank Charlie. One of the legion commanders who had fought against Genghis Khan had given them to her. The tanned warrior with the black hair and light eyes had been like a horde all by himself, the man had told the crowd as he held his gift up for everyone to see. It was a time of upheaval, but not a time of women warriors, so she had lived as a man in that lifetime to help rid the world of a more human evil. 

None of those she fought with had thought to ask why she had asked that pieces of wood be added to the metal when they were forged. That was the one common element in all her weapons except for the sword that had been her father’s. 

Wooden stakes through the heart and death by sunlight were the two  things  the  movies  had  gotten  right  about  vampires.  While  the thirst for blood was a given, she was always amused at some of the movies and television shows on the topic. The essence of wood was all that was necessary, so that’s why her swords were able to destroy the little bastards she came across. Garlic and holy water, though, were Hollywood hype. 

“What  the  hell?”  Piper  said,  loud  enough  to  make  Kendal concentrate again. 

She moved into a combative stance, twirling the katana slowly in her hand after she returned one of the small battle-axes to her belt. 

Morgaine’s  men  had  arrived  and  they  fought  to  draw  blood,  if  they could. Two of the men ran forward together and she met them stroke for stroke, not letting them get even close to gaining an upper hand. 

The sound of metal hitting metal echoed through the clearing as she added a few new moves. She took out one guy who got too close with a kick to the jaw. Another two met a similar fate when she leapt up, then kicked both feet out. When the fight ended, less than twenty minutes  had  passed,  and  all  five  were  unarmed  and  on  their  knees panting. 

For a moment longer she stood with her head cocked, listening for 
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any other threat. She tore the blindfold off when all she could hear was the men’s heavy breathing. “Take as long as you want, then run through it again with Charlie, guys. And, Charlie, try not to add too many more bruises or they might not want to play with us again.” 

“Hill, we need to get the hell out of here before this nut figures out we’re here.” 

Without the blindfold Kendal closed her eyes and tried to pinpoint where Piper’s voice was coming from. 

“Just stay calm. It’ll be better if we wait until they’re done,” Hill said. Piper nodded as she tried to even out her breathing. When they looked back to the field to watch Charlie go through the same dance, only without the blindfold, they just as quickly stared at each other in shock. They’d lost sight of Kendal. 

“Where’d she go?” Piper asked. 

Hill shrugged as she scanned the area through Piper’s binoculars. 

Doing a good imitation of an oscillating fan, Hill’s head turned from side to side as she looked where they’d last seen her. 

As quietly as possible, Kendal climbed down behind them from the branch she’d picked to watch them from as real fear set in, as if they’d just realized they’d crawled into the cobra’s lair, then suddenly remembered they were no mongooses. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. 

You missed me so much you couldn’t stay away?” she asked before pressing her lips to the side of Piper’s head. She laughed when Piper gasped, then backed up so fast she knocked Hill over. The camera on the ground held her attention. 

“I can explain,” Hill said. 

“Do  you  recall  the  last  little  talk  we  had,  Ms.  Hickman?”  Hill nodded, still sprawled on the ground like she was frozen in place. “Did you think I was talking for the simple pleasure of hearing my voice?” 

Hill shook her head, the only part of her body moving. 

Kendal straightened and sighed before offering her hand to Piper, only to have Piper shrink back in fear. 

“You kill us and people will know. You won’t get away with it.” 

With a smile, Kendal bent at the waist to get her face as close to Piper’s as she could without pressing their lips together. “Want to make a bet?” She clicked her teeth shut a hair away from Piper’s nose. Hill went down when Piper slammed into her again. “You two are quite a comedy act. Give me your hand, Miss Marmande. I only want to help you up, not skewer you.” As soon as Piper was on her feet, Hill held 
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her hand up, and just as quickly dropped it when Kendal reached for her sword. 

“Well, it was nice seeing you, but we’ve got to be going,” Piper said, motioning Hill to get on her feet. 

“Not so fast. I’m sure you were just out here bird watching, but in case you weren’t, could I have the camera? I promise to give it back,” 

she said sweetly. With slumped shoulders Hill watched as she threw it into the air and cut it cleanly in two. “The next time, Miss Marmande, if you want to come to see me or the grounds, you’ll find the front gate much more convenient. Do you want to talk about something now that you’ve slogged out here?” 

Piper had turned to go, but Kendal’s question and her tone stopped her. “Do you ever stop to think about what you’re doing to people’s lives when you come in and take everything they’ve worked for?” 

Most of the warlords she’d faced off against didn’t have as hair-trigger a temper as Piper. The fear Piper had displayed seconds before had given way to her angry question so fast, Kendal was afraid she might get whiplash if she had to deal with her for an extended period of time. 

“Do you ask because people like me don’t have feelings? That  is what you think, right?” Her flip answer drove Piper’s temper up enough that her eyes seemed to glisten, and Kendal almost made the mistake of smiling when Piper balled her fists and held them away from her body as she stomped closer. “Believe it or not, I do think about every step I make. Employees of failing companies I acquire get a fair deal. It’s not their fault their bosses couldn’t keep things afloat, even if they are running a shipyard.” 

“You sanctimonious bitch,” Piper said, sounding like she savored each word. “It’s easy to tear things down instead of working to build something meaningful. The way you rip things apart so easily means you’re nothing but a liar. Don’t make it worse by saying you care about the people who’ve been loyal to my grandfather for years. Once you sell us off like old scrap, you won’t give us another thought. You might consider it a game, but you’re ruining futures for your entertainment.” 

“You’re a little sanctimonious yourself, lady, since you’ve done nothing but tear me down from the first moment you laid eyes on me.” 

Kendal let a little anger seep into her voice. “I don’t know what else you want from me. I told you I wasn’t interested, so why in the hell are you here wasting time when I handed you the real thief on a platter?” 
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“Why  are  you  still  here,  then,  if  you  don’t  intend  to  take  us over?”“I could say none of your business and be done with it, but if I  do,  I  assume  I  can  only  look  forward  to  more  of  Ms.  Hickman’s company,  since  you  aren’t  the  trusting  type.  I’m  here  to  attend  to  a family matter.” 

Piper crossed her arms over her chest and shifted her weight to one foot. The pose made her look like a bratty girl not getting her way. 

“I don’t believe you.” 

“I tell you what. Have your attorney draft a statement saying that if I go after Marmande or get involved in your business in any way, I’ll owe you whatever it’ll take to get you out of debt.” 

“I’ll do it,” Piper said. 

“And I’ll sign it. It’s the only way I can get rid of you.” She looked at the hand Piper was holding out, noticing that if she wanted to shake it she’d have to close the gap between them. She moved forward halfway and held out her own hand. When Piper took it, she squeezed slightly and added one more thing. “Just remember, Miss Marmande, if you want my involvement, you’ll have to come begging.” 

“I’ll beg you for anything when hell freezes over.” 

“I’ve been to hell. There are no cold days.” 

“Then there’s your answer.” 

Kendal let out a low whistle that made Ruda appear at her side. 

The stallion bent his head to accept the bit, pawing at the ground as if anxious to go. “I’d appreciate if you both would stay off the property. If you need to see me, call my office and make an appointment. Consider that your last warning, especially you, Ms. Hickman.” With little effort she leapt onto Ruda’s back and kicked his sides to get him moving. 

v

“How rude, she didn’t even say good-bye.” 

Hill picked up the two pieces of ruined equipment and snorted. 

“The nerve of her not to invite us up to the house for tea after you called her a bitch. What is the civilized world coming to?” 

“She asked for it. Kendal Richoux walks around like she owns the world and everyone in it, but I bet she doesn’t know what to do with herself when somebody stands up to her.” She followed Hill back to the boat, making as much noise as possible now that Kendal knew they 
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were there. “It’s easy when you have everything handed to you. She probably doesn’t know what putting in a day at the office is like.” 

Hill stopped so abruptly that she ran into her. “Not to defend her, but do you ever read my reports?” 

“I’m busy, Hill. It’s not like I’ve got time to read line by line.” 

“Her father was a dockworker. She made her fortune at the office one day at a time. The very little that’s written about her business ethic says she’s a straight shooter.” 

“Are you saying I’m not?” 

“I’m saying that you might’ve been better off with Kendal Richoux in your corner than as your enemy. You’re so angry with her because she one-upped you about Kenny Delaney you can’t see straight.” 

“Straight is the last thing Kendal is, and watch yourself, Hillary.” 

Hill put her hands up and looked her in the eye. “I’m not telling you all this to point out your mistakes. I’m telling you because I’m your friend and it’s the truth.” 

“Thank you, but it’s all moot anyway. Now that I don’t have to worry about this looter, I can concentrate on saving Marmande.” Piper stepped into the boat and pulled out her chips, leaving Hill to grab the oars. 

v

“Good luck to you on that one, sweetheart, you’re going to need it,” Kendal said from the branch above their heads. They were so busy snapping twigs and talking they’d paid no attention to how far she’d gone or if she’d ridden off at all. “Today was one of those days you should have spent in the office instead of running after dead ends. The real looters are at the gate and about to storm the castle.” 

Hill pushed off before she sat in the center section to start rowing back. When they were far enough away that Kendal knew they were indeed leaving, she closed her eyes and tried to relax as she listened to the oars hit the water. Because it was fall, she had three more hours before  the  sun  went  down.  Three  hours  closer  to  finding  Henri  and ending his miserable existence. 
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chapTer eleVen

 New Orleans, October, 1726

The docks were lined with ships waiting for the deckhands to load them with the multitude of crops just brought in from harvest. Throngs of people walked around bundles of dried tobacco leaves, which sat next to bales of cotton ready for shipment to northern ports and their mills. Those who owned large farms, like Jacques, negotiated for fair prices before the lull of winter set in, and everyone who worked the land enjoyed a time of respite before the cycle began again. 

“You finished unloading?” asked the merchant that Jacques dealt with.“Twenty more bales of cotton and we’re done.” He took his hat off and wiped his brow on his sleeve. Despite the cool air, it was easy to work up a sweat unloading the wagons. 

“You  sure  don’t  act  like  a  landowner,  Jacques.  Don’t  take  this wrong, but you’re an odd man, or at least like no man from around here.”“That’s because I’m  not like any man from around here, or from anywhere, when you get down to it. I like to work. That’s why I harvest more than any other place outside the city. Sitting on my porch drinking lemonade isn’t my style.” They shared a laugh before he helped unload the rest of the cotton bales. 

“Lionel, take the men over to the general store and start on the lists we put together.” All the people living at Oakgrove loved when he went into town twice a year to pick up supplies. A trip to the general store meant a new pair of shoes, work boots, dresses, shirts, and all the candy in stock. No one living on the plantation was left out, not even those who hadn’t arrived yet. The loving hands of expecting mothers turned 
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the bolts of cloth the men brought back into baby clothes. Jacques spent the  majority  of  the  profit  Oakgrove’s  fields  produced  on  his  people. 

He used the rest to maintain buildings and buy seed for the coming spring. 

“You got it, boss.” In public Lionel always used a proper term of respect, but at home he now called him Jacques. The trip they had taken together, and all that came after, had made them friends. 

“You weren’t leaving without coming to see me, were you?” 

After Angelina asked the question, sounding miffed, Lionel gently hit him in the stomach. “You’re in trouble now, boss.” 

He turned around with a smile, now that he knew Angelina had a hard time resisting it. “And miss the pleasure of your company? I would rather be dragged behind my horse, dear lady.” 

“I’d rather you didn’t. I’m rather fond of that handsome face.” She moved closer but he moved faster. If anyone was watching, he wanted them to think he was the pursuer, not Angelina. It wouldn’t become a lady of her standing, and when it came time for him to move on, he didn’t want to leave a blemish on Angelina’s honor. 

“I’d give up my land for a bath at this moment.” He whispered to her, “I’m so filthy I can’t even kiss your hand.” 

“We may read about it in the  Gazette tomorrow but I’m willing to chance the dirt.” Without hesitation she put up her hand for him to take. 

“Please tell me you’ve finished cutting and gathering everything you had growing out there. I love Uncle Tomas, but I’d much rather spend my evenings looking at you.” 

He laughed and kissed her hand again. “I won’t tell him you said so, and that sounds suspiciously like something I would tell you.” He squeezed her fingers gently before he released her and stepped back. 

“I may be prejudiced, but my nights looking into your green eyes are a slice of paradise.” Getting the blush he was after, he turned his attention to Dee. “And how is the second most beautiful girl in New Orleans?” 

“Master Jacques, you’d best behave or Miss Angelina may lock me out of the house when we get home.” Dee didn’t protest, though, when he bowed over her hand and treated her to the same greeting as her mistress. 

“It’s this rogue who I may lock out,” Angelina said, making them both laugh. 

“Then should I cancel my visit for this afternoon?” 

“Not if you know what’s best for you. I haven’t seen you in weeks.” 

Angelina pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. 
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“I wouldn’t do that to you. Just let me clean up and put on a fresh suit.”  He  looked  over Angelina’s  shoulder  and  whispered  loudly  to Dee, “Do you think you could   persuade this lovely creature to don her prettiest dress and get the old coot to wear something appropriate for an evening out?” 

“I’ll do my best, sir.” 

“Good, I have a surprise for her, but you have to promise to keep it a secret.” 

“I’m sure she won’t guess a thing.” 

He arrived two hours later in a hired carriage, thoroughly scrubbed. 

He had left the battered old hat he was fond of in the hotel room and replaced it with a tricorne hat more in line with current fashion. 

The young man who answered the door relieved him of his cloak, hat, and the flowers he’d brought for Angelina. With the man’s promise to put them in water and have them brought up to her room, he followed Tomas’s voice into the study. 

“Ah, good, I see my niece’s moping has come to an end, and here stands the reason why. How goes it, Jacques?” 

“I’m finished and we were able to surpass last year’s totals, so I’m pleased. Actually I’m better now that I’ll have time to spend with the two of you.” 

“Then  perhaps  you’ll  have  time  to  show  Uncle Tomas  and  me Oakgrove,” Angelina said from the doorway. 

Angelina’s dress was the same shade of pale blue as his eyes, and the seamstress had even cut a matching bow for her hair. 

“Do you like it?” she asked. She sounded a little uncertain when he stood there as if mute. 

“No, my dear, I don’t like it. I love it. You look better than any dream I’ve had of you over these past weeks.” 

Tomas cleared his throat and kidded Angelina. “Playing hard to get is doing wonders for you, sweetheart.” 

“Don’t worry, Tomas, Angelina is perfectly safe in my company.” 

Tomas accepted Jacques’s hand to help him to his feet. “If I were afraid of that, you wouldn’t be here, young man. Angelina is precious to me.” 

“As she is to me, monsieur,” Jacques said, just as seriously. 

To break up the moment, Angelina looped her arm through her uncle’s. “Where are you taking us this evening?” she asked Jacques. 

“First to dinner, then I have a surprise for you two.” He put his hand up before she could ask what. “It’s not a surprise if I tell you.” 
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The carriage took them to the city’s finest restaurant where the du’Pons brought him up to date on what had been going on in town while he was stuck at Oakgrove. As they talked over coffee at the end of their meal, one of the young men who had tried unsuccessfully to court Angelina stopped at their table and interrupted Jacques mid-sentence. 

“Angelina, Monsieur du’Pon, how are you both this evening?” the well-dressed young man asked as he bowed slightly. 

“Rather well until just now, Winston. What brings you into our company?” Tomas asked. 

“The production tonight at the new theater is supposed to be quite good.  Since  your  niece  looks  so  lovely  this  evening,  I  thought  she might do me the honor   of joining me as soon as you’re done here.” 

Winston pulled two tickets from his jacket pocket. “I have some of the last tickets available.” 

Angelina  looked  at  Jacques  in  clear  disbelief,  as  did  Tomas, obviously because of his silence. 

“I’m sure Mademoiselle du’Pon is free to attend with whomever she chooses, but I was rather hoping she’d join me in the box I bought for  the  opening  performance.”  He  pulled  three  tickets  from  his  top pocket with a smile. “Surprise,” he said to Angelina. 

Winston  crumpled  the  paper  still  in  his  hand  and  left  without another  word.  The  rest  of  the  night  they  enjoyed  the  comedy,  and Tomas smiled at Jacques when he took Angelina’s hand and didn’t let it go until the curtain went down. 

At the end of the evening he escorted them both home and helped Tomas up the stairs to his room; sitting for such a long time through dinner and then the play had left his hip almost numb. Angelina was waiting for Jacques in the parlor when he came down. 

“Thank you for tonight,” Angelina said, holding her hand out to him. “You’re very welcome. I’m glad you enjoyed it as much as I did.” 

Dee looked up from her needlepoint for only a moment. “It’s late. I’ll leave you to get some rest.” 

“Dee, would you please get me a glass of warm milk?” Angelina asked, her eyes never leaving his. 

“Don’t  do  anything  I’ll  get  in  trouble  for  later,”  Dee  told  him before heading out of the room. 

“Something like this, perhaps?” he asked when they were alone. 

Slowly he moved toward Angelina and gathered her in his arms. Her 
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lips,  which  he  had  first  seen  splattered  with  mud,  were  too  enticing to ignore any longer, so he lowered his mouth to hers but felt more awkward than passionate since Angelina didn’t seem know what to do with her hands. 

“No,” Angelina  said  when  he  pulled  away,  until  he  placed  her hands on his shoulders. 

“Shall we try that again?” 

“Yes, please,” Angelina said in a soft, dreamy voice. Going against every argument he’d constructed as to why this was a bad idea, he took possession of Angelina’s mouth until she felt limp in his arms. 

“Go get some sleep because I have one more surprise for you,” 

he said, pulling away reluctantly when he heard Dee’s footsteps down the hall. 

“You’re leaving already?” 

“I’ll be back in the morning, so I meant what I said about sleep. 

Tomorrow, my surprise will make for a long day, and I want you to enjoy it.” Jacques smiled at Dee, who stood in the doorway appearing uncertain as she held a cup of warm milk. “Good night to you both,” he said, placing a chaste kiss on Angelina’s cheek, then Dee’s. 

Standing outside staring at the moon, Jacques lowered his guard and let his persona fall away for a moment. As Asra, she dismissed the carriage and decided to walk. At the cusp of the residential area, the bars were still full of drunks enjoying the small bands and ladies that didn’t cost too much for the evening. With a whiskey in front of her, she thought of what was happening and it slammed into her gut like a fist. 

Angelina and Tomas had become important to her, and the way Angelina had paid more attention to her than to the stage made it easy to see Angelina’s love for her strengthening. However, the man Angelina had fallen for was an illusion. What would happen when she peeled the veneer of Jacques St. Louis away? That only occurred in the dead of night when Oakgrove was totally still and she was free to roam the land while everyone slept. 

“To  fate  and  letting  the  girl  down  gently,”  she  said  before  she downed the drink and fell back into her role as Jacques. 

v

The next day Angelina and Tomas boarded the coach he’d hired for their two-day trip to Oakgrove. They could have made it in one, but 
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such a long stretch would’ve been murder on Tomas’s hip, so on the second afternoon the du’Pons rode up to the entrance to Oakgrove for the first time. 

Jacques stood outside waiting with all the families living on the plantation,  who  were  enjoying  the  lull  before  they  started  planting again. They would spend the downtime using the mounds of supplies piled to the side of the house to improve the cabins out back. When Angelina and Tomas arrived, he stood back while everyone introduced themselves  and  their  families. Then  Lola  announced  that  lunch  was ready and on the tables under the oaks in front of the house. 

“This is a little different than I expected,” Angelina said as she walked the grounds with him after the huge meal. 

“How so?” 

“No one looks miserable,” she said, glancing over her shoulder toward the picnic tables. “I believe you to be a fair-minded man, but even you have your limits.” 

“I  can’t  do  for  the  world, Angelina,  but  I  can  do  for  them.  On this land we live by my rules, especially to show everyone tolerance and respect. The outside world has no say here about how I treat my family.” 

She pulled him to a stop. “What makes you so wise?” 

“A long time ago I learned a valuable lesson from a ruler who was perhaps born before her time. She believed a person is born a slave by circumstance, not by choice or design. Sometimes, though, when given the opportunity, someone like that can conquer the known world without lifting a sword.” As he told her his beliefs, he thought of the young  Hebrew  slave  who  had  stolen  the  pharaoh’s  heart.  Sadly,  no history book had bothered to remember either of them and how, for one brief blip of time, things had been different enough that women had been able to serve as they pleased. Life had been fair, or as much as was possible without a total female society. 

“How lucky for them to find their way here to you. Because, trust me, it could be so much worse.” 

“If they had luck on their side, they’d still be in their homeland. 

Given time, that’s exactly where I’d like to see them. Can you imagine never seeing your child again and not knowing what happened to him or her?” He started them walking again until they reached the lake on the property. Under one of the trees shading the bank, he cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. “As important as the state of the world and our 
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place in it may be, I wanted to bring you here to tell you something even more so.” 

“I  love  you,”  Angelina  said,  appearing  surprised  by  her  own words.“I…I love you as well,” and in saying that, he knew he meant it. 

“I do have something to share with you, so perhaps you should refrain from any other declarations until you hear what that is.” 

“I’m glad you brought me here because I can see now it’s where I belong. You are who I belong to, Jacques, and only you can give my heart away, so forgive me for not taking your advice.” She pulled on his lapels and laughed. “Now I demand you reward my forwardness with a kiss.” 

 Oakgrove, present day

Kendal thought about how different things might have turned out by this lake had she said what she had planned. She had loved Angelina as much as she had professed that day, but it wasn’t fair to Angelina not to know the full truth about the  man she had fallen in love with. 

Had Angelina known sooner, might she have run back to someone like Winston? Would she have chosen someone who could give her a life and children to care for in her later years? Those questions were pure speculation now. After that one blissful moment on that idyllic spot, their lives had changed and the nightmare had begun. 

“I owe it to you now to make things as right as I can,” she said to the water. What had happened in that lifetime and what resulted from it still haunted her. The burden had made her lose a bit of her humanity
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chapTer TwelVe

Henri’s eyes opened as soon as the sun went down. Kendal was still there and she was coming, only this time nothing he did would stop her. He thought of all their meetings through the years and how her hatred for him had grown to rival his for her. He’d had an ideal life until their parents decided to expand their family. The perfect child was exactly what they’d gotten the second time around. Asra had grown taller, stronger, and smarter, and he’d tried to make her pay from the beginning. But nothing he did ever made his parents brag like they did about Asra. 

The last time they’d faced each other, she’d left him wounded, and he’d had to run for his life. Only through good planning had he been able to run at all after that battle. He’d seen her look of satisfaction as she stood before him ready to plunge her sword into his chest. “That was then, Kendal, and as these sub-humans like to say, it’s a new day.” 

He opened the lid of his resting place and climbed the stairs to the bedroom where he kept his clothes. Hopefully the weather had cleared, since he detested anything damp against his skin, which he noticed was still slightly pinkish from the late feeding that morning. Outside the street was still quiet, but he moved swiftly, anxious to set his plan in motion. 

When he entered the house at the edge of the French Quarter, a large gathering of people bowed their heads as he passed. All of them were his children, his creations, made specifically to destroy the Clan’s slayer. In the world, only one was left who was stronger than he, and he didn’t want to disappoint her, so he’d stacked the numbers against Kendal heavily in his favor. 

“The slayer is here and starts working tonight,” he said, sitting in 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 125 •

the chair set up at the head of the dining room. Some of those gathered looked at each other in concern. 

He’d  allowed  them  free  rein  in  the  city  for  years,  not  worried because Kendal and the others of the Genesis Clan hadn’t sent a hunter. 

That  misstep  had  given  him  the  opportunity  to  build  the  army  he’d need to battle the Clan’s best. He was sure his diligence would work, especially after his brief meeting with his sister. 

Kendal was still licking the emotional wounds he’d inflicted, so that preoccupation, coupled with battling his followers, would guarantee their success. If that failed, he was prepared to defeat her the same way again; Kendal’s heart and caring nature were the chinks in her armor. 

“We are here to serve you, master,” Troy said. Troy had been a river rat who lived off whatever he could steal until Henri noticed him one night. In one moment Troy had been transformed from being one of the forgotten to one of the feared. 

“Yes, you are, and remember one thing. Fail me, and I will haunt your place in hell for the rest of eternity. The slayer the Clan has sent is their best, so be extra vigilant.” 

“Everyone has a weak spot, sire,” Troy said, running his tongue over his lips. 

“True, but my sister is very good, so don’t take her for granted. I made you and gave you dominion over man. Let me down and I’ll put you out for the sun myself.” 

One of the young women close to him looked up at him in total disbelief. “Master, the slayer is your sister?” 

“The one and only Asra, captain of the pharaoh’s elite fighting legion. In life she inspired awe on the battlefield. At least those were the stories bards used to love to tell in taverns. As an immortal, though, I consider her godlike. The Clan chose well, but so have I in choosing all of you.” He ran his fingers through the young woman’s hair. She looked up again with an ecstatic expression, as if liking the feel of cold on her scalp. “I want you all to go out and seek until you find her, and when you do, bring her to me.” When the girl began to get up, he moved from a caress to pulling her hair to keep her in place. “Not you.” 

“As you wish.” 

He smiled at her, showing the tips of his canines before he glanced back at the others. “Go.” They moved rapidly out the door. 

“How can I please you, master?” the girl asked when they were alone. 
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“What’s your name?” 

“Veronica, master.” 

“Veronica, this is what you can do to please me.” He whispered to her, and she nodded at almost his every word. Then he licked along her ear, loving her shiver of pleasure. “Such loyalty deserves a reward, precious.” He snapped his fingers, and Troy dragged a scared young girl who looked to be around thirteen out of the closet. “Enjoy.” 

Veronica pounced in a catlike fashion, holding the child close to the front of her body. The tender flesh tore open easily, and the gush of warm, salty blood almost caused Veronica to swoon. Slowly the body grew limp and Veronica cut the connection before the final life spirit was snuffed out, knowing better than to keep drinking until the girl was dead. Doing so wouldn’t kill her, but drinking from a dead victim invited an illness that would leave a vampire weak and vulnerable for days because the blood turned poisonous instantly when the life force was extinguished. 

With the same feline grace, Veronica walked toward him, leaned over him, and pressed her mouth to his. He accepted the kiss that filled his mouth with blood and made him hard, but Veronica was happy to take care of that need as well. When she straddled him, Troy left the room after bowing in his direction. 

“I’ll  gift  you  her  heart,  master,”  Veronica  said  before  the  final shiver ran through her body. 

v

Kendal dismounted her bike and stood, eyes closed, for almost ten minutes just listening to the world around her. She left whatever guilt, anger, or other destructive emotion she was feeling at Oakgrove the minute she armed herself and headed into town. Next to her, Charlie was doing the same as he stood ramrod straight. She was able to filter out all the traffic and bar noises coming from the general vicinity, trying to find any abnormality. 

“Kendal, can I ask you something?” 

She opened her eyes in almost lazy fashion. “Sure.” 

“Aren’t people going to freak when they see two people walking down the street with swords and enough sharp implements to start a small war?” 

“Probably, if we decided to walk down the street, but we’re not taking that route.” 
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“We’re not?” 

She pointed up. “No. Two things about this city make it desirable to my brother and us.” She bounced a little on the balls of her feet, ready to go. “It’s heavily populated by people that society won’t miss or cares little about when they show up drained, which makes it a good hunting ground if blood is part of your diet.” She held up two fingers, smiling  at  Charlie’s  shiver,  probably  at  the  thought  of  an  all-blood diet. “And because space is precious here, most of the buildings are connected.” 

“And that benefits us how?” 

“If we want to take a stroll with enough sharp implements to start a small war, which we do, we can use the rooftops. Ready?” 

He nodded and watched as she took off at a run. With ease she grabbed  a  flagpole  hanging  over  someone’s  door,  flipped  around  a couple of times, and propelled herself onto the roof. “Care to take a walk with me?” she asked from the edge. 

Charlie  followed  quickly,  as  if  not  wanting  to  miss  any  of  the action. “You’re right,” he said when he made it to the top. “Aside from a few short leaps and differences in the height of some buildings, most of them are connected.” They walked until they reached the section of Bourbon Street most populated with tourists. 

Bourbon  was  a  popular  strip  because  it  was  a  smorgasbord  of sin from one end to the other. In the whole country no place like it existed, and it was the one spot locals and tourists flocked to in equal numbers. It featured bars, strip joints, live sex shows, and a smattering of  restaurants  to  round  out  the  mix.  When  the  sun  went  down,  the barricades went up to close the strip to car traffic, and like a lazy river of humanity, people walked from place to place, doing a different kind of window-shopping. 

One  of  the  old  joints,  Big  Daddy’s,  had  a  row  of  poles  on  the stage and lethargic-looking dancers, and the classier places like Rick’s Cabaret had perfect, surgically enhanced beauties. If you were looking for tits, ass, alcohol, and fantastic seafood, this was the place to find it. 

For those who liked to study people, the real entertainment wasn’t the naked souls trying to make a living, but the folks on the street. 

Shocked  visitors  were  taking  pictures  of  the  drag  queens  and leather crowd, who gladly posed with people with sensible shoes, who in  turn  felt  slightly  naughty  for  venturing  out  among  the  decadent. 

Sprinkled in to add more flavor were the religious zealots holding signs promising a fiery afterlife for participating in the moral decay the area 
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was famous for. No one took the leaflets they were handing out, and the ones they did take littered the street several feet away. 

Kendal stood at the edge of the building looking down at the street over one of the newer bars that focused on Gothic dress and hard rock. 

Only those appropriately decked out in black ventured inside. “Have a seat, this won’t take long,” she told Charlie. Since Henri knew why she was there, his people would be traveling in packs. If they couldn’t defeat her by skill, they’d try by sheer numbers, proving that Henri had learned nothing from their father about strategy. 

“Kendal, look.” Charlie pointed his chin down the street. 

“I see them. Now we just need to get them to see us.” She stood and opened the long coat she was wearing enough so she could put her hands on her hips. 

They were all laughing and walking shoulder to shoulder, harassing people as they went and putting out a vibe that warned everyone to stay  away.  From  her  vantage  point  she  spotted  others  more  used  to seeing these groups of young punks and writing them off as sewer rats. 

The locals used the term to describe the young runaways who came to the Quarter to escape abuse and other misery at home, only to find prostitution and drugs on the streets. She knew better, though. These little punks might’ve started out that way, but from the pallor of their skin and their mannerisms, they’d evolved into something much more dangerous. 

The one who appeared to be the youngest of the bunch glanced up first and stopped walking, making the guy next to her stop to see what she was staring at. Kendal waggled her fingers at them and smiled wide enough to show she wasn’t afraid. The dare sent them moving like a pack of wolves after a wounded deer. 

“Tell me where Henri is and I let you walk away,” she said, facing all twenty of them once they’d made it up to the roof. 

“We’ll  never  betray  our  master. Are  you  the  slayer  he  told  us about?” asked the young woman who’d first spotted her. 

“Please, let’s not be so formal. Call me Kendal, and you, I’ll call you Hoover bait.” 

“Hoover bait?” the girl asked. 

“Dust,  darlin’.”  Kendal’s  hand  moved  so  fast  the  joke  didn’t register. The knife split the young woman’s heart and instantly the wind blew away any proof of her existence when she turned to dust. 

Kendal drew her katana next, along with one of the small battle-
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axes she’d worked with that afternoon. “Shall we dance?” she asked the others. 

Charlie,  she  briefly  noticed,  was  momentarily  shocked  into stillness  when  the  rest  of  them  charged  forward.  When  their  faces had transformed to their more hideous features—elongated foreheads with ridges, flattened noses, and snarling jawlines—the phenomenon paralyzed him. Had he been alone, he would’ve been an easy target even for this young, inexperienced group. 

She’d known Charlie might react this way because of his good heart, but it wouldn’t matter now. With her quick sword strokes and slashing axe, she made quick work of the group. Their lack of strength and fighting ability indicated how recently they’d joined Henri. She put her weapons away and placed her hand on Charlie’s shoulder to bring him back from wherever his mind had flown off to. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said, looking everywhere but at her. 

“Nothing to be sorry about. You okay?” 

“It made me think back to when I first saw him.” 

She squeezed his shoulder. “You don’t owe me an explanation, and you didn’t do anything wrong. Come on, let’s go hunt more trouble.” 

They  found  four  more  packs  before  they  called  it  a  night,  and from the different accents it seemed that Henri had called his children from all over the world to gather for the fight. They’d found only a small percentage of Henri’s numbers, from the information the Clan had gathered, but they had to start somewhere. Charlie had recovered and performed perfectly. Another couple of weeks and Henri would run out of pawns and have no choice but to send out his better and older fighters. Once she and Charlie destroyed them, they would soon flush him out. 

Sunrise was an hour away when they got back to the house, and Charlie waved over his shoulder as he headed to his cabin. He refused to leave the only home he’d ever known since being brought to the States. Kendal was about to turn the knob of the front door when it hit her conscious brain. The birds in the oak by the master suite weren’t cooing or chirping like they usually did. 

She unclipped her whip from her belt and let the coil drop to the floor of the porch. She didn’t use it often, but for what she had in mind it was perfect. Her adversary didn’t have time to react when she moved. 

One second she was standing by the door, and the next she ran up the side of the large tree trunk and balanced on a limb. With a very accurate 
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aim, she reached forward and wrapped the leather around the woman’s throat like an extension of her hand. One strong pull and the trespasser fell off her perch. 

The  woman’s  legs  kicked  in  midair  as  she  pawed  at  her  neck. 

After a minute the struggle stopped and Kendal dropped her bundle to the ground. To make sure she wouldn’t have any unpleasant surprises, she hit the back of the woman’s head with a closed fist before she lifted the limp body and flung it over her shoulder. 

“You kill us and people will know.” She laughed as she repeated Piper’s threat. “Want to make a bet? See, people should take me more seriously about shit like this,” she said to the night air as she moved deeper into the woods, heading for the lake. 

At the end of a path cut through the trees was a long pier where Kendal dumped her load at the last piling by the water. “Wakey, wakey,” 

she said, slapping the woman’s face hard enough to get her attention after she used her whip to tie her up. 

When the woman found she couldn’t move, her blond hair whipped back and panic flooded her green eyes. “Please, let me go.” 

“We’ll get to that, but first I want to know what you’re doing here.” 

She leaned back on the bench Charlie had obviously added to fish from, crossed her booted feet, and waited. 

“You don’t understand. You’ve got to let me go now.” 

With her eyes closed she took a deep breath. “Smell that? Don’t you find the air changes just a tad before the beginning of a new day? 

It’s sweeter somehow.” 

“Please, I’ll do whatever you want. Just let me go.” 

“Oh, I’m thinking you’re in no position to be making promises, and since time is of the essence…” She stopped talking and pointed at her. “Veronica, master,” she said, her head slightly bowed. 

“I’m not your master, but I’m dying to see him, so how about you tell me where I can find him. If you do, I’ll consider your request.” 

Veronica  acted  innocent  and  lowered  her  head  in  a  submissive way to beg again. “Anything but that. I’ll do anything but that.” 

“Okay,” she said, not falling for the act. Veronica was beautiful, but she was just like the rest of them. No matter how attractive, they all had the same monster living inside, and the instinct to kill was all they knew. She stood and started back toward the house. 

“Wait,” Veronica screamed. 
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“Tell  me  or  pray  for  a  large  vat  of  sunscreen  to  drop  from  the sky.”“I can’t tell you what I don’t know.” Veronica sounded desperate. 

She walked back and grabbed the bowed head. “Why do you think he sent you here, little idiot?” 

“He loves me and trusts me,” Veronica said with conviction. 

“He sacrificed you like a piece of trash he cares nothing about.” 

Kendal  moved  close  to  her,  showing  no  fear.  “Henri’s  a  simplistic thinker when it comes to strategy, and nothing’s wrong with that if you never care to learn any better. What’s wrong or stupid, depending on how  you  want  to  look  at  it,  is  thinking  everyone  else  has  the  same mind-set.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Look at you.” She put her fingers under Veronica’s chin. “Young, beautiful, blond hair, green eyes. He thinks your physical attributes will tempt me. What was supposed to happen tonight?” She ran her fingertips from Veronica’s chin to her brow. “You seduce me into lowering my guard, and then what? What did you promise him?” 

For an instant Veronica morphed and let the beast out to scare her back, she supposed, but it didn’t work. “Your heart,” Veronica said, sounding honest. 

Satisfied with the response, Kendal moved back and sat on the bench. Her skin was starting to tingle, but for a completely different reason than Veronica’s probably was. “How long ago did he change you?”“Twelve years since I’ve been given the gift.” Veronica fought with the knots she’d tied, her struggle and her expression becoming frantic.  “Why  do  you  thrive  in  the  sun  when  we  don’t?”  she  asked, when the realization of her situation made her slump back against the piling.“Because I was given life by someone who believes in the living. 

You  were  given  time  by  someone  who  believes  only  in  death.”  She sat in silence then, thinking hard about exactly how true her answer was. She took another deep breath before she stood and stepped closer to Veronica. “Today I’ll give you something precious to make up for what’s happened to you.” 

“What?” Veronica asked, as she started to sweat blood. 

She wiped her finger along Veronica’s brow, smearing the blood like  war  paint  before  running  her  finger  along  the  woman’s  lips  for 
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one last taste of what had up to then given her life as well as pleasure. 

“Release.” 

As she moved back, the first pink fingers of dawn crept across the sky, and Veronica stopped squirming and stared as if in awe. Veronica looked up at her, but didn’t make a sound as her skin began to blister. 

“Such a waste,” Kendal said as the sky grew brighter and Veronica started to moan. If the pain was severe it was short-lived, and with a small thump, the whip fell to the pier, no longer having a body to hold it in place. 

v

Morgaine  was  sitting  on  the  porch  with  a  cup  of  coffee  as  if waiting for her. “How’d it go?” Morgaine stopped her on the bottom step so they were at eye level. 

The contents of the mug smelled so good, Kendal took a sip before answering. “What’s that old Queen song you like so much?” 

“‘Another One Bites the Dust’? I always thought that should be your theme song.” 

“Multiply that by a lot and it sums up last night. I’ve been behind a desk so long I forgot how great it feels to protect and defend.” 

“You look like a caped crusader in this outfit.” Morgaine kissed her, pulling on the lapels of the long coat. 

“Yeah? You want to come upstairs and see my special powers?” 

The joke made Morgaine turn away from her, but not to laugh, and she instantly realized why Morgaine was so quiet. They had been through this many times before, but it only got harder. “When do you have to leave?” she asked as she took Morgaine’s cup and set it on the table.“I’ve got time to have breakfast with you.” Morgaine leaned back into her, laying her hands over hers. “They said I’m too emotionally involved to be of any use to you.” 

“That’s bull.” 

“Maybe they’re right. We need time apart so we can remember our place and our purpose. I care for you, Asra, but I’m not your destiny.” 

She laughed and kissed Morgaine’s neck. “My destiny is to be alone. I’ve never had any other fanciful illusion.” 

