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      DÁIRE

      New Orleans, April, 1806

      We stood in the mud at the edge of the Mississippi, having walked upriver a mile or so from the town of New Orleans. In this forlorn spot, shrouded in mist rolling off the slowly moving water, we were unlikely to be disturbed by anyone. We required a certain privacy, for we expected our task to be difficult.

      Or even deadly.

      The ground around us was flat and bare, and the flame of my vampire daughter Dorothea’s oil lantern barely penetrated the sullen air. Clouds dampened the moon, and while all of us could have seen without the lantern, there was something comforting about that muted light.

      At least I found it so. If that little flame could endure, so too could we withstand the evil we were about to face.

      Javier, a young wolf from the local pack, assisted us by digging a pit in the mud, water seeping in from the bottom as he dug.

      “That’s probably deep enough,” Libbie said. Libbie Leloup was my daughter’s closest friend. She was also a werewolf of some prominence, and it was she who’d arranged for our young helper.

      “All right then, let’s see if this will work.” I lay a length of thick canvas across the bottom of the pit, where the air stank of mud and of dead things. From a leather satchel, Libbie brought out an armload of firewood. She arranged it over the canvas, stuffing branches and leaves in the gaps, and her young wolf brought out a tinderbox. Striking the flint, he managed a fire, the flames smoldering in the damp air.

      It was time. I slipped on a pair of gloves and opened the valise. There. The book.

      The book.

      A malevolent relic of an earlier time, one we’d retrieved from the home of a vampiress who’d harbored dreams of sovereignty. Mlle Arsenault’s goal had exceeded her grasp and she had not survived our final encounter, but in our attempt to break free of her, I’d touched the thing. Even with the book wrapped in a velvet bag, in that moment I’d felt a surge of power unlike anything I’d ever experienced. For much too long, I’d felt invincible, capable of any task, wholesome or wholly evil. My overwhelming lesson was that no one under the moon or the sun could be trusted with that book, so I’d carried it home, sure I would destroy it or die trying.

      Now I prepared to toss it in the fire.

      In the months since the book had been in my possession, I’d only once dared to take it out of its black velvet bag. I wore the thickest leather gloves I could find, and still I felt as if my hands glowed for days. I’d barely turned a page, only enough to see that the opening lines had been written in Latin, using an ink that smelled like blood.

      The book’s power was all-encompassing.

      Even now, my palms itched with desire. It would be so easy to pull off my gloves and remove the book from its velvet bag. To feel its hard, smooth surface and the burn of its power. To open myself and fully realize what that power could do.

      But I would not. Like Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane, I let the cup pass me by. I would never know whether I was capable of controlling the book’s power, for with no further preamble, I tossed it into the flames.

      The fire went out.

      “Hell,” Javier yelped. Out of all of us, he had the least understanding of our task, and yet he was the most nervous, the aroma of his sweat almost sweet in the fetid air.

      The rest of us—Libbie, Dorothea, and myself—stayed silent, disappointed but not entirely surprised. Earlier in the week, we’d bribed a priest to bless a bucket of water, making it holy, and we’d put the book in it, hoping the wicked power binding the thing together would dissolve.

      The book stayed dry.

      “There’s something else we can try,” Dorothea said. She was tall, and slender, and as fierce as a blade. After countless years together, I valued her opinion above all others.

      “I’d hoped fire would work.” My palms itched viciously.

      “We don’t have much choice, Dáire.” Libbie pulled a long silver knife from a sheath belted around her waist and held it out to me.

      I took it because Libbie was right. We didn’t have many choices left. We needed to destroy this book before someone discovered we had it and stole it away. Worse, my determination might fail, and I would use the thing.

      I could not allow that to happen.

      The shades who followed me murmured their agreement. The spirits of every man, woman, and child I’d killed over my long life were doomed to follow me, a Greek Chorus of misery. They gathered around me now, a mute offering of insubstantial support for what I was about to do.

