
        
            
                
            
        

    

 

Blood Fever

Simone Beaudelaire








Copyright (C) 2017 Simone Beaudelaire

Layout design and Copyright (C) 2019 by Next Chapter

Published 2019 by Next Chapter

Cover art by Cover Mint

Divider Photo from

[image: ]

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

Author's web site: http://simonebeaudelaireauthor.weebly.com

Author's email: simonebeaudelaireauthor@hotmail.com





Acknowledgments

I want to thank Julie.

With all your many hats… friend, critique partner, editor, and so much more.

I couldn't do it without you.





Dedication

For my wonderful husband,

Edwin Stark

You taught me not to fear the darkness inside me,

and you were right, as usual.










Prologue

New Orleans, 1903

 

Night tightened its claws around the city, choking life and light to sullen, crouching terror. In the penetrating blackness, a cat screamed, a child wailed. A man, his face at once youthful and mature, as though in his prime and yet ancient, leaned his arm against a windowsill. Behind him, revelers chased away the dark in wild laughter. He ignored them all, staring as though his eyes could penetrate beyond the pool of yellow streetlights near the courtyard and into the invisible street beyond.

“I know you're out there,” he growled beneath his breath. “I know you're there. Stay where you are. Come no closer. We do not need to do this.”

The night offered no reply, not that he had expected one.

“Philippe,” a woman breathed, her exhalation hot on his ear as her fingers closed around his arm.

He whirled to face his hostess. “Camille.” His pounding heart slowed at the sight of her familiar face, her dark hair piled loosely into a careless knot on the back of her head, and her scarlet gown clinging scandalously low on her ample breasts.

“Philippe, my love, why are you looking out into that gloomy courtyard,” she demanded in English, delicately accented with her native French, “when all the beautiful flowers of Louisiana bloom just over your shoulder?”

Philippe spared a glance at the painted prostitutes. Though he found them lovely, their allure could not fully distract him from the knowledge that somewhere beyond the torches' light, a creature hunted him. But not yet, Lord, he begged silently. I'm so tired. So tired of all this. “I'm sorry to be a bad guest, Camille,” he said with all due humility.

“Silly.” She waved her hand, accepting the apology while pretending to dismiss it. “Don't worry for me, but I fear Geneviève would be heartbroken if you did not visit her. She has a new dress she wants to show you.” She extended a bare arm from which a mere scrap of a sleeve dangled, its scarlet hue drawing his eye to the enticing fullness of her pale bosom.

Philippe took the offer, laying his hand on her elbow and allowing her to lead him back into the crowded parlor. There, ladies fanned themselves against the sultry evening, black lace fluttering over faces ranging in hues from cream to coffee.

Philippe adored them all. A woman's beauty never escaped him, whether white, black or some mixture thereof. He scanned each face, recalling an evening spent with one, an hour with another, and felt for each a surge of affection. Then a rustle of taffeta drew his attention to the stairs. Clad in icy white, Geneviève descended, arm-in-arm with a portly gentleman, a false smile plastered on her full lips.

Philippe ran his gaze over her lovely face from her hair—brown and lushly curly, tendrils escaping their thick, ornate knot—to her broad high forehead, eyes too dark and nose too wide to provide evidence of the European ancestry she claimed. Their eyes locked, and she blushed.

“Thank you, my dear,” the portly gentleman wheezed, patting her hand. She turned, curved her lips at the fellow, and then dropped his arm and scampered away. She caught Philippe's eyes again with a teasing, sideways glance, and acted as though she meant to sneak past him.

“No, you don't, m'mselle,” Philippe growled, grabbing her arm.

“Why, sir!” her hand fluttered around her bosom. “Unhand me this minute.” She wrinkled her nose at him.

“Not without a kiss.” Philippe dropped the pseudo-aggressive tone and added, “I've missed you, Gen.”

She stilled, smile fading. Then she led him toward the door.

“Geneviève,” Camille barked.

“Never fear, my lady,” Philippe said, interceding, “I'll be buying her entire evening.”

A mercenary grin flashed across the madam's face, and she waved to the couple as they passed beyond the doorway into breathless darkness.

Geneviève stepped into Philippe's arms. He enfolded her. She lifted her face and he claimed her plump lips with hungry urgency. Geneviève clung to his neck and mouth. He curved one hand around the back of her neck and splayed the other along her spine.

“I'm still amazed you allow this,” he murmured.

She smiled against his lips. “You're special, Philippe.”

“Do you say that to everyone?” he asked, eyes probing hers. They never discussed her profession, but tonight he had to know.