“No, don’t ever believe that. You’ve been so good for so long that life will reward you. Because of who you are in here,” Morgaine placed her hand over her heart, “you won’t continue this journey alone.” 
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“I  hope  for  my  sake  you’re  right,”  she  said,  turning  Morgaine around  and  kissing  her  until  she  forgot  why  she  was  sad.  “Are  you hungry right this minute?” 

“Let’s go, superhero, show me your stuff.” 

The  staff  working  nearby  smiled  when  they  heard  Morgaine’s laugh as Kendal carried her up the stairs. Morgaine was on a timeline to leave, and Kendal wanted to mess it up. 

They left a trail of clothes from the door to the foot of the bed, neither  wanting  the  encounter  to  end  soon. They  wouldn’t  see  each other for some time. Once Henri was destroyed, Kendal could continue to  find  new  ways  to  reinvent  herself  until  the  next  challenge  came along,  and  only  then  would  Morgaine  return  to  her  life. The  Elders would keep them apart to assure that no further feelings grew between them to upset the balance of their teacher/student relationship. 

Morgaine  slumped  limply  to  Kendal’s  chest  when  the  intense orgasm was over. “That was incredible.” 

“Thank  you,  and  the  feeling’s  mutual.  I’m  thinking  those  were your hands somewhere in there making me lose control. Unless you snuck someone else in here when I wasn’t looking.” 

“Are  you  kidding?  I  know  how  you  feel  about  group  sex.” 

Morgaine lifted her head and smiled. Morgaine had always kidded her about how old-fashioned she was. 

“Sex is not a group activity. I don’t care what other people may think.” 

Morgaine laughed and she joined her, thinking about the history of  man  and  what  was  acceptable  in  different  eras  when  it  came  to pleasures of the flesh. The Romans and their orgies certainly contrasted to the Inquisition. Whatever the era and whatever the practice, though, Kendal had been fairly predictable in her tastes—always women, and always one at a time. 

“Lucky for me you’re so focused,” Morgaine said as she rolled off to the vacant side of the bed. 

Kendal held her in place and kissed her. “Stay for just a minute,” 

she said, running her finger softly along Morgaine’s brows, then tracing her lips. “I’d like a long stretch of time with you like we had in the beginning. When we arrived at that oasis, I seriously thought I’d go insane in a matter of days, but when we had to leave I thought I’d lose a part of myself.” 

“Thank you. Of all those I’ve had to teach, you were the only one I wanted to share myself with. You have such a good heart, Asra.” 
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“A large part of it belongs to you.” 

Morgaine nodded. “I treasure it, which is why I know you’ll be rewarded for all you’ve done. Perhaps here where so much was taken from you, you’ll find what you seek.” 

Kendal  closed  her  eyes  for  a  few  breaths,  losing  her  smile.  “I haven’t forgotten the bargain I made when you gave me that cup to drink from. Time never stops, and enjoying the gift of keeping pace with it doesn’t come free.” 

That  was  true,  but  Morgaine  knew  not  only  how Asra’s  mind worked, but also her heart. She might not have constant contact with Kendal,  but  the  reports  she  received  often  related  not  only  where she was and what she was doing, but also who was sharing her bed. 

She could see only one potential problem that could derail Kendal’s concentration in the coming conflict. 

“Before I go, can I ask you something?” she asked. 

“You have the right to ask me anything.” 

“Why are you taking time to mess with this girl? Can you really afford any distractions?” 

Kendal ran her hands down Morgaine’s back until she reached her bottom, making Morgaine’s hips move toward her when she caressed the smooth skin. They wouldn’t be getting up any time soon. “Are you talking about Piper Marmande and her trusty sidekick Hill Hickman? 

Thank you, by the way, for your excellent imitation of a nun.” 

“You know exactly who I’m talking about. But I don’t understand why. Is it because she can’t stand you?” 

“If  she  just  couldn’t  stand  me,  I’d  be  better  off.  She  hates  me, and I don’t know why I’m fooling with her. Not because of a bruised ego,  since  I’m  not  narcissistic  enough  to  believe  every  woman  I’ve ever met has fallen madly in love with me. Maybe I tend to take my entertainment  wherever  I  can  find  it  instead  of  truly  committing  for short periods of time.” 

“So this is a quest for a short night of entertainment?” 

“No,” Kendal said, then sighed. “I feel bad for her and her family, but she doesn’t want my help. The tragedy is, Piper has the potential to set the world on fire, but she’s too angry to recognize it.” 

“It  sounds  like  you  like  her.”  Morgaine’s  eyes  dropped  to  her chest.Kendal placed her fingers under Morgaine’s chin and made her focus on her face. “Don’t be jealous. It’s only…well, do you know how 
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much it takes to make me angry? I don’t think I’ve felt a good case of outrage in decades, but it took her all of ten seconds to make my blood boil. And her grandfather reminds me so much…” 

“Of  Tomas  du’Pon,”  Morgaine  said,  not  needing  any  more guesses. 

“Sounds crazy, huh?” 

“No, but you do realize these people aren’t Tomas and Angelina, right?” 

She rolled them over so she was now covering Morgaine. “Trust me, the day I lose my grip on sanity, I’ll throw myself down whatever pit you find suitable. I know who they are, and, more important, who they aren’t. I probably won’t get the chance to sit and talk with Mac like I did with Tomas, or develop the same relationship we had, but before I’m done here I might find some way to help them,” she said as she put her hand between Morgaine’s legs. 

“Enough  talk,”  Morgaine  said  when  her  touch  became  more intimate. 

After  they  finally  left  the  room,  the  staff  served  them  a  late lunch.“Remember to be careful. And send word if you need me. This time  I  don’t  care  what  my  colleagues  say.  If  you’re  in  trouble,  I’m coming back.” 

“I’ll be fine, but you can still tell them that the world won’t fall apart if they let us see each other more often. They’ve got to know by now that we know the rules and are willing to somewhat abide by them.”“It’s the  somewhat that forces them to keep us apart, warrior mine,” 

Morgaine said, laughing. Morgaine pressed her palm to her cheek one last time, her eyes glassy. “I’ll miss you.” 

“Take  care,”  Kendal  said  before  she  whispered  the  rest  into  a delicate ear. “I love you.” 

Morgaine nodded as some of her tears fell. “And I you.” Her men moved to the car as their mistress kissed her one last time. “Remember to follow your heart in all things,” Morgaine said before she closed the door.The Genesis Clan had existed for decades, and their rules were literally set in stone. Because Kendal had broken so many, beginning with  falling  in  love  with  her  watcher,  the  Elders  liked  to  flex  their power to corral her back into the role they’d granted her eternal life 
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to carry out. It was their way, and the Elders felt the rules had assured their success in keeping the sometimes-fragile balance between good and evil. 

Morgaine was leaving her again, though, only partly because of that. This was a punishment for mixing the elixir for Charlie. She’d done it without the Elders’ permission, and this was her payback for ignoring the first and most important rule about giving the gift of life to someone the Elders didn’t deem deserving. 

“When Henri’s no more, my debt for Charlie will be paid,” she said to the taillights of Morgaine’s car as it disappeared through the gate. 
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chapTer ThIrTeen

After Kendal showered and dressed for another night of hunting,  one  of  the  servants  gave  her  a  note  from  Charlie saying he’d left for the city to search for clues as to where Henri and his followers were spending their days. It was admirable of him to try, but he’d find dragons in the bell tower of St. Louis Cathedral before he found Henri’s crypt. 

Her brother had survived so long because he never told anyone where he slept. His followers might not have the same self-preservation priorities, so Charlie might get lucky. 

Kendal decided to go in early as well, to have a drink and think. 

She needed time alone to quiet the parts of her mind that still dwelled on the past. 

She chose the same bar in the Piquant where she had enjoyed the cigars and scotch before, leaving her long coat and weapons in the back seat of the SUV she’d driven. The front desk had a few messages for her, none of them important, so she strolled through the lobby in the sweater and brown suede pants she’d chosen for comfort. The feel of the slightly rough material against her legs reminded her of her time as a trapper and hunter in what was once known as northern Britannia. 

The same table she’d occupied on her last visit was available, and the bartender arrived promptly with a drink before she had relaxed in the leather seat. “Welcome back, Ms. Richoux.” 

“Thank you,” she held up her glass, “and thank you.” 

He placed a small wooden humidor on the table and opened it to an  excellent  selection  of  cigars.  “Ms.  Morgaine  called  and  said  you might enjoy a smoke before you have to go to work.” 

“Never argue with an intelligent, beautiful woman.” The bartender 
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nodded and put down another glass so he wouldn’t have to bother her again for a while. 

She let her mind wander wherever it chose, remembering things from different lifetimes with no set pattern. In her time on earth, which she was still convinced wouldn’t last forever, she’d tried to experience as many things as possible. 

She still hadn’t tried to learn and master a few trades, but she was willing  to  experience  anything,  so  she’d  never  get  bored  unless  she gave up on life. She’d put away the money she’d made in banks that only dealt in numbers, so she could live another three thousand years and never have to work again. To her, that wasn’t as important as the knowledge she’d gathered. If she chose to sit and write a book, it would change the history books dramatically, if anyone believed it. 

She laughed at people’s notions about topics such as the importance of women and their place in the world of the past. Men had written most of the history books, so they’d had the edge on marketing their version of history. And like any writer, most men focused primarily on their accomplishments and conquests. 

The same could be said of the Bible and other books men now used to keep their faithful flocks in check. The teachings of most philosophers and holy men lost so much in translation and the passage of time that very little of the lessons they’d hoped to teach their followers was left. 

The heated voices across the bar stopped the mental collage of images of the people she’d met and what they’d taught her. When she saw who it was, she shook her head and concentrated so she could catch every word. 

“The bank will be calling in your loans by the end of the week. 

Either you have the money to pay them off or we move in and take over. 

It’s that simple, Piper.” 

“I  trusted  you,  but  you’re  nothing  but  a  bottom-feeding  scum sucker.” 

Kenny Delaney laughed and lifted his empty glass in the direction of the bar. “That’s a mouthful, honey, but is that how you should be addressing your new boss?” 

“I’d never work for you, and you’re not taking the company from us.” Piper held her glass in a way that made Kendal think she was about to crown him with the heavy crystal. 

“You’re so good in bed I might just give you a corner office. We’d never lose another contract if I put you in charge of entertaining the clients.” He closed his eyes before the contents of Piper’s glass hit him 
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in the face, but he grabbed her arm and slammed her back in her seat. 

“You’re going to pay for that one.” 

“Let me go, you’re hurting me,” Piper said, grimacing. 

“I  haven’t  begun  to  hurt  you,  bitch.  You’re  going  to  find  out what it’s like to get fucked in every conceivable way. Your family’s responsible for me almost losing everything, so I’m going to enjoy this almost as much as getting to fuck you. Allowing you into my bed was charity, but this is business, and we’re not finished, so sit down and shut up.” 

“I believe the lady asked you to let her go,” Kendal said softly, right next to his ear. 

Kenny turned and looked up at her as he tightened his hold on Piper. “This is a private matter between me and her. Get lost.” 

“I’m sorry, did you think I was making a request?” She pulled the cigar lighter out of her pocket and turned the small torch on. “Care to see if that alcohol aftershave you’re wearing is flammable?” 

Kenny pulled back so fast he toppled over in his chair. “Crazy bitch,” he said, pointing at Piper before he jumped up and left. “Friday at ten, don’t be late, and don’t forget to bring the old man with you. Tell him his payback is coming.” 

Kendal grabbed him by the back of the collar before he reached the  door.  She  dragged  him  out  and  pushed  him  into  the  first  empty bathroom she found. “Do you get a charge out of beating on women, Kenneth?” 

“Get out of my way,” Kenny said, his eyes darting around as if searching for a way out, but she was standing between him and the door. “That was a business meeting, Richoux.” 

“That was a pathetic man showing me he needs to be put in his place. Hitting someone who’s already on the mat only makes you an asshole.” 

“You were lined up to do the same thing,” he said, smiling. “What, she wouldn’t fuck you so you’re taking your frustrations out on me? 

Trust me, she wasn’t that good.” 

She grabbed him by the neck this time and shoved his head in the toilet so fast he didn’t have a chance to scream. Too bad the Piquant staff kept the facilities spotless. 

“Are you crazy?” Kenny yelled when she let him up. “You’ll pay for this.” 

“You need a new threat vocabulary, stupid,” she said, shoving his head back in and flushing. The strong gush of water made him frantic, 
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judging from the way he kicked his legs, trying to get his head out. 

“Stay away from Mac and Piper, or that cute hairstyle will be the nicest thing I’ll do to you,” she said, loud enough for him to hear her over his coughing fit. 

When she let go, Kenny stood up and tried to hit her before he cleared the water out of his mouth. She easily sidestepped his sorry attempt and had enough time to decide where to land her fist. The size of the bruise that would cover most of his cheek and eye by morning was the best reminder of her warning. 

“This isn’t over, Kendal,” Kenny said, both his hands covering the spot where she’d hit him. 

“You’re right. It isn’t, so use your brain before you decide to treat Piper like that again.” 

Piper was still in the same spot, staring intently in her direction when she turned the corner. “Are you all right?” she asked Piper when she was close enough. 

“Just peachy.” 

If she was expecting gratitude, she wouldn’t get it from Piper. With a brief nod she turned and headed back to her table. Maybe Morgaine was right; she couldn’t afford the distraction of Piper any longer, no matter how pretty and entertaining she was, especially if she couldn’t be civil at all. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Piper  said,  standing  behind  the  extra  chair  at  her table.“For  what,  exactly?” A  fine  mist  had  started  to  fall  outside, painting the window she was staring at with water droplets that were getting thick enough to block the view. The thought of spending the night chasing bloodsuckers in the cold damp wasn’t making her feel too sociable. 

“I’m sorry for being rude to you just now,” Piper said, sincerely enough that she looked up at her. “My fight’s with Kenny, and considering how I’ve treated you, I’m surprised you’d come to my aid.” 

“Mental illness runs in my family,” she joked, pointing to the chair Piper had a white-knuckled grip on. 

“I  could  sue  you  for  breach  of  verbal  agreement  for  getting involved in any aspect of my business.” 

“Saving you from the wrath of Kenny and defending your honor is interfering in your business?” 

“We were negotiating.” 
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“Asking  you  to  prostitute  yourself  with  his  potential  clients  is negotiating?” she asked incredulously. 

“I was about to make my counteroffer.” 

“I can’t wait to hear this one.” 

“It wasn’t so much verbal as the glass to go with the drink I threw at him. I didn’t get the chance or the satisfaction before you threatened to set his face on fire with that lethal weapon in your pocket.” Piper smiled up at the bartender when he put two fresh drinks on the table, one of which was what she’d been drinking. “Want to tell me where you went just now?” 

“I had something to flush down the toilet,” she said, making Piper laugh. “And that’s the first time you’ve strung that many words together in my presence that didn’t have to do with wishing me bodily harm,” 

she said, relighting her cigar. 

“You  have  to  understand  the  kind  of  pressure  I’ve  been  under lately. I promise you I’m not usually such a bitch.” 

The  tip  of  the  cigar  turned  a  bright  orange  as  she  sucked  hard to get it going. “I don’t think you’re a bitch, Miss Marmande. You’re feisty. If I thought you’re a bitch, I’d have bought the company just to teach you a valuable lesson on manners.” 

“Why didn’t you? Buy Marmande, I mean.” 

“My first sit-down doesn’t usually go like ours did. People are usually so terrified of losing their business, they barely talk, so it was refreshing to find someone so passionate and ready to take me on. And, contrary to my reputation, I do listen before I make my offer. Even if you didn’t say it, I realized how much Marmande means to you and your family, and I didn’t want to be the one to take it away from you.” 

Piper nodded and held her drink with both hands. “Instead, you left us hanging so someone like Kenny could come along and take it.” 

“I offered to help you, if you remember, and you told me to go to hell. Life isn’t always about people trying to screw you over, Miss Marmande. Your company is and has been in trouble for a while. You can’t deny that.” 

“I’m  not  denying  anything,  but  my  grandfather  isn’t  to  blame. 

Life threw a lot at him, and he had a hard time climbing out of the hole he landed in.” 

“Please  don’t  think  I’m  laying  blame  on  anyone.  I  take  over businesses like yours and turn a profit. History teaches us that there’s a time and a place for everything, and business is no different. Marmande 
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was once a giant in the shipbuilding industry, but now it’s in the wrong location  to  compete  for  the  really  big  contracts. You’re  landlocked, making expansion impossible, and you aren’t competitive enough to go after the small contracts that could save you. That isn’t anyone’s fault. 

It’s reality.” The fire she was used to seeing in Piper’s eyes was starting to burn. This time she gave in to a smile. 

“What’s so funny?” Piper asked, her anger clear in her voice. 

“You don’t like it when someone tells you the truth, do you?” 

One of Piper’s hands came off her glass, and Kendal put the cigar down just in case. 

“The truth as you see it doesn’t make it the truth.” 

“Okay, let’s try this. Miss Marmande, do you want my help?” 

“I  can’t  afford  your  help.  You  want  what’s  mine,  and  I’m  not willing to pay that price.” 

She exhaled in a long sigh. Piper was the most annoying person she’d ever come in contact with, and considering she had thousands upon thousands of days under her belt, that was quite an accomplishment. 

“Why not ask what the price tag is before you turn me down? Haven’t you ever heard that life is full of surprises? I might surprise you if you give me the chance,” she said before downing the rest of her drink. 

“Your first surprise was enough to make me wary, so forgive me for not jumping at your offer.” 

“My first surprise?” she asked, confused. 

“You wanted us bad enough to kill the contract I worked hard to get. With no other work in our future, it was much easier for you to convince the bank to cut their losses.” 

“You have my word I never did that, but if you like, I’ll find out who did. We both can make an educated guess. Kenny has a lot more to gain from watching you fold because he sold you out to assure his own survival. That isn’t the case with me.” 

“Perhaps  you’re  not  as  slimy  as  Kenny,  but  you  both  want  the same thing so, I don’t trust either of you.” 

Kendal stood, picked up her cigar from the ashtray, and leaned over the table. “Think about what I said before time runs out.” 

“Would you like to have dinner with me?” Piper asked, appearing surprised at her own invitation. 

“I’d love nothing better, but I have work to do, so could I have a rain check?” 

“You’re going to work now?” 

“Yes, ma’am, I’m not just telling you that to brush you off.” 
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“Dressed like that?” 

Looking down at herself, she spread her arms out. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?” 

“Nothing, it’s just not your usual business suit. Makes me wonder what type of business you have to attend to.” 

She laughed at Piper’s usual lack of manners. “I could give you a lifetime of guesses and you’d never come up with the answer. Have a pleasant evening, Miss Marmande, and don’t forget about my offer.” 

Piper let out a laugh of her own. “Why do I think accepting any offer from you would land me in the same position Kenny got me in, namely, in his bed?” 

She moved closer, and for once Piper didn’t back away. “I meant what I said about my bed the first time we met. If you end up there, it’ll be because you want to be with me. I’ll never force or obligate you. 

Right now the only shot you have is to beg me.” 

“Trust me, you’re not my type.” 

Now  only  inches  separated  them.  “Run  along  the  straight  and narrow, do you? And I’m putting emphasis on the ‘straight’ part of that statement.” 

“I’m not interested.” 

“And you think I am?” 

Piper’s eyes dropped first. “You sounded interested enough, but I’m sorry for assuming,” Piper said, sounding uncertain for once. 

“I do enjoy the company of other women, but my honor means everything to me. I’d never take advantage of you or anyone else when they’re desperate.” She stood straight and looked out the window again. 

The rain was now falling in a steady stream. “I’ve never had trouble finding  someone  who  wants  to  share  time  with  me,  so  you’re  in  no danger.” 

She  turned  and  left,  hoping  Henri  would  give  her  more  of  a challenge tonight. After a few minutes with Piper she couldn’t wait to shove a sword into someone’s chest. 

v

Henri entered the house and looked around to see who was missing. 

All the young ones he’d sent out were gone, including Veronica. Not that he had thought they’d have any chance against Kendal’s skill, but he hoped the numbers of his followers had at least intimidated her. 

However,  it  really  wasn’t  important  to  him  how  Kendal  felt  or 
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what she thought. For Henri and the woman he owed everything to, the  time  had  come  to  fight  and  break  the  shackles  the  Clan  and  the damned Elders had imposed on every one of their kind. Taking Kendal out would give them the edge in the battle that would follow, because no matter what Kendal’s position within the Clan was, she was their leading slayer. Not even the blonde who’d taught her in the beginning and remained her teacher came close to Kendal’s skills. 

As Henri moved to his chair, he studied the group of people in the room. It was small compared to those who would worship him once they announced their existence to the world and claimed their rightful place  of  power.  He  had  always  known  he  was  meant  to  rule,  and  it wouldn’t be long before he’d fulfill his destiny. Once he did, the world would either do his bidding or exist only to quench his thirst. 

“Send out the more talented fighters tonight,” he told Troy. “You don’t  have  to  defeat  her,  just  capture  her  or  her  little  pet. Asra’s  as predictable as the rising sun. Touch or threaten those close to her, and she’ll drop her sword without hesitation.” 

“Yes, master. I’ll send them out in force.” 

“Not all, just enough to do the job. I don’t want to be left vulnerable if she’s luckier than we give her credit for. Remember, all we need is just one of them,” he said. 

He stayed to see who Troy picked, then left the house headed into the city, hurrying to sate two hundred years of longing. When he slept he had no memories or dreams to cloud his rest, with only one exception. 

Her call had filled his head almost as if someone had screamed it so loud it had echoed off the stone of his crypt. 

Most of the people he passed on the street never saw or felt Henri, and those who did simply shivered at the quick touch of cold of his skin. 

He didn’t care about anyone who got in his way and only slowed down a block from where he was headed in the second oldest part of New Orleans. Uptown had been where the outsiders who weren’t French or Spanish had built their big houses and estates. 

The  neighborhood  that  skirted  the  river  had  become  more congested with time, but unlike the French Quarter that had held on to and protected its historic treasures, very few of the original homes from that era existed except the ones that lined St. Charles Avenue. 

Henri stood before one of the survivors and tipped his head back to calm his excitement. The place appeared foreboding, with its dark shutters closed except for a few upstairs on the west side and the high, solid-brick  fence  that  surrounded  the  property.  Broken  glass  shards 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 145 •

lined the top of the wall, an old security measure, but that’s not what kept everyone out. 

Anyone who stopped long enough to stare through the wrought-iron gates to the house didn’t linger, and those who were brave enough to jump the wall soon went mad because of the strong protection spell in place. It didn’t matter that commercial dock businesses, restaurants, and bars now surrounded the property—everyone had left it as untouched as a time capsule. 

Henri stood on the cracked sidewalk, the cement no opponent for the roots of the large oak close to the fence, and the hair on his arms stood when he heard her call again. 

“Abez, come to me. I’ve waited long enough for you.” 

This  place  was  his,  but  he  seldom  ventured  here.  Through  the years he’d modified and improved it so thoroughly he was confident it was safe for the treasure it would house for the fight to come. 

He sniffed the air and closed his eyes in ecstasy at her scent before he unlocked the gate. 

Their own Elders, who guarded the house, bowed to him as he moved to the door. Two other old ones sat at her feet with their swords across their laps when he entered the glass solarium with its good view of the full moon. 

His  eyes  filled  with  tears.  Ora  was  beautiful  with  her  long  red hair pulled back and held in place by a large comb that appeared to be made of bone. The black robe she wore opened to reveal her legs as she extended her hand to him with a smile. 

“You’ve done well and have earned the right to sit beside me.” 

Without hesitation, he dropped to his knees. “My queen, welcome to New Orleans. I’m here to do your bidding.” 
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chapTer fourTeen

Piper, you have a visitor,” the receptionist said. 

“I  requested  no  calls,  and  I  don’t  have  any  appointments scheduled for today.” The morning was as overcast as the previous day, but despite the dark luminous clouds, only a fine mist was falling. As Piper stared out the window, rocking slightly in her office chair, she felt like the weather reflected not only her mood but their future. “Who is it?” “Are you sure you want me to say that?” The receptionist’s voice was muffled but Piper still understood her question. “She said to tell you it’s the sanctimonious bitch.” 

“Send her back,” Piper said, laughing. Maybe her grandfather was right and she shouldn’t have pissed Kendal off from the start. 

“Good  morning,  Miss  Marmande,”  Kendal  said,  stopping  right outside her door and wearing another great suit. 

“If you’ve come to survey the lay of the land to see what you can sell off, you can forget it.” She smiled as she spoke, wanting Kendal to know she was kidding. “If that isn’t threatening enough to keep you from running off with the furniture, Granddad has a gun in his desk.” 

“I’ve called off the invasion even if you don’t believe me, so I left my invading-horde hat at the hotel.” 

“What can I do for you?” 

“Even though you don’t like me much, I thought I’d make up for having to turn you down last night by asking you out for breakfast.” 

Kendal slipped her hands into her pockets. “If you’d like, you can ask Mr. Marmande to join us.” 

“He’s actually out searching for buried treasure.” It finally dawned on Piper why Kendal was still in the hallway, so she stood and walked 
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around  her  desk.  Kendal  Richoux  might  have  perfected  the  art  of corporate raiding, but she had impeccable manners. “Please come in and sit.” Her words pried Kendal’s feet off the floor. “And breakfast sounds good.” 

“I  thought  if  we  talk  without  our  original  barriers,  we  could actually share a meal and not have it end in a food fight.” 

“The  last  few  months  haven’t  brought  out  the  best  in  me,  so  I apologize again.” 

“I understand difficult positions, so you’ve nothing to be sorry for. 

Shall we?” Kendal asked, pointing to the door. 

Piper guided her down the street to the café where she and Mac ate often. It wasn’t fancy, but the woman who’d run it for years took pride in preparing simple homestyle foods. Once they’d ordered, Piper held her coffee cup with both hands to keep them still. Kendal had a way of looking at her that made her feel stripped bare. 

“Can I ask you something?” 

Kendal nodded. “What would you like to know?” 

“Please  believe  I’m  not  asking  to  make  you  mad—I’m  only curious.” Kendal smiled, she guessed at her hesitation, and when she did it brought out the unique color of her eyes. They made her think of blue ice. “Why do you do this for a living?” 

“You might get upset with me if I’m totally honest,” Kendal said, stopping to take a sip of her coffee. “Would you like me to be?” 

“If you say you do it for the hell of it, then no, not today.” She shook her head for emphasis, and Kendal’s smile helped lift her mood. 

As contentious a start as they’d had, Kendal hadn’t taken too many shots at her. 

“The strategy required to be successful at this challenges me. No two  projects  are  ever  the  same,  so  they  all  teach  me  something.  I’d never do anything just for the hell of it, unless you’re interested in an afternoon of skinny-dipping. For that I might utter those words.” 

She  laughed  and  couldn’t  look  Kendal  in  the  eye.  “I’d  admire you at any other time, but being on this end of things paints you in a different light, as they say.” 

“Actually da Vinci coined the phrase.” 

“He did? I’ve never read that,” Piper said, lapsing into silence as the food arrived. 

“You’ll have to take my word for it, then,” Kendal said as she covered her waffles in maple syrup, using almost the entire carafe. 
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Piper figured the stress was getting to her when she laughed at Kendal’s answer hard enough to make her eyes water. Also, Kendal made her feel awkward and nervous. “Can I ask you something else?” 

“Miss Marmande,” Kendal said, locking eyes with her, “you may ask whatever you like. Believe me, I won’t answer if I can’t.” 

“Why  did  you  come  this  morning?”  Kendal’s  face  was  open enough for her to realize the question had confused her. “What I mean is, what is this?” 

“A bacon omelet is my best guess,” Kendal said, cutting a small corner off Piper’s meal and eating it. “I was right.” 

“Now you’re reminding me what I don’t like about you.” 

Kendal laughed as if she enjoyed aggravating her. “It’s my burden in life to be correct in most cases.” 

“I’m glad you qualified that with ‘in most cases.’” 

“So when I believed the report that you have a brilliant business mind, I was wrong?” 

She had to laugh at that. “I can see why you’re so successful.” 

“I’m successful because I’m motivated.” 

“You  are  that,”  Piper  said,  taking  a  bite  of  her  omelet.  “Eager beavers could learn something from you.” 

“It’s something I believe we have in common.” Kendal reciprocated by placing a piece of waffle on her plate without her asking. “It’s also why I thought I’d like you.” 

“So much for first impressions, huh?” 

“If more people fought as nobly and passionately for what they believe in, the world would have less turmoil. Marmande is yours, and I know in my gut you’ll find a way to keep it.” 

Piper pushed her plate away after eating the piece of waffle Kendal had given her, her appetite gone. “Friday isn’t enough time. I’m not that brilliant, and this is only breakfast.” 

“Don’t lose faith now.” 

“I’m not a stranger to loss, so this won’t kill me,” she said, pausing to thank the waitress for clearing the table. “I’ve fought so hard for my grandparents and our employees. He’ll never admit it, but Marmande means the world to Mac.” 

“Then you have to know that fate always rewards intentions like that.”“That’s a pretty fantasy, but sadly reality has rewarded me more often than fate or destiny has, and that’s going to happen again at the end of the week.” 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 149 •

“When you do things for the right reasons, the universe has a way of paying you back tenfold.” 

“So I should buy a lottery ticket?” Piper asked, smiling. 

Kendal put her fingers on the bill and slid it toward her before Piper had a chance to grab it. “Maybe you already have.” 

“You’re an interesting person.” After she said it, Kendal smiled at her, and Piper studied her face. Her eyes didn’t seem to fit with the olive complexion, but Piper found the mix attractive. She wouldn’t describe Kendal as beautiful, but her looks were hard to turn away from. That surprised her since she never got wrapped up in frivolous stuff. 

“As are you, Miss Marmande,” Kendal said, peeling two twenties from the clip she’d taken from her front pocket. “After all this, maybe you’ll agree to have dinner with me.” When the waitress came over, Kendal told her to keep the change, which was more than double the bill. “Do you ask so you’ll have another opportunity to impress me with your largess?” Piper asked, pointing to the server, who appeared smitten. 

“I’m more known for my killer instincts, but you have nothing to worry about.” 

“That’s right,” she said, pointing her index finger in the air before aiming it at Kendal. “You aren’t interested in us anymore.” 

“You’re partially right.” Kendal pinched her finger lightly, making her concentrate on Kendal’s hand. “I peg you as a risk-taker, and having dinner with me is an opportunity to change your mind about me.” 

“What’s the risk in that?” 

“Tremendous, if you figure out what you’re missing by holding back because you see your true self only one way.” Kendal sounded incredibly honest. “It might be good to study the reflection of yourself I see.”“That could be a frightening proposition.” 

“You have nothing to fear from me,” Kendal said in a way that made  her  believe  it  to  be  true.  “If  that’s  too  deep,  then  saying  yes means you get a free meal and nothing more before I head off to new challenges. After all, there’s no rest from the wicked.” 

“Isn’t it, there’s no rest for the wicked?” 

“That  hasn’t  been  my  experience,”  Kendal  said,  and  laughed, making Piper wonder what her game really was. 

v
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The next two nights’ hunting resembled the first. Henri sent his creations against them in packs, and Charlie and Kendal destroyed them, staying vigilant for the next group. It was the weekend, but the Clan’s directive was still in force, even though the huge crowds in the French Quarter might see the immortals fighting on the rooftops. In a week, the city, already famous for its party potential, would shift into high gear for Halloween, and if they weren’t any closer to finding Henri, he’d be in a better position to get everything he was after for Ora. 

Kendal shook her head. Halloween would fall under a full moon this year. In a city like New Orleans that didn’t believe in boundaries, if Henri planned an all-out attack for that night, he would be able to hide in plain sight. She and Charlie had already mowed through the younger of his followers, and the coming nights would become more difficult. 

“Would you like breakfast, sir?” asked one of the men Morgaine had left behind to tend to her needs. 

“Yes, thank you. Could you put these back in the sword room for me?” She handed over the weapons she’d used the night before. As she contemplated taking Ruda for a long ride, she heard a car stop at the front gate. With a wave of her hand, she motioned for the man to open it. She didn’t need the intercom to guess who it might be. What did surprise her was the hour of the visit. It was only a little after six. 

“Good morning,” she said, not getting get up from the table and resting her elbows on the arms of her chair. 

“I came—” 

“I  know  why  you’re  here.  I’m  more  interested  as  to  why  you decided to come at all.” 

Piper stood next to her car fidgeting with her keys. “Can I talk to you?”She stood and walked down the steps, not wanting to do what she’d accused Kenny of. “Please forgive my rudeness, Miss Marmande. 

Welcome to Oakgrove. Would you join me for breakfast?” 

Piper looked up at the house before she took her arm, followed her to the table, and smiled at her when she pulled out her chair and poured Piper a cup of coffee. “If this is how you treat the enemy, I’d hate to see what happens to your friends when they come over. How do you ever get rid of them?” 

“You aren’t my enemy, Miss Marmande. You’re more like a pesky annoyance buzzing around my ear.” She rested her hands briefly on Piper’s shoulders and laughed. 
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“Today’s Friday,” Piper said, appearing tired, probably from a few sleepless nights due to the stress of what she had to face. 

“You’re right. It’s Friday, but you don’t have anything to worry about. I meant it when I said noble battles are always rewarded.” 

“This isn’t a joke.” 

“I’m not poking fun, but you have to accept that today isn’t the end of the world as you know it. You have my word.” 

“I need your help, Kendal. At ten, Kenny will take everything my family has built.” For the first time Kendal saw the frightened little girl Piper tried to hide from the world in her glassy, desperate eyes. They were so much like those from long ago when Kendal could do nothing to change what had to be done. 

She  knelt  next  to  Piper  and  took  her  hand.  “Pick  up  your grandfather, Miss Marmande, and go to your meeting. Have faith in what you and he have built together, and that you’ll have what it takes to protect what’s yours. You don’t need anyone’s help for that.” 

“If you want me to beg, I will,” Piper said, squeezing her fingers. 

“That’s the last thing I want.” She smiled at Piper. “I want you to call up that confident, take-no-prisoners, beautiful woman I first met and give Kenny hell.” 

You won’t help us?” 

“You  don’t  trust  me  enough  to  believe  me,  but  everything  will be fine. You have everything you need to put Kenny Delaney and his partners back in the hole they slithered out of. When you realize I’m right, you’ll have to make changes so no one will put you in this position again. You remind me so much of someone I knew, and you have her same spirit for life and ability to make the right choices no matter the consequences. Embrace that part of yourself and you’ll be able to do anything you want.” 

Piper stood and moved away from her as if she wasn’t interested in the comfort she was offering. “I’m sorry I bothered.” 

Piper walked away as if being led to the gallows, and Kendal came close to calling her back, but she’d done all she could. She needed to cut their ties so she could fully concentrate on Henri and his grandiose plans. She hadn’t lied, though. Piper and Mac had made her deviate from “Kendal Richoux’s” usual game plan, but it had been worth it. 

The fire in Piper had made Kendal notice her, and had it been another time she would’ve pursued her until Piper changed her mind on a slew of things. 
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But for once, she thought humorously, she was in short supply of time. 

v

Piper had controlled her tears by the time she reached Kenny’s offices. When she entered, the rest of the thieves were already seated. 

The men gathered for the meeting stood until she had taken her place next to her grandfather, and from the head of the conference table Kenny smiled as if he would enjoy stripping them of everything. With a little more  research,  she  might  have  discovered  that  Kenny  thought  Mac had stolen his family’s business by exposing their less-than-honorable practices. 

In an act of desperation, she’d dealt with Kenny because he was experiencing  his  own  financial  crisis.  He  had  promised  that  if  they joined  forces,  they  could  secure  financing  more  easily  because  they jointly owned so much riverfront property. Now it was too late. This deal and the prime real estate it came with would infuse his construction company with capital to replace what he’d lost on bad projects. Kenny would profit by offering her and Mac up like sacrificial sheep. 

She  felt  like  a  failure  having  trusted  him  so  blindly,  but  when Kendal had appeared on her radar, she’d panicked. Her fear had caused her to be careless, and sitting and watching Kenny gloat was hard to swallow. In the end, Kendal was the only one who could have saved them,  but  Piper’s  pride  and  misbehavior  had  sealed  that  door  shut. 

She’d made the mistake of believing Kendal was different from anyone she’d ever counted on to help her out of a bleak situation. Like her father Mackey, Kendal had left her to face the lynch mob alone. 

Brad, the bank vice president of loans where Mac had borrowed from, sat across from them with a stack of papers before him. “We’re here to discuss calling in your loans and the assets that come with their payment,” he explained. 

“Get on with it, Brad. We all know why we’re here,” Kenny said in annoyance. 

“Mac, are you sure you want to go through with this? You have enough on your plate trying to stay competitive without taking on a new business as well.” Brad spoke directly to Mac, and Piper’s despair evaporated. 

Kenny  pounded  on  the  table.  “What? Are  you  delusional?  My 
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partners and I are here to call in his loans and pay them in full. I know you all go way back, but the Marmandes are months in arrears, and we can make good on their debts this morning. Don’t tempt me into getting the bank board involved. You do, and I’ll make sure you lose big on this.” 

“I’m a banker, Mr. Delaney. Delusions of any kind are not part of the equation. As of the close of business yesterday, all of Marmande Enterprise’s loans were paid in full, so the loans I’m referring to today have to do with your company. You’re extremely delinquent on two of your three construction sites, and the board has already met on this matter.” Brad glared at Kenny over his glasses. “If you don’t believe me, the board president is on standby for your call.” 

“Yeah, right,” Kenny said, sounding as childish as he looked when he laughed and rolled his eyes. 

“The  board  has  decided  to  give  Mr.  Marmande  the  same consideration they extended to you and your partners, especially after a  large  amount  of  cash  as  collateral  accompanied  Mr.  Marmande’s business plan for expansion. If you need it simplified for you, Mac put his money where his mouth is, whereas your plan involved risk to the bank in the form of additional loans.” 

Kenny looked at Brad like he was speaking a foreign language. 

“Stop fucking around. Unless he found a fairy godmother, he couldn’t possibly pull this off,” Kenny said, pointing at Mac. 

“Mac, I can’t tell you what to do,” the banker said, “but I suggest that you take only the one site adjacent to your property, considering it will double your capacity and still leave room for future expansion. I know you don’t need our money, but we have put some plans together to finance moving your dry docks to Mr. Delaney’s property. We’ll give you a competitive rate so you can invest the cash for upcoming projects, but we’ll get to that over lunch. I only need your decision now so I can cut my counterpart here a check, if you’re interested.” 

“That sounds reasonable. Piper and I aren’t interested in taking over Mr. Delaney’s other locations in east New Orleans, are we?” Mac asked her. 

“No, sir. The property next door will be fine.” 

Brad  handed  Kenny’s  banker  a  check,  since  his  investors  had already left, and motioned for Mac and Piper to get going. Piper got to her feet, not wanting to subject her grandfather to Kenny’s vile mouth any longer. 
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Once out of the office, Brad said, “Mac, Piper, I don’t know how you managed it, but I really enjoyed putting that little moron in his place.” 