      The book had still been in its velvet bag when I tossed it in the fire. Now I lifted it from the pit by the twisted rope that held the bag closed, as nervous as Javier, though where his nerves grew out of ignorance, I knew very well what I was about to do. Crossing to a clear area in the mud, some distance away from the others, I went to my knees and loosened the bag’s closure.

      I could not wear gloves for this act—channeling the power of the book was the point—and it felt heavy in my hands, its weight dragging me toward the earth.

      Almost as if the thing knew I meant to use it against itself.

      My body no longer needed to breathe, yet still I inhaled deeply, willing myself calm. The book slid from the velvet bag and hit the mud with a soft thud. I clutched the dagger in my left hand, hard enough to make my knuckles crack. It was time. Drawing as much courage as I possessed, I lay my right hand palm flat on the book’s smooth surface.

      Fire raced through my body. Cold fire, that did not burn. I might have laughed, maybe shrieked. Either way, it took me a moment to remember my intention.

      Because rather than destroy the book, I wanted to revel in it, to bathe myself in its endless power. “There’s so much I could do. So much good.” Did I speak the words or merely think them? I hardly knew.

      You’re wrong.

      The voice was stern, the tone harsh; one of the shades rebuking my deepest self. And that shade told the truth. I was in no way strong enough to force the book from evil to good, if that was even possible.

      Thanking those shades still crowded around me, I raised the knife. “To hell you shall return,” I said, and with all the force I could muster, I brought the dagger down.

      My knife pierced the book’s smooth surface and slipped through until the tip of the blade hit mud. My arm locked, the knife itself fighting me. I wrenched it free and brought the knife down again.

      Again it bit deep. Or did it?

      The muscles in my arm bunched and my eyes opened. The surface of the book was unmarred, my blade caught an inch or two above it. Throwing my weight into the fight, I tried again to stab the thing.

      My arm did not move.

      I had not damaged the book, although my muscles remembered the action. I continued to wrestle with it until blood sweat beaded on my brow and I lost track of time. I’d be there still if the chorus of shades hadn’t finally broken through my anguish. The shades, and Dorothea, who put a hand on my shoulder and, when I didn’t respond, knelt beside me and roughly took hold of my face.

      “Dáire. Let go.”

      I blinked, dragging unneeded air into my lungs, and let the knife fall to the mud. Sitting on my heels, I stared at the book’s unbroken surface. “We cannot unmake this thing.” My voice was rough, my spirit weighed down with despair.

      Dorothea nodded. “Holy water, fire, and silver have all failed.”

      Rubbing my face with my palms, I sighed. “We cannot bury it. The land here is too wet. Already the bodies of the dead float to the surface in the graveyards. Perhaps there’s some other way.”

      Libbie came closer, her eyes fierce and lips pressed in a grim line. “We’ll wrap it in chains and give it to the sea captain. He can take it to the middle of the ocean and throw it overboard.”

      The sea captain. Clifton. The reason for the ache in my heart. After a few short days together, Clifton had set sail, and he had not yet returned.

      “Yes, we can give it to Clifton,” I said. If we ever see him again.
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      THOMAS

      I took a deliberate step onto the plank, squinting into the rising sun. My weight made the board sway in an ongoing discourse between the ship and the waves below. The plank shifted, but I did not. I strode out over the water, moving surely, long accustomed to the ocean’s buck and swing.

      The ocean, my dream, my mistress, and someday, likely, my death.

      But not today.

      I reached my destination, the Spanish galleon Santa Matilda, and stepped heavily so my heels knocked on the wooden deck to announce my arrival. Behind me, three members of my crew came across, carrying another board. Sailors on both ships lashed the two together and added a third, creating a more stable route to carry booty to Le Rêve.

      “Salut, Cap’n.” My first mate, Micajah Long, greeted me in choppy French. “Ils sont dans le cabine du capitaine.” They’re in the captain’s cabin.

      Short and stocky, with a peg leg and uncertain grooming, he went by Cager, and he’d led the initial assault, knocking out the galleon’s limited defenses. This ship might have been built for war, but greed had filled its gun decks with cargo.