Her eyebrows drew together, staring into him as though reading his intentions. Then she slowly twisted her head to one side and then the other. “This is special, at least to me. The others… they don't have anything to do with my heart, my feelings. I do my work, nothing more.”

“And me?” he demanded, hope flaring.

Her smile turned wistful. “You stopped being work to me long ago, Philippe.” Then she broke eye contact, gaze skirting away. “But for naught. I'm… I am what I am. What could a putain like me mean to someone like you?”

“To someone like me?” He chuckled without humor. “What do you imagine I am, Gen? Rich? Powerful? I am all those things and you're right. Someone like me should want an innocent virgin to keep his manor and bear his enfants.”

She swallowed hard. The working of her throat revealed her sorrow.

Philippe tucked a finger under her chin and lifted her face. “But, minette, I am not like those men. What I have seen… what I have endured…” he allowed the faintest scrap of his shame and rage to bleed into his expression.

Her eyes bulged. He waited for her to withdraw, but instead, she ran her fingers into his hair. Emboldened, he pressed on. “What have I to do with youth and innocence? I would frighten a young maiden out of her wits. Only one who has walked through the fire can match me. So, to answer your question, minette; to a man like me, you might only seem good for an evening, but as for myself…” he stroked the curve of her cheek. “You mean hope, and I have not hoped in so long.”

Geneviève laid her forehead against his lips, rubbing like the kitten he had named her. “What are you saying, Philippe?”

“I'm saying,” he began, tenderly stroking his fingers over her silky skin, “that I would like to take you away from this life. I'd rather you remain with me. Are you willing?”

“As your mistress?” Again, her gaze slid away from his, but not before he saw the conflicted thoughts she sought to conceal.

“Perhaps you could call it that,” he said, “but remember, the future contains many mysteries, and the world is large. I must be honest with you, minette. Being with me will not be easy for you. I am not what you think, and I am constantly in danger. If you agree, you will share that risk. We must always be on the run, never staying long in any place, never making connections because they might betray us. You would be trading one shadow life for another. I cannot offer you more.”

Geneviève caught her lip between her teeth. “You give me much to consider,” she admitted. “I do like the thought of having only one man, a man who says such nice, caring things to me, instead of a crew of clients who pat my head like a good dog.” She traced her hand down Philippe's back. He shivered as her fingers stimulated his skin. “What kind of trouble keeps a man of wealth and power on the run?”

She lifted her eyes to his, and he wondered what she saw in his face—in his too-black eyes that should have been blue, given the paleness of his skin. Can you see what I am? Can you understand at all, minette? How can I expect that you would? Half legend, half monster, I shouldn't exist, and yet I fight not only to survive, but to live, really live.

His heart hurt even as it surged with hope, knowing eventually he would lose her. Even if we make a perfect future together, it will someday come to an end. By staving off loneliness now, you're purchasing grief later. And yet, the heavy perfume of jasmine and magnolia rising from her hair, the baby softness of her tawny skin, the bright hope in her dark eyes lured him past sense and reason into a place that felt perilously like… love.

“I wish I could offer you more, minette. I wish I could buy you a plantation with a beautiful home and servants to attend to your every desire. I wish I could set you up as the belle of every ball. It cannot be. I can only offer you shadows, and danger… and every corner of my battered heart. Will you accept it, Geneviève?”

Her fingers fluttered over her mouth. “Do you mean that, Philippe?” she breathed, exhaling a scent of peppermint and exotic spices.

He leaned down and touched his lips to her forehead. “I do.” The word carried the weight of a vow, a vow he could never make, but was making nonetheless.

She met his eyes with steady certainty. “I will.”

Joy swelled Philippe's heart at her simple declaration. “Then come, my lady. Your home awaits.”

“Oh!” she blinked. “But what about Madame Camille? She will be angry if I disappear. She always says I can't leave, that none of us may, because we owe her money.” She lowered her eyes, skin coloring. “Because I'm… mixed, I owe her more than most.”

Did she think I didn't know? “My love, I do not believe one person may own another, and not long ago, this nation fought a war to prove it. Now, all people are free, save that one heart permits the other ownership. If it worries you, I can pay her… not to buy you, but to free you from any claim she might have.”

Geneviève studied his boots as she gave a curt nod. How humiliating it must be to think your very existence causes someone to claim ownership. Her African blood only makes her special.

To speak such thoughts aloud, even in private, invited trouble, and so he set out to prove to her how much he cared by lifting her chin and claiming her lips in a kiss of aching tenderness. It struck him how very sacred their conversation felt, as though their relationship, anathema to society and unsanctioned by the Church, carried the weight of a priest's blessing. “Come, love. I will settle accounts tomorrow with Camille. Tonight, we feast.”