“You know how it is, got to keep your cards close to your vest,” 

Mac said as if he knew what was going on. 

“Well, next time don’t wait so long to show them. I’m younger than you are, and I don’t think my heart could take much more.” They walked across the lobby to the front door of the building. “Are you two free? I really do want to talk to you about a line of credit, then I’ll treat y’all to lunch and a glass of champagne to celebrate.” 

“I’ll be happy to join you, but I can’t speak for Piper,” Mac said. 

“Thank you, but I have to pass this time. After I eat my share of humble pie, I don’t think I’ll have room for anything else today.” Mac smiled at her, appearing surprised. “Could I have a word with Pops before you two take off?” 

“Tell me you didn’t sell your soul to make that happen just now?” 

Mac asked when they were alone. 

“I asked someone for help, and they came through. Now I just have to figure out what it’s going to cost us.” 

“Who?” 

“Kendal Richoux.” 

Mac leaned against the glass of the building and pinched the bridge of his nose. “The same Richoux who you called a thief a week ago?” 

“More like the one you suggested I listen to before I jumped to conclusions. I’ll tell you all about it tonight, but right now I’ve got to go.” She led Mac back to Brad. 

“All set?” Brad asked. 

“You  bet. You  know  something,  I’m  damned  glad  I’m  retiring soon. You’re right. I’m getting old and I don’t think I can take much more  of  this  either,  but  my  Piper,  she’s  something  else. Your  daddy would’ve  been  so  proud  of  you,”  Mac  said  to  her  as  she  kissed  his cheek. “You’re my future and it’s looking bright.” 
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chapTer fIfTeen

The grove of camellias planted close to the road still possessed some of the trees Kendal had planted when she’d decided to purchase the property that became Oakgrove. Over the years cold snaps or disease had destroyed some, but the new ones that filled in those spots were all hybrids of the originals Charlie had cultivated, knowing how  much  she  loved  them.  These  were  the  trees  where  she  cut  the bouquets she took Angelina when she went to call. 

 New Orleans, October 1726

On the morning of Angelina and Tomas’s second day at Oakgrove, Tomas stayed inside to enjoy Jacques’s library so Jacques could take Angelina riding. Angelina was excited about seeing the entire plantation, but appeared more excited that they were heading out alone. Dee, for all her loyalty, hated horses and everything to do with them, so Tomas trusted Jacques not to ravage his niece if given the opportunity to spend the day with her. At least that’s the warning he’d issued before they left. 

With a packed lunch strapped to the back of her horse, they set off so Angelina could see what farm life was like. 

“What do you want my role with you to be?” Angelina asked when they stopped for lunch and Jacques sat close to her on the blanket she’d spread out so they could enjoy their meal. Jacques had chosen the other side of the lake since Angelina had admired it the day before. 

She stretched out and put her head in Angelina’s lap. “What would you like it to be?” 

“First, I’d like to be your wife and the mother of your children, but above all else, whatever will make you happy.” 
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Jacques looked up at her and felt like someone had ripped her heart out for giving her something so precious she couldn’t keep. Angelina needed to find someone new and wonderful to lavish all the things she deserved on her. Someone who’d love her and grow old with her, which was something Jacques St. Louis couldn’t do because  he wasn’t real. 

She’d been trying to think of a way to tell Angelina that since the night they attended the theater. 

“What would make you happy?” 

“To always see the same expression in your eyes when you look my way,” Angelina answered, pressing her lips to hers. 

“No matter how much time passes, it’ll always be so, but we have to talk before you make too many plans about our future together. You need to know some things about me.” 

“You don’t want me?” 

She stopped Angelina before she could move too far away. “No man in his right mind would refuse you, but you should know the truth about the man you’re in love with. If we’re to be together, we shouldn’t have any secrets, don’t you agree?” 

“There’s nothing you can tell me, Jacques, that’ll make me change my mind about you.” 

Over Angelina’s shoulder, she could see the dark clouds forming, and they were at least a couple of hours from the house. “I pray that’s true, but let’s get going before you ruin that beautiful riding outfit in a downpour.” A few more hours of the illusion wouldn’t hurt, she thought, as she helped Angelina back on her horse. 

That evening they sat in the parlor and laughed at Tomas’s stories of all the bribes people had offered him over the years because they didn’t want to read about themselves in the paper. The afternoon storm was still raging with no sign of letting up. The noise of nature’s fury and the distraction of Tomas’s company kept Jacques from hearing the light knock at the front door. 

“Yes,  sir,  may  I  help  you?”  asked  the  servant  who  opened  the door.“Is this the home of Jacques St. Louis?” 

“Yes, sir, can I get him for you?” 

“I’m his brother, Henri.” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize Master St. Louis had a brother.” The servant stood there awkwardly. “Would you like for me to fetch him?” 

he asked, staring at Henri’s face as if unsure what else to say. 
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“You have to invite me in, my good man. It would be rude of me to enter otherwise.” Henri smiled and waited, knowing he couldn’t step foot any place he wasn’t welcomed first, especially any house under the Clan’s protection. 

“I’m sorry, of course. Please come in. I’m sure Master Jacques will be happy to see you.” 

“Wait,” Jacques yelled, but it was too late. The young man who technically lived in the house had issued the invitation, giving Henri permission to enter. Once someone had granted that, Henri no longer had to abide by any rule of protection. 

“Come now, Jacques, we are family, after all. Aren’t you pleased to see me?” Henri stepped in and took off his cloak and hat, shaking his hair of any water. “It’s been years, and I’ve gone through so much trouble to find you.” 

“Why are you here?” 

Henri smiled before he spoke softly. “I’ve come to make peace. 

The years have made me strong enough that I don’t need to feed as often to survive, so perhaps we can agree that the world’s big enough for both of us and rebuild our relationship.” 

Angelina walked up and put her arm through Jacques’s, looking at Henri. “Do I need to send for anything, love?” she asked, seeming unable to tear her eyes away from Henri. 

“Just  a  towel  if  you  have  it,  kind  lady. Allow  me  to  introduce myself. Henri St. Louis. I’m Jacques’s brother.” He walked forward and kissed her hand. 

Angelina shivered, and Jacques knew it was from the cold white fingers. “Angelina du’Pon. Uncle Tomas and I are friends of Jacques.” 

“Don’t be modest, my dear, I see how my  brother looks at you. 

I’m willing to bet you’re more than friends.” 

“Would  you  like  a  room  to  retire  to,  Henri,  after  your  long voyage?” Jacques asked, wanting to cut him off and get him away from the du’Pons. Henri never reappeared in her life casually, but he knew he could take the chance with Angelina and Tomas in the house. 

“And miss the opportunity to spend time with you and your lady? 

I  think  not.”  Henri’s  answer  made  Angelina  smile.  “Lead  the  way, Mademoiselle du’Pon. I’d love to meet your uncle.” 

“Go  on, Angelina,  we’ll  be  right  in.” Angelina  hesitated  at  her request, but left without a word. 

Henri waited until they were alone, knowing that she wouldn’t 
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attack him in front of all these people, no matter how much she wanted to. “She’s simply delicious, Asra.” 

“I want to know why you’re here.” 

“I wanted a new start, just like you, brother,” he said, laughing. 

“Does the little precious know your grand secret, or are you waiting to surprise her when it’s too late for her to escape?” 

“Get out of my house, or I’ll—” 

“You’ll do nothing without risking everything you’ve built here. 

And have you forgotten, I was invited in.” He moved closer until she could feel the cold skin that felt like death. “One night, Asra, then I’ll disappear into the darkness. You have my word as a gentleman.” 

“Your word is worthless, Abez. It always has been, but watch your step here or I’ll destroy you no matter what I have to sacrifice.” 

“Remember you said that.” 

v

Angelina and Tomas watched as Henri simply pushed the food around on his plate, but none of it touched his lips. The same went for the sweet wine and fig preserves the cooks served after dinner in the parlor.“Will you be staying long?” Angelina asked Henri. 

“Long enough, but if there’s to be a wedding I might be persuaded to stay for the festivities.” 

She laughed nervously and put her hand over Jacques’s. “Like I said, monsieur, Jacques and I are only friends.” 

“Shame on you, Jacques. You’d best hurry and ask for her hand before someone else steals her from under your nose.” 

“Thank you for your encouragement, but I rather like Jacques’s pace as much as his company,” Angelina said without humor. “If you gentlemen will excuse me, I think I’ll retire for the evening.” They all stood when she rose to her feet. “Jacques, will you accompany me to my door?” 

“Of course. Henri, I trust you’ll be here when I return.” 

“Like  I  said,  brother,  we’ve  much  to  talk  about  after  all  these years.” 

They  climbed  the  stairs  in  silence  and  walked  in  equal  silence to  the  door  of  the  bedroom Angelina  was  using.  Henri’s  arrival  had disturbed her, and she could lose everything, but that wasn’t as important as protecting all those she’d come to care about. If killing Henri would 
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expose her charade, she’d gladly pay the price to save everyone from his evil. 

Their last meeting had ended when she wounded Henri, but not enough to keep him from escaping. After that he’d vanished, and the only clue she’d found was the name of a ship he’d written in a journal when he’d stayed in Paris. The merchant ship had sailed to the new world a week after she’d last seen him. 

Asra  had  followed  with  all  the  papers  she  needed  to  establish Jacques  St.  Louis  in  New  Orleans.  Oakgrove  and  the  people  she’d bought  off  the  block  hadn’t  been  part  of  her  plan,  but  the  solitary plantation was a perfect location. No one was around to start gossip if she had to leave to hunt, and everyone who lived with her was tied to her identity, so they’d never turn her in even if they uncovered her secret. No matter how this place had come to be, she’d learned to love the life of a farmer. 

“Are you all right, love?” 

“Angelina, I want you to lock yourself and Dee in and don’t leave the room until the sun rises.” 

Angelina put her hands on her chest, appearing frightened. “Why? 

What’s wrong? Is that man really your brother?” 

Kendal  passionately  kissed  her  to  stop  the  litany  of  questions. 

She wanted Angelina to know how much she felt for her before, like Henri had said, it was too late. “I love you,” she said before kissing her again.“I love you as well.” 

“This isn’t how I planned to do this,” she said, holding Angelina’s hand. “I have to speak frankly with you first, and if you’ll have me, I’ll speak to your uncle. Are you agreeable to that?” She didn’t have time for romance, but proposing seemed so right. She’d deal with any fallout that her spontaneity caused after she got rid of Henri. 

“Yes, of course. You have to know how I feel.” 

“Then  get  inside  and  remember,  open  the  door  to  no  one  until morning.” 

“Jacques, please tell me what’s going on. I’m frightened.” 

She held her close and kissed her one last time. “Get some sleep, and don’t worry. I’m here to watch over you. In the morning I’ll tell you everything I’ve put off until now, but please, no matter what you hear, keep the door locked.” 

“Master  Jacques,  is  everything  all  right?  I  just  heard  screams coming from the back,” Dee said, hurrying toward them. 
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“Lock the door and watch over Angelina and yourself. Remember what I said and stay safe,” she said before she ran down the hall toward the stairs. 

In the parlor Tomas stood by the window looking out at the rain. 

Henri wasn’t there. “Where’s Henri?” 

“He said he was going out to check on his horse. Strange man, your brother. You two don’t seem related at all.” Tomas leaned on his cane, the pain in his hip evident in his grimace. 

“Tomas, I don’t have time to explain, but I need you to go up to your room and lock the door. My brother isn’t the gentleman he pretends to be, and I have to find him before he harms anyone.” She pulled one of the crossed swords from over the mantel. Doing so made her want to cry, because in the morning they were coming down anyway to make room for Angelina’s surprise. 

Not bothering with a horse, she ran toward the cabins to see if Dee was right. She wasn’t prepared to find Lionel walking through the mud as if in a trance holding the lifeless body of his wife Celia. His white work shirt was covered with what was left of her blood. 

“I don’t know what it was, but it killed her,” Lionel said through his tears. “It killed all of them, and I couldn’t stop it.” 

She entered the cabin to find Lionel’s children with their throats ripped open, dead as if a wild animal had come in and feasted on them. 

She ran back to the house, already aware of her mistake. The first body she found was the boy who’d invited Henri in, not far from Tomas. 

“You old fool,” she said from her knees. She closed the tired green eyes staring off into nothing before putting her hand on his forehead. 

Tomas’s walking stick was backward in his hand as if he had tried to use it as a club to fight off his attacker. 

Her boots felt like lead as she moved up the stairs. Angelina’s door was almost ripped from its hinges, the lock no opponent for Henri’s vengeance. Dee wore the same mask of death as Tomas. Her soft brown eyes were open, and in her hand the only weapon she had was the small gold  cross  Angelina  always  wore  around  her  neck.  The  only  thing missing from the room was Angelina. 

She looked for the body until sunrise, but Henri had taken Angelina as a way to hurt her, and she swore she’d get even when the sun set again. Now, though, she had people to calm and bodies to bury after the night of death. Working together, they quickly assembled the pyres needed for Celia, her sons, Tomas, Dee, and the others who’d fallen to the demon they’d invited into their midst. 
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“Have them all pack and get them ready to travel soon,” she told Lola, who was twisting a rag and appeared terrified. 

“Where we going?” 

“I’m giving you your freedom to go wherever you please, but I’d like  you  all  to  consider  my  estates  in  the  northern  part  of  England. 

You’ll  be  welcome  there  and  you’ll  be  safe  for  as  long  you  care  to stay.”“I thought you were from France?” 

She put down her glass of whiskey and turned her attention to Lola, who’d befriended her from the minute she came off the auction block and begged her for the life of her son. “I am Egyptian, but does that really matter now? This is all I can think to do, because after last night, I can’t stay here, and I won’t leave you all to suffer for my mistakes. 

Angelina and Tomas aren’t worth more than the others Henri killed, but we both know the law won’t see it that way.” 

“I’ll get them ready, Jacques.” Lola stood to go and spread the word. “And, Jacques, we don’t blame you for what happened, especially Lionel. You’re too good to be related to that monster.” 

“Thank you, but hurry and go. The sunset isn’t far off. Lock your doors and invite no one in.” 

She  waited  in  the  study  with  her  sword  lying  across  her  lap. 

Wondering  why Abez  had  come  back  now  was  about  to  give  her  a headache.  At  midnight  marking  All  Hallow’s  Eve,  the  front  door creaked open and they entered together. 

Henri  followed  the  movement  of  the  knife  in  her  hand  as  she twirled  it  through  her  fingers.  For  the  moment  he  didn’t  appear  too concerned  that  she  would  throw  it  since  he  had  Angelina  pressed against his chest. 

“Miss me, or should I say us?” He ran his hand through Angelina’s hair, which hung freely down her back. The style made her look wild and sensual. 

“For centuries I haven’t struck the death blow when it came to you, Abez, because no matter how many despicable acts you’ve committed, I believed a small part of my brother remained in your heart. I was wrong. No matter what price I have to pay, you’ll die tonight.” She embedded the knife in the arm of the chair, put her glass down, and stood. The only noise in the room that followed was the sword leaving the sheath that housed it. “I’ll take my revenge for our father and all the other lives you’ve ruined.” 

“Will  you  kill  her  too?”  Henri  pulled  back  on Angelina’s  head 
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and, to her disgust, she kissed him. “Where has the love you have for her gone?” 

“Angelina,  come  here,”  she  said  softly,  and  Angelina  obeyed, acting  as  if  she  was  drugged.  Something  had  changed,  and  as  she watched Angelina walk across the room, her heart broke because she knew what it was. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Angelina asked, running her hand up her  chest.  “Did  you  think  that  would  frighten  me  away?”  Her  hand moved  lower  and  squeezed  between  her  legs  to  confirm  what  was missing from her anatomy. 

“I intended to tell you, you have to believe me.” Angelina’s touch was overwhelming her senses, and she almost forgot Henri was still in the room. 

Angelina pulled her head down, clearly wanting to share a kiss. 

Their  lips  were  about  to  touch  when  the  truth  of Asra’s  suspicions registered in her mind and she felt like someone had dropped a bucket of ice on her soul. Angelina’s strength was unnatural; she could feel it in the hand at her neck. Her lips went limp against Angelina’s, but   before she could move away, Angelina sank her teeth into her upper lip. 

Henri’s laugh rang through the house when she pulled back, her mouth cut and bleeding. “She belongs to me now, sister. I took what you so cherished last night, and I was right, she was delicious. What a wonderful wife she would’ve been, but you can delight in what an incredible bedmate she’ll be to me.” 

“No.” The word came out as a whisper, and she wanted nothing more than to run out of the room to find darkness and sleep. In darkness she would find emptiness and oblivion. That was the only way she’d find release from the pain of what she’d allowed to happen. 

“Jacques, please.” The voice sounded like her sweet Angelina, but this hideous creature only inhabited the shell of her body. Her Angelina was dead. Jacques opened her eyes to watch Henri run his tongue along her ear. “If you love me, release me from this hell. I killed Uncle Tomas last night. May God forgive me, but I couldn’t stop myself.” A tear of blood fell from the green eyes Jacques loved. 

“I can’t,” she said in anguish. “Please don’t ask that of me.” 

“Please, love, I’m begging you. If you care for me still even a little, then you’ll do as I ask.” When Jacques screamed, Angelina closed her eyes. 

The sword flew from Jacques’s hand like a javelin and pierced 
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Angelina’s heart. She threw it so hard it tore into Henri’s chest as well, missing  his  heart  by  inches.  When Angelina  exploded  into  dust,  he staggered back, clutching the weapon that was weakening him by the second. When he looked up gasping, she was standing over him, intent on finishing the job. 

“If you kill me, you’ll never find the other blond bitch you sniff after all the time,” he said as the sword slipped out, and she now held the point to the skin over his heart. “I buried your little teacher deep.” 

He kept speaking as the sword drew its first blood on the way to its target. “Swear you’ll let me go and I’ll tell you where she is.” Henri knew her sense of honor as well as her weaknesses, and her word would be his salvation. What he was saying was his ticket to escape. 

“You believe I’d trust anything you say?” 

“I’ll take you myself. If I’m lying you can kill me, but if I’m not, you have to let me go after you get her out.” 

They  arrived  on  horseback  the  next  night,  having  to  stop  at daybreak; she’d watched over him when he crawled wrapped in a blanket under the bed in the room she’d rented. They had stopped at the church being built with Jacques’s generosity after Angelina had convinced her to make a donation. This was where Angelina had wanted to marry the man she’d fallen in love with, but that fairy tale was over. 

“Under the last pile of stones laid,” Henri said as he held his hand over the festering wound. It would take extensive feeding and months to heal because of the essence of wood the blade was made with. Unlike when they were children and he showed no interest in learning battle strategy, he’d planned well for every possibility to escape, since his goal was to destroy her. 

She  braced  her  legs  and  pushed  against  the  carved  stones.  She didn’t believe Morgaine would be underneath, but she wasn’t willing to gamble. She’d had no message that Morgaine was coming, but when the stones moved, she found Morgaine bound and gagged in an indentation in the dark soil. 

“I kept my word, now it’s time for you to keep yours,” Henri said as he slowly staggered away. 

“Kill him,” Morgaine rasped from her arms. 

“I gave my word not to kill him now, but I won’t be bound to it forever. To the future I pledge my oath that Abez will die no matter the cost.”Two days later the sunrise came, bringing with it a sense of despair. 
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She  gathered Angelina’s  ashes  and  arranged  to  have  them  buried  in the church-run cemetery outside the city after Angelina’s priest blessed them.  Morgaine  waited  in  the  du’Pons’  home  until  all  of  Jacques’s slaves set sail to freedom in Europe. All of them accepted her offer and boarded ships except one. 

Lionel stayed behind with her,  wanting some explanation as  to what had happened, why his family had been slaughtered. Her answers made no sense to him, and he cursed her for trying to finish driving him insane. 

“No  man  or  woman  lives  forever,  and  no  one  lives  on  blood alone,” Lionel screamed. 

The  plantation  was  quiet  and  peaceful  without  the  sounds  of workers and playing children. They were standing in the field where they had lit the pyres of their dead. “I can only tell you the truth as I  know  it,  but  I  can’t  make  you  believe  me.  I’ve  lived  almost  three thousand years as a warrior of the Genesis Clan. Our Elders are the keepers of balance between good and evil in the world. You can say I’m their angel of death to the undead.” 

“You  are mad.” 

She sighed and pulled a dagger from her belt and handed it to him. 

“If my words can’t convince you, perhaps my blade can.” She ripped her  shirt  open,  and  he  appeared  confused  at  the  bindings  wrapped around her chest. “I am Asra, born in Egypt under the   rule of the only female pharaoh in history. The sun is my strength, and the Genesis Clan is my guide.” She faced the afternoon sun and held her hands out. “Go on, try to kill me.” 

“So  I  can  find  myself  at  the  end  of  a  rope?  I  don’t  think  so, Jacques.” 

She  took  the  dagger  back  and  drove  it  in  herself,  and  Lionel lunged forward to try to stop her. “Pull it out,” she said as they both lay on the ground. He watched in amazement as the wound closed and healed with the help of the sun. “Do you believe me now? These little demonstrations are rather taxing, and I’d hate to have to do it again.” 

“I want to be like you, if only to avenge my family.” 

She sat up, wiping her hands of her own blood on the grass. “I can’t, Lionel. I promised the Elders, and to me that’s very precious. A person is nothing without their word.” 

“Do you know how?” 

“Yes, I remember how to make the elixir and recite the incantations 
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necessary to draw the powers of the sun into the cup, but you don’t know what you’re asking.” 

“I’m  asking  for  the  time  to  find  that  bastard  who  calls  himself your brother and drive him into hell, even if it means going with him myself.” 
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chapTer sIxTeen

 Oakgrove, present day

Kendal had given in to his pleas, earning the wrath of the Elders for decades for breaking her oath. If she hadn’t found and saved Morgaine, they would most likely have buried her and she’d still be a sleeping, dry husk. 

She  focused  on  her  surroundings  right  before  Piper’s  fingers reached her cheek to wipe away the tears that had fallen, and it surprised her that Piper would want to touch her. Kendal didn’t move away, and when she met Piper’s gaze, she saw a reflection of the same compassion Angelina’s eyes had held for her once upon a time. 

“Why do you always look so sad when you sit alone and think?” 

Piper asked with her hand still on her face. 

“I cry for the things I cannot change.” 

Piper wiped away the last of her tears and smiled. “Then you must cry a lot.” 

“More than my share, but reviewing the list of my mistakes helps me try harder not to repeat them.” She took a deep breath and tried to put aside the memories. Having to end Angelina’s life had been one of her worst experiences, but that was easier to accept than leaving her to the existence that awaited her as a vampire. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company twice in one day?” 

Piper took a seat next to her and folded her hands over her knees. 

“You know why I’m here, and because you didn’t bother to tell me what you did for us, I had a miserable drive into the city.” 

“I’m guessing you were wrong about the demise of Marmande,” 

she said, tapping Piper’s chin gently with her index finger. “At least the size of your smile indicates that you were able to handle Kenny.” 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 167 •

“Don’t  get  modest  now,”  Piper  said,  shaking  her  head.  “Since I  didn’t  buy  a  lottery  ticket,  and  no  rich  relative  left  us  a  hefty inheritance, you can admit you saved us. I’ll always be grateful for what you did—” 

Kendal almost laughed. “But,” she said, knowing why Piper was having trouble finishing her thought. 

“But…what do you want in return?” Piper got the question out in a rush, patting her knee once before sliding to the other side of the bench as if someone had placed a pile of nuclear waste between them. 

“You saved us, but my gratitude goes only so far. We can talk about how we’re going to pay you back, and I promise a return on your loan. 

Anything else, though, isn’t going to happen.” 

“You  don’t  owe  me  anything,  Miss  Marmande,  so  you  might look into your inheritance theory if you’ve found yourself in the black. 

If you remember, I’m a heartless bitch, so I certainly wouldn’t be so generous. The only thing I’ll add for future reference is this  homosexual is perfectly capable of getting girls without a large financial transaction. 

No insult to hardworking girls notwithstanding.” When she emphasized the word  homosexual, Piper blushed. 

“I’m not here to insult you,” Piper said, her face relaxing a bit but her cheeks staying pink. “You can deny it, but thanks.” 

Kendal  nodded  and  laughed  at  Piper’s  bull-in-a-china-shop personality. Someone would eventually have an interesting but fulfilled and happy life because Piper chose to love them. “I’m no one’s rich uncle, Miss Marmande. But if it makes you feel better, you’re welcome, even if your gratitude isn’t necessary. You get to keep something that’s important to you, and I’m glad because I know it’s as much a part of you as your grandparents.” She slapped her thighs before standing up and starting for the house. Piper and Mac might not have been part of her plan, but playtime was over. “If that’s all, I really have to get going.” 

In reality, the gift that was to Piper the fortune she needed for a fresh start didn’t add up to much, considering what Kendal was worth. 

Giving it had made her expect something more from Piper than a thank-you, with no strings attached. She wasn’t confused or in denial about Piper’s sexual interest, but something about Piper made her crave to be a part of her life. 

“Can I ask why? I haven’t exactly been on my best behavior every time we talk,” Piper said, stopping her. 

“It  wasn’t  me.  I  can’t  put  it  any  more  simply,”  she  said  after 
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turning around. Piper couldn’t make her admit otherwise, since she had given her the money not only to keep the shipyard, but to keep her safe. Now that the crisis was over, Piper could go to work on her expansion plans, making her happy and, more important, keeping her off Henri’s radar. 

“If hypothetically you did help us,” Piper persisted, “why’d you do it?”She had to laugh and walk back to stand closer to Piper. “Perhaps you should consider a career in interrogation since you don’t give up easily. Hypothetically, huh?” she asked, making Piper nod. “I’d consider playing your money fairy because you remind me of someone I used to know. Like you, she was beautiful, had a joy for life, and cared for others more than for herself. She was incredibly special, and I’m sure she would’ve been disappointed in me for not helping you.” She paused and bent closer. “Hypothetically speaking, of course.” She smiled since Piper’s face got cherry red again when she’d said she was beautiful. 

“Who is she to you?” 

“The proper tense here is, who  was she to me.” It still stung to refer to Angelina as part of her past. “It’s not important, so good luck to you and Mr. Marmande. Your business is simply that—yours, so enjoy your fresh start without any worry. You don’t owe anyone anything for this, especially me. I give you my word,” she said, ignoring Piper’s question. 

“But—” Piper stopped when Kendal raised her hand. 

“There’s  nothing  else  to  say  but  good-bye,”  she  said,  turning around and starting for the house. This time nothing Piper did would stop her. Henri was her priority now, so this would be the last time she’d see Piper. Before she got too far away, she turned around, finding Piper rooted in place, the slight breeze blowing her hair from her shoulders. 

“Henri,  if  you’d  picked  her  instead  of  Veronica,  your  strategy might’ve worked,” she thought. Piper and Angelina were vastly different, even in their looks, now that she’d had the opportunity to spend time with  Piper  to  compare.  But  those  last  days  with Angelina  would’ve been just that, even if Henri hadn’t arrived. She would’ve come to her senses before revealing the secret of Jacques and let Angelina go. Piper, had she been willing, would’ve muddled her senses until she died in her arms years from now. 

Piper Marmande wasn’t a woman you walked away from, and she certainly wasn’t one you forgot, but that’s exactly what she planned to do. 
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“Does  anything  in  Richoux’s  past  mention  a  girl  who  left  her hanging somewhere along the line?” Piper asked. Hill looked at her like she’d lost her mind. 

“Do  you  really  not  read  anything  I  send  when  you  have  me investigate  someone?  Nothing,  nothing  tells  me  anything  about  her aside  from  her  accomplishments  in  school,  then  as  the  head  of  the company  she  founded.  She  doesn’t  give  interviews  about  business, much less about her personal life.” 

“Hill,  this  accomplished  but  extremely  private  businesswoman you  know  nothing  about  just  gave  me  millions  of  dollars,  and  she doesn’t want to admit it. She also doesn’t want to look at me, much less tell me what she wants in return, so call me stupid, but I have a burning desire to know.” 

“You’re stupid.” 

“What did you say?” She scanned Hill’s desk for something heavy to throw at her. 

“I called you stupid,” Hill said again, obviously oblivious to any threat. “If she gave you the money, saved your ass, and doesn’t want anything in return, what exactly is the downside?” 

“You  ever  heard  of  a  balloon  payment?  We’re  cruising  along building  boats,  and  whammo,  Ms.  I  Want  My  Money  Back  comes waltzing along and we’re screwed. You don’t have anything to tell me, aside from thinking I’m an idiot?” In her gut she knew that would never happen, but Kendal wasn’t getting off that easy. 

She had a short window of opportunity to find out who Kendal really was before she disappeared. Once she was gone, no matter how much Hill dug, Piper would never find her. She’d have the shipyard, but nothing else. Remembering Kendal’s face when she’d turned around and looked at her made that possibility unacceptable. 

“You’re not an idiot, you’re stupid.” Hill dropped her eyes to her lap. “Though I didn’t tell you something about the day I followed her to the church.” 

“Now, Hill, I need to know now.” 

“The nun told me about this painting. The church that’s there now is the second St. Louis Cathedral, but Jacques St. Louis mainly put the deal together and paid for the original.” 

Piper sat up in her chair. “The original owner of Oakgrove?” 
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“One and the same.” 

“What does that have to do with anything? I love history, Hill, but this isn’t the time.” 

Hill  rolled  her  eyes,  so  Piper  closed  her  mouth.  “The  church must’ve commissioned a painting to mark the occasion or to chronicle the history of who was involved. That’s what I was looking at the other day. It’s a picture of Mr. St. Louis with the holy men who I guess were going to staff the place, other dignitaries involved, and a woman.” 

“Who was the woman?” Piper asked, again cruising the desk in case she needed to prod Hill into talking faster. 

“I had to dig a little, but I finally found her portrait in the archives of the newspaper back then. At the time Tomas du’Pon, a guy who never married and had three brothers, owned and operated the  New Orleans Gazette. One of his brothers, along with his wife, died in an epidemic, and Tomas was left to raise their only child, a girl named Angelina.” 

Hill stopped and stared at her until she waved her on, impatient to hear the rest. “The girl in the portrait standing next to Jacques was Angelina du’Pon.” 

“What’s so spectacular about that story that you just wasted ten minutes of my time telling me?” 

“Okay, that’s it.” Hill jumped up, grabbed her by the arm, dragged her outside to her car, and shoved her into the passenger seat. They drove in silence to the church, where Hill grabbed her again and pulled her to the door of the rectory offices. 

“Can I help you?” A young man in long priest’s robes opened the door, then folded his hands in front of him. 

“We’re sorry to bother you, Father, but I was here the other day and one of the sisters showed me a painting hanging in the foyer. Would you allow me to show it to my friend?” 

“Of course, come in.” He waved them in and closed the heavy oak door behind them. A painting of the Last Supper hung there. “It’s spectacular,  isn’t  it?  We  just  recently  acquired  it  through  a  private donation.” 

“It’s lovely, Father, but we were interested in seeing the painting that was here before,” Hill said. 

“I know the one you’re referring to, and I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.” 

“What, you want a donation or something?” Piper asked, about to flick Hill in the back of the head for dragging her down there, but now the priest was acting a little suspicious. 
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“No, ma’am, we sent the painting back to the original owner, or should I say the family who owns it. It only hung here on loan. It’s a shame they didn’t donate it or allow us to replicate it, but that’s their wish.” The priest smiled and folded his hands together again. “Can I help you with anything else?” 

“Father, do you know much of the history of some of the church’s more prominent parishioners?” Hill asked. 

“Some, why do you ask?” 

“Can  you  tell  us  anything  about  the  du’Pon  family  or,  more specifically, Angelina du’Pon?” 

“That’s easy. The Angelina du’Pon trust, set up shortly after the original church was built, funds a majority of the children’s programs the church administers in this area. She’s buried in St. Louis cemetery number  one,  though  no  reason  for  death  was  ever  listed  with  the church.” He closed his eyes as if trying to remember anything else of importance. “There’s another perpetual fund set up to care for her tomb and place fresh flowers there every week.” 

“For hundreds of years?” Piper asked in disbelief. 

“Yes, I’m a man of the cloth, but I’ve always thought it rather romantic to remember a loved one so long.” 

Hill squeezed her hand and made a motion for her to be quiet. 

“Who set up the trusts?” 

“Her fiancé, the Marquis Jacques St. Louis. He left the city shortly after her death and was never heard of again. Some say he died of a broken heart, but he was most generous with us even in his absence.” 

The young priest pointed to the door. “I have to return to my studies, if that’s all.” 

“One last thing, Father. Who’s the current St. Louis heir in charge of the trust?” Piper asked, the wild-goose chase Hill had involved her in  making  her  forget  her  worry  over  the  business.  Suddenly  it  was crucial to know. If she wanted to keep Kendal close enough to build a friendship, the path to her was through the past. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t give out that information. They asked to remain anonymous.  In  these  times  the  church  must  respect  the  wishes  of whoever’s willing to believe in our cause. I can only tell you that the money for everything Angelina’s memory pays for goes strictly to the welfare of children, since they were supposedly Angelina’s greatest joy, and the current heir carries on that commitment.” 

“So she and Jacques had children?” she asked. 

“No, ma’am, they never married. Miss du’Pon died before they 
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were able to exchange vows, so I assume Jacques St. Louis went on to  have  children. An  heir  has  always  carried  on  the  family  business since his death. Whoever that young woman was, she must’ve been very understanding to compete with the memory of Angelina’s ghost. 

Jacques St. Louis’s devotion affirms my belief in the afterlife. Maybe in their next life they had better fortune and were able to be together.” 

“Thank you, Father, you’ve been a big help.” Hill motioned for Piper to follow her out. “What I’m about to tell you sounds crazy, but something was strange about that painting. I stared at it for ten minutes and still couldn’t believe what I was looking at.” 

“Tell me already,” Piper said, through clenched teeth. 

“Jacques St. Louis was the spitting image of Kendal Richoux, and the woman standing next to him looked just like you.” 

Two things flew through Piper’s mind, stopping her from telling Hill she was crazy. The day they met, Kendal had turned pale, as if she’d seen a ghost. Also, just that afternoon Kendal had said Piper reminded her of someone she knew. That was impossible, though. They weren’t talking  ten  years  ago.  It  had  been  almost  three  hundred  years  since Angelina and her boyfriend, Jacques, walked the city. “It can’t be,” she said, but her heart knew that’s where the truth lay. 

“I  agree,  but  I’m  telling  you,  Piper,  the  two  were  dead  ringers for  both  of  you.  Emphasis  on  the  dead  part.”  Hill  stared  at  Piper’s forehead; she’d started sweating. “Are you okay? You want me to drive you home?” 

“Hill, do you think Kendal is the current St. Louis heir?” 

“Yes, but why would she want the painting back? Do you think one of the penguins told her someone was here looking at it?” Piper smiled at her description of the nun. “What difference would it make if anyone knew she was the current St. Louis heir?” 

If Kendal was the current heir, her story of the miraculous Richoux success  story  would  be  a  lie,  Piper  thought,  not  ready  to  share  that possibility with Hill. “I admit I didn’t read your report, so give me a break before I ask. Did it mention anything about family?” 

Hill laughed at her honesty. “Nothing, why?” 

“She told me the other night that she wasn’t interested in Marmande anymore and was still in town on family business. I’m wondering who the family and business are.” 

“Why  do  you  care?”  Hill  asked,  getting  up  and  offering  her  a hand.  “You  have  control  of  the  company  again,  and  Kendal  doesn’t want anything else to do with you.” 
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“I don’t care,” she said, even if it was a lie. 

Why was Kendal walking the grounds and living at Oakgrove like she owned the place? Granted, Piper was more curious about why Kendal had helped her, but Oakgrove and its history had always fascinated her. 

Rumors  of  the  original  owner  eventually  became  legends  and  ghost stories, but the history books weren’t clear as to what had happened to Jacques St. Louis and all his slaves. 

The  official  story  was  that  the  sheriff  of  the  territory  rode  out to Oakgrove and found the place deserted. It was as if the slaves and the  owner  had  never  existed.  They’d  walked  into  the  mist,  leaving everything behind, but no matter how many years passed or events like the Civil War took place, nothing ever touched Oakgrove’s property. It had all stayed intact, a vault that held the St. Louis family secrets, and very few possessed the key to unlocking it. 

Perhaps the current heir knew the story, but Kendal was her own mystery, and the shark Piper had read about didn’t compute with the image of Kendal crying on the bench that afternoon. Something haunted Kendal, and Piper wanted to know what it was. 
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chapTer seVenTeen

Do you think we’re getting closer to the end?” Charlie asked. 

They were sitting on the rooftop of Pat O’Brien’s, the famous bar, waiting for the next group of vampires to appear, since they had apparently declared the French Quarter their battleground. Their last fight had taken all of Kendal’s skill and Charlie’s help—the opponents were getting better. 

“When we encounter the ones carrying the same weapons as ours, we’re getting closer to the head slimeball. All these others who think their kung fu moves will make a difference are just bait.” She peered down at the street and wondered if they could get away with what she had planned next. “Ready?” she asked, quickly descending the gutter pipe to the crowded street. 

“Warrior, I am Troy,” said the man she’d spotted as he pulled his blade from the sheath strapped to his back. The five Troy had with him followed his lead, laughing when the crowd dispersed, but remained nearby. 

“Please,  call  me  Redemption,”  she  joked,  twirling  her  sword slowly in one hand. In the other was a knife she had pulled from her boot.“Why?” asked one of the fighters with Troy. 

She moved forward a little, giving Charlie room to land to the applause of the crowd, which now thought it was a street performance. 

“What, Henri doesn’t give you time to watch television? I’d contact my union rep about that. You need to have time to watch televangelists between all the killing and mayhem. They’ll tell you to accept Jesus Christ because eternal life is only possible through redemption. That’s me, and I want your soul.” 
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“Kill her,” Troy screamed. 

Three  of  his  men  rushed  forward,  and  sparks  flew  from  their weapons when they clashed with her. “Watch my back, Charlie. These creeps have been practicing.” 

Everyone stared in awe as her katana met the other three swords stroke for stroke, driving them down one of the side streets. With one kick to the side of the shortest one’s head, she sent his blade clattering. 

When most of the audience clapped, she smiled before running up the brick wall of a building close by and flipping over two of the vampires’ heads, landing in the middle of them. “Now you see them, and now you don’t.” The blade of the katana sliced through the one who was armed, and she threw the knife into the chest of the one who wasn’t. When the oblivious crowd started clapping again, she took a bow after they turned to dust. 

It was approaching midnight when the other two moved forward, Troy hanging back to observe. She took a short axe off her belt and stood waiting as the taller one twirled his sword in precision moves, as if trying to impress her. With no theatrics, she threw her axe and his exercise  ended,  his  weapon  dropping  to  the  street.  “Good  form,  but fancy sword tricks won’t get it done, Troy,” she said, keeping an eye on the guy standing between her and Troy, holding his sword still with both hands. 