      “Bien.” I kept my expression stern and my pace steady. For this adventure, I carried a letter of marque from France, so today we were Frenchmen. Cager and I knew our parts and we’d play them to the hilt.

      My boatswain, McGilvery, stood guard over a group of Spanish sailors on the forecastle, his pair of flintlock pistols enough to hold them. McGilvery had a steady hand but ambition gleamed from his dark eyes. In that way, it was like looking in a mirror, one I would not hesitate to smash. There could be only one captain of Le Rêve, and that man was me. Thomas Clifton, privateer.

      The capture and sale of treasure might be a villainous game, but some of the rules were deadly serious.

      More of my crew came aboard, the thrum of footsteps and low voices fading as I ducked through the door into the Spanish captain’s lair. They had their instructions: gold and silver first, then jewels and silks, then spices. Furnishings were too bulky to be worth the effort.

      McGilvery’s deputy, a strapping fellow named Jasper, and two other crew members stood guard over the galleon’s officers.

      There were four of them, sitting around a table at the center of the small space. Their hands were bound behind their backs, and two of them showed the bloody remains of the fight that had captured them.

      “Bonjour, messieurs.” I let my smile say I’d like nothing better than to gut them all and leave them for the vultures.

      “Pirata.” The handsomest of the lot spit the word. He was the only one in his shirtsleeves. Likely the early morning raid had caught him before he’d had time to dress, and his thin linen chemise left little to the imagination.

      “Vache espagnole.” I spat in response. Spanish cow. We’d wasted too much time chasing this sneaky bastard. Any congeniality I might have conjured had long since faded away.

      The handsome Spaniard snorted, his full lips twisted in a sneer. “You’re no more French than I am. Your accent is terrible.”

      Really, the man should be modeling for some famous portraitist, not sailing the seven seas. I reached into my inner pocket and pulled out the document, signed by the king of France. “Ajourd’hui, je suis français.” Today I am a Frenchman.

      “Jackass.”

      I didn’t need to translate that one. Instead, I smacked the Spaniard across his pretty face, leaving a smear of blood behind. I wore my thick gold ring for moments like these. “Don’t try me. We only intend to relieve you of some of your burden.”

      “You may as well kill us.”

      My hand dropped to the hilt of my sword. “I could, but where’s the fun in that? This way, you’ll have a chance to seek your revenge.” I could almost hear Cager’s groan. Taunting the enemy would get me in trouble one day.

      On the other side of the table, a door opened an inch or so on silent leather hinges. Good. The Spanish captain must keep a bedwarmer in his private chamber. There’d be someone on board to free the officers after we departed.

      As soon as Cager gave the signal, we’d return to Le Rêve, leaving the galleon’s crew alive and with sufficient food and water to make it to port. Whether the captain would survive his masters’ wrath over the loss of cargo worried me, but only a little. After all, it would be a shame to waste such beauty.

      “I will, you know.” The Spaniard’s voice dropped low, redolent of danger. “I’ll seek out the braggart American pirate and make him pay.”

      I laughed. “I told you, today I am a Frenchman, and you…” I loomed over the man, wiping the blood from his chin with a thumb. “You are going to be just fine, mon cher.”

      “Go, go, go,” Cager hollered from the main deck, accompanying his command with heavy pounding.

      Without taking my gaze from the man whose defiance told me he must be the captain, I murmured, “You first, Jasper.”

      Only after Jasper and his crewmen had left did I back out of the cabin. Still locked in a battle of wills, I slammed the door shut, pivoted, and ran for daylight. I was the last one over the bridge they’d constructed, and as soon as my feet were firmly on Le Rêve, the crew released the ropes on their side. The three wooden planks swung free and slammed into the side of the galleon.

      “Hoist the sails, gentlemen. Let’s leave these fellows to their fate.”