He  suddenly  dropped  it  and  starting  running,  only  to  meet  the same fate at the end of the other axe when she threw it with deadly aim. 

Because of the crowd, she followed the weapon’s path to make sure it had hit its mark. 

“Kendal, turn around,” Charlie yelled, but before she could, Troy’s sword sliced completely through her chest. The instant pain dropped her to her knees. His aim had punctured a lung and nicked her heart. 

She felt Troy yank a bit, like he was pulling it out to stab her again, when the crowd applauded again. The movement had stopped and she could still see the end sticking out of her chest, but she was getting weaker by the second. Had it not been for the elixir, her fight would’ve ended before the sword made it all the way through. 

“I got him,” Charlie said, kneeling next to her. 

“Could you do me a favor?” 

“Move faster next time?” 

“There’s that, yeah, but I was thinking more about you pulling this goddamn thing out of my chest so I can beat you with it.” She 
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laughed up at his concerned face. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, this hurts like a bitch.” 

A mounted policeman rode up and looked down at the bloodstain growing along her shirt. “Are you all right, lady?” 

She stood on shaky legs and nodded, borrowing Piper’s expression, 

“Just peachy.” She sheathed the katana and accepted Charlie’s help to get to her feet. “How’d you like the show? We thought we’d try a dry run out here before moving into the theater down the street.” 

“The  disappearing  acts  could’ve  been  better,  and  the  blood  on your shirt is too dark looking to be real.” 

“Well, it’s really old,” she said with a smile. She took the axes back from Charlie before accepting his help back to the car. “Everyone’s a critic, I swear.” 

v

“You’re not still beating yourself up, are you, Charlie?” Kendal asked. She had been silent during the drive, reviewing that last fight. 

Something about the way some of the demons fought had nothing to do with Henri and his training. Their skill level was much more advanced, and  the  style  wasn’t  the  straightforward  technique  the  younger  ones had displayed, simply trying to overpower their opponent. These guys showed more finesse, which spoke of experience with the blade. 

Charlie had been driving the speed limit since she didn’t want to get pulled over and have to explain the bloody mess. She was in no danger of dying, but she wouldn’t fight again until the sun came up and brought back her full strength. 

“I’m turning out to be more of an anchor to you than anything else. You should start going out alone and leave me behind,” Charlie said, finally breaking his silence. 

“You took care of the big guy, or did the audience participate more than I realized?” 

He put the vehicle in park and smiled at her. “No, that was me, and stop trying to make me feel better. I didn’t get to you before he stabbed you.” 

“Time will make you better, but you’re with me because I want you here. Would you like to wait until I’m done? I don’t want to pressure you into something you’d rather not do.” 

The night was starting to fade with the coming of dawn, and he looked out toward the east. “If you don’t mind, I want to be there for 
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you, but mostly for Celia and my sons. They deserve for me to try to kill the bastard who did that to them. I’m sorry he’s your brother, but I want nothing more than to kill him.” 

“I know how you feel. Have I ever told you who Henri or Abez’s first kill was all those years ago when he became what he is?” 

“Trust me, I remember all our talks having to do with him. You never told me much more than what he is.” 

She moved her hand from her chest and put it on his shoulder. “It was my father.” 

“Did you share the same parents?” Charlie looked at the steering column in shock. 

“Yes, but that didn’t stop him from killing the man who’d raised and taken care of him even as an adult when he came home drunk and broke, expecting to be bailed out again. I wasn’t there, but I can imagine the betrayal my father must have felt as Abez drained him. Like you, it’s what made me accept Morgaine’s offer of eternal life.” 

He  looked  up  at  her  in  dismay.  “You  thought  about  not  taking it?” She studied her chest wound, which still bled freely. The blow would  have  killed  her  seconds  after  Troy  inflicted  it  if  she  hadn’t accepted the elixir more than three thousand years ago. “I didn’t want to live forever. I wanted to serve my pharaoh, then find a woman to share my life with. Back then if you believed strongly enough, the gods would provide all that I could not, like children.” 

“But to never worry about death…” 

She  laughed.  “Is  replaced  by  the  worry  of  living  forever. Your family was different, Lionel. You watched them die and you wanted revenge, so I gave you the means to see it through. No one was left when I returned from battle; Abez’s hunger and vengeance took them all. At first when I saw what he’d done, I wanted to join them in the valley of the dead, but instead I chose my honor and duty. My father would have expected me to destroy Henri and creatures like him, so I followed Morgaine into the desert willingly.” 

“Let’s get you out of here to wait for the sunrise.” 

Her hand left a smear of blood along the door when she leaned on it to climb out of the car. She barely had the strength to stay on her feet. The purple of the night sky was turning pink behind the house, and she started walking slowly to one of the lawn chairs to sit and wait. It wouldn’t take long for the healing to begin once the first rays of light appeared. 
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Behind them, an unexpected visitor announced herself by retching. 

When  Kendal  turned  around,  she  sighed,  watching  Piper  hold  her stomach as if trying not to throw up again at the sight of all the blood she’d left in the car. She nodded when Charlie hiked his eyebrows in question. 

“May  I  help  you  with  something,  Miss  Marmande?”  he  asked while Kendal headed to the back of the house, leaving him to deal with Piper.“I want to call an ambulance if you aren’t going to.” 

“What do we need an ambulance for?” 

“For the idiot bleeding profusely behind you,” Piper said, making Kendal laugh at the insult. “Who’s doing a good job of ignoring me, by the way.” Piper raised her voice so Kendal would be able to hear her, even though she’d almost reached the chair. 

“It’s just a scratch, Miss Marmande, but I’m sure Kendal would feel better if you left her to rest and recover. I’ll be happy to walk you out to the gate so you won’t trip in the dark.” 

“I’m not leaving until I talk to her.” 

“Or I could carry you and deposit you on the road, your choice,” 

Charlie said, making Kendal stop to hear Piper’s answer. She turned around when she heard Piper scream, surprised she’d almost reached her before Charlie caught her. Piper continued yelling all the way to the entrance as Charlie carried her over his shoulder like one of the bales of cotton he’d lugged here long before. Every time she was able to land a fist on his back, she seemed to get angrier when he laughed. Even though the gate was some distance away, she heard the squeak when Charlie opened the small entryway. 

“Have  a  good  day,  Miss  Marmande,”  Charlie  said,  and  Kendal relaxed and closed her eyes now that the area grew peaceful again. 

“You’ll  be  having  a  great  day  too  when  I  come  back  with  the police,” Piper screamed at him. 

A few hours later Kendal didn’t get up when the sheriff’s deputy climbed out of his cruiser. He’d arrived unannounced since she’d made Charlie open the main gates to show they had nothing to hide. 

“Good  morning,  ma’am.  Sorry  to  bother  you,  but  could  I  have a word?” the deputy asked. She was sitting at the table on the porch eating a huge stack of waffles with syrup. Next to the plate sat another one with eggs and a rare steak. Not that she needed the food to repair the wounds, but eating the large breakfast that had followed Lola’s old 
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recipes made her feel better, and she gave in to the cook’s wishes to feed her. 

“Is there a problem?” 

“Miss Marmande here—” 

“If that’s your problem, I can’t help you. Annoyance isn’t illegal. 

It  just  makes  her  a  pain  in  the  ass,”  Kendal  said,  pointing  her  fork at Piper, who stood with her fists on her hips after getting out of the passenger side. 

He put his hand over his mouth to disguise his laugh. “I apologize for the bother, but Miss Marmande swears she was here this morning and you were knocking on death’s door from an injury to your chest. 

Seems you were bleeding pretty badly, so again, I’m sorry, but we have to follow up on her report.” 

“I spilled a V8 in the car, but I can assure you I wasn’t bleeding.” 

“V8, my ass,” Piper said in a frustrated voice, taking the steps two at a time, then stopping next to her. “Stand up right now.” Kendal’s chair  legs  scraped  the  wood  floor  when  she  pushed  away  from  the table to do as Piper asked. “Now we’ll see who’s lying.” 

Piper turned her around so as not to expose her to the deputy and opened her robe. 

“If you wanted to come to my house and see me naked, you didn’t have to bring the police with you. Asking nicely would’ve done the trick.”“Um, in your dreams. I was just worried about you, but you seem perfectly healthy.” Piper’s eyes never stopped slowly moving up and down her body. 

“Miss  Marmande,  is  everything  in  order?”  the  deputy  asked, coming a little closer. 

“Yes,  I’m  sorry.  I  must  have  misunderstood.  She’s  all  right. 

Nothing out of place and no holes that shouldn’t be here.” 

“Are you done?” Kendal asked, amused. 

“Hmm?” Piper sounded distracted as she stared at her abdomen. 

“The visual tour, are you done?” 

“Of  course,”  Piper  said,  but  her  fingers  still  gripped  the  thick cotton of the robe. 

“Of course,” Kendal repeated, closing the robe herself. She turned to  the  deputy  still  standing  by  the  steps  with  his  hand  covering  his mouth again and gave him a smile. “Would you care for some coffee, Officer?” 
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“No,  ma’am,  we  won’t  take  up  any  more  of  your  time.  Miss Marmande, you ready to go?” 

“You can go ahead. I’ll see that Miss Marmande gets home. After all, she hasn’t checked out the back for suspicious puncture marks,” she said, making Piper blush. 

“Yes, ma’am, I’ll leave you to that.” The leather of his utility belt creaked as he got into the car, and as he closed the door he couldn’t hold back the laughter anymore, making Piper turn a darker shade of red. 

“Thank you for not subjecting me to his company all the way back to the sheriff’s office, but you and I both know what I saw this morning. 

You were hurt, and that guy threw me out instead of letting me call for help.”She pulled a chair out for Piper and put her hand on her shoulder to get her to sit in it. “I’m flattered that you were worried about me, but, as you saw, I’m fine. If I didn’t know better I’d say you were stalking me.” “You must have gotten an A+ in your self-esteem class. Why in the world would I stalk you?” Piper watched as she poured her a cup of coffee and mixed it with the right amounts of sugar and cream. “I don’t even like you all that much, remember?” 

“At the risk of my sanity, why were you here at the crack of dawn?” 

She motioned for the young man at the front door to bring out the plate he was holding. “I ask because, for someone who doesn’t like me all that much, you spend inordinate amounts of time trying to see me.” 

“You interest me. Is that a crime?” 

“Interest you how?” 

The red streaks of a blush ran up Piper’s face again, and she tried to hide behind her coffee cup. “Not like that,” she whispered, apparently so the server wouldn’t overhear. 

“Shall I call Charlie to carry her out again, sire?” the man said in Japanese. 

“Let’s  wait  on  that.  If  worse  comes  to  worst  I’ll  carry  her  out myself.” Kendal acknowledged his bowed head, then pointed to Piper’s plate. “You should try them while they’re hot. They’re pecan hotcakes, an old family recipe.” 

“Whose family?” 

“The St. Louis family, I would imagine.” She buttered the stack and  poured  cane  syrup  over  them  so  Piper  would  start  eating. They weren’t  quite  as  good  as  Lola’s,  but  the  new  chef  had  come  close. 

“Shall I cut them up and feed them to you as well?” 
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“How  are  you  related  to  the  St.  Louis  family?”  Piper  asked, picking up her fork. 

“I’m more like a family caretaker than a relative, and you haven’t answered my question as to why you were here this morning.” 

“We’ll get to that, but can you tell me about Jacques St. Louis and the woman he was going to marry, Angelina?” 

Kendal ran the final piece of hotcake around her own plate to pick up the last of the syrup she had poured over them and chewed slowly, trying to avoid this conversation with Piper without making her crazy by putting her off. “What makes you think I’d have any of that history in my head, Miss Marmande?” 

“Can I ask you something?” Kendal nodded. “Why do you call me Miss Marmande but call Hill Ms. Hickman?” 

“You don’t look like a Ms. to me, and it’s impolite, according to old Southern tradition, to address you that way.” 

“Kendal,  if  I  asked  you  to,  would  you  call  me  Piper?”  The question  came  out  in  a  tired  voice,  and  Piper’s  shoulders  almost slumped. 

“I would be happy to.” Kendal pushed Piper’s plate closer, cut one small piece, and held it up to her mouth. 

One taste encouraged Piper to finish the plate, so Kendal enjoyed the  silence  that  surrounded  them.  The  only  breaks  came  when  she addressed or answered questions from her staff in whatever language they felt comfortable speaking. 

“Would you excuse me for a moment? I’ll run up and throw some clothes on and drive you home, if you like.” 

“What would you be doing if I hadn’t barged in on you with a police escort? I could call someone to give me a ride if you had plans.” 

“I was going for a ride, but I’m sure Ruda won’t mind waiting until this afternoon since I have all the time in the world.” She stood up and cinched the belt on her robe tighter. “You’re free to do whatever will make you more comfortable, like calling someone else to drive you, but I really don’t mind.” Piper nodded and smiled. 

“All set?” she asked a few minutes later, now dressed. 

“Will you take me riding?” Piper leaned forward in her chair in a way that made Kendal think she was ready to debate the issue until she gave in. 

“You like to ride?” 

“No, but I thought I could ride with you.” 

“That would require you to get really close to me.” 
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“I want to get on a horse with you, Kendal, not do the nasty. Come on, I have a rare morning off since I thought I’d be driving you to the hospital, and you still haven’t answered all my questions.” 

“I’d love to.” 

They  walked  to  the  stables  with  Piper  looking  around  like  she was trying to commit the grounds to memory in case this was her only opportunity on this side of the fence. Inside above the wide doors of the barn hung the St. Louis family crest Kendal had had made of copper years before. Charlie had relocated there from the house. Fixing and rearranging things around the property had kept him sane, she guessed, and some of his improvements such as the tile floors in the barn showed his growing craftsmanship. 

Ruda had been brushed and stood in place clicking his heels and bobbing his head when he saw her. The stallion was a big boy, and Piper looked at Kendal with fear when she offered her a hand up after mounting. To make Piper feel more secure, Kendal placed her in front of her so she could hang on to her. 

The gate opened for them as she led Ruda to the road, and Piper was clutching her forearms so tight, Kendal decided she would subject her only to a slow ride on the levee. She moved her arm to Piper’s waist as the horse clopped up the incline. 

“Do you have something against saddles?” 

“This is better for the horse, less cumbersome. Just relax and go with him.” 

“Will you tell me about this place?” Piper squeezed her arm. “You didn’t say you didn’t know.” 

“Very perceptive of you, Piper. What do you want to hear?” 

“How did Oakgrove come to be?” 

 New Orleans, Spring 1721

Jacques stepped off the boat and looked around the busy port. Most of the moored vessels flew French colors, a good number of Spanish, and a sprinkling of others. Here among the pirates and settlers would be a good place to hide for a while and forget her responsibilities. She also craved to work for something that wasn’t born out of the privilege she’d  known  in  France.  Once  her  cover  was  secure,  she  could  start searching for Abez, or Henri, as he called himself now. 
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“Carry your bags, monsieur?” asked one of the small boys hanging around looking for spare change. 

It was a short carriage ride to the hotel, and one gold piece later she was walking with her new friend toward the stables. “Don’t you want to sleep, monsieur? That was a long voyage you just finished.” 

“Sleep is for those who have time for it.” She patted his head and sent him back to the docks with his earned loot, glad that her disguise fooled at least a boy. 

After a quick negotiation Jacques St. Louis bought his first new horse and rode out of town. On the way she passed the main auction blocks, where most had lost their minds to greed and inhumanity. She would deal with that issue later, since she wasn’t interested in anything now  but  being  alone  with  her  thoughts.  Places  like  Paris  and  New Orleans were filled with the types of people she wanted to escape, so the countryside bordering the river was ideal. 

She rode at a good clip until the sun went down, stopping at a general store with a stable where she spent the night to give the horse a break. The next morning she came to a clearing where the sun made the leaves on the new oak trees glimmer like they were wet. Immediately, she envisioned building a house there and making it her home. 

Two weeks later she owned all the land that stretched from a large bayou to the north all the way to the river, plus the large lake at its center. During that trip to New Orleans to negotiate the land purchase, she’d also come back with Lola, her son Joseph, and Lionel to start building. The main house took a year, since that was all they worked on, and with Lola’s help, she returned frequently with more haggard people from the auction block and any of their relatives being sold that day. Alone she couldn’t do away with the trade, but with Lola there talking to the ones who understood her as they came off the boats, they at least had the comfort of keeping together the family who’d survived the trip. Some, like Lionel, were highly suspicious of her at first, but after a few trips to town and seeing the whip scars across some of the men’s backs, he grew to trust her and gladly helped her and Lola add to their numbers. 

By the time she and Lionel had come back from France and she met Angelina,  Oakgrove  was  one  of  the  largest  and  most  profitable plantations in the South. And it was the only one in Louisiana where 
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the farm’s cook, Lola, used the bedroom reserved for the lady of the house, with Jacques’s blessing. 

 New Orleans, present day

Kendal  stopped  Ruda  and  looked  back  in  the  direction  of  the house. The trees had grown, but the levee made it possible to still see the roofline. It looked so different than the first morning she’d stopped here, but she still felt the same. Oakgrove had been the first house she’d built from nothing. All the other estates had been someone else’s dream first, but not Oakgrove. 

“The family history says that Jacques St. Louis stopped here one morning, seeing the potential others didn’t. Back then, the trees were smaller and there was no levee or road.” 

Piper completely relaxed against her as she spoke. “It sounds like he was a man driven by what he wanted,” Piper said, moving slightly so she could turn around and look at her. “It seems to still be a dominant trait in his gene pool.” 

Kendal smiled at Piper’s compliment and pointed to the house. “It took him only two weeks to purchase, rather cheaply, I understand, all the land now surrounded by the fences erected much later.” 

“Was it all farmland?” Piper asked, turning around again so she could recline against her. 

“Most of it, but some was left untouched for hunting.” Kendal pointed  out  the  area  with  the  largest  trees  and  densest  vegetation. 

“From the stories I’ve read, he purchased close to a thousand slaves, who helped him farm the land and erect the buildings you see.” 

“What happened to them? I’ve read everything I could about this place,  but  because  an  extremely  private  family  still  owns  it,  no  one knows for sure.” 

“Are you asking because you plan to write your own book?” she asked, teasing. 

“No. I can keep a secret.” Piper slapped her arm. 

Kendal  turned  Ruda  around  so  they  could  look  out  over  the Mississippi. “After a tragic loss, the land and the house lost their appeal, so Jacques left for Europe but couldn’t stand parting with a place he’d come to love.” 

“Do you mean after Angelina du’Pon died?” Piper asked, surprising her that she would’ve known the name. 
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“Yes, after Angelina and her uncle Tomas were killed, the dream of this place seemed to die with them.” 

“What about the slaves he owned? The official record states the sheriff found no one when he arrived with his men a short time after Angelina died.” 

“You really have read everything there is about the place,” Kendal said  and  laughed.  “Jacques  bought  them  off  the  auction  blocks,  but once they came to live here, the shackles were taken off and melted for farming tools. In his mind they were forever free and a part of his family. When he left, he let them all choose where to go.” 

“How’d he move that many people that fast?” 

“Jacques St. Louis was a resourceful man with plenty of friends who made their living at sea flying the Jolly Roger. With their help, he had boats brought here that sailed out in the afternoon, so they passed through New Orleans in the dead of night headed for Cuba, where his friends awaited his arrival.” 

Kendal  stared  at  the  water,  remembering  arriving  in  Cuba  and offering to take them home, if that was what they desired, so they could reunite with the families the slavers had stolen them from. After a night to think about it, the entire small fleet she’d hired in Cuba followed her to England, where they adapted well to country life, learning to farm and herd in a vastly different climate. Their disappearance, accomplished so quickly, helped keep the plantation intact when the stories of evil deeds and curses spread like wildfire. Only Lionel stayed behind to maintain the land and buildings, having free run of everything. The cabin he’d shared with his family had been his home ever since. 

“What an honorable man.” 

“He was someone who tried to do the right thing in evil times.” 

“True,  and  he  would  be  proud  to  see  that  too  still  runs  in  his bloodline.” 

“I’m a thief, Miss Marmande, you said so yourself on more than one occasion. There’s nothing honorable about that.” 

“There’s another old Southern tradition you forget,” Piper said, smiling. “A woman has the right to change her mind if she wants to.” 

“I must be losing my touch if you’re starting to like me.” 

“Oh, the shame of it all,” Piper said in her best Southern-belle accent and laughed. 

It felt like sunshine to Kendal. Her laugh sounded so much like Angelina’s, but in reality, when Piper relaxed and let down her defenses, she was much more beautiful than Angelina on her best day. Because of 
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that, Kendal felt the need to raise her own walls to protect her heart. She couldn’t bear to lose herself again; her vulnerability had come close to ruining her the last time. Piper wasn’t Angelina, but Kendal could easily fall for those green eyes if she allowed herself. 
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chapTer eIghTeen

Did you have a nice ride?” Charlie’s question clicked through the  intercom  in  Kendal’s  helmet  and  she  glanced  at  him briefly. 

“It’s not over, as far as I can tell.” 

“Not this ride, and don’t try and change the subject.” He dropped his foot down as they reached the light at the bottom of the on-ramp to the interstate. “I saw how cozy that girl was up there with you.” 

“Clear that cozy girl from your mind before we get any closer to the city. I won’t be responsible for the loss of any more innocents, and Piper Marmande’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself from here on out. Don’t count on seeing her again.” 

“Who are you trying to convince, you or me?” 

“Drop it, Charles, she’s history.” She took off in a roar. 

They headed to the French Quarter, stopping near the St. Louis cemeteries. When Charlie opened his mouth to speak, she put her finger to her lips. The sun was dropping below the horizon, and the church employees had padlocked the gates to keep vagrants out. 

She  took  a  running  leap  and  landed  on  top  of  the  brick  wall surrounding the place. It amused some who visited the city from places where people were buried in the ground and marked by a small stone or cross to see the elaborate silent cities the people of southern Louisiana erected to their dead, but they had their reasons. When the first settlers from France disembarked their boats, they insisted on continuing the traditions  they’d  practiced  in  their  homeland  for  generations,  and burying their loved ones was no different. 

After the first wave of sick and old died, the loved ones placed them in the dark soil of the delta in their pine boxes and prayed over 
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them. But when the first rains of spring and summer came, they popped out the ground like macabre fish corks and floated down the city streets. 

No matter how much weight was put over or in the coffins, rain caused them to float to the top, breaking through the dirt. After a couple of years of chasing bones down the alleyways of New Orleans, the citizens built fences around cemeteries to hem them in and began to construct tombs.Kendal jumped again and landed on one of the taller mausoleums in St. Louis number one, which allowed her to see any movement in both cemeteries. The grave belonged to one of the older families in New Orleans, and generations of remains were probably stacked inside. At the top of the marble structure, a large cement angel lifted her arms to the heavens as if in awe of God. Her flowing robes cast a deep shadow and made an excellent hiding place, but Charlie, who had joined her, looked as if he didn’t know from what. 

Kendal pressed her fingers to her lips, then pointed to her eyes and  ears,  motioning  for  him  to  watch  and  listen.  Once  the  sky  had turned dark and it was truly night, in less than twenty minutes they heard the first scraping of stone. She pressed her hand to Charlie’s knee. 

Those who hid in cemeteries, especially those under the protection and blessing of the church, were the old ones who didn’t respect what they called the superstition of organized religion and did everything to defy the Elders of the Genesis Clan. It took the best of their shamans to keep them under control. 

These vampires were made before Jesus walked the earth spreading his message of salvation. But sometimes evil was just as capable of believing the diatribe of the church as its most faithful. Many young ones  stayed  away  from  the  holy  places,  thinking  the  power  of  God would drive them into hell. The old ones knew better. Only warriors like Kendal had that power, and they were very real. 

A tall bald man took the time to close the iron gate behind him as he stepped out to the walk circling the tombs in that section of the cemetery.  He  straightened  his  coat,  which  resembled  Kendal’s.  The pommel of his sword was visible for only a second as he whirled and lifted his nose to the air. 

“What is it, Wadham?” asked a thin man who had emerged from a grave topped by two small stone cherubs. 

“A unique scent in the air. It almost makes me want to feed.” 

“We  have  no  time  for  that.  We  must  attend  to  the  master’s wishes.” 
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“Don’t worry, Jonas, I know my duties.” 

She watched them leave with incredible speed, joined by six others before the graveyard went silent. 

“Who were those guys? They look different somehow,” Charlie said. “Just remember the names, because they  are different, and I can think of only one place where we can find out why.” 

They  left  the  bikes  parked,  and  Charlie  followed  Kendal  into the streets at the back of the Quarter. On Bourbon, an invisible line indicated the gay bars and establishments. 

“Come on, Toto, you aren’t in Kansas anymore, so watch your ass,” she told Charlie, laughing as they entered a place called Oz. The music was blaring so loud the floor vibrated, and the dance floor barely had room for one more person. 

“Why, are vampires in here?” Charlie yelled to be heard. 

“Not the blood-sucking kind. I’m only warning you, since I think you look divine in those pants and so will every guy in here.” Kendal had barely finished when a cute guy wearing leather palmed Charlie’s butt and winked at him. She laughed and kept walking toward the bar. 

v

“Tell me why we’re here again?” Hill asked Piper. 

“I  felt  like  having  a  beer,”  Piper  answered,  watching  Kendal navigate the crowd. Kendal seemed to have a multitude of personalities, and this one was the most intriguing yet. 

“You felt like having a beer? Okay, tell me why we’re having a beer here?” 

“Because I wanted to see what the fuss was about.” 

“Fuss?” Hill moved closer to her. 

“Nature gave us certain parts, so why would you want to mess with  that?  Take  you,  for  instance.  Don’t  you  ever  wonder  what  it’s like to have a guy who knows what he’s doing show you what sex is all about?” Piper took a sip of her beer, watching two women dance together. She and Hill were sitting in the back corner away from the large speakers, so conversation wasn’t impossible, but they still had a good view of the whole room. 

“I’ll  answer  that  question  if  you  answer  one  for  me  first.”  Hill snapped her fingers to get her attention. 

“What?” 
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“How  many  men  have  you  slept  with  who  know  what  they’re doing, and I mean in every category?” 

“Category?” 

“Oral and body-part utilization, as you put it.” 

“Some.” 

“I see. Well, I can tell you I’ve never met a woman who hasn’t been able to satisfy every need I have, and I mean every need, without fail. You find the idea repugnant, but you have no point of reference as  to  why.  You  should  try  it  first  before  you  make  any  sweeping statements.” 

Piper looked away from Kendal and frowned at Hill. “I do not find it repugnant, I just don’t get it. There’s a difference. Nothing about women gets my motor running, so to speak. I mean, I can appreciate the female form, but I also admire pretty dogs. That doesn’t mean I want to sleep with one.” The label on the beer bottle finally lost the battle to her picking, and she crumpled it into a small ball. “Does that make me a bad person?” 

“You’re just honest, Piper. Nothing’s wrong with that, but it still doesn’t explain why we’re here. We could find a more subdued place where folks of the same gender go to have a drink and hold hands, if you wanted to conduct a case study. This is the other end of the spectrum.” 

Piper waved her hand toward the dance floor before she opened her mouth. “It just seemed primal. These people left any inhibitions they even thought of having at home.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“That  they’re  having  a  good  time  and  not  ashamed  to  show  it. 

Don’t get your boxers in a twist. I’m looking, but it still doesn’t make sense to me.” 

“Maybe you’re looking in the wrong direction,” Hill said, smiling and pointing. 

“What?” Piper followed Hill’s finger to the crowded bar where Kendal and her friend stood. 

It should be a sin to always look that good, she thought as she slowly gazed at Kendal from head to boot. She sported a long leather coat, leather pants, and a pair of black biker boots. Her hair, as always, was pulled back and held in place with what looked from here to be a silk ribbon, which was the only soft thing about Kendal’s outfit and attitude. 

v
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“Why are we here?” Charlie asked, still having to shout. 

“To see a woman about some history.” 

“You lost me.” Charlie slid a twenty across the bar for the two drinks he’d ordered, handing her one. 

“Everyone gets to do what they want as long as it’s legal, Charlie. 

The woman who owns this place wanted to try her hand at being a club owner in this particular lifetime.” 

“She’s one of us?” She nodded and took a sip of the cold vodka. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“You  never  asked  and  you  rarely  leave  the  grounds.  See  what you’d  find  if  you  were  a  little  more  adventurous  and  gave  up  your antisocial tendencies?” 

A young Asian woman pouring drinks behind the bar looked over and made eye contact. She wiped her hands as a huge smile emerged and motioned for one of the servers to take over. With a quick leap she landed on the bar and strolled the length of it until she was standing over Kendal. The bartender accepted the hand Kendal held up and slid down her body until they were closely pressed together. The kiss she gave her felt like an invitation for later, if she was interested. 

“You shit, you didn’t tell me you were in town. I had to hear it from Morgaine while she was here.” 

“I wanted to surprise you, and I need to see your teacher.” 

“Promise me a dance and I’ll take you up myself.” 

“Deal, now let me introduce you to Charlie. Charlie, this is Kim. 

Kim,  my  dear  friend  Charlie.”  She  let  Kim  go  so  they  could  shake hands. “Kim’s training to be an Elder archivist.” 

“Your teacher works out of this place?” Charlie asked. 

“What’s  wrong  with  that?”  Kim  asked,  putting  her  arm  around Kendal’s waist and resting her head on her shoulder. 

“Don’t you think it’s kind of loud?” 

“The  libraries  that  pertain  to  our  needs  are  a  bit  different  than those you’re used to. My teacher likes to be reminded of why she works so hard to keep the history of civilization chronicled correctly. Here she can feel the energy of who we’re fighting for.” 

“Gay people?” Charlie asked, confused. 

“Okay,  Rush  Limbaugh,  that’s  not  what  she  meant.”  Kendal laughed. 

“Please don’t compare me to that windbag.” 

“Then stop looking at the world in black and white. Kim’s saying that people who aren’t afraid to live gather here almost every night to 
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celebrate life and who they are. Who better to fight for and, as you may notice, they’re not all gay.” A few couples in the crowd with someone of the opposite sex were obviously there for the music and a good time. 

“Come, Lenore will be happy to see you.” Kim walked them to the stairs against one wall, keeping close to Kendal. 

v

“See, she gets it,” Hill said as Piper followed their progress across the room. She stretched her fingers out, not realizing how hard she’d gripped her beer bottle when the bartender practically sucked Kendal’s tonsils out. 

“I see that Kendal Richoux’s as easy as I thought she was. Are you ready to go?” 

“No,” Hill said, sitting back and kicking her feet out. 

“Please  come  with  me.  I  don’t  want  to  walk  back  to  my  car alone.” 

“I’m not staying because I want to pick up someone, Piper. I want to see who Kendal’s here to see aside from the cutie behind the bar. I don’t know how you figured out she’d be here but,” Hill pointed to the door the three had disappeared behind on the second floor, “that’s the office, and as many times as I’ve been here, I’ve never seen anyone come out of there even though the light is always on.” 

They sat and waited with their eyes on the door. Every so often Piper would glance at the dance floor and the people packed on it. Would she be as free to express herself if it were Kendal she was grinding against? 

Could Kendal change her mind-set? She’d felt like shit when Kendal returned the woman’s greeting so enthusiastically. That afternoon she’d been on the receiving end of Kendal’s total attention, and she’d rather enjoyed it. 

v

The bar’s office was actually the entrance to the building next door, and the cavernously large room Kim led them to contained volumes of old books, most of them handwritten in a variety of old languages. To add a bit of modern technology, a bank of computers sat in the middle of the first floor. Shelves lined the walls on the first and second floors, and a grand open space in the middle let anyone who entered enjoy the glass ceiling with its view of the night sky. 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 193 •

Lenore sat next to the railing in a comfortable chair, a cup of hot tea on the table next to her and on her lap a book entitled simply  Ora. 

Lenore sat with her legs crossed, wearing a man’s shirt and a pair of old jeans. “Asra, welcome. I was wondering when you’d come calling.” 

Lenore had become an Elder long before Kendal met Morgaine, and in her original life she’d been the priestess of her tribe, with an amazing  memory  for  events.  The  Clan  found  her  skills  perfect  for keeping an accurate, unbiased account of world events and the people responsible for making them happen. She’d been in the beginning of her thirtieth year when she drank the elixir, forever preserving the beautiful delicate features her people had been known for. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner, Master,” Kendal said, bowing over her hand and kissing it. She moved aside so Charlie could follow her example. 

“Please, Asra, let’s not stand on ceremony. We haven’t the time. 

Why are you here?” 

“Charlie and I’ve been busy for the last few nights fighting Henri’s forces in the city.” 

Lenore  nodded  and  motioned  them  all  to  sit  in  the  chairs surrounding hers. “Kim’s kept an eye on you and hasn’t reported any problems. Have you encountered something you can’t handle?” 

“No, the ones we’ve faced so far haven’t been difficult to destroy, but tonight we went to the graveyard looking for bigger fish and found what appeared to be some old vampires arising for the night. Two of them talked as they waited for their counterparts to wake.” 

“Wadham and Jonas,” Charlie said

“Are you sure?” Lenore leaned forward as if she hadn’t heard him correctly. 

“Those were the names they used,” Kendal said. 

“The tall one called Wadham, was he carrying a sword?” 

“A large broadsword with a golden pommel. I saw it for only a second, but it looked like a—” She stared at the page Lenore had turned to in the book on her lap. 

“An asp with its mouth open ready to strike, and from what I’ve read, the workmanship of the fangs is quite extraordinary.” 

“Who is he?” Charlie asked. 

“Wadham and Jonas are the equivalent of the Clan’s Elders. They serve and protect Ora, their queen and mother to them all. You see, Charlie, while demons like Abez have the ability to create more like him, there had to be a first. That was Ora, a witch who lived decades 
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before  Asra  was  born.”  Lenore  told  Charlie  about  the  illness  that had swept through Ora’s village, leaving her the sole survivor. “She attributed her power and longevity to the black magic she practiced in life. The true gift for that had put her in the Clan’s sights long before the illness that changed her.” 

“I wonder how she figured out she could make others like her, Charlie said. 

“No one’s ever learned all her secrets, but drink from her and you live forever as well, but with the same thirst for death.” 

Kendal  barely  heard  the  history  lesson,  since  she’d  learned  the same things years before, and so had Charlie, but Lenore’s voice was almost  hypnotic.  Something  that  Lenore  had  said,  though,  made  the hair at the base of her neck stand on end. 

“If they serve Ora, what are they doing here?” She looked at Kim and Lenore to see if they would withhold information. 

“Ora has hidden herself well from us for hundreds of years, leaving only those like Henri to carry out her work. You’ve done well in the past at keeping their numbers reasonable, Asra, and hopefully Charlie will join the ranks of our elite warriors after this fight ends.” 

“But…” Kendal prodded Lenore. 

“But no matter how we’ve tried, we haven’t been able to figure out what she’s been up to or what she has planned. Maybe our luck is changing, though. If you’ve seen some of her most trusted advisors and protectors in the city, their master isn’t too far away.” Lenore flipped the page and showed them the two men they had seen earlier sitting at the feet of a beautiful woman with long, flowing red hair. “The three are never without each other.” 

“Sounds kinky,” Kendal joked, making Kim laugh. 

“Laugh now, but if she’s here and guiding Henri, we’re all in great danger. Ora’s extremely powerful and will stop at nothing to dismantle the Genesis Clan by burying us one by one. She’s not only powerful because of the years the sickness that created her has thrived in her, but because she’s also a gifted witch. She’s not like anything you’ve faced before.” 

“I’m a slayer and I know what I’m doing.” 

“The Elders have never sent you to hunt Ora because she’s more than simply a vampire.” 

“Then we have to keep fighting to even the odds. Most of the time, the easiest way to kill the snake is to sever the head so the body will wither. To draw this bitch out, I’ll have to do it in reverse. I’ll hack the 
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body to bits and the head will have no choice but to show itself and face me.” 

“Don’t try to face Ora alone. You are to destroy Henri and those he’s turned. If you kill everyone who protects Ora, the Elders will find a way to rid the world of her for good.” 

Kendal nodded but stayed quiet. 

“I need to hear you say it.” 

“I promise to stop at Henri and the others,” she said, but didn’t want to lie. “I’ll face Ora only if she leaves me no other choice.” 

“Then  may  all  that’s  good  in  the  world  be  with  you,  Warrior, and  protect  you  from  Ora’s  strike.  Call  again  if  you  have  any  other questions.” 

Kendal and Charlie kissed Lenore’s hand again and followed Kim back down the stairs. 

Kendal pecked Kim on the lips one last time before she headed out into the night to hunt. She wanted to kill the last of the fledglings before she took on the older and savvier fighters. The ones they’d seen in the cemetery had to be experienced; no one carried a sword like Wadham’s only  for  show.  An  hour  before  dawn  they  waited  in  the  St.  Louis Cemetery, confident they’d eliminated the last of the young ones. 

“The key to successful hunting, Charlie, is to trap your prey so it has no way to escape. The most successful hunters live by the credo, divide and conquer.” She pointed from their place atop the tomb where they’d first seen Wadham and Jonas. 

“Divide and conquer?” 

“The  two  who  arose  first  are  the  strongest  in  this  bunch.  The others are old, but they’re only a few of the foot soldiers guarding the outside of wherever the queen bee has set up shop. Killing them will give us away tomorrow night, but they picked their resting place well. 

Plenty  of  spooks  to  keep  them  company  in  hell. When  the  sun  sets again, Wadham and Jonas will wake up all alone.” 

The vampires moved back with the same speed as before, splitting up once they were over the wall. Wadham stopped before he entered his tomb and sniffed the air as he had done earlier. Jonas had already gone inside, but the other six were just opening the doors to their beds. 

“All of you spread out and search the area. I think someone’s here, and I don’t want any surprises once the sun comes up,” Wadham said, and while the others looked concerned, they didn’t want to argue with him. “Go, you have time before the sun rises.” He unstrapped his sword before closing the iron gate behind him. 
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“We can do this easy or we can take the hard route. What’s your pick?” Kendal asked Charlie. 

“I’m craving a hamburger and home fries, so I pick easy.” 

“You’re  no  fun,  Charlie,  but  that  does  sound  better  than  going down there and playing with these guys.” She stood up and pulled out the weapon she had retrieved from the bike before climbing back up to their perch. The quiver held arrows made totally of wood, with shafts sharpened on one end. They weren’t good for the average bowman to hunt game with, but if shot with her strength they’d do nicely for what she had in mind. 

She notched the arrow and drew the bowstring back. The man in her sights was short and stocky but held his sword competently. When it clattered to the ground the others drew back their lips and showed their fangs at the threat. A second later another sword hit the sidewalk, leaving the four survivors appearing frantic. 

“Up there,” one said, pointing up at her. 

Kendal shot the two coming toward them as Charlie jumped down to fight the last one. Charlie met the man’s downward stroke and the vampire’s sword kept going—embedding in the grass next to the tomb Wadham had entered—since Kendal had shot him mid-stroke. Gazing up  at  her,  he  put  his  hands  on  his  hips  and  glared,  she  assumed  for taking the kill away from him. 

“Hey, man, you said easy.” 
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chapTer nIneTeen

Just tell me when she drives back home,” Piper said when Hill dropped her off at home. If she goes home, that   is, she thought. 

That kiss was still on her mind. 

“And that’ll serve what purpose?” 

“Me knowing where to find her. I was planning to go over there and give her something as a thank-you for helping us, and I can’t do that if I don’t know she’s there.” 

“What are you getting her?” 

“Why do you need to know?” 

“I’m curious as to what you think Kendal Richoux might want or need.” Hill smiled at her, leaning toward the passenger-side window. 

“I’ll admit she’s got expensive taste, considering what I had to pay.”That had been hours ago, and Hill hadn’t called. Piper had waited until sleep claimed her on the sofa. At seven the phone on her chest rang, scaring her so much she fell to the floor. “What?” she yelled in annoyance when she found a line of drool running down her cheek and discovered her neck was killing her. 

“They just rode by, I thought you’d want to know,” one of Hill’s employees informed her. 

“What time is it?” 

“A little after seven.” 

“In the morning?” Her brain wasn’t functioning yet. 

“Yes, ma’am. Will there be anything else?” 

“No, thanks for keeping me informed.” 

After dragging herself into the shower, she picked a blue suit to wear, angry with herself for even caring enough to want to look good. It 
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was worth swallowing her pride since she wanted to see Kendal again. 

She was looking forward to waking the party animal up as payback for the crick in her neck. 

One  of  the  men  she  remembered  from  the  previous  morning when she’d stopped by for breakfast opened the door and waved her inside  after  she  drove  through  the  open  gate.  “Good  morning,  Miss Marmande. Would you like me to take that?” he asked, referring to the box in her hand. 

“Thank you, but I’d rather deliver it myself.” She walked past him and headed for the stairs. “Want to tell me which room is hers?” 

“Last one on the right.” 

“Aren’t you going to try and stop me?” she asked, pausing on the third step. 

“Would you like me to?” 

She laughed at his answer and his friendliness. “No, but I don’t want to get you in trouble.” 

“Kendal’s expecting you, Miss Marmande. If she weren’t, the gate would be locked and you’d still be buzzing out there.” 

“Is she now?” 

He  nodded  before  bowing  his  head  slightly  and  heading  to  the back of the house. 

She walked slowly up the stairs and down the long hall, taking the opportunity to look at the house. The colors were fairly neutral, which was good since they didn’t compete with the beautiful paintings and furniture. Some of the portraits had small brass plates at the bottom with  the  subject’s  name.  One  in  particular  stopped  her  before  she reached Kendal’s door. 

The  woman  wore  a  beautiful  dark  green  gown  and  sat  next  to a grand fireplace that Piper hadn’t seen in this house. She was older, but even her fragile condition couldn’t hide the mischief the artist had captured in her soft brown eyes. Behind her stood a man who resembled her, with his hand on her shoulder, the family connection cemented in their smiles. She held the book in place on her lap as if it was precious to her. Unlike the others, though, this one didn’t have an identifying brass plate. 

She opened the door without knocking in time to see Kendal zip her pants up and start on her belt, seeming amazingly fresh and alert after a sleepless night. “You’re late,” Kendal said, sitting to put on her shoes.“Why do you say that?” 
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“I’m dressed, so if you came over to see me naked, I’ll have to take all this stuff off. Pain, really, but if you insist I’ll go through the trouble.” 

Piper had a hard time fighting the urge to smash the box in her hand over Kendal’s head. “Why do I bother trying to find things to like about you?” 

“Because you find me irresistible. Face it, no matter how hard you try, you can’t stay away.” Kendal stood but didn’t move closer. 

Piper snorted and rested her gift against her chest. “You were right when you told me mental illness runs in your family.” 

“Does that make me crazy about you?” 

“Here,  before  you  embarrass  yourself  with  any  more  corny lines.”Kendal accepted the box and ripped through the wrapping as soon as Piper let go. It was a box of the cigars she liked. “Thank you, Piper, I don’t know what to say.” She held her hand out awkwardly, as if not knowing what kind of thank-you gesture she’d accept. 

“You’re welcome. I hope they’re the right kind.” 

“Best  smokes  on  the  planet.”  Kendal  put  the  box  down  on  the nightstand  and  reached  for  the  jacket  lying  on  the  bed.  “Are  you ready?” 

Thinking  Kendal  meant  breakfast,  Piper  said,  “I  can’t  stay.  It’s Sunday, but I have a meeting this morning.” 

“How  about  giving  me  a  ride  into  the  city,  then,  since  I  do  as well.”Kendal’s request made her smile return. 

When  they  stepped  out  into  the  hall  together,  she  admired  the painting of the two people again before looking back at Kendal. “Want to tell me another story?” 

“Miss Marmande, it’s my pleasure to introduce you to Lola St. 

Louis. It was Lola’s family recipe you enjoyed yesterday. Her pecan cakes, as they were known back then, were the envy of the Territory.” 

Kendal glanced at her and quickly added, “Or so I’ve read. Lola and her son were slaves here, and she ran the kitchens and household staff for Jacques.” 

“She sure dressed nice for a chef.” 

“Lola, like all the other slaves who worked this land while Jacques was in residence, was given her freedom and safe passage to England. 

This  lovely  woman  spent  the  remainder  of  her  life  as  the  mistress of Farthington, Jacques’s English estate. In her later years when she 
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couldn’t stand for long periods of time, she rather enjoyed having others cook for her. The man standing behind her was her only son, Joseph.” 

The thought of such a happy ending made Piper feel good. “What’s the book in her hand?” 

“That’s the St. Louis family tree that chronicles Lola’s branch of the family. Joseph, with a little guidance from his mother, went on to marry and have twelve children. All of them became successful, and the foundation Lola gave them all has remained firm, since one of her descendants  is  a  current  member  of  Parliament.  One  of  her  greatest accomplishments, though, and the thing she was most proud of aside from her family, was being able to record their history and pass it on to her grandchildren. Slaves in general were prohibited from learning to read and write, but like a great many other things, that wasn’t the norm here.” Kendal raised her hand and rested her fingers on the book in the painting. “Amazingly, Lola died at Farthington a week before her one hundred and sixth birthday, and her original book still exists, along with all  the  volumes  that  came  after.  Family  lore  says  Jacques  was  quite touched when he saw his name written in Lola’s hand along the roots of the first family tree in the book you see here.” 

“You know what I wish I could do?” Piper asked, staring up at Lola’s face. 

“What?” 

“Go  back  in  time  and  spend  the  afternoon  with  Jacques  St. 

Louis.” 

“An  afternoon  well  spent  if  he  had  any  brains  at  all.”  Kendal offered her arm and escorted her down the stairs. 

v

The drive was slow. Kendal noticed they were going ten miles under the speed limit, as if Piper was trying to stretch out their time together. 

“Where can I drop you?” 

“I’m sure you’d like it to be off a cliff, but the Royal Sonesta is fine. I’m meeting someone for breakfast at Begue’s. If that’s out of your way, let me off on Canal and I’ll walk the rest of the way.” 

“Really?  That’s  where  I’m  headed,  so  it’s  no  problem.  Small world, huh?” 

“You can fit it in a thimble at times.” Kendal got out and waited 
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for Piper to take her slip from the valet attendant. “I’ll leave you to meet your party. Thank you for the ride.” 

“May I call you later?” Piper asked, reaching for her hand. “You can tell me more about Oakgrove’s history.” 

“With all that’s going on, I’d think you’d want to concentrate on the living and the here and now.” She held Piper’s hand for a moment before releasing it and turning away. 

“Do  you  find  something  about  me  unforgivable?  I’m  trying  to make amends for my mistakes, and I’d like to get to know you better.” 

“Why? You have plenty of friends, I’m sure. I can tell you all my stories if you want, but you’ll never feel differently about me, so it’s best if we part on the best terms we’ll ever hope to achieve.” For the first time since they’d met, she sounded immature and childish, but she had to pull back before Piper’s allure sucked her in. 

“Do you judge all women by whether they’ll sleep with you?” 

She lifted her hand and rubbed her chin. “No, I don’t, but why do you want to get to know me? What do you think you’ll gain?” 

“A friend.” 

The  image  of  thrusting  her  sword  into Angelina’s  chest  played out in Kendal’s head, and she took a deep breath to still her emotions. 

Henri would use everything in his power to manipulate her, especially people she cared about. They were all her weaknesses, and no amount of  training  would  ever  teach  her  to  develop  a  defense.  Her  love  for Morgaine had helped Henri escape before, and if she were in the same situation she wouldn’t change the outcome or question her choices that night. To protect and sacrifice for those people she held in her heart defined her humanity, so she refused to put Piper in harm’s way, even if she had to hurt her now. 

“Piper, I can’t—” 

Piper put up her hand to stop her. “Never mind, my mistake.” The abandoned child seemed to come out in force, and Piper immediately put up all her defenses. 

“Please, Piper, let me explain.” 

“You don’t want anything to do with me. What’s to explain?” 

Kendal grasped Piper’s arm to keep her from walking away. “It isn’t you, little one, it isn’t you at all.” 

Piper’s laugh sounded harsh. “That tired line is beneath you. Go back to your life, Ms. Richoux, and don’t worry about having to placate me.” Piper broke her hold and walked away. “It’s your loss.” 
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“Hello, Pops.” Piper plastered on a smile and kissed Mac’s cheek as Kendal watched from the door. 

“Are you done celebrating?” 

“Yes, we have a lot to do now that we have access to the land next to ours. I’ve set a meeting with senior management for this afternoon to start reviewing our timeline.” 

“Someone’s already done that, sweet pea. It’s not set in stone, but a messenger delivered the preliminary surveys to reconfigure our setup to the office this morning. Our operations crew is reviewing them now, but they seem to be in order and have a good workable timeline.” Mac lifted his orange juice glass and took a sip, finally noticing Kendal. 

“Here’s that someone now,” Mac said. 

“Stood up, were you?” Piper asked Kendal with a little heat. 

“No, you’re both right on time.” She shook hands with Mac and took the seat next to Piper’s. “Did you get the paperwork I had sent over this morning?” she asked Mac. 

“Our staff’s in complete agreement so far, but that’s not why I invited you to join us. Even though Piper says you won’t take credit, I wanted to properly thank you for your help. After our initial meeting, I sure never foresaw this turn in the road, but Piper and I are grateful to you for saving us. Aren’t we, Piper?” 

“You sent the outline?” Piper asked, and she nodded. “Thank you for the loan, but we’re perfectly capable of handling our own affairs from  here  on  out.  Also,  we  plan  to  pay  you  back  every  cent  with interest.” 

“Piper, apologize right now,” Mac said, appearing mortified. 

“Please, Mr. Marmande, Piper’s entitled to her opinion. I did help you, but I truly don’t expect anything in return. It was the right thing to do since you didn’t deserve to have someone like Kenny take away something that means so much to both of you.” Kendal reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a business card. “We’ve finished our business, but I thought I’d do one more thing before I go. It’s up to you as to whether you take the offer.” 

“Who is this?” Mac asked, looking at the card. 

“He’s in charge of naval contracts and wants to talk to you about some Coast Guard cutters being bid out. The contract will prove you’re capable of handling big construction projects, and with your reputation for fairness and honesty, it’ll open avenues for potential future business.” 

She  took  the  napkin  from  her  lap  and  placed  it  on  the  empty  plate. 

She’d done everything possible to help them and could walk away with 
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a clear conscience. “You have the inside track on this one, but if you need anything else or have any problems, please contact my New York offices. I left instructions to give you any assistance you require.” 

“Please  stay  for  breakfast. The  least  I  can  do  is  buy  you  some eggs.”“That’s not necessary, sir. Good luck to you, and hopefully some time in the future we’ll have the opportunity to sit and talk again.” She took his hand and returned the firm handshake. “Miss Marmande, it was nice seeing you again. Please take care of yourself.” She held her hand out, but Piper ignored it. 

It would’ve hurt less if Piper had slapped her. It seemed ludicrous to Kendal that she cared, but by ignoring her, Piper had wiped away any good will they’d built between them. Parting like this was for the best because it would be easier to wipe Piper from her mind before she entered any fight. 

She  let  her  hand  drop  back  to  her  side  and  sighed.  “I’m  sorry, Piper. I wish things had been different,” she said before leaving. 

Kendal looked at her one last time, and Piper suddenly seemed to understand the finality of the farewell. It was fine if Piper wanted to believe that her last tantrum had ended any relationship they’d ever have, as long as she was safe. 

Piper watched her go and was certain that Kendal’s last glance meant she’d respect her wishes and disappear from her life permanently. 

Despite  every  insult  she’d  thrown  at  Kendal,  and  the  anger  she’d displayed, Kendal had helped and defended her. Piper forgot how to act in Kendal’s presence because she couldn’t control her emotions, but Kendal had, except for a few frustrated moments, remained steadfastly civil.Kendal had displayed the patience of someone who cared, and she’d  stupidly  thrown  it  away.  As  soon  as  Kendal  disappeared,  an overwhelming sense of fear and loss grabbed her by the throat, making her stand up. If she didn’t act, she’d never see Kendal again. 

Running out to the lobby, Piper was sure she could catch Kendal before she left, but the only people standing around were a few tourists looking at street maps as if planning their sightseeing day. She ran out the front door and looked down the street in both directions, but Kendal was gone. It isn’t fair, her mind screamed. They might’ve started off as combatants, but something was there now that she’d never be able to define without more time. She was sure Kendal felt the same way, yet she’d walked away like everyone else had. But Piper couldn’t dredge 
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up enough anger to blame her. This time she’d lost something precious and important to her happiness, and it was all her fault. 

“You treated her like dirt, so you can’t blame her for leaving,” 

Piper said out loud, wiping away her tears. She wanted to sit on the sidewalk and give in to the despair suddenly building in her chest. 

“Don’t cry, little one,” Kendal said gently from behind her, putting her arms around her, and the kindness made her cry harder. “Please don’t cry. I’m sorry, and even if I can’t explain my reasons, I was doing the right thing to keep you safe. It’s nothing you’ve done, please believe that.”She turned around, pressed her face into Kendal’s chest, and clung to her with her eyes closed. “Please don’t leave me,” she said in a shaky voice. She took a breath after she composed herself and gazed up at Kendal, looking at her as if this was the first time she’d truly seen her. 

Kendal locked eyes with her for the longest time but stayed quiet, as if making a decision about what would happen next. 

Kendal hadn’t imagined that Piper would run out of the restaurant frantically searching for her. She had fully intended to finish with Henri and disappear somewhere Piper would never find her, no matter how many people like Hill were on her payroll. But she couldn’t walk away from the raw hurt that seemed to pour out of Piper. 

Piper might not have been able to define her feelings, but what Kendal  had  feared  most  had  come  to  pass.  She  looked  into  Piper’s eyes  and  lost  her  heart  again,  but  it  was  wrong  to  be  so  selfish. To care for someone she couldn’t have a future with would cause years of frustration because Piper would never return her affections, but Kendal was willing to share this lifetime with her. After she killed Henri she’d give Piper whatever she needed to heal her heart, and it’d be enough. It would have to be. 

“I’ll never leave you, little one, don’t worry.” With a soft touch she wiped away the last of Piper’s tears. “I’ll always be here to look after  you.”  She  spoke  the  sentences,  praying  to  any  god  that  would listen that she could keep her word. 

v

“You promise you won’t leave if I go in?” Piper asked, not letting go of Kendal’s hand. 

“I’ll wait right here, I promise.” 
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“I’ll just be a second. I want to tell Granddad good-bye first so he won’t worry.” 

Kendal stepped back and pointed to her feet. “Right here, word of honor,” she said again, putting her hands in her pockets. Piper walked inside, glancing back every few steps as if to make sure she wouldn’t wander. “If I had any sense I’d run as fast as I could to get the hell out of here. You’d think eventually you’d learn from your mistakes, Asra,” 

she mumbled, glimpsing Mac and Piper’s embrace before she looked skyward. 

“I’m sorry, did you say something?” the doorman asked. 

“Just talking to myself,” she said, feeling Piper’s hand come to rest in the crook of her arm. 

“Now there’s a sure sign of mental illness, Richoux. You should see someone about that.” Piper smiled as she handed over her valet ticket. “Can we go back to your place?” 

“I never said it was my place.” 

“And you never said it wasn’t,” Piper said, tugging her toward the car as soon as it arrived. The valet accepted a tip from Kendal, who pointed him toward Piper’s door. “Drive on, Miss Marmande. The day is yours.” 

“Just the day?” Piper asked. 

“I’d give you my nights, but I can’t—not yet.” 

Piper  looked  at  her  before  putting  the  car  in  gear.  “You’re  not willing to persuade me to share, your nights, I mean?” Piper cocked her head into Kendal’s hand when she pressed it to her cheek, as if suddenly wanting to explore something new. 

“I’m sure you’re more than capable of heading down that yellow brick road all by yourself, Dorothy.” Kendal pinched Piper’s cheek. 

“You saw me in Oz?” 

“And your little dog too.” 

Piper laughed. “I’m sure Hill will appreciate that. Why didn’t you acknowledge me?” 

“I could ask the same thing of you.” 

Piper concentrated on driving as if fishing for an answer, because the only thing that popped into her mind was that she’d been jealous when Kendal had kissed that woman. She couldn’t admit that without admitting to a whole lot more when it came to Kendal and what she wanted.  “I  wasn’t  there  because  I  thought  you’d  be.”  Piper  slapped Kendal’s arm when she put her hand over her heart, as if wounded. 
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“It’s really the last place I thought I’d find you. I was just broadening my horizons, then you swoop in and lock lips with the bartender.” 

“Hey, you were there with a date.” 

“In Hill’s twisted little brain maybe. I wanted to see women who prefer  the  company  of  other  women.  I  was  trying  to  understand  the attraction.” 

“And do you, understand now?” 

“I  understand  that  I  didn’t  find  anyone  in  there  remotely interesting,” Piper said, pausing to run her tongue over her bottom lip, 

“and I understand I didn’t much care for that woman kissing you.” So much for her not admitting that, and making her sound like a wounded lover.“Why, Piper Marmande, you sound jealous.” 

Piper shrugged. “Maybe I was.” 

“You don’t need to feel that way. She’s just an old friend, nothing more.” She moved her hand to Piper’s knee. “Get us back to Oakgrove and I’ll make it up to you.” 

Now that Piper knew she would get her for the day, the drive to the plantation seemed shorter than ever. “This really is a beautiful place,” 

Piper said as they turned into the drive. 

“Do you have something more comfortable to change into? I’ll give you a tour.” 

Piper  followed  her  inside,  carrying  her  gym  bag,  to  one  of  the guest rooms with a beautiful four-poster bed. Kendal closed the door for her and waited twenty minutes before entering to total silence. 

“You want to take a nap?” she asked when she found Piper on the bed with her eyes closed. 

Piper raised her head at the question and grimaced. “No, I want my tour.” 

“Something wrong with your neck?” 

“I slept in the wrong position, I guess.” She got up and walked to the door, dressed in jeans and hiking boots. 

“Turn around for me.” 

“Why? I said I’m all right.” 

She put her hands on the sides of Piper’s neck. “No sense hurting when you don’t have to.” She twisted first to the right and then just to the left, feeling the bones go back into alignment, but it was hard to hear the slight crack over Piper’s scream. 

Piper  turned  around,  appearing  ready  to  yell  at  her  when  she moved her head around and dropped her poking finger. “Thank you.” 
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“You’re  welcome,  Miss  Marmande.”  She  held  out  her  hand  to Piper. “Shall we?” 

Piper stared at it for a beat, then took it with such a strong grip Kendal thought she’d either made a life-altering decision or bet herself she’d accept whatever was within her boundaries in an effort not to be rude. Considering it was Piper, she could never be totally sure. 

Kendal started their tour in the formal gardens Charlie mostly still kept  up  himself. They  were  so  much  grander  than  she  remembered, and she enjoyed finally seeing them in person instead of through the pictures Charlie always sent. Through the years he’d not only mastered a variety of things like gardening, but he’d become a wonderful letter writer. In the thousands of pages they’d shared since Charlie had stayed behind, Kendal had glimpsed parts of his soul along with narratives about whatever project he was working on. 

“The gardens were much smaller when the house was first built, but when Jacques left and the fields went dormant, the caretakers over time devoted their time here.” 

“It’s gorgeous,” Piper said, accepting a large pink rose bud she’d cut for her. 

“Almost all the plants you see, like the horses in the stable, have something in common.” She stopped at the bench in the gazebo Charlie had added in the early 1960s. “Except for a few of the seasonal flowers, the  plants  were  cross-cultivated  from  the  originals  first  placed  here. 

Some are quite a few generations removed, but they carry plenty of history in their leaves.” 

“The horses have been bred that long too?” 

“So  much  has  changed  since  Jacques  was  here—some  for  the better and some not. Keeping alive some of the good things from that era pays homage to the families who made this their home. Horses were necessary back then, but also a passion.” 

“Do  the  family  history  books  say  that  Jacques  liked  to  ride bareback?” 

“On occasion, but he used a proper saddle when he was out playing the role of the marquis.” 

Piper  laughed  before  bringing  the  rose  close  to  her  nose  and inhaling the scent. “Will you tell me what happened to him? When he left here, I mean.” 

“Jacques lived a quiet life in England, enjoying the company of those who left with him to build a future there. At least he did for a while.” 
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Once she’d buried Lola, she traveled to the Himalayas. The cave she found at the base of a mountain had been her resting place until Morgaine had finally tracked her down. The world was again a different place, and she stayed there among the monks and mountain people, since they were so at peace away from the modern world. 
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chapTer TwenTy

 Buddhist monastery, 1808

“To still your heart you must first heal your mind,” advised the head master at the monastery where Morgaine had left Kendal as he circled her with a wooden sword. “To heal your heart, you must still your mind.” 

This was their ninth day of this exercise, and he’d done nothing but circle her, talking in circles. She kept waiting for him to engage so she could gauge how easy to go on him, but he only orbited in light steps that didn’t compute with his age. As he said that damned line again, she recalled Henri limping away laughing. His taunts about honor and weakness still echoed through her head, and the anger she’d tried to bury with sleep finally broke its leash. 

Still her heart? She wasn’t listening to that nonsense again, so she raised the blade the monk had insisted she use and moved at him. She couldn’t heal her mind because she couldn’t forget or escape the rows of burning pyres the morning after Henri’s arrival. 

Before her sword met his wooden one, he smiled, and she pulled the force of her downward stroke at the last minute. He wasn’t smiling because  she’d  finally  showed  a  reaction,  but  because  she  still  had lessons  to  learn.  Using  his  inferior  wooden  stick,  compared  to  her blade, he’d left more bruises on her than anyone had since Morgaine had first trained her. 

“That’s all you’re going to say?” Piper asked, pulling her out of her memories. “Did he go on to marry?” 

“Jacques never married.” 

“How did he have heirs?” 
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 Training yard of the monastery, 1808

The last blow the monk landed was to her right wrist and broke it so badly it seemed that hairline fractures extended all the way down her fingers. “How do you define failure, Asra?” he asked, his sword held over his head as if ready to strike again. 

“You know my name?” she asked through gritted teeth, the pain almost unbearable. 

“Morgaine told me your name, but not who you are. Only you can tell me that, and only you can tell me how you define failure.” 

The story of Oakgrove came spilling out, taking long into the night to finish so she couldn’t escape the pain in her hand, heart, and mind. 

While she spoke, the monk perched on a rock, the night sky lit with stars as his backdrop, listening intently as if what she was saying wasn’t lunacy. No matter what she told him, he never appeared to judge her. 

“What would you change?” he asked when she finished. 

“I’d have let Angelina and Tomas go long before they were taken from me.” 

“And the others, they weren’t important to you?” 

“They were my family—of course they were important to me. I define failure as not protecting them all.” 

“What did that night teach you?” he asked, seeming oblivious to the cold. 

“I’m destined to be a loner. I can’t get too involved or care too much if I don’t want the same thing to happen.” 

“If that’s all you learned, your road is long before you learn the truth of yourself. You’ll never still your mind or heal your heart until you find the one who challenges both.” 

 Oakgrove, present day

“Kendal, are you all right?” Piper sounded concerned after she’d soared off to the past again. “We don’t have to talk about any of this.” 

“It’s  okay.”  Kendal  flexed  her  right  hand,  the  memory  of  that injury still as fresh as the man’s advice. “Jacques’s bloodline lived on after an old lover came back into his life and led him on a journey to still his heart and heal his mind, as he later wrote.” 
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She’d stayed with the monks until the grief became manageable, but they never convinced her that Henri was totally at fault. Originally she’d sailed to New Orleans to hunt him down, but she’d grabbed a brief opportunity for normalcy with Angelina and Tomas. The distraction had  given  Henri  the  chance  to  strike,  and  he’d  almost  broken  her. 

She’d  never  forget,  but  knowing  she  was  close  to  destroying  him drove her. 

“That sounds scandalous for the time.” 

“Jacques believed in duty to family and doing the right thing, like all the people on the family tree since.” 

“Thank God for that, especially for Granddad and me,” Piper said, placing her hand on the side of Kendal’s neck. “And it’s good to know Jacques found love again.” 

“What  about  you?”  she  asked,  taking  Piper’s  hand  again  to continue their walk. “What’s Piper Marmande’s love history?” 

“That’s  sadly  a  story  yet  to  be  written.”  Piper  turned  her  head away. “My grandparents and the business have needed me more than I needed to be in love, and experiences like I’ve had don’t make me want to change my mind on the subject.” 

“That’s  too  bad,”  Kendal  said,  heading  to  the  fields  that  trees hadn’t reclaimed. Only knee-high grass grew here now. “Now that I know you, I’d like to think you’ll make someone really happy, so don’t rob yourself of the chance.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

Kendal stopped and pressed Piper’s back to her chest, so they both faced the house. “Neat rows of two rotating crops used to grow here where we’re standing. Jacques and the others who worked this land from nothing wrote eloquently about how wondrous it was to see the plants at their peak.” 

“Do  you  not  want  to  answer  my  question,  or  don’t  you  know how?” Piper asked, placing her hands over hers. 

“I’m answering your question,” she said softly into Piper’s ear. 

“You’re like this place.” Letting Piper go, she walked slowly toward the house, kneeling when she found what she was looking for. “You’re full of history, made up of all the joy and sadness you’ve known, but it’s good to remember your past because it gives you a good perspective going forward.” She tore a leaf off the plant she’d found and handed it to Piper. 

“They grew tobacco?” Piper took it and smelled it. “That’s what this is, isn’t it?” 
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“Yes. That’s what mostly took up this acreage when it was the season.” 

“I still don’t understand your point, unless you’re telling me you think I’m fertile.” Piper laughed. 

“The seedlings from those crops keep popping up year after year.” 

Kendal stood and pointed more out. “Some of this place’s history is trapped in the soil, and when you compare that with the people in your family, it’s the same. Your grandparents are only two of your history’s great loves, and you were born with that seedling of love. When you find the person you’re meant to be with, the seed won’t have any choice but to grow.” 

“In addition to memorizing the family history, you must get lessons in romance. Thanks for saying all that.” Piper held up the leaf. “Maybe some things are genetic as well, like enjoying tobacco.” 

“Maybe,” she said, pointing to the house when she noticed Piper’s blush. The day was about making Piper feel special, not pushing her into any future commitments. “And maybe we’ll start planting again to keep me in cigars.” 

Piper took her hands but walked backward as if to maintain eye contact. “That isn’t a very healthy choice. You ever think of quitting that nasty habit?” 

“I’ve got a short list of vices, and cigars are in the top ten, so no. 

If it makes you feel better, I’ll consider replanting the home garden instead.” She turned Piper slightly to the area now covered sporadically with shade trees, flowering plants, and herbs. “That’s what they used this land for, but I think it serves a better purpose now.” 

“What?” 

“A  place  for  lunch.”  She  turned  Piper  the  rest  of  the  way. 

“Hungry?” 

An elegantly set table stood between two massive oaks, with some of the house staff nearby. “You’re too much,” Piper said. Kendal smiled at her, and she felt as if she’d found shelter after standing in a storm for years. Plenty of people had tried to charm her with pretty words, but Kendal seemed to flatter simply because she was stating the truth as she saw it. 

She moved to Kendal’s side and put her arm around her waist, enjoying Kendal’s partial embrace. “Thank you again for today. Well, for everything, really. You’re like no one I’ve ever met, and even though I don’t deserve what you’ve done for me, I’m so glad you gave me so many chances to accept your friendship.” 
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“You deserve so much more.” Kendal pressed her closer with the arm she had around her shoulders. 

“Only  my  grandparents  have  ever  thought  so.  Even  my  father didn’t  find  me  worthy  enough  to  stick  around  for,”  she  said,  not believing she’d actually let the words escape her mouth. 

“Perhaps he didn’t have your strength. He let his seedling grow when he found your mother and didn’t know how to keep it nourished once he lost her,” Kendal said, stopping so she could hug her. “As for the rest, let me show you how wrong you are.” 

At the table Kendal pulled Piper’s chair out for her and poured the wine while the staff served the first course. It was almost like being transported back in time, and any bad thoughts talking about her father had brought on vanished. 

“To the future,” she toasted when Kendal held up her glass, “and may it hold more days like today.” 

Kendal tapped her glass to Piper’s and smiled. “That’s something worth drinking to.” 

v

The  meal  was  simple  but  wonderfully  prepared,  which  Piper enjoyed, but not as much as listening to Kendal answer every question she’d had about Oakgrove. After all her failed attempts to get on the property, the invitation and welcome she’d received from the owner were worth the wait. 

“More coffee, miss?” one of the servers asked, holding a silver urn over her cup. 

“It  was  wonderful,  but  any  more  liquids  and  we  may  have  a problem,” she said, holding her stomach. “Could you direct me to the ladies’ room, please?” 

“If you want authentic, you could use one of the oak trees while I hunt for some leaves for you,” Kendal said. 

“Don’t make me laugh. It’ll take more than one date to make me drop my pants, Richoux, even if it was wonderful.” 

“Let’s go before you mess up the lawn furniture.” Kendal helped her up. They entered through the kitchen, and Kendal led her to the nearest bathroom. “Take your time, then meet me on the front porch swing.” 

“Porch swing? You put me on that after all that food and wine, and you’ll have to pinch me to keep me awake.” 
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“I’d love to,” Kendal said, winking at her, and Piper heard her laugh when she slammed the door on her. 

Piper hurried, not wanting to waste time, and when she opened the door again the house was deadly silent. More paintings hung in the short hallway to the foyer, and as she walked past the front parlor and looked out the large bank of windows, she saw Kendal sitting outside. Above Kendal’s head to the left, the sudden movement of a squirrel running across a branch drew her eyes up, and the image in her peripheral vision made her stop. 

The portrait over the mantel made her quit breathing, and she put her hand on the door frame to keep from swaying. The woman was a reflection of Piper herself captured in oil paint. She didn’t remember moving, but she walked only to the middle of the room. The sight of her smiling twin scared her because her expression was so lifelike her eyes seemed to follow and draw Piper in. 

She didn’t turn away from it when she sensed Kendal join her. 

She didn’t need to break their silence yet to ask who this was because Hill had done such a great job describing the long-lost love who drove Jacques from his home—Angelina du’Pon. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, not as an accusation. 

“You would’ve thought me mad, and I really don’t know why you look so much alike—you just do.” 

“Kendal, we don’t look alike. Our faces are exactly the same.” 

“You’re your own person, Piper, and you two have differences. 

Your eyes are darker, she was a tad taller, but it doesn’t matter. You’re both beautiful women in the hearts of those who care about you. To think otherwise would be to disrespect you as individuals. I didn’t tell you because it’s not important, merely coincidence.” 

“Are you sure? Is she why you didn’t want to see me anymore? 

I’m not her, if that’s what you’re worried about. I understand she was set to marry Jacques and she died. This isn’t history repeating itself.” 

She glanced back at Kendal and felt like she was in a strange dream. 

“The same thing won’t happen to us, even if you talk about her like you knew her.” 

“I’m not sure. Sometimes we can all learn from our past mistakes. 

Do you want to know how Angelina died?” 

“The  priest  we  talked  to  wasn’t  very  forthcoming. Your  family has done a great job of sharing only the history you want the world to know.” 

Kendal dropped into one of the chairs in the room and peered past 
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Piper’s shoulder to the painting hanging there. “At the time, very few knew exactly what transpired the last night Angelina and Tomas spent in  this  house. And  you’re  wrong—history  can  most  certainly  repeat itself. I didn’t want to see you again simply because I wanted to keep you safe.” 

“Kendal, that was close to three hundred years ago. Don’t let fear cloud what’s in your heart.” 

“Our  time  together  should  prove  how  much  I  care  about  what happens  to  you,  and  that  I’m  not  punishing  you  by  sending  you  far away from me.” Kendal looked at her with glassy eyes. “Piper, you’ve got to leave here today and never come back. I couldn’t handle any harm coming to you or your family because of me.” 

“I don’t want to walk away from you,” she said, sitting next to Kendal.  “I  can’t  know  how  Jacques  lost Angelina,  but  I’m  sure  the same thing won’t happen again. Don’t throw this away before those seedlings have the chance to sprout.” 

With a shaking hand, Kendal reached across for one of Piper’s. 

“Listen carefully. I wasn’t lying when I told you I was here on family business.” 

“I remember everything you said, but what does that have to do with people who lived a long time ago?” 

“Angelina died at the hands of Jacques’s brother because of an old rivalry that went too far. My brother has brought me to the city, and it would seem that history  is repeating itself. I don’t want to drag you into the middle of that, so please, as my friend, do what I’m asking.” 

“You think he’s that dangerous?” 

“More  than  Henri  St.  Louis  ever  thought  to  be,  and  he’ll  use whatever and whoever he can to get to me. I’ll sacrifice anything before I let him touch you.” 

“What if I want to help you? You know, to return the favor for saving Granddad and me.” 

“I’d  love  you  watching  my  back,  but  please  just  work  hard  to make Marmande a success and forget you ever met me. I gave you the opportunity to keep what’s rightfully your family’s, but it’ll take your talent to make it work, so concentrate on that.” 

Piper moved closer and put her hand on Kendal’s cheek. “If you can look me in the eye and tell me you want me to walk out of your life, I’ll respect your wishes.” She stroked the smooth skin where Kendal’s shirt parted, and a new cascade of thoughts ran through her mind. “But don’t ask me to like it if that’s what you decide.” 
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Kendal hesitated, but she lifted her head and looked torn. “I want you to go, Piper. I want you to go and erase this place and me from your mind.” 

“I don’t know if I can do that,” Piper said, meaning every word. 

She felt like she had to hang on to Kendal like she had outside the hotel so she wouldn’t vanish like a mist. 

“How do I face the rest of my life if something happens to you?” 

Kendal asked, framing her face with her hands. “I know what I’m up against, and it’ll be hard enough making it through without having to worry about you.” 

Kendal didn’t let her say anything else when she stood and helped her up and walked her to her car, as if not giving herself the opportunity to give in to what she really wanted. She went willingly when Kendal opened her arms and held her. 

“This may sound strange, but it’s the most important thing you have  to  remember.  If  anyone  you  don’t  know  comes  to  your  house asking to be let in, especially at night, refuse and lock the door. This is critical, Piper. I can’t explain it right now, but you have to refuse even if they say they know me and I’m in trouble. If you do anything for me, do this. Promise me you won’t forget what I’m saying.” 

“Why?” 

Kendal’s  laugh  was  mixed  with  what  sounded  like  exhaustion. 

“For the love of the gods, you’re like a little pit bull at times. Don’t ask why, just promise me.” 

“Okay, I promise.” 

“Thank you,” Kendal said as she opened her door for her. 

“This isn’t the way I thought our day would end, so promise me something in return. You owe it to me for letting you get your way with so little information.” 

“If I can I will.” 

She felt completely out of her element, but she didn’t want to leave without getting Kendal to reconsider what she was asking. “When you resolve this problem, call me. I just found you and I don’t want to lose my  friend so easily.” 

“I promise,” Kendal said without hesitation, and she also didn’t hesitate  when  Piper  put  her  hands  on  her  chest,  then  moved  them behind her head. 

“Hill told me your word is important to you, so I’m holding you to it.” She stood on her toes and pressed her lips to Kendal’s. What had started as a good-bye gesture took Piper by storm. Kendal’s lips were 
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soft but firm, and Kendal drew her in to the point that she never wanted to let go. Finally, she’d come home. 

Kendal backed away first, severing the contact. “Go on, Piper, and stay safe.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked, making Kendal nod. “Then remember your promise.” Kendal nodded again and closed the car door once Piper was  settled  in  the  driver’s  seat,  then  walked  into  the  house  without looking back. 

“And I’m going to hold you to it whether you want to or not,” 

Piper  said,  starting  the  engine.  On  the  drive  home  she  felt  almost heartbroken, which didn’t make sense to her. You didn’t fall in love so easily in such a short time. “You’d think I’m twelve with a crush,” she said, and laughed. 

Only she’d finally found someone who woke her up emotionally, and Kendal Richoux had most certainly done that in extreme. 

“Are you busy tonight?” she asked when Hill answered her phone on  the  first  ring.  “Good,  grab  your  spy  gear  and  pick  me  up  in  an hour.”She threw her phone into her purse and looked in her rearview mirror. The house wasn’t visible, but damned if she was letting Kendal off that easy. 
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chapTer TwenTy-one

Do you want to talk about it?” Charlie asked. 

Kendal sat with a whiskey in her hand staring at the painting of Angelina, and the longer she looked, the less Angelina resembled Piper. If Piper had been in her life back then, she would’ve stabbed Henri through the heart for dropping by unexpectedly and postponing their conversation of their future together. Especially if she’d thought she might hear a proposal soon. 

“Do  you  know  why  Henri  picked  your  family  first  out  of  the hundreds he had to choose from that night?” she asked, keeping her eyes  on  the  painting  and  remembering  the  feel  of  those  small  pearl beads sewn into the fabric. “It’s not like your cabin was the first or the last, yet he went right for it and killed them.” 

“I  don’t  know,”  Charlie  said,  sitting  across  from  her.  “I  just remember him laughing as he dropped my youngest to the floor with his throat torn out.” 

“Before  the  sickness  took  her,  Ora  was  a  powerful  witch  who people feared as much as they sought her.” Kendal stopped and took a sip. “People always laugh, thinking that the dark arts are fake, but they’re wrong. They’re not all parlor tricks and charlatans.” 

“The general public doesn’t believe in vampires either, but they exist.”“Imagine the ability to combine that craft with the abilities she gained when her body turned,” she said, accepting a refill from Charlie. 

“Then think about how long she’s practiced that craft.” 