      The breeze was light and Le Rêve sat lower in the water than before the raid. Still, she’d move faster than the galleon, especially since the Spanish crew would need to repair the mainsails before they’d go anywhere at all.

      We’d have a head start, though we wouldn’t be at full speed because our hold was full. Our journey had started in Florida, and from there, we’d raided and traded, without ever returning to New Orleans.

      The city that was as close as I came to having a home.

      Le Rêve’s sails caught and the ship cut across the waves. “Where are we headed?” Cager asked.

      My answer should have been automatic, and yet I paused. We needed to move cargo to my warehouse on the Mississippi so I could sell it and pay the men. They’d been working on promises for months now.

      All because I’d been avoiding someone.

      But now I’d run out of excuses.

      “Mr. Berry,” I addressed our sailing master, “take us to New Orleans.”

      Berry was slim, dark, and exceptionally skilled. With a sharp nod, he bent over his map, astrolabe in hand. I’d heard rumor of him, the enslaved man who knew the Caribbean the way some men knew their own name, and when we met one night in Port-au-Prince, it hadn’t taken long for me to offer him a deal: I’d take on his master in cards, with Berry as the prize. After I’d won him, I’d free him through manumission, with the understanding that he’d continue as part of my crew.

      We both got what we wanted in that one.

      Clapping Cager on the shoulder, I went to my own cabin. Berry would set our course and Cager would keep the crew in line. My gut churned, a delayed response to the raid. Don’t lie. It wasn’t fear that pulsed through me, it was lust. If that handsome Spaniard were within reach…

      My breath caught, stopped short by the memory that had been tormenting me for most of six months.

      If that Spaniard were within reach, I would send him on his way, because there was only one man I wanted. One man, or one vampire.

      Dàire Malone.

      And if I were an honest man, I’d admit that it was the strength of my desire that had kept me running away.

      DÁIRE

      A vampire cannot perspire like a normal man, no longer possessing the requisite corporeal attributes. Under duress, I may sweat blood, though safe in my bedroom, there was nothing to cause me dismay. That did not prevent the sleeves of my linen shirt from melting into my skin. The sultry air held more moisture than a bath, and within moments of dressing, my body felt damp and sticky.

      Still, I tied my cravat, ignoring the limp folds. The jangle of horse and carriage rose from the street below, mingled with the shouts of the street vendors. A woman’s insistent voice called, “Oyster, biscuits, get ’em hot,” while young boys swept the road’s edge to clear the way for fine ladies and gentlemen to walk, then begged for change.

      Closer, a mosquito whined, a high-pitched buzz that made me instinctively flinch. “You’ll find no sustenance here,” I murmured, brushing the insect away. It had been some two hundred years since a bug bite had stung, though after all this time, I’d likely never get over the aversion.

      My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Come.”

      Javier, eyes downcast, body tense. Libbie had decreed that the young werewolf was now my valet, and when I’d appealed to Dorothea, she’d agreed. I had neither the need nor the desire for a personal servant, but my companions had me outnumbered.

      Javier was shorter than me, but his thickly muscled thighs hinted at the power he’d grow into. I swear they’d chosen him because they knew how he’d tempt me.

      “You should have…” Javier’s voice trailed off and he gestured weakly at my toilet.

      My answering shrug contained as much apology as I could muster. “I am too accustomed to doing for myself. There’s a shirt in the cupboard that needs mending, and I’d be in your debt if you could brush out the suit I wore last night.”

      “Of course.” The young werewolf nodded, touching a fingertip to his brow. “Will there be anything else?”

      I inhaled the scent of warm blood that surrounded Javier like a cloud. If for no other reason, that explained my reluctance to allow his assistance with dressing.

      I have a firm policy against feeding from the help.

      “Thank you, no. After you’ve completed the tasks I’ve set, feel free to get some sleep.”

      The wolf gave me another brief salute, at once respectful and disappointed, while I suppressed a sigh. Dorothea and Libbie might have insisted on hiring a valet but I insisted that the young wolf keep a normal schedule so that he could be awake during the day to help with the more onerous household chores.