“What does that have to do with my family?” 

“That  night,  by  picking  your  family  and  sparing  you,  Henri showed me that his proclaimed queen gave him more than just the gift of her blood.” 
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“I’d think you’d remember Angelina and Tomas the most.” 

“We lit twenty-three pyres to Henri’s savagery, and I remember them  all,”  she  said,  sounding  flat.  “Ora  can  steal  thought,  a  talent she’s improved with time. Had Henri killed only Angelina and Tomas, I wouldn’t have been suspicious, but the annihilation of your family wasn’t to get at you, but at me.” 

He looked at her and opened and closed his mouth a few times. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 

“Henri stole my thoughts, and from them he plucked you and Lola. 

I loved both of you, but you had the most to lose. And if you blamed me, I’d lose you as quickly as if he’d drained you.” 

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 

“I’ve lived long, and in all that time I’ve trusted only two people completely,” she said, looking him in the eye. “Morgaine and you, that’s it, so forgive me, but I didn’t want to take the chance of losing you.” 

“You worried a long time for nothing,” Charlie said. “The men who brought me here stole everything from me, and I didn’t feel a part of  anything  until  you  bought  me.  From  that  day  my  place  has  been with  you,  and  like  you  said  to  me  then,  in  the  eyes  of  the  law  you owned me, but here I was a free man that Celia and you loved.” They stood together and he embraced her. “I’m Lionel St. Louis and Charlie Richoux, but they’re only names that change with time. What doesn’t change is what we are together, Asra, and that’s family.” 

“Thank you, so trust me when I say the last thing I want to talk about is Piper. I’m tired of losing to these monsters.” 

“Not this time, sister.” 

“Are  you  ready  to  go  in?  I  want  to  get  there  early  and  talk  to Lenore again. I have one more question before sunset.” She strapped on all her weapons and touched her lips once before walking out the door. She could still feel Piper’s lingering kiss, but now was the time to forget. 

“It won’t kill us to take a night off, if you need to.” 

“I’m  an  immortal,  Charlie.  I  may  get  lonely,  but  I  never  get tired.”“I don’t know about you, but sometimes I get emotionally tired. 

Nothing wrong with giving in to that.” 

“What I feel doesn’t matter, since it won’t change what I need to do or who I need to stay away from.” 

They took the SUV into the city so she could look out the window of the passenger side and brood until they arrived. When they were 
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close  to  Oz,  she  pointed  to  the  curb  and  asked  Charlie  to  stop.  Hill didn’t have a chance to hide before Kendal stepped into the middle of the street in front of her car. 

“I want you to drive to Piper’s and spend the night with her.” She leaned into the open driver’s side window, and Hill moved back until she was against her door. 

“We don’t have that type of relationship. Trust me, I’m the last person she’s interested in,” Hill answered, gulping. 

“I’m not asking you to sleep with her. I just want you to keep an eye on her. Whatever she’s paying you, tell her you have a new boss who’s paying you four times your fee and you couldn’t refuse.” She started back to the truck, then turned around. “Don’t let me find you out here again tonight, Hill, I mean it. If things don’t work out the way I have planned, I don’t want her alone and unprotected. I’m counting on you to be there for her.” 

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I won’t let you down. I’ll make sure she understands that.” 

“I also know Piper, so don’t think about taking her out if she asks. 

You do, and no matter what she threatens, I’ll make you sorry.” 

Kendal was satisfied when she saw the car turn the corner and head back in the direction of Piper’s condo. She wanted this to end so she could try to find some pleasure in this lifetime without the threat of Abez and his demon queen hanging over her head. 

v

“Which of them is stronger?” 

“Which  of  who?”  Lenore  asked,  looking  up  from  her  books. 

Kim was close by, reshelving some of the volumes they’d used that morning. 

“Which is stronger, Wadham or Jonas?” Kendal put her hands on the table and bent a little so they were more at eye level. “I need to know before the sun sets tonight, and you can tell me.” 

Lenore was no warrior, but it wasn’t easy to intimidate her, and she stared back without fear. “Wadham’s the stronger and older. Why?” 

“I’m back in New Orleans after all this time, so maybe it’s time to revive some of those old traditions. I’m planning to kill his little buddy and call Wadham out, but only if he brings his friends Ora and Abez.” 

“Asra, be careful what you ask for, or you might just get it. I may 
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not be as well versed in the arts of war as you are, but it’d be wiser to handle them one at a time. Together they’ll be almost invincible.” 

“No  one  lives  forever,  Lenore,  and  no  one’s  invincible.”  She moved even closer, making Lenore waver and sit back, unable to stand the intensity of her stare. 

“You’re proof that one can live forever.” 

“We cannot know what forever is, but I do know what fighting is, and that’s what I intend to do. With Charlie at my side, I’ll end this or die trying.” 

Lenore nodded. “Take care, Warrior, and go with just one more piece of advice.” 

“Watch out for the sharp teeth?” 

“Your sense of humor has always set you apart, Asra, but I speak of more serious things.” Lenore stood and put her hand on Kendal’s head. “Wipe her from your mind or he  will use her against you. Abez is your brother, so your mind is more open to him than most. Ora and Abez aren’t the only gifted ones.” 

Kendal didn’t need to ask who Lenore was referring to. If Lenore could  sense  Piper  in  her  mind,  what  would  happen  when  she  faced Abez? “If something happens to me and they bury me where no one will ever find me, will you talk with her? Tell her how sorry I am I couldn’t keep my promises.” 

“Go with a clear head and heart, Warrior. I’ll be happy to talk with your woman.” 

“She’s not—” 

“Go, the sun is starting to set.” Lenore pointed to the darkening skies visible through her skylights. 

v

Two flips got them over the graveyard wall, and without hesitation Kendal moved to the mausoleum Jonas had entered the night before. 

Together they moved the heavy stone lid that kept the light out during the day and looked down at the sleeping vampire. The little light left in the sky blistered his skin slightly, but Kendal didn’t intend to let him suffer long. She sank her sword into his chest, truly turning this place into his grave. 

They waited close to the iron gate of Wadham’s lair, wanting him to  see  them  this  time.  Minutes  after  it  got  dark,  the  stone  slid  open 
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inside. “Draw your weapon, Charlie, because I can’t guarantee he’ll take me up on my offer.” 

When Wadham stepped out, he held his distinctive sword at the ready. “Ah, I should have realized last night who the scent belonged to, Warrior. Here to face me, are you?” 

“In good time, Wadham, but I want you to bring all the troops when you do. I want Abez and your queen to come and try to bury me.” Wadham laughed hard enough for her to see his fangs. “I’ve no need of help to do that, Asra. I won’t be like all those fledglings you’ve faced through the ages. In me you’ll find your most worthy opponent, and you can praise my skill as I destroy you.” 

“Bragging and twenty bucks will get you a hooker down on Desire, but I just need an answer.” 

“Kendal,  let’s  try  not  to  agitate  the  big  vampire,”  Charlie  said through clenched teeth. 

“I choose to face you now and gift my queen with the victory.” 

Kendal shrugged and pointed to a low gravesite. “Charlie, have a seat. This shouldn’t take long.” She drew her katana and faced Wadham, who was already circling her. “Windbag, are you here to fight or do the tango?” 

Angry, he lunged with his sword out in front of him. Wadham then put his hand up and turned his head, frantically trying to find her. She kicked him from behind, knocking his face into the grass as she came down on his sword hand with the flat of her axe. With her foot on his head, he moved his hand around trying to locate his weapon. 

“Swordsmanship  101,  butthead,  never  enter  a  fight  with  your anger showing.” Kendal kept her boot on his head and pressed the tip of the katana between his shoulder blades. “You end up either dead or really hurting.” The blade slid in, but she stayed clear of his heart. For now she needed him alive. 

“I’ll never tell you where they are, so you may as well destroy me like you have my brothers.” Wadham had lost all his bravado and sounded like he was in pain, the blood bubbling from his wound as if it were champagne spilling from the neck of a bottle. 

She  twisted  the  blade  viciously,  thinking  of  this  man’s  victims through the years. Their spirits demanded some retribution. “I don’t need you to tell me where they are. I already know, and they’re now without protection. You’ve failed, Wadham, and Ora will haunt your afterlife for eternity for that mistake.” 
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With what felt to her like the last of his strength he turned, threw her off, and rolled to his knees. He saw his sword not far from him and made a desperate dive for it. Before Charlie could move from his seat, Wadham stuck it into Kendal’s leg and ran to the wall. On the other side he ran as fast as he could, clutching his chest with both hands. 

“Charlie, wait.” She stopped him from following. 

“But we can finish him off.” 

“I wanted him to get away. He’s running off to the evil bitch who made him—to warn her.” 

“Should I follow him, since you so kindly took a hit in the leg for the cause?” 

“Would you, please, and stay out of sight. Let me tie this up so I don’t leave a trail, and I’ll join you.” She ripped off a piece of her shirt and bound the cut on her leg. The plan hadn’t gone exactly like she wanted, but now maybe they’d discover where Henri and Ora were staying and if they had any other security. 

Running was a bit uncomfortable, but she easily cleared the wall and followed the blood drops Wadham had left. He would have to feed for months to heal the wound she’d inflicted. Though the immortals enjoyed the power to heal quickly, their dark brethren didn’t. Any cuts and punctures that wood caused would fester for months and drive their hunger to an almost painful state. Wadham wouldn’t live long enough to worry about it. 

v

Piper gasped as she saw Kendal limp down the street. “See, I told you we were right in coming out here. Look at her, she’s hurt,” she said from the passenger seat of Hill’s car. 

“I’m telling you, she can take care of herself, and when she sees us, she’s going to kick my ass.” 

“She won’t see us unless she gets into something dangerous and we have to help her,” she said, hitting Hill so she’d start the car. 

“Oh, yes, she will. She’s got a sixth sense that kicks in when we’re around. Besides, she’s jogging down the street at a fairly good clip. 

She doesn’t look all that hurt to me,” Hill said, looking through her binoculars. “Would this be a good time to mention again what a bad idea this is?” 

“If you want to, you can go back to your office, but I’m not leaving her out here alone with some lunatic who wants to kill her. How horrible 
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to know your brother wants to hurt you. I don’t have any siblings, and now I’m glad.” 

“Did she tell you why he wants to kill her?” Hill started the car as soon as Kendal crossed the boulevard and entered the French Quarter. 

“She seems nice enough.” 

“She didn’t come out and say it, but he sounds crazy. Of course, being related to Kendal Richoux could make anyone crazy. Just look at her. She’s great-looking, has a body that makes you sweat just thinking about it, and she’s outrageously successful. Those three things alone would fuel a sibling rivalry for eternity.” She was bouncing in her seat, trying not to lose sight of Kendal. 

“Have you seen her body recently in a different light than the rest of us mere mortals?” Hill asked, pulling behind another car for cover. 

“By accident.” She picked at the seam of her jeans. “We’re going to lose her if you don’t get going.” 

“We’re fine, and don’t try to change the subject. When did this happen?” They started down the street again when Kendal continued her jog. 

“I went over there thinking she’d been hurt. Remember, I told you about it?” 

“How does that translate to seeing her in something a little more revealing than a suit? And I sure as hell don’t remember that being part of your story.” 

“It wasn’t sexual, Ms. Dirty Mind. I was just checking to see she wasn’t hurt. She found it quite amusing, actually.” 

“Spill it, Piper.” 

“I  ripped  open  her  robe  and  she  was  naked  underneath  it. 

Satisfied?” 

“Extremely. I would’ve paid good money to see that.” Hill pulled over  again  when  Kendal  went  up  the  walk  of  an  old  house  in  the middle of the block. “Her athletic abilities are amazing,” Hill said as they watched Kendal scale the wall to enter from a second-story open window. “Who do you think lives here?” 

“Might be the crazy brother. I just hope she doesn’t go out the back.” As soon as she said it, Kendal walked out the front door. 

They left the Quarter and crossed Canal Street, headed toward the Uptown area. Kendal never stopped or even slowed down the entire way to Louisiana Avenue, where she got down on her knees to look at something. When she stood, she held a small knife in her hand, and 
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Piper stared at it, momentarily wondering what it was for. The answer made her gasp when Kendal turned suddenly and threw it. 

Their covert operation was over for the night when the front tire went flat. Another flick of Kendal’s wrist and the back tire blew, and since they were both on Hill’s side she figured maybe Hill was right about  what  would  happen  to  her  when  Kendal  caught  up  with  her. 

For now, though, she could just watch as Kendal started to run again, disappearing into the Garden District. 

v

Wadham’s  blood  trail  ended  at  the  wrought-iron  gate  in  the Garden District, so Kendal climbed a tree across the street. From the higher vantage point she could study the large house walled off from its neighbors. The gas lamps on each side of the front door flickered in the wind, and that was all she saw moving. 

Two men stood on the porch, and they seemed to be alone. They might’ve been trying to throw her off, but she was sure this was the place.When the wind picked up, rustling the leaves in all the surrounding trees, the security guys became more alert, so she searched her side of the street for Charlie and anything out of the ordinary. It was three in the morning, and the neighborhood was quiet except for a few dogs and cats roaming the streets. It took her a few minutes to spot Charlie two trees over, fixated on the house. 

“Did our wounded soldier go in there?” she asked, after she joined him. “He stopped outside the Quarter before he ran inside here. I haven’t seen him since. You okay?” 

“Nothing a little sunshine won’t cure,” she said, noticing all the rooms illuminated with what appeared to be candlelight. “And I saw inside the place where Wadham stopped.” 

“He didn’t linger. In fact, he was so fast I would’ve sworn some madwoman with a sword was chasing him,” Charlie whispered, smiling. 

“If that place is Henri’s, then who does this belong to?” 

“This  is  Henri’s  humble  abode.  Wadham  must’ve  stopped  at the other house to make sure we didn’t snag my brother along with him. That was probably his gathering place for his young minions. I didn’t stay long either, but I found some of Henri’s things in the master 
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bedroom and the decaying body of what looked like a teenager in the closet of another bedroom. Poor kid died with a scream on her face, but she was the only one there. The house was empty.” 

“This place isn’t,” Charlie said. “Look.” 

Henri stepped to the window in the middle upstairs room, wearing only a pair of pants. His naked chest gleamed almost brighter than the moon, and he held Wadham’s sword. Charlie shivered and looked to see Kendal’s reaction when Henri ran his finger along the dried blood and licked it off. 

“They aren’t going anywhere for the night, and if I had to guess, their resting place is on the grounds. We’ll come back in the morning to look around and leave our calling card. If we have to fight these things, we’ll do it on our terms and on our turf.” Charlie nodded and looked back toward the house. 

“Do you think they have any others in there?” 

“A handful, maybe, but it won’t matter. Tomorrow’s the full moon, and at midnight it’ll be All Hallows’ Eve. We can’t wait any longer.” 

Charlie’s eyes teared, as if he hadn’t realized another anniversary to mark the murders of his family was almost here. “We’ll be ready.” 

“You  bet  your  ass,  Lionel. Tomorrow  we’ll  fight  for  Celia  and Angelina.” They grabbed each other’s arm in the greeting of warriors, sealing their solemn vow for vengeance. 

v

“Something’s wrong,” Ora said, whipping her head up from the book she’d been engrossed in since the sun set. “Are you sure you’ve taken everything I told you into account?” she asked Henri. 

From the time she’d found him in a cheap gambling den in Egypt, Ora had seen the potential in Henri that his family had not. He had been a perfect choice because he was full of hate for almost everything and everyone in his life, which meant he’d never mourn what he’d have to leave behind. 

By the time she’d discovered him, she was feeling the pressure of having to run from the Clan’s henchmen. Having to feed regularly back then wasn’t easy, since the bodies she left behind sent people like Morgaine a calling card as to where she was. The only person Henri ever valued had been his mother, but when she died shortly after his sister’s birth, he had only a father who expected another god on the battlefield. 
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The fire in Henri’s belly had kindled when Raad started pushing him,  and  it  hadn’t  been  hard  to  fan  it  to  the  blaze  that  had  burned through  their  family  home,  leaving  Raad  and  everyone  there  easy targets. With the power she’d given him, she’d put one more barrier between  her  and  the  Elders,  and  Henri  had  been  successful  so  far, surprising even her. 

“I realize how much you care for Wadham and Jonas,” Henri said, sounding as if he didn’t feel the same, “but you have to trust me.” He was sitting across from her with his long overcoat on, but hadn’t spoken until then. 

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t trust you.” She closed the book that was a replica of the one she’d started early in her life. “What you’ve put together here will allow us the freedom the Clan has denied us. 

Wadham and Jonas should be able to hold Asra off until midnight of All Hallows’ Eve. I’ve worked for this night for a long a time as well, and with your sister out of the way, my spell will unshackle us forever.” 

“You have me,” Henri said, standing and brushing his black hair back. “You don’t need anyone else.” 

Ora  moved  closer  to  him,  enjoying  his  looks  even  though  his appearance had changed over the centuries. The dark hair was just as thick, but his skin was now alabaster instead of the darker complexion he once had. She’d seduced him the first night she’d found him, not realizing that he had a younger sister. Morgaine had beaten her to Asra, and she’d never forgive the Elder for that. Henri had been valuable, but with Asra she would’ve crushed the Clan long before now. 

“Have any of your children come back?” she asked, sitting across from him. 

“If any of them have, I wouldn’t know it. Wadham has refused to let me return to my other house.” The six men Wadham had scattered in the yard had made that clear. “We’ve lost the youngest of them, but I planned for that. They were here in numbers to keep my idiot sister busy while we waited for the time you need.” 

“Henri, you know your place with me,” she said, with enough heat to make him lose his sarcasm, “but Wadham has served me well and has been as loyal. You’ll have to learn to accept his place with me.” 

“Mistress,” Wadham said, stumbling in and holding his chest. 

“What happened?” She watched as Henri helped him into a chair. 

“Where are the others?” 

“They’re all gone.” He appeared ashamed as he said it. “The slayer was waiting when I woke and was there when we returned before dawn. 
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She killed most of them before sunrise, and Jonas must have walked into her ambush since he wasn’t there to help me.” 

“She wounded you and you came here?” Henri asked. 

“I had to,” Wadham said, looking not at Henri, but at her. “We must leave, Mistress. Asra has taken our best warriors, and I’m in no shape to defend you if she finds you.” 

“Of course Asra’s going to find us,” Henri said raising his voice. 

“You’ve led her right to our door.” 

“I’m not dust because I wounded her, and the man who fights with her isn’t experienced. With the cut to her leg she couldn’t follow me, and she ordered Charlie to stay with me.” 

“My sister’s probably right outside, you fool,” Henri said. 

“Enough.” Ora offered her wrist to Wadham. It wouldn’t cure him, but it would shorten the time his wound would take to heal. “Are all your men still outside?” 

“Yes,  Mistress,  and  I’ve  warned  them  to  stay  vigilant  for  any movement,” Wadham said, licking his lips after he drank. “We have enough time to make arrangements to move tomorrow night.” 

“We get this close and you want to leave?” Henri asked. 

“Nothing’s worth it if we lose our queen.” 

Henri  stripped  off  his  coat  off  as  if  he’d  suddenly  grown  hot. 

“Don’t insult me by thinking I’d gamble with her life. If your men are gone, we’ll replace them with some of mine, like Troy. Compared to us he’s a child, but I trained him myself.” 

“Your simpletons are gone,” Wadham said with a snarl. “Asra is a  formidable  opponent  we  shouldn’t  have  goaded  into  this  game  of yours.” 

“What do you suggest?” Ora asked. 

“We must move from here tonight while the sun is a few hours off to assure you’re not in any danger. Tomorrow night we’ll head back to the Ivory Coast.” Wadham dropped to his knees and crawled over to her on them so he could place his forehead on her feet. “We’ve been there for years without problems from the Clan, and our day watchers adore you. From there we can plan how to trap the slayer. Next year I promise you’ll have her heart for the spell you need.” 

“You plan to run away like a cockroach?” Henri grabbed Wadham by the hair and lifted him off Ora’s feet. “Do you think so little of your queen?” he asked, bending down until their faces were close together. 

“Or do you have no faith in me?” 

“This  isn’t  a  contest,  Henri,”  Wadham  said,  pressing  his  hand 
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harder  into  his  chest.  “Try  to  see  past  your  hatred  of  me, Asra,  and everyone else before we all lose everything.” 

Henri tore off his shirt and stood so he could tower over Wadham, slamming  his  chest  with  his  fist.  “You’ve  bragged  constantly  how easy  it  would  be  to  defeat  my  sister.”  Henri  easily  took  Wadham’s sword from him. “You’ve carried this around with you, preening for her,” he pointed to Ora, “but after facing Raad’s daughter you act like a frightened little girl. My father was skilled enough to rule over the pharaoh’s troops, and he poured all that talent into Asra.” 

“Aren’t you proving Wadham’s point that we should leave and regroup?” Ora asked. 

“Asra  was  good  before  the  Clan  came  into  her  life,  but  after training with the Elders and the masters she’s found in her life, she’s almost perfect. I can admit that, but the blood that runs through her,” 

Henri walked to the window and scraped off some of the blood on the blade, “is the same that runs through me. I know her intimately, so you must choose who you’ll trust.” 

“Wadham, rest, and at tomorrow’s sunset, if you are still unable to fight, we’ll go home.” 

“You’ve never had to question me, Ora,” Wadham said, making her smile since he seldom used her name. “I implore you to listen. We are all in extreme danger.” 

“Rest, my sweet.” She placed her hand over the one he had pressed to his chest. “I might have lived long, but I’m in no hurry to welcome death.” 

“You’ve made up your mind, then,” Henri said, still staring out of the window with Wadham’s sword in his hand. 

Ora let her eyes linger on his broad back and compared him to Kendal, based on the few times she’d witnessed Kendal in her role with the Clan. The siblings had inherited their looks from Raad, but only Kendal still retained the sun-burnished healthy color of the handsome man she’d seen moments before death. Raad hadn’t begged for life. 

That night as his household lay dead, Raad had watched his son stalk around him, displaying all the new powers she’d given him. Raad had risen from his sickbed to watch the others die, but if Henri had hoped to build his fear, he had failed. Raad’s words had made her pause. 

“Kill me, but I will live on in the spirit of Asra. Her sword will damn you, and as she plunges it into your chest, I’ll be waiting to greet you in the land of the dead. On that day you will never know another moment of peace, and I will know paradise.” 
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“I warned you about your tone,” she said, heading for the stairs. 

“And  I  haven’t  decided  anything.”  At  the  landing,  she  turned  and glanced at Henri, finding him peering up at her. “Tomorrow night the bones will decide.” 
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chapTer TwenTy-Two

You want to stay here today?” Charlie asked. They had walked back toward the car at a reasonable pace, but now Kendal was heading to the Piquant, where she still had a suite. 

“I’d love to go home, but my fan club would only tail us, and I don’t want them anywhere near Oakgrove tonight for any reason. I may have to tie both of them to chairs in Piper’s condo if they don’t start following directions. It’s their choice.” 

“You’re losing your touch, buddy.” 

Kendal punched his arm and laughed. “It’s a new era, Charlie, and it makes me hanker for the days when I could club them over the head and drag them back to the cave. I have a feeling, though, if I tried that with Piper, I’d thank Morgaine every day for giving me the ability to not need sleep, because she’d kill me the minute I closed my eyes.” 

“You  lived  when  people  did  that.  I  always  thought  it  was  a myth.” 

“It’s a myth, at least when you consider all the women in my life. 

I’ve always thought it’s not much fun if they aren’t willing to go toe to toe with you. I bet that’s why you still miss Celia.” 

“Celia was my friend and a lover, but she had a wicked temper. 

Thank the gods it only came out when I was doing something Celia disapproved of, so it wouldn’t have mattered what era we lived in. I’d never have found a club big enough to intimidate her. I loved her with all my heart, but ooh she was scary when she got mad.” 

“We’ve been lucky, my friend. Those were women worth fighting for.” They neared the hotel, and Charlie declined her offer of a room. 

He  wanted  to  visit  the  field  where  the  remains  of  his  family  rested. 

On the eve that this horror would finally end, he wanted to watch the sunrise from there and pray for guidance. 
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“I’ll be back for you,” Charlie said as they stopped at the front door of the Piquant. 

She put her hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Put in a good word for me as well.” 

v

“Good  morning,  Ms.  Richoux. Are  you  enjoying  your  visit  so far?” Edwin asked, recognizing her. 

“It’s  been  great,  thank  you  for  asking.  They  haven’t  given  my room away in my absence, have they?” 

“No, ma’am. You’ll even find a chocolate waiting on your pillow. 

Would  you  care  for  anything  else  to  be  sent  up?  Perhaps  a  doctor to look at your leg,” he said calmly. She had chosen a pair of light-colored buckskin pants, which were great for comfort but didn’t hide bloodstains very well. 

“It’s not mine, but thanks again.” 

He opened the door and saw she’d left a bit of a bloody footprint on the tile. “Are you sure? We have a guy who makes house calls.” 

“Trust me, Edwin, you should see the other guy.” 

She unlocked the door and stepped into the closet to remove her weapons. The cut didn’t hurt much, but it annoyed her, so she opened the curtains of the large window facing the city and propped herself on it. With the first sign of dawn, the process began again. She didn’t need to remove the pants to watch what was happening, like she had so many times in the past. It was like watching a flower bloom in fast motion. 

The sun would knit the skin together, healing her body inside and out. 

When she was whole again, the door to the suite opened behind her. 

“I knew it,” Piper said, when she spotted her leaning against the window. 

“I remember something about you and a promise. You can’t blame forgetfulness since you made said promise less than twenty-four hours ago. I told you to stay away from me.” She tried to sound angry but couldn’t continue the charade as Piper stalked toward her. “It’s the only way I know to keep you safe.” 

“And you swore you’d be careful and come back to me, and look at you.” 

“I don’t remember promising that.” Piper pulled Kendal’s shirt out of the stained pants and she did nothing to stop her. “I’m fine, really. 

The blood isn’t from a fresh cut.” 
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“I’m not fragile. You don’t have to lie to me.” Piper poked her finger into the slash in the leather the sword had made. “Let me help you, don’t shut me out. Please, Kendal.” 

“Little one, I’m all right. I wouldn’t lie to you about something like this.” 

“So sue me, because I don’t believe you.” Piper held up the part of the shirt where she’d torn away her makeshift bandage. The tie of the pants came undone next. 

“Is this some ploy to see me naked again?” 

Piper’s  movements  grew  more  frantic  and  her  eyes  filled  with tears. “This isn’t a joke. Hill had to hold me down when I saw you were injured. I couldn’t stand to see you bleeding. Why can’t you understand that? Why don’t we just call the police? This isn’t worth your life.” 

Kendal held Piper’s hands and glanced down at her leg. Seeing her appearance through Piper’s eyes made her realize how Piper perceived the situation. “This is something I have to do alone.” 

“But you don’t have to. I’ll help you so you can finish this. Then we  can  pick  up  where  we  left  off  yesterday.”  She  released  Piper’s hands and let her pull the bloodied and torn pants down her legs. Piper removed the strip of shirt Kendal had tied to slow the stream as it soaked through and uncovered smooth, perfect skin. “I don’t understand.” 

“I told you I was fine.” 

“Kendal, no one ties a bandage to their leg for nothing. What were you trying to do, make a fashion statement?” 

“I was trying to fool someone into thinking I was hurt so they’d lead me to the people I really wanted. I’m sorry if you misunderstood and I worried you. I wouldn’t intentionally try to hurt you.” 

Crying, Piper got back to her feet and appeared to be deciding whether to leave or stay. “You did hurt me by sending me away. I don’t understand any of this, but I’m starting to understand how I feel about you. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to stand by and watch you try to destroy yourself.” 

“What do you feel?” Kendal stepped out of her pants and moved closer to Piper so she could take her hands, needing a connection to her. “I ache inside when I think someone’s hurt you.” Piper’s shoulders slumped and her tears fell in earnest. “Stupid, huh?” 

She  held  Piper  against  her  chest  as  tight  as  she  could  without hurting her. “No, not stupid. That’s very sweet, and I feel lucky to know you care about me.” Piper’s hair smelled like a citrus grove, and the 
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aroma made Kendal relax. “Now you know how I feel when I think about someone hurting you.” 

“Why would anyone want to hurt me?” 

“If you get too close, you become a weapon my enemies can use against me. This isn’t a game, and you need to understand the danger before it’s too late and you get caught in an impossible position.” She relaxed her hold so she could see Piper’s face. “Now that you see I’m all right, you need to go, and this time please keep your word. Stay away from me until I find my brother and deal with him.” 

“I don’t want to go, not yet.” Piper laid her head on Kendal’s chest and tightened her arms around her waist. “Everyone I care about sends me away for my own good, and I think it’s time to decide for myself what’s best.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“My mother died after having me, and after that my dad checked out instead of trying to take care of me. From what I remember, if he was given a choice, I’m sure I’d never be it. He just gave me away.” 

Piper’s voice got softer as she spoke. 

“Little one, from what I know of your family, your father didn’t give you away. He was lost without the woman he loved. Apparently your mother, before you came, was his world, and her death killed a large part of his heart. It wasn’t right that he couldn’t show you how much you meant to him, but you can’t keep thinking that he considered you lacking in any way.” 

“He blamed me for her death. He never said it out loud, but I could tell. If she hadn’t given birth she’d still be here.” 

Kendal  put  two  fingers  under  Piper’s  chin  and  raised  the  tear-stained face. “Your mother’s death was nature’s fault, not yours.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

“I know lots of things, and I’m sure of this. Your parents were lucky. Their love and life together was short-lived, but they left behind the most precious evidence of what they meant to each other. They left the world you.” She ran her hand along Piper’s face, wiping away her tears and trying to comfort and heal the hurts of the little girl who had taken  on  her  father’s  pain  and  guilt,  which  had  become  heavier  the longer she carried them. “Open your eyes and see what the rest of us do. You’re smart, driven, and beautiful.” 

Piper blushed and laughed at the compliment. “I thought you said I was annoying. If I remember correctly, you mentioned a pesky little thing buzzing around your ear.” 
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“Lucky for you, I happen to like annoying. If we had dismissed each other right off, we wouldn’t be here. I’ve found that, sometimes, anger’s as strong an emotion as all the others combined. It hasn’t been boring, has it?” 

“No, and you’re right. I can’t explain why I’m here. Not that long ago I wanted your head mounted on my wall.” 

Kendal moved her hands down to Piper’s waist. “And now?” 

“Now I want to do everything I can to keep you whole so I can spend more days walking around Oakgrove with you, listening to your stories about interesting people who lived long ago. And in return, I want to build a friendship with you that we’ll both treasure.” 

“I’d love that, but we had a deal, remember? You need to leave.” 

“I said I would, but we’re not done.” Piper moved a step back and took her hand, then looked around until she found the bathroom and started tugging her in that direction. 

“Piper, can I ask what you have in mind?” 

“I believe that the blood isn’t yours, but it’s disgusting, so I want to help you clean up. After that, I intend to order room service and then watch you sleep. If you’re running around after people who want to kill you, you have to refuel.” 

Part of her brain loved the suggestion, but the more rational section applied the brakes. “As great as that sounds, we can’t.” 

“Why not? It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before.” Piper’s smile turned teasing as she pulled harder on her hand. 

When Kendal set her feet, she was sure Piper would have more luck pulling up an ancient oak with her bare hand than getting her into the  bathroom.  “I  appreciate  it,  but  I  don’t  need  to  sleep,  and  not  to sound repetitive, but you’ve got to get going.” 

“Unless you’re not human, you need to sleep. I was up all night trailing you and I’m exhausted, though I just rode around in the car. If you don’t lie down and sleep, you’ll force me to break my promise and follow you in case you need my help.” 

“Then let me be honest.” She did the only thing she could think to motivate Piper to walk out the door. With a gentle pull she pressed Piper against her and kissed her with passion. This time she gave herself permission to let her hands wander as she took possession of Piper’s mouth. She was sure Piper would want to get as far away from her as possible, and she didn’t stop until Piper slumped against her. 

“Um…” Piper looked up at her like she didn’t really know what to say. 
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“I don’t want to be, because I know how you feel about this sort of thing, but I’m attracted to you. It’d be torture to get in that shower and know I couldn’t touch you like I want. With a little time, I’m sure I can get used to the idea of just being your friend, but I’m not there yet.”  Kendal  laughed  and  patted  the  side  of  Piper’s  face.  “That  and remaining clothed at all times when we’re together.” 

“Um…” 

“Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, and I’ll understand if you want to leave now.” 

As  she  had  before  in  their  short  history  together,  Piper  did  the unexpected by walking away from Kendal and putting her hands on her hips. She was clearly pissed and didn’t appreciate being played, which only made Kendal’s libido stand up and take notice. If Piper’s eyes got any darker, Kendal would have to beg, she was sure, since she was ready to begin. 

“Who said anything about me joining you in the shower, you big moose.” Piper moved her hands from her hips to the top button of her shirt. It popped open quickly, and Piper moved to the next ones until the garment was close to undone. 

“Um, Piper, sweetheart, you have to stop before we reach some place you don’t want to be.” Kendal’s order sounded weak, and she kept  her  eyes  glued  to  the  black  lace  bra  that  was  visible  when  the fourth button gave way. 

Piper’s shirt dropped to the floor behind her and she moved to the buttons of her jeans. “The way I see it, you big take-charge types look at women like me and have an uncontrollable urge to do our thinking for us.” 

“Big take-charge types?” 

“You have some sort of conqueror complex. I’m sure you could find hundreds of books on the subject. You run around with your sword and swagger and think the rest of us are here to bow and scrape.” Piper’s shapely hips wiggled to help the jeans slide down her legs. When they hit Piper’s ankles, the only moving Kendal wanted to do was put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. The matching black bikini underwear was doing funny things to her blinking reflex. 

“I do not expect people to bow and scrape.” 

Piper moved her hand to the clasp at the back of the bra, jutting her breasts out quite nicely. Drooling is not an option here, Asra,    Kendal warned herself. 

“Yes, you do. ‘Piper, go home and don’t worry your pretty little 
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empty head about me.’” Piper lowered her voice to sound more like her. “‘Only I get to decide when and where we’ll spend time together.’” 

Piper  had  to  stop  and  cough  from  trying  to  sound  gravelly,  making Kendal laugh. She took a step forward when the bra came loose and slid down Piper’s arms. “Don’t even think about it.” 

“You get naked over there and you expect me to just stand here?” 

“I’m not naked.” Piper put her fingers at the sides of her underwear and pulled down. “Now I’m naked.” Her fists moved back to her hips. 

“Still want me to leave?” 

“No.” 

“Want to get in the shower with me?” 

“Yes.” She couldn’t stop sounding like an idiot. Piper’s gorgeous body had reduced her to one-word answers. To remedy the situation, she  closed  her  eyes  and  took  a  deep  breath.  “But  you  just  said  you didn’t want to get in the shower with me.” 

“I  don’t,  I  want  you  to  get  in  the  shower  with  me.  There’s  a difference.” Piper closed the gap between them and pulled Kendal’s shirt off, leaving her in a pair of plain white briefs. “How can you be so perfect?” 

“Cigar smoking,” she said, stepping over the pile of clothes, and scooped Piper off her feet. As they moved to the bathroom, Piper pulled the tie out of her hair and ran her fingers through it. 

They  stood  under  the  spray  simply  enjoying  the  feel  of  each other’s skin. With time to think, Kendal was able to control her urges. 

Instead of moving too fast, she touched Piper in a way that had nothing to do with sex, but more about giving reassurance and being someone for Piper to hold on to. Mac and Molly had provided everything within their power, but even their love had not been enough of a balm to heal the scars life had inflicted. 

In her, she guessed, Piper had found someone with whom, perhaps for the first time, she could let her defenses down and fear no ridicule for who she truly was. And she believed Piper had been completely open with her, so as physically different as they were inside, they were two of a kind—people who projected an image that hid their true self, which almost no one was privileged to see. 

She ran her fingers through Piper’s hair to get it wet. She hated to use the hotel’s shampoos since Piper smelled so good just as she was. 

When she was done, she stood still and watched as Piper gently washed away all the evidence of her injuries. 

“You know what’s funny?” Piper asked. 
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“Not me, I hope.” 

“Not  you,  but  being  here  feels  so  right.  Before  you,  personal closeness was never easy, and being with someone like Kenny made my skin crawl. I would’ve never done this with him.” Piper ran her fingers along her collarbone. “But I can’t curb the urge to touch you.” 

“In your defense, I think Kenny has that effect on most people,” 

Kendal said, quickly pressing their lips together to erase Piper’s pout. 

She  had  been  with  so  many  women  before  Piper,  but  very  few  had reached so deep inside her so quickly. Piper made her want to do what was necessary to remove people like Kenny from her life. The last thing Piper needed was a champion, but she’d gladly take the job if Piper offered it. “If I tell you something, will you try not to hold it against me?”“I can’t improve on my record of holding things against you, so I doubt it.” 

“It has to do with what you just mentioned, and it’s the answer to what you’ve asked more than once.” She looked at Piper and combed her hair behind her ear. 

“You can tell me anything.” 

“I helped you and Mac for only one reason, and you owe me only one thing in return.” 

At  the  word  “owe,”  Piper  pulled  violently  away  from  her  and opened the shower door to leave. “God, I’m such an idiot. Of course there’s a price. Why would I think  you’d be any different? At least you 

’fessed up before we had sex.” 

She’d given the money freely, and Piper wasn’t leaving until she heard why. She wrapped her hand around Piper’s bicep to keep her close. 

“I respect your grandfather, especially for the kind of businessman he is, but I did all this for you.” Piper still faced away from her, but she wasn’t resisting, which made her hold unnecessary. “Unless you try to sink Marmande Shipyard, you’ll never have a reason to feel you have to  sacrifice  yourself  to  someone  like  Kenny  to  keep  what’s  yours.  I never want an animal like that to put his hands on you, unless you ask of your own free will.” 

She finally let Piper go. “What do I owe you in return?” Piper asked as she faced her. 

“I want you to be happy and strive to be whole, that’s all. Take the freedom you have now and enjoy it. You do that and you’ll never owe me a thing.” 

Piper stepped closer, but still seemed wary. “That’s all?” 
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“This isn’t a trick, Piper. I’ve finished my business with Marmande, and nothing in what I gave you binds you to me.” 

“So you’re giving us millions? Forgive me for sounding skeptical, but who does that?” 

“Stop searching for angles and loopholes—you won’t find any. I just want what I asked for, but remember, the price is steeper than you think. Living a full life is more difficult than people imagine, because in most cases they plant the seed of doubt and misery themselves.” 

Piper moved under the spray with her, leaving an inch of separation. 

“How hard can it be to make myself happy when you’ve so freely given me everything I’ll ever need?” 

Kendal smiled before tapping a spot over Piper’s heart. “Money makes life easier, but it’ll never bring you happiness. So many have written about that subject that I don’t need to explain it to you.” She flattened her hand over Piper’s chest. “Completeness comes from within yourself. No one and, more important, no thing can give that to you.” 