      They’d hired a housemaid as well, a young mundane woman named Charlotte who was familiar with the needs of the supernatural. Her most important attribute, of course, was discretion.

      Very few of our neighbors knew vampires and werewolves existed, and we fully intended to maintain their ignorance.

      Leaving Javier to his work, I made my way downstairs, followed by the crowd of shades. They cast a murmuring shadow behind me, a reminder of my weakness, evidence of my guilt. Lately, though, I’d noticed a new voice among them, one given to cruel words. Although I had not cast the killing blow, this voice made me wonder if Mlle Arsenault had found a way to follow me.

      If that was the case, it would make my life feel very long indeed.

      Our house on Ursulines Avenue had three stories; the ground floor was divided between an old storefront we did not use and a carriageway, the second level contained a front parlor, a library, and dining room, and the top floor had three bedrooms. The kitchen and servants’ rooms were off the courtyard behind the house, with space for a team of horses if necessary.

      We had no horses of our own, and we could have housed a larger complement of servants, but for now, this place suited our needs.

      The front parlor had two windows overlooking the street. Oil sconces flanked them, though their wicks had not been lit, and under the windows was a loveseat, with a pair of upholstered chairs on either side of it. A small gaming table and two small bentwood chairs occupied one corner, and a small pianoforte sat against the far wall. The room was crowded but comfortable.

      It was as close as I’d come to finding a home.

      There I found Libbie, working a piece of fine needlepoint by the light of a single candle. Only a werewolf—or a vampire—could have made those tiny stitches under such uncertain illumination. For a moment, I simply admired the way the flickering light picked out the golden highlights in the ringlets framing her face.

      “Come in or don’t,” Libbie said, humor taking the sting out of her words. “You’re making me uneasy.”

      “Apologies.” Was it an omen that I’d started the night by apologizing to two wolves? Without answering my own question, I lifted a taper from the nearest end table, lit it with the candle near Libbie, and used it to light the sconces.

      Libbie smoothed the fabric with a single finger, her lips curled in a smile. “I sent our little maid to help Dorothea dress. She’ll be down presently.”

      “So it was you who sent Javier to my room.”

      She straightened, her smile taking on a hint of defiance. “We hired him as a valet, not a scullery maid. You might remember that, or you’ll be looking for another.”

      Since I hadn’t been looking for the first one, I gave the slightest of nods but declined to apologize yet again. “What do you have planned for this evening?”

      Libbie turned away, likely so I wouldn’t see her roll her eyes. “There’s a ball at the Orleans, of course.”

      Of course. New Orleans held balls most nights. If the governor and his officials worked as hard as the men who ran the city’s nightlife, they’d all be better off.

      “Would you and Dorothea like to attend?”

      “Yes and we hope you’ll accompany us.” Dorothea spoke from the doorway, making Libbie jump. I’d heard her approach though I’d done nothing to indicate I knew she was coming.

      Tonight Dorothea’s dress was the color of rubies and she had a matching band restraining her curls. She entered the room, stopping to give each of us a light kiss. “I honestly don’t remember the last time you went out with us. You must be starving.”

      I ignored the reproach in her voice. True, it had been a while since I’d fed, but that was my own matter. I had no interest in standing in a crowded ballroom, wondering if this was the night he would appear. The one man whom I both dreaded and desired. In our brief time together, I’d fed from Clifton several times and so would be able to sense his presence. If he were near. Which he was not.

      I’d broken my fast with Thomas Clifton in more ways than one, and after his prolonged absence, the thought of seeing him again filled me with dismay, even fear. What if he no longer wanted me? I’d rather stay home in the company of my shades that put on a pleasant façade in a crowd of strangers while my soul twisted in trepidation.

      Footsteps thudded down the steps, likely Javier headed for the kitchen, and Dorothea chose the seat nearest to Libbie, close enough that their knees touched. Libbie returned her attention to her needlework, though not entirely. “Please, Dáire. We miss your scathing commentary.”

      Libbie’s words held a hint of mockery. “Surely you jest.”

      “Not at all,” she said, and gave me a sharp glance. “If you stay here, you’ll do little but worry about that infernal book. It’s not healthy.”

      That infernal book. The one we’d taken from Mlle Arsenault, the would-be vampire queen. It was by far the most powerful object I’d ever encountered, and it was now in our dining room, locked in a safe and hidden behind a false wall and such glamour as I could conjure.

      “We still must find a way to destroy the thing.”

      Dorothea straightened. “And we will, but that search does not preclude your need to take sustenance.”

      “Or entertainment,” Libbie offered.

      “Of course.” Out of excuses, I yielded. They were alike, yet different. Dorothea wanted those she cared for to be safe, while Libbie wanted her loved ones to have fun. Dorothea was subtle, Libbie was direct. Darkness and light, bonded in a way I envied.

      While Libbie took her supper, I allowed Javier to assist me in donning a dark suit with a peacock blue waistcoat. Some hours later, the three of us ventured out into the tropical evening. The ballroom, called the Salle d’Orléans, was only some four or five blocks from home, but Libbie was certain the humid air would ruin her muslin frock, so Javier arranged for a carriage. The slow ride down the Rue de Bourbon gave Libbie and Dorothea time to make note of who else was out on the streets.

      “There are those two Americans who fought over you last week.” Dorothea aimed a gloved finger at two well-dressed young men. “What were their names again?”

      “Mr. Ill-Mannered and his friend Mr. Rude, as far as I can recall.” Arms crossed, Libbie settled further into the carriage’s leather seat. “Let’s hope they’ve got other things to do.”

      Dorothea put a hand on Libbie’s knee. “If they come near you again, I’ll chase them off. Besides, they’ve gone into the Hotel Marchand.”

      “With luck, they’ll stay there.”

      “You’re nothing if not lucky.” Dorothea’s smile held a touch of indulgence. “Look, the lights are still on at the Atelier Campagne. Mr. Robert must be working late.”

      “One night we’ll stop and visit him. He’s by far the best dressmaker in the city.”

      I did my best to suppress a laugh, knowing how full their closets were. “We could stop now.”

      Libbie flicked a hand at me. “I don’t want to risk running into those Americans.”

      “Because then we’d have to fight them,” Dorothea said, “and I’d ruin my gown.”

      Her indignant tone made all of us laugh. They kept me alive, these two, and I admired the depth of the regard they held for each other. I’d never expected to find the same for myself, though their example raised the possibility.

      We carried on in that light vein over the length of the ride, and while I’d thought hiring a carriage was an indulgence, it did allow us to be relatively fresh on our arrival.

      The ballroom was attached to the Théâtre d’Orléans, the two-story building taking up the entire block of the Rue d’Orléans. Roman columns framed regular arches along the street and the open upper galleries. The entrance was lit by a pair of dramatic torches that cast a flattering light over the crowd.

      Under a series of crystal chandeliers, the demimonde moved from the dance floor to the upstairs gaming halls and back again, chattering in a mix of French, Spanish, and English. Dark-skinned refugees from Saint-Domingue mixed with Creoles and a scattering of Spaniards, keeping themselves somewhat separate from the rest. The Americans also held themselves apart, while the French were everyone’s friends. The city had changed hands so many times it was uncertain whose laws were in effect. As a result, much of the population ignored all of them.

      A young Black man sat at the pianoforte—Black or maybe of mixed race. His hands spun graceful waves of sound from the keyboard and the dancers responded in kind. I had claimed a space on the perimeter, hands clasped, expression deliberately bored. I wasn’t watching for anyone particular—surely, I wasn’t—yet when a man with a beard approached, my useless heart skipped a beat.

      He wasn’t the one I sought and I did not return his smile.

      Dorothea danced with a tall, handsome young blade, who carried himself like a military man, while Libbie held court nearby. She had her arms around two young men, and while both looked hopeful, neither would earn more than her casual regard.