It was easy to acquire wisdom, given thousands of years to live, but in her time she’d been lucky enough to meet some who learned the answers to life’s riddles in only one lifetime. A man living in the streets of  Nepal  had  taught  her  the  lesson  she  was  repeating  for  Piper.  He owned only what he was able to carry, but he believed he was wealthy because he understood what true fulfillment really was. He’d amassed knowledge, and sharing it with others only added to his bounty. 

“Once  you  let  go  of  all  that  baggage  from  your  past,  you’ll discover true happiness. Then you can dismantle that fortress you’ve built around your heart and start to enjoy your life. With an open mind and heart, you’ll be ready to welcome the person who’ll share the rest of your days, and they’ll bring with them the love and devotion you deserve.” 

“It’s that easy, huh?” 

“Your family’s business is important to you, and you’ve become important to me, so, yes, it’s that simple,” she said, turning around for one last rinse. 

“Then thank you.” Piper pressed herself to her back and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’ll do whatever you want.” 

“Remember,” she turned around and held Piper, enjoying the feel of her, “don’t ever share yourself with someone who makes your skin crawl, as you put it. Save that gift for the one who holds your heart and sees you. If not, at least share yourself with someone who stirs your passion.” She kissed the top of Piper’s head and let her go. 
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“Who are you really?” Piper asked, holding on to her this time so she wouldn’t leave. 

“Why do you ask?” 

“Because what you say doesn’t compute with what you do. You sound like a warrior poet,” Piper said, her smile back in place and her face relaxed and open. 

“It’s my pleasure to share my life’s experiences with you.” Kendal stepped out of the shower. Behind her, Piper shut the water off, so she handed her a towel before drying herself. Piper held her towel up as if she’d suddenly become shy, so Kendal put on a hotel robe and opened the door. “I’ll leave you to finish up. Take your time, there’s no rush.” 

Giving Piper her privacy allowed Kendal time to straighten the room, so when the bathroom door opened again she was sitting on the bed with Piper’s neatly folded clothes next to her. She extended her hand in invitation to wipe the hesitation from Piper’s expression. “Time for you to go, my friend, and time for me to get back to my battles.” 

“I’m not leaving yet. I want to make sure you get some rest before you start chasing crazy people around town.” 

“If I was tired, trust me, I would, but my internal clock works differently than most.” When Piper didn’t take her hand, she held up the delicate panties on the end of one finger, but Piper still wouldn’t budge.“If you lie down with me for an hour, you can ask me to leave and I will,” Piper said, walking toward her. As if to encourage her to accept her offer, she lost her shyness and reached for the tie of Kendal’s robe, opening it with sure hands. Kendal went willingly when Piper eased her down on the bed and climbed in with her. Once Piper pulled the covers over them, she opened her own robe and lay almost on top of her so they were skin to skin. “Close your eyes and hold me,” Piper said, softly kissing her chin, then her lips. 

She returned the kiss and gladly gave Piper her wish by putting her arms around her. “Sleep now, and I promise to keep you safe.” 

Piper’s breathing hitched for a moment, but she stayed quiet, as if trying to find the right words for what was bothering her. “Don’t you want me?” she asked finally in a small, fragile voice. 

“Remember what I asked of you? This is about you and what you want, and need, so please don’t think I’m deciding for you. Right now you’re tired, which isn’t the best time to make life-altering decisions.” 

When Piper didn’t object, she began to speak again, but in Chinese so Piper would concentrate on the sound of her voice instead of her 
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words. She recited a poem that a warrior who served one of the Chinese emperors  wrote  to  the  woman  he  left  behind  when  he  went  to  war. 

She carried his son in her womb, the testament to their love and his existence. His wife finished the verses for him when the boy grew to be a man and followed his father’s path into battle. The warrior never knew the boy and entered the afterlife at the end of an enemy’s sword, but  his  last  thought  was  of  his  wife.  In  her  face,  in  his  mind’s  eye, he  found  his  salvation  and  a  way  to  push  away  the  pain.  His  killer died years later, still wondering why the man faced death with such a blissful smile. 

“Because he knew love,” she whispered to Piper, who was sleeping deeply in her arms. “It is what gives our blades courage.” She kissed Piper’s temple and closed her eyes, trying to memorize every inch of her. She gently rolled Piper over, not wanting to wake her, and got up to dress. If only she’d had more time. She smiled at the notion, but now she had to completely erase Piper Marmande from her mind, not only to keep her safe from Henri, but also to set her free before their feelings grew any deeper. Piper deserved someone to grow old with who would give her a life full of beauty, not the nightmares she had to face to keep the balance tipped toward the light. 

She gazed at Piper one last time, feeling the years she’d lived like a weight on her heart. Piper, more than any woman she’d known, made her imagine how special it would be to share herself with someone so beautiful in every way. Be well, Piper, and thank you for making me feel alive, she thought, then walked out the door. 

A few hours later Piper rolled over and opened her eyes, and she knew instantly that she was alone. The bed felt twice as empty with Kendal’s missing heat, but on the pillow next to her lay a single yellow daffodil with a note under it. 

 These have always reminded me of sunshine. The woman I bought this one for, though, reminds me of the beauty in all things. Take the flower as a way of remembering all the sunrises you have left to enjoy and how beautiful you’ll make each day by simply being you. 

 Stay safe. Kendal

Piper refused to accept the flower as a good-bye. Even if it took the rest of her life, she’d find Kendal again. “I have a gift to give you 
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as well, warrior poet.” She spoke the words to the card in her hand, and she knew now that the one who held her heart and had awakened her passions had written it. They would never have a moment of hesitation between them again. 
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chapTer TwenTy-Three

The front door was unlocked, as if the owners were expecting them for a cordial visit. Kendal stood in the foyer and listened for any human guardians in the house left to watch over their masters during the day. Only the ticking of the grandfather clock in the long entry hallway broke the silence. 

“If I were a bloodsucker, where would I hide from the sun?” she asked Charlie. 

He put down the human skull with a candle melted into the top that he’d found on the desk in the middle of the study. “Must’ve been someone either Henri or Ora cared enough about to keep a memento of them, or someone who had insulted them in some way,” she said. 

“If we were anywhere but New Orleans, I’d guess the basement. 

Having one, though, is an invitation to an indoor swimming pool in a light rainstorm.” 

“Let’s look around and see how creative they’ve gotten.” They walked  through  the  ground  floor,  and  Kendal  found  the  first  unique piece of furniture. “Cute,” she said, referring to the sunroom they were standing in. 

The long piece was wooden on the bottom, topped with a slab of thick granite. In any other location it could’ve served as a buffet, but the skulls carved in the wood made her itch to remove the stone. “Want to see what’s behind door number one?” Charlie asked. 

“I  thought  you’d  never  ask,  Monty.”  They  worked  together  to make it easy. When sunlight streamed into the space, they didn’t get a close look inside before the vampire burst into flames. “Makes me wish we’d thought to bring marshmallows.” 

Charlie laughed, leaning against the wood base. It didn’t take 
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long for the flames to die away and leave a pile of ashes. “We didn’t get  a  chance  to  say  good-bye,  but  I  can  tell  you  who  the  dirt  pile was.”“Elvis?” 

“Not unless he walked around with this under those shiny outfits.” 

He lifted a sword from the ash. The snakehead marked the demise of Wadham. “And I don’t think this guy could carry much of a tune.” 

“It would seem he’s alone down here, so let’s move up.” 

They opened five more boxes before reaching the house’s master bedroom, which was empty except for two sarcophagi in the center of the room. On top of the longer of the two sat a coiled king cobra. The serpent raised his head when they entered, but then he only swayed from side to side without showing his hood. 

“I never did like snakes,” she said. 

“It’s not like it can kill you.” 

“Neither can polyester pants, but I don’t have a fondness for them either.” She stepped closer and the snake grew more alert. “My brother always did have a sense for the dramatic.” She threw a dagger hard enough to pin the lethal reptile to the back wall. 

She  held  her  hand  out  for Wadham’s  sword. With  a  downward motion she buried it in the wooden floor between the two boxes. She pulled a small memento from her coat to show who’d visited and where to find her. 

“Why not just lift the lids and be done with it?” Charlie asked. 

“I would, but I gave him my word I’d face him like a warrior. I also want to see his eyes when he knows he’s reached the end of his life.” She ran her hand over the stone full of hieroglyphics telling the story of Abez’s life. Her name was woven into the pictures. “Now it’s just you and I, brother. Tonight you’ll pay for the life you have chosen and for the death of our father. On my sword I swear you won’t live out the night,” she said in their native tongue. 

In only four hours they would finish the saga that had begun in Egypt so many years before. The night of reckoning had arrived. 

v

Ora opened her eyes, and even in the dark confines of her resting place she easily found her family’s crest carved in the stone in the area above  her  heart. The  ritual  she  repeated  before  facing  another  night 
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had worn the stone around the carving, but the circle strengthened the protection spell that enveloped her. 

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes again when she found a new scent somewhere near. She pushed aside the heavy stone easily and found Henri already sitting up. 

“Here’s our proof that Kendal knows where we are.” She stared at Wadham’s sword and the camellia tied to the pommel. 

“The flower is from Oakgrove,” Henri said, looking at the same thing. “I came so close.” 

“Remember that coming close in anything focuses your enemies on defeating you.” 

Henri rose and took the flower so he could smell it. “Do you want me to wake Wadham for our retreat?” 

“I sense she’s left us to fend for ourselves. Our few defenders are gone.”Henri dropped Kendal’s gift and walked to the wall to pull the dagger out, the snake dropping to the floor. “Do you want to run?” he asked, finding the rendition of the devil’s face at the end of the dagger funny.“We don’t have time.” 

“If you want to leave, we can.” Henri tucked the blade into his belt. “She won’t be back tonight. The great slayer’s too honorable for that. That’s why she didn’t kill us when the sun was at its peak. Kendal’s waiting for us at Oakgrove.” 

“Did you think she’d come this close to us?” 

“The only way we can survive is to join forces,” he said, taking her hands. “You have to believe that Kendal has received too much credit for her fighting skills.” 

“What of the man who fights with her?” 

“Him?” he laughed. “I took his family, and he’s pretending to be something he’s not. He’ll be easy to contain.” 

From  inside  her  sarcophagus,  Ora  removed  a  bag  of  polished carved bone and threw the pieces on the stone cover of his sarcophagus, then stared at them for five minutes before she spoke. “I’m not sure you have a true picture of your sister, my pet.” Ora picked the bones up and threw them again. “She’s strong and driven.” 

“Of course she is. How else did she come to lead her own troops in her mortal life?” He pushed aside her hair and kissed the back of her neck. “Kendal was too much like my father.” 
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“Now  would  be  a  good  time  to  remember  Raad’s  last  words.” 

Ora  looked  at  the  position  the  bones  had  landed  in.  “Tonight  is All Hallow’s Eve, and if we accept her invitation, our lives will be forfeit this time.” 

He  glanced  at  the  markings  but  saw  only  lines  in  bone,  since she’d never shared those talents with him. To distract her, he moved his hands up from her hips to her breasts. “Haven’t you told me through the centuries that true power exists only in darkness?” When he circled her nipples with his index fingers, they grew rock-hard. “I revel in the darkness, and I won’t let you down.” 

She  threw  the  bones  again  and  finally  smiled  and  pressed  her bottom to his groin. “We have something to use against her, something you’ve used before to assure success.” 

“Leave those for now,” he said, leading her to the bed in the next room.  “Kendal’s  driven  but  has  never  learned  not  to  care  so  much for  these  weaklings  she  has  surrounded  herself  with. Tonight  I  plan to drain her, then bury her in the grave with the ashes of her beloved Angelina.” 

“Don’t underestimate her or overestimate how easy this will be. 

The bones never lie, and tonight will be the beginning of a new order.” 

Ora  dropped  her  gown,  her  body  as  perfect  as  the  night  she’d  first revealed it to him. 

“Tonight we will defeat the Clan’s greatest warrior, and tomorrow you can take your rightful place as queen.” He entered her as she bit the skin surrounding his nipple hard enough to draw blood. The pain made him move his hips faster, bringing their climax to its peak as she sucked only enough to enjoy the taste of him as she had so many times before. 

“You have served me well, Abez, and your reward will be great,” 

she said, running her finger along his eyebrows. 

“Come, then. I’ve never tasted the blood of an immortal.” 

v

Kendal and Charlie sat together on the porch of Oakgrove and watched the sun set over the far bank of the river. Kendal was smoking one of the cigars Piper had given her in silence, her mind blank. She’d put her memories away and made peace with what had happened to Angelina and Tomas. As painfully as Angelina’s life had ended, she could only imagine Angelina’s pain had she existed as a vampire. So 
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gentle a soul could never have accepted living off the torment of others for survival. By sacrificing her own happiness at the time, Kendal had given Angelina eternal peace. 

“The time is upon us, Charlie. They will arrive soon.” 

Charlie stood and held out his hand, and they exchanged a warrior’s arm clasp before moving in for a friendly embrace. “For our women, then, and my sons.” 

She squeezed him one more time before letting go. “Celia and the boys are looking out for us, I’m sure. Fight well and stay away from pointy objects, especially teeth,” she told him with a small laugh. 

“You just remember the same thing.” 

Before  she  turned  to  go  inside,  she  wanted  to  make  one  more thing clear before the heat of battle muffled their reason. “Promise me something.” 

“Anything, you know that.” 

“No matter what, these two die tonight. I’ll make no more promises to let Abez go free. I want the same from you, because I’ll sleep the sleep of the just or suffer an eternity of torture gladly if I know he’s dead. He and the bitch who made him.” 

Charlie nodded slowly. “I promise to do what it takes, but you’re going to fight like never before, right?” 

“She’ll need to, dear Lionel, for tonight the foe is like no other.” 

How Henri got there mystified her, but suddenly he stood there holding a very familiar object. The sight of it momentarily stunned her. “Do you remember, sister, how many hours he held it in his hands trying to teach us the art of the sword?” Henri asked, holding their father’s sword. 

“It hurts me that what meant so much to him has ended up with you, but aside from my feelings, it can’t hurt me.” 

“I never said anything about hurting you with this useless piece of metal.” Henri raised his free hand, motioning someone forward. Ora emerged from the darkness with a struggling Piper. “Fight me, Asra, or I’ll either take her like I did your precious Angelina, or I’ll finally put this to good use,” he said, pointing the sword at Piper’s chest. 

Kendal’s limbs felt leaden with fear, and she could only watch as Henri grabbed Piper from Ora and pressed her to his chest. Piper’s eyes were glassy with tears, as if she knew exactly what kind of evil had taken her. Kendal’s smile did little to change Piper’s expression. 

She had to change her attack plan, but no matter what happened to her, she’d get Piper back to her life. 

“You’re getting better at clearing your mind, sister, but when you 
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love so deeply it’s like leaving blood drops to her door. You made it easy for me.” 

“Be still, little one,” she told Piper, still smiling to try to reassure her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

Henri ran his tongue up the side of Piper’s neck and nipped the tender skin at the base. “My sister loves making promises she can’t keep,” Henri said softly into her ear. “I, though, swear you’ll be mine before the sun rises.” 

Piper closed her eyes when Henri dropped his hand to her hip, but Kendal’s anger rose with his hand as he started to caress Piper’s body, ending at her right breast. She took deep breaths to keep calm, but something snapped when he placed his palm over Piper’s breast and squeezed. 

“I never have understood why you don’t bed these women you find,” Henri said, looking at her as he continued to touch Piper. “You’ve got talent for finding beauty, and yet you go through this courting ritual with such thoroughness that they become totally defenseless against that charm of yours. Is that the reason? You want them creaming their pants?”  He  laughed,  then  kissed  Piper’s  temple.  “You  don’t  need  to jump through so many hoops. Angelina struggled at first, but she was in ecstasy by the time we finished. She couldn’t get enough.” 

Breaking  every  rule  of  combat,  she  ran  forward  and  lunged  at Henri  with  her  sword,  trying  to  stab  him  anywhere  she  could  reach without hurting Piper. Sparks flew when Henri pushed Piper aside and stopped her attack with his blade. With a flick of his wrist, he dislodged her sword and kicked her in the stomach. 

“This is the Clan’s great slayer,” Henri said, following with a kick to her face that made her mouth fill with blood. “You always thought me lacking, but I took what Raad gave me and improved it, just like I changed my life for the better by becoming something you’ll never be able to defeat.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” She spit the blood out and rose to her knees to deflect any more blows. 

“Raad gave me life, then pushed me aside when you came, only to destroy our family.” Henri stood in front of her, twirling the sword as if to impress her. “I paid him back by devoting myself to Ora and the power she gave me. I gave his sword to Wadham, and he made it over as many times as it took, waiting for this day.” 

“That’s your problem, Abez,” she said, grabbing his foot when he tried to kick her again. “No one pushed you aside.” He fell on his face 
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when she twisted his foot hard, flipping him. “You were nothing but a drunk who thought if he whined enough about the unfairness of his life, you could get by without having to earn anything.” She didn’t let go of him as she stood up. “That act got old by the time you were ten, so don’t blame Father for your immaturity.” 

Henri  tried  to  reach  blindly  for  his  sword,  but  she  held  him  in place.  “You  became  a  monster  so  willingly  because  you  didn’t  get enough attention? You’re even more pathetic than I thought. I might have  forgiven  you  if  you’d  told  me  that  bitch  forced  you  into  this hideous thing you’ve become.” 

The moment she released him, Henri scrambled to his feet and looked frantically for his sword when he saw she had her katana back. 

“Pathetic better describes you,” he said, doing well to meet her stroke for  stroke.  “You’ve  lived  all  this  time  for  what?  To  do  the  Elders’ 

bidding but never join their ranks. That makes you no better than your slave Charlie. Ora gave me true life and, with it, the opportunity to rule with her.” He struck so hard she had to use both hands to defend herself, leaving her open to his fist that landed on the side of her head. 

“The  beginning  of  the  Clan’s  end  comes  with  you.”  Henri  stopped talking abruptly when she got past his defenses and landed two kicks to his chest. As he lost his balance, he screamed when she jabbed him completely through the leg. 

“It’s not that easy,” she said, slicing through his dominant sword hand. “You can say whatever convinces you of your importance, but don’t pretend you know anything about me or my life. Tonight is about you and everything you have to answer for.” She raised her sword, ready to bury it in his chest. “That list is long, and I’m here to collect.” 

“Then  consider  this  my  down  payment,  idiot,”  Henri  said, smiling. 

Kendal turned her head, but not in time to move before Ora drove her blade through her, and she saw the point when she glanced down. 

In dealing with Henri she’d taken her eyes off Charlie and Ora, and it had cost both her and Charlie dearly. He was behind Ora but holding his arm against his chest, and it appeared Ora had come close to severing Charlie’s hand. 

The pain was excruciating, and she tried to stay conscious so she could save both Charlie and Piper, but as the blood flowed freely from her wound she saw no way to destroy either Henri or Ora. She bit back a moan when Ora twisted her blade and drove it in until the hilt rested against her back. She hadn’t blacked out because Ora’s hit had missed 



• 250 •

alI ValI

her heart. From somewhere she couldn’t pinpoint, Piper screamed in a way that haunted her. 

“Let me go, goddammit,” Piper yelled, apparently at Charlie. “I can’t lose her.” 

“Charlie, keep  her  from  seeing  the  rest,”  she  said  in  French  as loud  as  she  could.  “She  doesn’t  deserve  those  nightmares  added  to the ones she already has.” Her voice wasn’t loud but Charlie must’ve understood, because suddenly the night went quiet again. 

“All that loyalty wasted on Charlie, only to have him run at the first chance,” Henri said, laughing. 

“I owe you an apology, precious,” Ora said, yanking the blade free with another twist. “I’ve thought for so long I’d chosen the weaker of Raad’s children, but your sister shows the fight of a tame puppy. You’ve proven yourself smarter and stronger. Now finish it.” 

Henri picked up his sword with his uninjured hand and drove it close to where Ora had stabbed her. “I wanted Father’s blade to taste your blood before I take your greatest weakness from you.” 

“What’s that, my unfortunate luck in siblings?” she asked, gasping from the pain. 

“Your heart, Asra, and its infinite capacity for caring, sets us apart. 

I’m going to rip it from your chest, and while you watch it beating in my hand, I’m going to drain whatever blood hasn’t spilled down your shirt.” He bent at the waist and pressed his index finger to her forehead to force her to look at him. “Will it taste as sweet as Father’s?” 

“If you sit long enough by the river of life, you’ll see the bodies of your enemies float by,” she said to Ora with effort. 

“Henri, this is no time for games. Give me what I want,” Ora said. 

“And does the pain make you talk in riddles, Asra? If so, you won’t have to suffer much longer.” 

“Actually, the pain clears my mind.” She looked into Ora’s eyes and smiled. “My teacher said I’d never know death, but she couldn’t erase pain. The answer to what needs to be done, though, lies in the pain.”“More riddles?” Ora asked, slapping her. 

“The meaning of the proverb is that you should never claim victory until your enemy’s dead and the lifeless body passes you by. Don’t trust anything but your own eyes.” 

“What does that mean?” Ora demanded, holding her hand up to stop Henri. 
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“It means I know Abez better than you ever will, no matter how many years he’s been your lapdog. It also means my body is neither lifeless nor dead, witch.” She struggled to her feet and raised her hand, stunning both of them into watching her. Ora noticed the katana flying toward her, but couldn’t reach it before Kendal grabbed it. Charlie had followed her directions and not tried to help as Ora and Henri used her as target practice. He’d waited to throw her weapon back when she was ready.Once she was able to stand upright, she took a deep breath and tried to bury the pain like Morgaine had taught her. Henri had snapped out of his stupor and screamed as he ran toward her, holding his sword above his head. She used the dagger she’d taken from her boot to parry. 

Ora had also armed herself again, but Kendal stood between them with her back against one of the porch’s pillars, fending them off. 

Moving made her feel like the wounds weren’t bleeding as much, so  she  came  down  with  both  hands,  driving  Henri  and  Ora’s  sword points into the dirt. Pushing off from her support, she gained enough momentum to get her foot high enough to reach Henri’s throat, making him pitch forward. With his head so close, she grabbed it and twisted, snapping his neck. Not a death blow, but she only needed to disable him long enough to deal with Ora. 

“What of your choices now?” she asked Ora. “If Henri had ripped my heart out, all that stood between you and victory was Charlie. I love him, but he wasn’t ready for that.” 

“You’re telling me you planned this?” Ora asked, laughing. 

“I planned on Henri being Henri, and he didn’t disappoint me. He doesn’t only live to kill, but also to inflict as much torment as he can.” 

She moved forward and disarmed the inexperienced Ora. 

“I can give you power, or I can give you pain—your choice,” Ora said, backing up with her hands in front of her. 

“I choose peace of mind.” 

Ora laughed as she reached for the pouch tied to her waist. She released the inner monster and morphed into the grotesque being Kendal had seen so many times. Here was the source of so much misery. “I’ll never allow you peace as long as I live.” 

“There’s your answer, then,” she said, moving closer toward Ora. 

“What answer?” 

“That I need to kill you to know peace.” 

Ora held her fist up as if she was going to throw something at 
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her, but Kendal held her ground. Ora backed up, murmuring softly as if reciting a spell. Kendal held her sword with the end pointed at the ground, keeping pace with Ora. 

“You’ve hidden yourself,” she said, showing no fear. “In all that time,  I  thought  you  had  finally  given  the  Elders  what  they  wanted without me having to hunt you down.” 

“You  thought  I  was  dead  by  my  own  hand?”  Ora  brought  her hands together and rubbed her palms in circles. 

“No, they knew you lived, but wherever you’d hidden was like a prison of your own making.” 

Her comment made Ora stop moving her hands and laugh. “Are you stupid? I wasn’t stuck anywhere. I was waiting for the right time to defeat those simpletons you serve. Their mistake was sending only you to face me.” 

“I got you here, didn’t I?” she asked, moving her sword so only the hilt pointed at Ora. “Or should I say, Henri got you here, because I’d be easy to beat since I’m weak and waste my time on mere mortals. Did he tell you that over and over again until it sounded like the truth?” 

“You gain nothing from all the compassion you shower on these simpletons, so it is a waste,” Henri said, making her turn around to see where he was. She looked at him standing nearby, leaning on their father’s sword. “Only the darkness contains the truth.” 

She nodded, not taking her eyes off him, but she heard Ora moving quickly behind her. “You’re right, brother,” she said, waiting until the last second. When she turned around, Ora had jumped the last five feet between them, howling with her mouth open as if she planned to use her fangs once she landed on her. 

Kendal turned toward Henri again, raising her blade and wanting to see his face when he lost what was most important to him. She felt Ora’s breath on the top of her head before the screams stopped. Her aim was true and she held the sword steady as it split Ora’s heart down the middle. 

Unlike any of Kendal’s other kills, Ora exploded, forming a cloud of red dust that caught fire and burned as it fell to the ground. Very little of Ora’s essence remained, and it swirled in the wind, scattering away from Kendal like a small swarm of mosquitoes. Ora’s remains seemed to be trying to cling to whatever life was left in her. 

v
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“Let me go, or I’ll kill her,” Henri said, holding an unconscious Piper in front of him. To make his threat real he pressed his teeth to her throat. If Kendal rushed him, she’d never make it in time before he ripped into Piper’s carotid artery. 

“Not this time, Henri. This ends here and now.” 

“Have you learned nothing about me?” he asked, not lifting his mouth  far  from  Piper’s  neck.  “I  don’t  grow  attached  to  the  weak, pathetic creatures like you do. Their only job is to worship me and give willingly all I need to exist.” 

“If you remember, you asked me to face you and fight. Let her go so you can prove how much better and stronger you are than I am.” 

“You  won’t  kill  me  because  your  love  for  this  girl  is  stronger than your hatred of me,” he said, raising his head completely but not releasing Piper. “It may piss you off that I’m your brother, but I’m still Abez.” He held up their father’s sword so she could see the blade and the writing that must have been copied numerous times when he’d had it repaired. “Knowing that, can you bring yourself to kill me if I let her go? What would our honorable father say if he were here?” 

“He was honorable, yet you killed him. That you’re capable of such an act must have killed his spirit before his heart stopped beating. 

Nonetheless, considering the type of man he was, he would tell me that every man can hope for redemption, so you deserved your freedom and chance  to  make  amends.”  Kendal  tossed  the  dagger  away  from  her. 

“Release her and I won’t come after you.” She dropped the katana next, leaving herself unarmed. “You’re right, I can’t kill you.” 

“Fool, I’ll take her and bury you for being so fucking weak.” He opened his mouth wide, ready to bite down on Piper’s neck. 

“I  didn’t  say  you  deserved  to  live,  brother,”  she  said,  stopping him. “Someone else deserves the kill more, and he’s anxious to claim that prize.” Henri squinted, but it was too late. He’d forgotten Charlie, the man he’d dismissed as insignificant, the man he’d laughed at. “I only  wanted  to  see  your  expression  before  you  have  to  face  all  the innocents you’ve killed. I hope they show you as much mercy as you gave them.” 

Henri tried to turn around, but Charlie stabbed him hard enough from  behind  to  pierce  his  heart.  Henri  disappeared  in  a  black  cloud of smoke that dispersed quickly. He was finally dead, and wherever Angelina,  Tomas,  and  Charlie’s  family  were,  enjoying  the  afterlife, they had peace. 

“Thank you,” Charlie said after dropping his sword and catching 
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Piper before she fell to the ground. “And forgive me if you had any feelings for him.” 

“My brother ceased to exist the moment Ora sank her fangs into him, so you’ve nothing to apologize for. You put the beast out of his misery.” 

Piper moaned as she started to become more alert, but she quieted down  as  if  she  recognized  her  touch  when  Charlie  placed  her  in Kendal’s arms. “Sleep now, my little one, you’re safe.” She triggered a pressure point at the base of Piper’s neck that eased her back into stillness. “Remember everything I’ve told you,” she said, and kissed Piper’s forehead. 

“I’ll put her inside,” Charlie offered. 

“You need to take her home.” She held Piper closer to her and inhaled  the  scent  of  her  perfume.  “Take  care,  and  I  want  you  to  be happy,” she said, kissing Piper’s lips this time. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Charlie, you know that’s the right thing. Piper deserves someone who can make her happy and fill her life with love and joy.” She was too weak to stand with Piper in her arms, so she released her to Charlie. 

“Have one of the staff take her home, clean her up, and leave no trace of us behind.” 

“She deserves better than that from you.” Charlie cradled Piper, his injured hand still bleeding. 

“No, Charlie.” She propped herself against the lattice that wrapped the bottom of the porch. “She deserves better than me.” 
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chapTer TwenTy-four

No!” Piper screamed as she sat straight up in her bed. The blinds were open, and it took her a minute to figure out she was in her own home, safe from any danger. Her shoes sat neatly by the  bed,  and  she  was  in  her  pajamas.  She  felt  well  rested,  so  she’d obviously slept, making her question her overwhelming urge to cry. 

“Hey, you’re awake,” Hill said from the doorway. She had a cup of coffee in one hand and a folded section of the paper in the other. “I was just coming to get you up. Want something for breakfast?” 

“Why are you here?” She rubbed her face, trying to focus on why her heart was racing. 

Hill sat in the chair by the window and stretched her legs. “I kept calling and you didn’t answer, so I came over to see if you were all right. You know, Piper, I realize this is a gated community, but you really shouldn’t leave your door unlocked if you sleep like the dead.” 

She had no memory of the previous night except coming home after she’d dressed and left Kendal’s room. Why couldn’t she remember? It wasn’t like she’d gone out drinking or taken something that fogged her mind. “I must’ve been out for the night.” 

“You sure you’re okay? You look a little dazed.” Hill moved to the bed and sat on the edge, her fingers coming away wet when she touched Piper’s cheek. 

“I’m fine, just still tired, I guess.” She reached for the cup Hill had placed on the nightstand, but it fell from her hand when she looked at the small glass sitting next to it. Someone had put the daffodil Kendal had given her in water and left it next to the bed for her to see. She could’ve forgotten putting it there, but the vase it sat in wasn’t hers. 

She  suddenly  remembered  the  strange  woman  standing  behind Kendal and running her through with an old-looking sword. 
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 “Are  you  Piper  Marmande?”  The  question  came  through  the intercom from a voice she didn’t recognize. 

 “Can I help you?” Piper looked through the peephole to see who’d gotten past the security gate without being announced. 

 “I have news of your friend Kendal Richoux. May I come in?” 

 He kept his head bowed, his fingers long and pale as they rested on the button of the intercom. She was about to unlock the door when she remembered what Kendal had told her about letting anyone in. “Can you tell me from out there? I’m not dressed to answer the door.” 

 “Miss Marmande, your friend’s in trouble and needs you. But I’ll understand if you don’t want to help, and I’m sure she’ll understand that you don’t want to be involved.” His hand dropped and the man turned to go. 

 “Wait!” Piper opened the door and stood just inside it. “Please don’t go.” 

 “You must invite me in, Miss Marmande.” 

Piper  had  found  herself  at  Oakgrove  to  see  Kendal’s  murder. 

Charlie  had  kept  her  safe,  and  she  was  now  convinced  Kendal  had sacrificed her life to save her. 

“Piper, come on. You’re scaring me.” 

“We have to go.” She fought with the blankets and Hill to get off the bed. “We have to go now.” 

“Okay, honey, we’ll go. You just need to tell me where and I’ll take you.” 

“Kendal…Kendal needs me.” Being trapped on the bed frustrated her, and her tears were making it harder to escape. “Oh, God, Hill, I think she’s dead. I saw so much blood, so much.” 

“Piper, you have to calm down and breathe. What about blood? 

Whose was it?” 

“Kendal’s. This man came here and this woman stabbed her.” 

“You aren’t making a whole lot of sense, and I’m sure Kendal’s fine. You just had a bad dream.” Hill helped Piper out of the bed, and she ran to her closet to throw something on. 

She was despondent on the drive out of the city, and Hill couldn’t get her to snap out of her stupor. She made Hill press the buzzer, hoping to find Kendal in a good mood. The intercom was silent though the gate opened. 

Her dread doubled when she saw Charlie standing on the porch. 
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He looked more relaxed, as if someone had lifted a weight from his shoulders. “Welcome back.” 

“Can you get Kendal for us? Piper really needs to see her,” Hill said as she helped Piper from the car. 

“He can’t,” Piper whispered. “I’m right, aren’t I?” 

Charlie nodded and tried to offer a warm smile. Kendal had left that morning, and it would be decades before she’d walk these grounds again,  if  ever.  Oakgrove  had  been  Kendal’s  refuge  for  only  a  short period before it became the harbor for her greatest pain. Coming back had only proved that she was still suffering. 

Jacques had spent more time with Angelina, but Charlie suspected that Piper had reached deeper inside Kendal in the few weeks they’d known each other. Kendal had fallen in love, and once again Henri had stolen the beauty of her feelings from her. Charlie didn’t agree, but he understood her decision to walk away. 

“She’s gone, Miss Marmande. I’m sorry.” 

“Where is she?” Hill demanded. 

“If you have any questions pertaining to any business dealings, her assistant in the New York office will be available to help you. That’s all I can tell you. I’m sorry.” 

Piper leaned against the car and cried. “She gave me her word. 

She promised me,” she screamed at him. 

He couldn’t stand to see her suffer. He imagined that she felt the same pain that he had when he lost his family. “You were her main concern, Miss Marmande. She told me how special you were and how much she came to care about you. Perhaps you can use that as a stepping stone to find someone who can give you what Kendal could not.” 

Piper stared at him with eyes so dead, they didn’t appear to belong to her. “There’ll be no one else.” 

“You’re young, so don’t give up so easily,” he said, a hand on her shoulder. 

A slight smile tried to crack the corners of Piper’s lips but wasn’t quite successful. “I have a feeling you know all too well what I’m going through and that what I’m saying is true. As much as I fought it and didn’t want to like her, I ended up falling in love with her. A life without her will be empty.” 

“You are wise for one so young. Be well, Miss Marmande, and feel free to visit here as often as you like. You’ll always be welcome at Oakgrove.” She nodded and turned to head back to the car door. “If only a magic wizard could lift your spirits,” he said as he closed her 



• 258 •

alI ValI

door and bent down to the open window to smile and place his hand on her shoulder one last time. 

“What an odd thing to say,” Hill said, starting the car. 

Late that night, the clue hit Piper like a blow to the chest. She moved silently past Hill, who was sleeping on her sofa, and headed to her car. 

The bartender at Oz just continued to wipe her hands on the bar towel and stared at her after she asked to be taken upstairs. Not bothering with introductions, the bartender led her to the office door. 

“Have a seat and Lenore will be with you shortly. Do you want anything to drink?” 

“What are all these books?” She stood at the railing and looked at the shelves. 

A  beautiful  brunette  emerged  from  the  stacks,  holding  out  her hand and waiting for Piper to take it. “They’re our true history, child, and the tales of our greatest heroes and warriors. I’m Lenore and this collection is mine.” 

“It’s a rather odd spot to keep them, but you have an inordinate amount here.” She barely noticed that Lenore had yet to let go of her hand  because  she  was  so  focused  on  her  eyes. What  were  the  odds that Kendal, Charlie, the bartender, and Lenore would share the same unique pale blue color with the yellow flecks surrounding the irises? 

“So I’ve heard, and from your presence I can tell Charlie has done his job well in guiding you here. What can I do for you?” 

“I want to know what happened to Kendal.” 

“Are you sure? Kendal’s story is a long one.” Lenore guided her to a set of comfortable reading chairs and poured her a cup of tea. 

“What can I tell you to make you believe how much I care about her? If she’s hurt or needs me, I want to go to her, and if she’s dead, I’ll have something to look forward to when I die.” 

“Piper, may I call you Piper?” She nodded. “I’ve known Kendal for a very long time. She’d want you to choose happiness, even if it meant you’d find it with someone else, someone like your friend Hill, perhaps. She tries to hide her feelings, but she loves you a great deal.” 

“If our heads chose our loves for us, the world would make more sense, I suppose, but they don’t. Our hearts make our choices, and we can only follow. Kendal’s the last person my head would have picked, but my heart cannot live without her, not anymore.” 

“You sound like a poet, child. I asked Kendal once what she feared most,” Lenore said, closing her eyes and smiling. “Her answer was not 
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one thing but three. She told me she feared vampires, demons, and God. 

Can you guess why?” 

Piper stared at Lenore, wondering if the book lover was also a whiskey  lover  because  of  the  strange  change  of  topics.  “She  has  a strange but vivid imagination?” 

“She’s more of a straightforward tactician than a dreamer, but I found her answer interesting. Vampires because they’re a major reason Kendal has lived for so long, and demons because they can alter the fate of humankind if left unchecked.” 

“Why God?” 

“I would have thought because of what man does to his fellow man in the name of a supreme being, but she had a different reason. To believe in the concept of a guiding spirit who helps you in all things, especially in our darkest hour, is to believe in love. Love, though, not one of her answers, is what I think she fears most. I believe she thought it was the one gift she’d never allow herself to experience fully.” 

Piper sat back into the cushions and wanted to scream. “But I love her. Didn’t she realize?” 

“I believe she did.” Lenore rose from her seat and offered Piper a hand up so she could walk her to a large library desk. “Piper, I need you to dig inside yourself and find the small child you once were, the one who believed in fairy tales.” Piper looked at the closed book entitled Asra. “It’ll take me a while, but I’d like to tell you a story.” Lenore flipped  it  open  to  the  first  page  and  showed  her  a  sketch  of  Kendal dressed as an Egyptian soldier. “Born decades before the Christ child, Asra came into the world destined to serve the first and only female pharaoh, and then the Genesis Clan,” Lenore said. 

Lenore flipped the pages of the great book as she told Kendal’s story: who she was in every lifetime, and all the demons and monsters she had fought along the way. Piper filled in the pictures in her head by looking at a detailed illustration of every identity Kendal had taken. 

Page  after page contained stories  and  pictures of  the same beautiful eyes and flirtatious smile dressed in the garb of a warrior. 

After a week Lenore stopped talking, making Piper open her eyes. 

As long as she had sat in Lenore’s library, she hadn’t tired of listening to  her  melodious  voice  weaving  a  tale  of  fantasy  she  was  sure  was meant to make her feel better. Lenore’s staff had given her a place to sleep and taken care of all her needs as Asra’s story unfolded. The way Lenore told it made her want to believe, but rationally she dismissed it all as fiction. The total silence surprised her. 
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“Well?” Lenore asked. 

“I want to thank you for your hospitality and kindness, Lenore. 

Listening to you almost made me forget the pain of losing her.” 

“You don’t believe me?” Lenore asked with a sigh. 

“It’s a wonderful story, but no. As much as I want it to be true, I know better.” 

“Why  not  allow  yourself  the  pleasure  of  believing  a  little  bit? 

What would be the harm?” 