      The air smelled rich with humanity, sweat and perfume in equal measure, making my mouth water. It had been long since I fed; longer still since I’d assuaged the sorts of urges Thomas Clifton had awoken in me. Six months, to be exact.

      Six long months.

      The young man dancing with Dorothea caught my eye over her head. Our shared glance held a question, one I was reluctant to answer. In all likelihood, I could have this man if I wanted him.

      I simply wasn’t sure what I wanted. Or rather, I did know. I just didn’t like the answer.

      The music slowed and the dancers followed suit. Dorothea gave her young man a graceful curtsey and in turn, he bowed. Again, his gaze clashed with mine, and again I looked away first.

      In the break between dances, there was time to take a glass of champagne from one of the waiters circulating through the crowd. Dorothea joined me, already holding a glass. “You should have found someone to dance with,” she murmured, her voice pitched low so only I could hear.

      A pair of young women drifted past us, their gowns of silver and blue cut low to show off their decolletage and their lovely white throats. I smiled and nodded, but it was a vacant smile, a perfunctory nod. One murmured something to her friend, hiding behind a lace fan, and both women laughed. I could have eavesdropped if I’d cared to.

      I did not.

      “When have you ever seen me dance?” I asked Dorothea instead.

      She tapped me on the arm with her fan. “Don’t be stubborn. There are any number of willing young women for you to choose from. Young men, too.”

      Libbie came toward us in a swirl of diaphanous muslin. Her blond curls tumbled from the crown of her head, framing her face, and she’d left her attendants behind. “She’s right, you know, but for now, you can dance with me.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Libbie took hold of my arm and dragged me toward the dance floor. To hesitate would have drawn attention, the only thing I liked less than dancing. The young man on the pianoforte had been joined by others, including two violins, a viola, and a piccolo, and the band began a quadrille. Libbie curtsied, I bowed, and, hand in hand, we began the formation. “He’s watching,” Libbie said, startling me out of the rhythm of the steps.

      “So?” I met Libbie’s saucy grin with a raised brow. The quadrille is a vigorous dance, one where partners change every few measures. The steps are quick, and while I did my best to attend to the other dancers, I couldn’t help but notice the military man who’d danced with Dorothea.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, with light hair and clear blue eyes, he stood at the edge of the dance floor, his gaze a weight I couldn’t help but notice. Yes, he had the kind of body I appreciated. The dancers changed partners and I clasped hands with Libbie again.

      “You should ask him to dance.”

      Without responding, I surveyed the dance floor. At least two couples were both men, and three or four were both women. In this raucous crowd, no one much cared who danced with whom.

      Or who slept with whom, for that matter.

      “When was the last time you fed?” Libbie’s sharp question bothered me, but fortunately, we were swept apart before I would have to answer.

      I found myself arm in arm with an older woman, one who smelled of liniment underneath an eye-watering mix of lilac and bergamot. She had a predatory smile and wooden teeth, and I was glad when we were required to move on to different partners.

      The dance felt endless, and at those moments when I returned to Libbie, she forbore asking me any more questions. Her smile needled me, though, clearly trying to dare me into doing something.

      Something? Something more than the mouthful of blood I took whenever the need grew severe?

      Oh yes. Libbie challenged me to do that thing I’d had so far resisted. For six months.

      Because while it made me feel like a lovelorn youth, I couldn’t shake the memory of Thomas Clifton, the pirate who haunted me as surely as the crowd of spirits who dogged my every step. We’d shared but a handful of nights, but every moment was carved onto my soul.

      Then Thomas had gone to sea, the one place I could not go.

      Vampires cannot cross water, and even if we could, I wasn’t prepared to throw everything over for another man. I’d done that once before, with fairly horrible consequences.

      There had been no one since Clifton’s ship, Le Rêve, had sailed down the Mississippi toward the Gulf. Despite myself, I walked the levee road most nights, hoping to see that familiar set of sails.

      So far, I had not.
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