Piper smiled and shook her head. “Because I have to hang on to what little sanity I have left. The image of that sword slicing through her chest almost makes me crazy, and my grandparents don’t deserve for me to wander off into a make-believe world of vampires and immortals to make it easier to accept the truth that she’s gone.” 

“Then we have misjudged you,” Piper heard a woman say from the shadows. The sun had just set, and she and Lenore were bathed in the soft light of reading lamps and candles, making it hard to see into the stacks. “Asra deserves a woman who believes in the totality of who she is and, more important, who she has been.” 

“Who are you? Show yourself,” Piper said. 

“She’s no threat, Piper, be still.” Lenore frowned in the direction of  the  woman’s  voice.  “Would  you  like  to  come  out,  or  have  you developed a case of shyness after all these years?” 

A  beautiful  blonde  stepped  forward,  and  Piper  recognized  her from the first pages of the book. “We’ve fought the Elders for naught, Lenore.” 

“Don’t  be  so  pessimistic,  Morgaine.  She’s  defeated  two  of  her greatest enemies, and I have faith that love will be her reward.” Lenore put her hand on Piper’s forearm. “Piper, this is the Elder Morgaine. 

She’s Asra’s watcher and teacher.” 

“Look, ladies, this has been fun, but we’ve got to face reality—

Kendal’s gone.” Piper stood up. 

“If you walk out, she’ll be dead to  you,” Morgaine said icily, “but being immortal means that you never die, Miss Marmande. Not ever. 

Leave, and we’ll never acknowledge you again. Kendal’s memory will be all you have left of her.” 

“Where is she, then?” 

Morgaine handed her an airline ticket to Italy. “We leave in the morning. You can refuse my offer if you like, but with or without you I’m going to see her.” 
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“She’s alive?” Piper was almost afraid to ask. 

“As much as the characters in Lenore’s book.” 

v

After a lot of apologies and explanations to her family, Piper met Morgaine at the airport. She still didn’t believe she’d find Kendal, but she couldn’t take the chance of not trying. 

She peered at her traveling companion when they reached cruising altitude,  jealous  of  Morgaine’s  looks  and  self-assurance.  “Were  you lovers?” 

“Should I lie?” Morgaine asked, reclining her seat and closing her eyes.“I’m not that fragile.” 

“Yes, we were, but I think I should’ve paid better attention that last time.” 

Piper swallowed hard, wishing she’d let Morgaine lie. “Why, you find someone better?” 

Morgaine’s  laugh  came  close  to  sparking  her  anger.  “No.  No one’s better. I just think the last time was simply that—the last. I don’t understand why, but Asra will never have room in her heart for another, which means she’ll never need another in her bed.” 

They didn’t speak again until the plane started its descent. Had Lenore been there to ask what she feared, Piper would have answered, 

“disappointment.” If Kendal wasn’t on the other end of this journey, life would always be empty, lonely, and full of disappointment. But would that be a life worth living or one she wanted? 

v

“Bona sera, Kendal. What can I get you this afternoon?” asked the waiter holding his pen to his pad. She’d been sitting in the Piazza St. Marco for a week, always at the same table and always from when the café opened. The self-imposed exile reminded her that while people would always be around her, she would always be alone. Nature was punishing her, she guessed, for defying the true order of things for so long.“A bottle of beer and a plate of figs, Tony,” she answered in perfect Italian. 
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“That sounds so Egyptian.” 

Morgaine’s velvety voice came from behind her, but she didn’t turn around. She was probably there to deliver a pep talk, and Kendal wasn’t in the mood. “I felt like returning to my roots.” 

Morgaine laughed and sat across from her. “Shouldn’t you have gone back to Egypt?” 

“It’s not like I don’t have more time than I know what to do with. 

That just might be next on my itinerary, but I’m sure my future vacation plans don’t interest you. Why are you here?” 

“I came to thank you on behalf of the Clan. I don’t need to elaborate on how you saved the lives of countless future innocents.” Morgaine put her hands over Kendal’s and kissed her rather chastely. “And I’ve come to reward you.” 

“No, thanks. I did what I was trained to do so everyone can return to their lives. This is mine, leave me to it.” She pulled her hands back, not ready to accept any type of comfort. She had avenged her father but lost Piper. The victory was hollow. 

“What of love, Asra?” 

“What of it?” she asked angrily before taking a sip of her beer, not  wanting  to  lash  out  too  harshly.  If  she  didn’t  feel  like  crap,  she would’ve laughed at the foolish question. “If you’re serious, then I’ll tell you it doesn’t exist. It’s a myth wrapped in flowers and pretty candy boxes. I’ve never given a damn how others define it, since I’ll never be able to truly experience it.” 

“You’ve told special women throughout the years that life isn’t worth living without another heart beating next to yours that cares more about you than anything or anyone.” 

“I’ve  tried  it,  Morgaine,  and  I’ve  come  to  equate  love  with someone running a sword through me. They hurt like a bitch, so I’ve sworn off both.” 

“What about Piper?” 

“What about Piper?” She was really angry now. No matter how hard she had tried to forget Piper, she saw her in every lover’s face in this romantic city. “I left her to find someone she could share a life with. 

If you want to reward me with something, watch over her and make sure she’s okay, because I can’t bring myself to do it. I want her to be happy, but I couldn’t stand to see her with someone else.” 

“She deserves to know what happened, and to know you’re not dead. Don’t you owe her that much, since she loves you?” 
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“Piper’s in love with the idea of me. She’ll find someone soon who can give her the things I can’t.” 

“But what if she wants you? Doesn’t she have a say?” Morgaine reached for her chin and made her look into her eyes. “She’s hurting, warrior mine, and only you can make that go away.” 

“How badly do you think she’ll be hurting forty or fifty years from now when she grows weaker and older by the day and I never change? 

How badly do you think it hurts to know you’ll never get to keep the love of someone who completes everything in you because you’re a freak of nature?” She drained the bottle and wiped at the tears in her eyes. “I don’t want to put myself through that again. Call me a coward, I don’t care, but I won’t do it. She’s better off without me.” 

“What if you found someone you could walk the road of forever with? Would you take a chance then?” 

Kendal smiled at her, the original forbidden fruit she could only taste but never sate her appetite. “I believe she’s off-limits, or so you keep telling me.” 

Morgaine softly slapped Kendal’s arm. “Would you be with me if you could?” She kissed her again with more familiarity and pressed her palm to her cheek. “Could you love me as much as you do Piper?” 

“I love you and want more than anything not to hurt you.” She dropped her eyes to the tabletop. 

“That’s answer enough, no need to elaborate. You love me, but you’re  in love with her.” 

Kendal thanked the waiter, who put down two fresh bottles of beer and a loaf of bread. “I guess age only makes us older sometimes, but no wiser in some arenas. Our only consolation is having the luxury of unlimited time to help heal our heartbreaks, especially when we drown them in such visual beauty.” Morgaine raised her bottle to the sunset. 

“Be well, old friend.” 

v

Morgaine watched Kendal walk toward the northern part of town. 

She hadn’t been sure if Kendal was staying in the city or retreating to her old haunts with the setting sun, but now she knew Kendal was heading out of Venice into the surrounding hills. After she flicked her wrist, one of her men took off to follow Kendal. She was sure of the final destination but wanted confirmation. 
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Now she had to deal with her other lovesick bookend. Once this was over, the two would make a stunning pair, if only because they were able to bring out every conceivable emotion in each other. Their love burned so passionately because they instinctively knew what the other needed and what drove them. Frustration, anger within reason, jealousy, affection, and devotion were always the best ingredients for love, in her opinion, and Piper and Kendal had them all. 

It  surprised  Morgaine  that  the  flame  had  kindled  so  quickly, especially  in Asra.  It  had  flickered  a  bit  at  first,  but  the  inferno  had thoroughly consumed both hearts and would ravage them if kept apart too long. Though it would cost her with both Kendal and the Elders to put Asra and Piper back together, the world needed Kendal to keep fighting, not become despondent and give up. 

“Maybe I can get her to pick up another sword once this little girl gets her hooks into her,” she said softly as she opened the door of the suite she had taken at the Lido. 

“Did you find her?” 

“Not  yet,  Miss  Marmande.  Tell  me,  are  you  always  this impatient?” 

Piper  tucked  her  feet  under  her  in  the  chair  by  the  window, apparently trying to contain her excitement. “Look, I want to believe all this mumbo jumbo you people have been feeding me, but I’ve been sitting here for hours looking at every freaking tourist who can afford one of those cute little hats ride by in a gondola. I’m about to go insane. 

I don’t think it’s too much to ask if you found her.” 

A knock at the door saved her from letting Piper see the size of her smile. “Oh, Asra, may the gods bless you and keep you strong, you’re going to desperately need it,” she thought before she opened the door. 

A young man whispered something in her ear, and she nodded and sent him on his way. 

“Well?” 

“Just  some  information  about  something  else.  Why  don’t  you retire for the evening? Tomorrow we’re heading out early for a hillside walk.”“I’m not here to sightsee, lady. I’m here to see Kendal.” Piper stood up and ran her hands through her hair, pulling it when she got to the ends. “And when I find her, I’m seriously thinking of kicking her ass.” “Asra’s the finest fighter in the Clan,” Morgaine gently reminded 
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her. “I don’t think you have the skill to swat a fly off her, much less kick her ass, as you so poetically put it.” 

“She’s also the idiot who left without saying good-bye. I already told her what thinking for me did for my disposition,” Piper said, her arms crossed. “What?” she asked when Morgaine looked at her and smiled“Listen to yourself, Miss Marmande. To talk like that, you must believe she’s alive. That’s the faith you’ll need to guide you through life if you choose to stay with Asra. I’m sorry, if you choose to stay with Kendal,” she said with a small bow of her head. 

“I love her enough to believe in anything if it gets me back to her side.”“You will receive your reward for your faith, then.” 

Piper walked close enough to her to put her hands on her shoulders. 

“You love her as well, don’t you?” 

“Asra has found her mate in you, Miss Marmande. How I feel is of no consequence.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

She walked past Piper to the window. “She is my pupil. I may not stay with her like that.” With as much of a neutral expression as she could muster, she faced Piper. “Even if the Elders allowed it, her heart would still seek you out. She loves you, Piper, and if you love her as much, I won’t mind losing gracefully.” She spread her hands out and shrugged. “Good enough?” 

“Yes, and thank you for being honest. If I find her, I’ll take good care of her.” 

“Then she’ll never want for anything.” 
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chapTer TwenTy-fIVe

Are you ready?” Morgaine asked the next morning. She looked  at  Piper  and  saw  what  Kendal  found  so  attractive. 

Piper wasn’t only beautiful, she had an aura about her that reminded Morgaine of life. 

Piper nodded and smoothed down the simple dress she had chosen to wear. “Sure.” 

After a boat and taxi ride, she walked with Piper down a deserted country road. Ten minutes later, they’d seen only a few stray goats and an occasional lone bird on the hunt for a meal. The incline they were on was getting steeper, and she slowed to accommodate Piper’s shoe selection.  Both  of  them  stopped  when  they  crested  the  hill,  and  the sudden, unexpected flash of yellow made Piper’s jaw click shut. They were extremely out of season, but daffodils, thousands of them, filled the hillside. 

“She’s good at disappearing when she wants to, even from me, but when Charlie told me what kind of flower she had given you, I knew instantly where to find her. If you want a chance, keep walking. I’ll leave you to it.” 

Piper shook her head and opened and closed her fists, trying to relax. Without another word, Morgaine headed away from her. 

Piper walked straight into the flowers, feeling guilty about the ones she trampled. After about two hundred yards she stopped and pressed her hands to her mouth to suppress a sob. If her mind had conjured up a ghost, she didn’t want to scare it away. 

Kendal turned around. “Piper?” Kendal whispered into the wind, but she heard it and almost fell over. 

“Are you real?” Piper held her hand up in midair. “Please be real.” 

Kendal moved forward with the same powerful body Piper saw when 
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she closed her eyes, though it vanished when her nightmares started and she woke with vivid images of blood. 

Kendal covered the distance quickly and wrapped her in a hug, making  her  world  right  itself.  This  was  the  warm,  safe  cocoon  she thought she’d never find again after that horrible night at Oakgrove. 

“Gods, how I’ve missed you,” Kendal said, taking a deep breath. 

“Don’t  say  anything  yet.”  Piper  put  her  arms  around  Kendal’s waist. “Just hold me.” She pressed her ear to Kendal’s chest and closed her eyes, smiling as she heard the beat of her heart. Every thump was like a balm. “Thank God I believed Lenore. She and your friends gave you back to me.” 

“I know what happened was hard, but it’s over, and you’re free to enjoy your life without fear. Forget everything you saw that night, and forget me. That’s the most valuable gift I can give you.” Kendal sounded sincere, and she seemed shocked when Piper pulled away and backhanded her in the stomach. 

“You’re  such  an  asshole,”  she  said,  enunciating  each  word carefully.  “Do  you  have  any  idea  what  I’ve  been  going  through?  I thought you were dead, and it was killing me, especially because I’d never get to tell you how I felt.” 

“Piper, I could—” 

“No, you can’t,” she shouted. “You’re going to shut the hell up and let me finish. You promised you’d come back, and I believed you. 

Finding you out here picking flowers makes me wonder why I love you.” She wanted to say so much more but couldn’t talk around her tears. “Why?” 

“You  may  not  believe  me,  but  I  left  for  you.”  Kendal  reached over to comb her hair out of her face before wiping away some of her tears. “If Morgaine helped you, you know the truth about me. That truth means you also know why the Elders gave me life and how I serve them. I’m their slayer, and I won’t subject you to that kind of darkness.” 

She kissed Piper’s forehead and held her tighter. “I wish I could make this my last lifetime because I’d jump at the chance to grow old with you, but I have to accept that I’m not the right choice for you.” 

“You’re not willing to even give me a chance?” she asked, feeling better when Kendal tweaked her nose. 

“I’m immortal, not perfect,” Kendal said, smiling, “so even I’m prone to making mistakes. Leaving you for what I thought was a noble reason without telling you the truth is one of the biggest ones I’ve made in years. Can you forgive me?” 
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“Why should I?” She accepted Kendal’s hand. 

“Because it was wrong to leave you in pain,” Kendal said, kissing her knuckles. 

“But not wrong to leave me?” 

“How did Morgaine convince you about all this?” She took a step back but didn’t let go of Piper’s hand. 

“She had some help from Lenore and her book.” 

“Then think of the reality of who I am, my duties to the Elders aside. My body was frozen in time when I was twenty-four, but since then I’ve lived for over thirty-four hundred years. All those days, all the battles, and yet I’ve stayed the same. All the people who’ve been a part of my life are only memories, but the pain of losing them is still fresh in here,” she said, tapping over her chest. “I pray for your happiness, but the small part of my heart that’s selfish is trying to save itself the agony of letting you go. I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but I can’t imagine what it will do to my sanity to watch you slip away from me years from now when you’ll be so engrained that you’ll take a huge part of me with you.” 

“So you don’t love me?” Piper let go of her hand and turned away from her. 

“Life hasn’t been easy or fair to you, but you can’t believe that.” 

“Then say it.” 

“I fell in love with you that very first day in the Palace Café when you wanted to kill me and were so ready to fight me for what you loved, you woke me out of a stupor I didn’t realize I was in. You made me remember that if I wanted to enjoy my life, it had to have meaning, and I did everything possible to spend time with you before I’d have to let you go. It would’ve been selfish to stay.” 

“You’re wrong,” Piper said, shaking her head and turning to face her again. “Leaving with my heart made you selfish, and making that decision without me makes you either an idiot or a slow learner. The selfish part of my heart refuses to walk away from you, and if you let go of your worries, I think the future, no matter how long it is, will bring you nothing but happiness. You’ll never know unless you take a chance.” 

“You’re a bit of a slayer yourself, Miss Marmande, since you’ve run through every argument I have. If you’re willing to forgive me, I’ll  do  what  I’ve  done  for  hundreds  of  years  and  not  worry  about tomorrow.” 

“I’m willing to forgive you.” 
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“Thank—” 

Piper pressed her hand over her mouth. “I wasn’t finished. I’m willing to forgive you if you won’t leave again, and you’ll talk to me about any decisions you make on my behalf.” She released Kendal and stepped back. “Think you can handle that, or is the modern version of the Southern debutante too much for you?” 

“I  promise.”  Kendal  made  an   X  over  her  heart  with  her  finger, making Piper laugh. “As for doing your thinking for you, I’m not that much of a slow learner. Your fire is your most beautiful quality, and clearly you’re the braver of us,” Kendal said, bending at the waist and bringing their heads closer together. “I’ll never waste another moment with you.” Kendal paused after tilting her head, as if asking permission to kiss her. 

Piper accepted, wanting to reconnect and show her what she felt was real. She put her arms around Kendal’s neck and didn’t stop the kiss when Kendal picked her up and cradled her. 

“Are you ready?” Kendal asked, making her nod. 

Piper recognized the small villa Kendal started walking to from the  sketches  in  Lenore’s  book.  It  appeared  ancient  but  still  in  good repair, with a great view of the water below. 

“Don’t mess up too many flowers,” she ordered. 

“You  like  them?”  Kendal  stopped  almost  at  the  center  of  the blooms. 

She pulled the leather tie from Kendal’s hair and watched it blow free in the breeze. How many of the village girls who lived hundreds of years ago had admired and become bewitched by the same beautiful locks whenever Antonio DeCristo walked these hills? It had been one of her favorite chapters of Kendal’s story. 

“They’re my new favorites.” 

“I first encountered them when I lived here, and unlike the more sought-after flowers such as roses and orchids, these have a simplicity that makes me happy.” 

The explanation warmed Piper’s heart more than the sun shining down on them. “They’re beautiful, but strange.” 

“How so?” Kendal asked, smiling in a way she could only describe as mischievous. 

“It’s fall. They shouldn’t be blooming in the wild like this until spring.” 

Kendal laughed and started walking again. “No, they shouldn’t, but we have something in common.” 
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“You didn’t.” 

“I did. It was one of only two times I upset the Elders, but look at them. Don’t they look like they should live forever?” 

Piper noticed that all the flowers Kendal had stepped on bounced back and turned their petals toward the sun. It was hard to believe how long they’d bloomed. 

“The idea’s starting to grow on me.” 

v

Kendal  put  Piper  down  when  they  reached  the  villa,  and  even though she wanted to touch Kendal, she was glad they took a short tour. The place had been modernized, but not to the point of erasing the history Piper could almost sense the walls had witnessed. 

She  touched  some  of  the  things  Kendal  had  brought  there throughout her life, but she wasn’t interested in long explanations as they walked to the bedroom. The view of Venice was beautiful as she briefly glimpsed it from the balcony in the master suite, but it couldn’t compete with Kendal. 

Piper  finally  found  the  courage  to  unbutton  Kendal’s  shirt  and drop it to the floor. She had to know that Kendal was all right, and as Kendal stood before her wearing only her pants and a smile, she saw no scars or bruises. Whatever power had kept her alive had wiped away any evidence of her injuries and put to rest any doubts about who and what Kendal was. 

“I wanted you to touch me that day in New Orleans,” she said, not moving when Kendal stepped behind her and unzipped her dress. 

“Your hands felt so good.” 

“I  wanted  to,  believe  me.”  Kendal  kissed  one  shoulder  before pushing the dress to the floor. “I was trying to be good. You did, after all, think I wanted you only for your body, and I try in all things to be noble of heart.” 

Piper  turned  around,  wearing  a  set  of  pale  blue  underwear  and enjoying the way Kendal was staring. With steady hands she unbuckled Kendal’s belt and unfastened the buttons of her pants, letting them drop to the floor. “Let’s hope you’re not so noble-minded now.” 

With what seemed like the last of her resolve, Kendal took hold of her hands as she looped her fingers under the elastic of her underwear. 

“Are you sure?” 

“You  told  me  to  wait  until  it  meant  something  to  me.  I  have.” 
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She tugged the plain white briefs Kendal seemed to like to her ankles, getting her completely naked. “I waited for you.” On instinct she sucked Kendal’s nipple into her mouth, enjoying the moan that followed. “I love you, so it means everything to me to show you.” She went willingly when Kendal lifted her off the floor. “You stir my passions, but more important, you own my heart, and you will for the rest of time.” 

Kendal laid her on the large bed, caressing the length of her with her eyes before coming to rest between her legs. The feel of Kendal’s weight made the ache of every lonely moment she’d ever experienced disappear, and she wanted to rush when Kendal placed her hand on her chest.“You’re so beautiful, I hurt from wanting you,” Kendal said in such a sincere way she felt desired. 

She turned over a little so Kendal could unfasten her bra, feeling extremely sexy when Kendal stripped it from her body with a bit of impatience, as if she was tired of the barriers between them, no matter how small. The panties came next, and Piper took a deep breath to try to relax. For the first time in her life, she wanted to give herself without reservation. 

“I love you, Piper, like I’ve loved no other before you.” Kendal rested  her  weight  on  one  elbow  so  she  could  run  her  fingers  along Piper’s eyebrows. 

“More than Angelina?” she asked, closing her eyes at her lack of self-control. It wasn’t the time, and her question caused Kendal to roll off her, but she didn’t move far away. 

“How much of the story did they tell you?” Kendal asked, lying on her side with her head resting on her palm. 

“Actually,  Lenore  went  through  all  things  Kendal,  and  that particular chapter held so much pain it was hard to listen to. I understand now why you reacted the way you did when we met more than I did when I saw her portrait. I saw only someone who looked like me, but you’ve had to carry the weight of all that pain for so long. Meeting me must have brought it back to the surface.” She didn’t feel comfortable talking about being Angelina’s replacement. 

“Lenore updates her book from the journal I keep and from the reports  Morgaine  gives  the  Elders  after  events  like  you  witnessed recently. She had to piece together the story about what happened at Oakgrove without a lot of help from me.” 

“We don’t have to talk about it now if you don’t want to,” she said when Kendal sighed. 
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“You deserve to know the totality of who I am, and why I literally hid away after all that.” 

She  placed  her  hand  on  Kendal’s  chest.  “Nothing  you  say  will change how I feel about you.” 

“I loved Angelina, but you have to understand how different things were then. In 1727, with very few exceptions, women’s lives revolved around their families and social events. I don’t mean to degrade them, but  few  females  spoke  up  because  they  were  afraid  they’d  lose  a potential husband.” 

“I would’ve been single forever,” Piper said with a smile. 

“Not  if  we’d  met.”  Kendal  rested  her  head  on  the  pillow  and opened her arms to her. “Angelina was a beautiful young woman, and her  uncle  adored  the  written  word  second  only  to  her.  It  took  me  a while to convince her that expressing an opinion and not hiding her intelligence wouldn’t scare me away. Her broad knowledge attracted her to me from the beginning.” 

“Giving her the freedom to share her true self, and the way you courted her, must’ve made her fall head over heels.” 

“She was in love…but she was in love with Jacques St. Louis. 

Granted, he was who I was in that lifetime, but because of my brother, I’ll never know if she could’ve loved…” 

“Asra,” Piper said, because Kendal obviously could not. 

“I’d taken them to Oakgrove to let her go, because while Angelina was different, she still had fantasies of her prince walking her down the aisle, followed by children nine months later. I could’ve given her the big church wedding, but not the rest. That’s why I had to break it off. 

The easiest way to do that was to tell her the truth.” 

“If  you’d  had  the  chance,  and  she’d  accepted  your  offer,  what then?” she asked, keeping her eyes closed. 

“I probably would’ve stayed with her as long as I could keep up the pretense of Jacques. I live my life in short windows of time and don’t get many opportunities to stem the loneliness.” As she spoke, Kendal rubbed Piper’s back soothingly, so she snuggled closer. “I should have protected Angelina  and Tomas  from  Henri’s  viciousness,  and  it  was hard for me to face my failure.” 

“What happens now that he’s dead?” Piper asked, realizing this question frightened her more than her first one. 

Kendal sat up, still holding her so they could look at each other. 

“If I’m completely honest, will you believe me?” 

“Sure,” she said, feeling anything but. 
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“You surprised me at first because it was like staring at my past come back to mock me, but after one short conversation, you showed me how very different you are in every way.” 

She  smiled  and  tugged  on  Kendal’s  hands.  “Is  that  a  good thing?” 

“I’ve finally become free about who I choose to be, so Kendal Richoux is only a name, but you didn’t have the illusions of Jacques. 

I’ve been myself with you from the beginning, and you kept coming back. Lenore and Morgaine stripped away my only secret, yet here you are. You know me, and you want me for who I am. That’s not only wonderful,  it’s  humbling.”  Kendal  lowered  her  head  and  kissed  her. 

“You’re the one I’ve waited so long for, and I love you.” 

“You’re very patient,” she said, biting down on Kendal’s bottom lip softly. “Not one of my good qualities.” 

“Really? I would’ve never guessed that about you.” Kendal eased her back down. “You’re always so focused.” Kendal circled her nipple lightly with her finger, making it pucker to a hard point. “So in control of your emotions when it comes to waiting for what you want.” She repeated the action on her other nipple with the same result. 

“I’d like to be coming now without a lot of wait time,” Piper said, her breathing uneven after that brief touch. “I’m focused on that most at the moment.” 

“That’s what you say, but I think you’d prefer a slow buildup.” 

Kendal ran her finger up next, tracing her lips first before moving to her chin and stopping. 

“Sounds  like  you’re  thinking  for  me  again,”  she  said,  making Kendal laugh. “My life is much shorter in years than yours, Asra, but I’ve waited for you just as long. I want you to make me yours.” 

Her request brightened Kendal’s expression. “Thank you,” Kendal said before kissing her and dragging her hand down her body at a slow, sensual, and torturous pace. “Stop me if you need,” she said, moving so she was between her legs. “I want you to always tell me what you want because I love you enough to give it to you if I can.” 

“You—” She stopped when Kendal sucked hard enough on her nipple to wake up every cell in her body. “I need you to touch me.” 

She was about to protest when Kendal lifted her head, but opened her mouth willingly when Kendal moved up to kiss her. “I’ve got other fun parts,” she said as Kendal rubbed her hard nipple under her palm. 

“Don’t worry,” Kendal said, moving her hand away again, which made her crazy. “I’m a soldier, and my training dictates that I map the 
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field.” She placed her finger on Piper’s lips, smiling when she sucked on it. “Familiarizing myself with the landscape is crucial.” She offered the  tip  of  her  thumb  next.  Piper’s  nipple  rolled  easily  between  her wet fingers when she lowered her head. “Rushing means I might miss something important in my planning.” 

When  Kendal  placed  both  hands  on  the  mattress,  Piper  looked like she was about to smack her. She knew she was driving Piper mad, but she wouldn’t rush. Piper deserved her full attention, so by the time she claimed what Piper had offered, Piper would have no doubts as to how she felt. 

Piper grabbed a fistful of Kendal’s hair when she pushed herself up, relaxing her hold when Kendal pressed her thigh between her legs. 

She glanced down after feeling how wet Piper was. It’d be cruel to make her wait anymore, so she started to move down. 

“No,” Piper said, “don’t leave. You promised.” 

“I’m  not  going  anywhere,”  she  said,  kissing  Piper  again  and rolling a little off her so she could slide her hand down the length of her. 

Piper’s skin reminded her of the first time she’d touched silk, and she stopped at the soft blond hair of Piper’s sex when she felt her quiver. 

Piper opened her eyes, as if questioning why she’d stopped, and didn’t seem to need an explanation when she spread her legs for her. “I want you to,” Piper said, gazing up at her in a way that made her eyelids appear heavy with sleep, but her breathing was fast and erratic, as if she was having trouble keeping her desires in check. 

She entered Piper with two fingers, but only the tips, before pulling out and moving them to the base of Piper’s clit. “You’re perfect,” she said as Piper arched off the bed, trying to kiss her, sucking her tongue into her mouth when Kendal met her halfway down. 

“Are you going to make me beg?” Piper asked, moaning when Kendal raised her fingers, skimming over her hard clit. “I will if you want,  I  need  you  so  much.”  Piper  clamped  her  legs  shut  when  she increased the pressure, but opened them again when she let up. “Go inside,” Piper said, bringing her feet up a little to allow her knees to fall open. “I want you inside me.” 

Kendal looked at Piper, thinking how different this was from their first meeting, and from the way Piper was smiling back, she’d guessed what was on her mind. “What can I say, you grew on me,” Piper said, tugging Kendal’s hair. 

“Then let me fill the small piece of you that’s still wanting.” She entered Piper with a slow thrust, pausing to allow Piper to adjust to her. 
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The way Piper’s sex pulsed around her fingers, she was glad for the stillness, wanting to memorize the moment. 

“I’ve waited all my life for you, Asra,” Piper said, keeping her hands around Kendal’s neck and moaning loud and long when Kendal pressed her thumb to the diamond-hard clit. 

Piper was so wet that her fingers moved easily as she set a pace to meet Piper’s hips, which rose higher and faster off the bed. Their bodies fit perfectly together, and the enjoyment intensified because they didn’t feel awkward or hesitant, even though this was new to Piper. 

From the moment she’d met Piper, she’d seen the physical beauty, but in some cases beautiful women were only pretty casings for the worst kinds of demons. Piper, though, was full of fight and loyalty for those she loved and cared about, and that drive in her hadn’t allowed Kendal to move on and leave Piper to her anger. Kendal knew Piper would be irresistible when she let go of the barriers around her heart and  gave  herself  completely.  If  Kendal  wasn’t  already  in  love,  she would’ve fallen then. 

“Look at me,” Kendal said, thrusting her fingers in completely and holding them there, but still rubbing Piper’s clit hard with her thumb. 

Piper  opened  her  eyes  and  gifted  her  with  such  an  open  expression that she released the last bit of fear that kept her from giving Piper the commitment she deserved. 

“What if you found someone you could walk the road of forever with?”  Morgaine  had  asked  her.  She  could  easily  answer  what  had seemed impossible to fathom only a few hours ago. Asked again, she’d say yes, even if forever consisted of sixty short years, if they were lucky. It was worth taking the chance because love gave her no other recourse. 

“Can you see how beautiful you are in the way I love you?” Kendal asked, still moving only her thumb. Piper held her breath, as if trying to hold back the orgasm she so obviously wanted. 

“I’ve  never  been  so  turned  on  in  my  life.”  Piper  sounded  as  if she’d been running for miles. 

Kendal pumped her hand three times, letting her thumb slam into Piper’s hardness, and Piper hissed when she pulled almost all the way out, leaving only the night air caressing Piper. 

“You own my heart. I hope you know that.” 

“Not the time for sappy, baby,” Piper said, reaching between her legs to grab her wrist. “You turned me on, got me so wet I’m dripping, and I’m so hard it’s making me crazy, so do something about it.” 
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“I’m known for my deal-closing abilities,” she said, moving her fingers in to the knuckles. 

“Prove it.” Piper arched her back, forcing her fingers all the way in when she squeezed her fingers around her wrist. “If you really love me, make me come.” 

“Whatever you want.” She started slowly again, feeling Piper’s wetness soak her entire hand, smiling when Piper pushed her onto her back.The reversal of positions allowed Piper to move as freely as she wanted and let Kendal enjoy watching as Piper pumped her hips, varying her  speed  as  if  to  hold  back  her  orgasm  a  few  times. When  Kendal reached up and pinched her nipple, Piper leaned forward and rested her hands on Kendal’s shoulders. With her eyes closed, Piper moved her hips, taking in the length of Kendal’s fingers on every downward stroke until she moaned and stopped. 

“Shit,” Piper said as she squeezed Kendal’s fingers, not seeming to stop the spasms and twitches as the remnants of her orgasm burned through her. “It’s amazing that I’ve lived this long feeling so little.” 

Piper rested her head on her shoulder, panting when she didn’t seem to have the strength to hold herself upright. “I hope you’re this passionate when I’m eighty, because I’m positive this won’t get old.” 

“I may keep you here and naked until you’re eighty. I love you, Piper,” she said, pulling out and maneuvering them under the blankets, smiling at Piper’s look of contentment. 

“What about you, love?” Piper asked. 

“What about me?” 

“I want to touch you. It isn’t fair not to return the favor,” Piper said, appearing mortified when she yawned. 

“Sleep now, little one. The Elders keep telling me to believe in eternal life, and now that I have you, I hope they’re right. With you it’ll take forever to show you how much I love you.” 

“For  future  reference,  this  is  the  perfect  time  for  sappy.”  Piper closed her eyes. 

“Don’t  worry,  I’m  taking  notes.”  She  kissed  Piper’s  forehead. 

“We’ll have plenty of time for all the things we’ll do together.” 

“Promise me again,” Piper asked, before sleep claimed her. 

“I’ll never leave you, love, and I’ll always be here to watch over you.” 
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epIlogue

They  spent  a  month  exploring  parts  of Venice  and  the surrounding  countryside,  talking  and  making  love.  It  was incredible for Kendal to finally be with someone and not have to hide any part of herself, and to find acceptance in Piper’s arms. Lenore had read Piper the Clan’s account of her life, but Piper had also listened attentively  as  Kendal  told  stories  of  the  people  she’d  met  and  the lessons they’d shared with her. 

Her life before Piper had been full, and she’d tried to find people and things to bring joy into it, like her brief relationship with Angelina and Tomas. Now she was content to watch Piper sleep every night after they’d  made  love,  holding  her  until  morning. That  so  simple  an  act would bring her so much peace made her love for Piper grow. 

While their time together quieted the warrior spirit in Kendal, it had brought Piper to life in a way that made her feel like nothing could penetrate  the  happiness  she’d  experienced.  She’d  never  had  a  lover who took such time and seemed to get so much pleasure from trying to give her everything she’d dreamed of. 

Kendal didn’t have to tell her how much she loved and cherished her; Piper could see it in her eyes and feel it every time they touched. 

They hadn’t been together that long, but Piper didn’t doubt that what they’d found was permanent. That was why she’d asked Kendal the most daunting question the week before as they lay on one of the chairs on the balcony watching the sun burn the dew from the fields. She was that sure. 

She kneeled next to Kendal and asked her to mix the elixir of the sun for the third time. Kendal didn’t say anything as she explained her reasons. “I don’t want to live forever if I can’t share eternity with you, 
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and I can’t imagine leaving you in death to go on alone.” This was the only way she could prove how much she loved Kendal, and was why they were back in the field of Kendal’s daffodils. 

The dawn wasn’t far off, but Piper could see what Kendal was doing  in  the  light  from  the  full  moon.  Kendal  had  bathed  her  like Lenore had described Morgaine doing for Kendal in the pool of their oasis, and now she knelt before Piper mixing a multitude of ingredients and speaking a language she didn’t understand. 

Kendal dropped in the last item before looking at her. “Are you sure? Once it’s done, no one can undo it. You will move forward in time, but you can’t return to this moment.” 

It looked like water, but released a yellow vapor, so Piper assumed it was ready. She knew she could back out and Kendal would understand. 

“I don’t remember very much of the French I learned in school, but a phrase came back to me this morning.” 

“You don’t have to do this,” Kendal said, obviously taking her ramblings as a sign of her uncertainty. 

“Let me finish,” Piper said, smiling. “Do you know what  toujours ici means?” 

“Always here.” 

“In Lenore’s book, that will be the chapter title of our story. I’ll always be here for you, my love.” She placed her hand over Kendal’s heart. “Am I sure? As sure as I am in my love for you.” 

Kendal handed her the chalice and said, “Then you’ll walk at my side for as long as the world exists. For three thousand years I’ve lived and learned all I could, but it’s taken me only a very short time to learn my most valuable lesson.” 

“What’s that, my love?” 

“That I cannot, and do not, want to live without you.” 

Piper held up the cup in a toast and smiled before she brought it to her lips, tasting it tentatively at first, then draining it when she felt like she was drinking in a cool flare from the sun. When the elixir had done its work, Piper opened her eyes on a new world, and her skin began to tingle as the sky lit with the first rays of sunrise. 

Kendal focused on the small twitches in Piper’s body, a sure sign that  the  elixir  was  bonding  with  every  fiber,  bone,  and  muscle.  She laughed with Piper threw the cup away and held her hand out. When their eyes met, Kendal gasped. 

For the first time since the elixir had existed, it failed to make the  physical  change  that  marked  Piper  as  a  child  of  the  Clan.  The 



 Balance of forces: Toujours IcI

• 279 •

other physical changes Kendal witnessed left no doubt that Piper was immortal, but her eyes were still green. 

“What’s wrong?” Piper gripped her hands with strength that only the elixir could provide. 

“Your eyes,” she said, as the legend Lenore had told her at the beginning of their training came to mind. 

“We have a matching set, huh?” Piper asked. 

“No, but it makes no difference to what’s important.” She didn’t want Piper to worry. 

Lenore had spoken of this as their training was coming to an end, outside Giza, in 535 BC. 

 “Before  the  first  of  the  Elders  perfected  the  potion  you  drank, Asra, one of the old ones from their tribe gifted with the sight of a seer told of a vision he’d had shortly before his death.” 

 “What was it?” she asked, stopping her sword drill, as she usually did when Lenore spoke of demons and monsters. 

 “A woman will come to drink one day long from now, but she will keep the one thing that will set her apart from the rest of us. That will show her lover who she’s awakened.” 

 “Interesting,” she said, laughing. “This doesn’t sound like you, Lenore, but like one of those romantic tales you love to read when you think I’m not paying attention.” 

 “This might be important to you one day, so listen closely,” Lenore said. Kendal sheathed her sword and sat. “This woman will become an Elder and wield tremendous power.” 

 “You, Morgaine, and the others have made it clear what my place will be, so thanks for the story, but I don’t see what it has to do with me.”“The scroll states that the woman will join the ranks of the Elders with her green eyes and heart of a lion, though she’ll be no warrior. 

 Rather, she will join with the warrior and bring light to the darkness, beginning with her lover.” 

Kendal had laughed it off as a romantic tale back then, but the prophecy fulfilled itself right in front of her. She cried from the happiness of knowing she’d never be alone again. Piper was her salvation, and her love for her would outlast the stars. Mixing the elixir again might have broken her promise to the Elders, but it had proved that her choice was just. Piper was her fate. 
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“Are  you  okay?”  Piper  asked,  looking  at  her  as  if  she  was worried. 

“I love you.” She kissed Piper and the sun started to rise. 

Across the globe, after weeks of spells, another immortal gained a new surge of power. The young female vampire saw the cloud of red dust flying toward her and laughed. Her magic had finally worked. She opened her arms and accepted Ora’s spirit and strength into her heart. 

The new Queen of the Vampires existed, and when the unholy union ended, she opened her eyes on her new world. 

“Asra,” she said. 

The  battle  would  begin  again,  but  for  now Asra  and  Piper  had found their missing half in each other. Their love would make them strong, but not invincible. 
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Accidents  never  Happen  by  David-Matthew  Barnes.  From  the moment Albert and Joey meet by chance beneath a train track on a street in Chicago, a domino effect is triggered, setting off a chain reaction of murder and tragedy. (978-1-60282-235-1) In Plain View, edited by Shane Allison. Best-selling gay erotica authors create the stories of sex and desire modern readers crave. (978-1-60282-236-8)
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