Geneviève's expression lightened into one of radiant joy, so her dusky complexion glowed like topaz under the flickering streetlights.

Suddenly feeling exposed, Philippe turned partly away from his beloved's face and led her through the gate and out into the street.

Here, the darkness turned palpable and threatening—not the vague sense of foreboding he had experienced inside the whorehouse, but a more visceral danger that made him want to run for the river and board the first boat away… or charter one.

It seemed Philippe's tension translated itself to Geneviève. She crept closer to his body, wrapping his cloak around her overly revealing dress as though to hide herself from view. She seemed to tug at him, urging him to hurry, but with no clear understanding of where they headed.

“Come now, minette,” he urged, trying to lighten their flight with a jest, “you needn't rush so. There remains plenty of night for your ravishment.”

She laughed, her usual bell-like giggle, though he could hear that she didn't truly mean it. “Oh, and should I act like a blushing bride?” she teased back. “Should I hide under the bedclothes in my thickest nightgown?”

“Nay, my lady. The heat is too dense. You would melt away and I would be left to ravish a puddle.” He swept her around a gloomy corner. In the distance, the soft lapping of water over stone gave way to the mournful shriek of a paddle wheeler as it rocked in its moorings. Something small swooped down at them, barely visible in the moonlight. Geneviève dodged with a squeak as leathery wings flapped past her head.

“Something feels wrong tonight, Philippe,” she commented, her bravado faltering on every word.

“It does,” he agreed. “I fear the danger that stalks me must be drawing near. They always bring such a sense of dread. We will not be able to linger long in the city.”

“Will we leave soon, then?” she asked, a little breathlessly. “I've never been outside of New Orleans.”

“First thing in the morning,” he replied tersely. “I'm afraid Madame Camille will have to make do without payment. She's earned a fortune on your debasement. She's had enough.”

“I suppose,” Geneviève agreed, “but, oh, Philippe, I feel afraid. Afraid of Camille, the night, even the dark, and I'm a creature of darkness.”

He laughed, low and humorless. “Minette, you are pure sunshine, and have nothing in common with true creatures of darkness. I know.”

She drew to a halt in a beam of silvery moonlight. “Philippe, are you able to move about in the daytime?”

He froze, arrested by her sudden movement and unexpected words. “How do you know such things?” he demanded harshly.

“My grandmother,” Geneviève stated, meeting his eyes without fear. “Her ancestors came from Senegal, but before that, who knows? She never stated her origin, I don't know if she even knew it, but somewhere in that faraway land, they spoke a legend of creatures, neither alive nor dead, who rose from the earth to feed on the living and turn them also into shades. Are you such a creature, Philippe? Are you what my French father called… vampyr?”

“You are far smarter than you give yourself credit for,” he muttered, and then shook his head. “Non, minette, I am not a vampire, but you have truly named my enemy.”

Geneviève gulped, turning ashen as the realization of what she faced—what she had agreed to—dawned on her.

“Do you wish to return to the bordel?” he asked. “You are far safer there. Indeed, it was selfish of me to bring you away. Perhaps, in time, you could buy your freedom. Do I take you home, Geneviève?”

She considered for a long, silent moment. “Home, Philippe? Do you really think that place is my home? Non, mon amour. My only home… is you.”

A poignant blend of love and guilt swirled through Philippe. “As long as there is breath in my body, minette, as long as I live, I will give my life to protect yours.”

She nodded, accepting what feeble protection he could give. I pray you never know how feeble it truly is.

Again, the bat swooped over the couple, intent on its nightly feast of insects, and Geneviève flinched away from it. Unfrozen at last, Philippe moved his mistress forward, racing through the darkened streets to the door of his townhouse, a building in dark burgundy brick with a wrought-iron railing, around which ivy twined. Quickly turning the key in the lock did not prevent a thrill of nervous tension from creeping up Philippe's neck. He pulled Geneviève closer to his side. At last, the door consented to swing inward, and they ducked through, slamming it shut to keep dark things in the night.

Philippe sighed with relief and set a match to the wick of an oil lamp on a table near the door. The tiny ray of light chased back the breathless darkness in the room, until it sulked in the corners and peered out from beneath tables and sofas.

“This was supposed to be so different,” Philippe complained. “I had such a romantic evening planned for you, minette.”

She smiled, full lips curving into an expression of true happiness. “Don't worry, mon amour. We're safe now.”

He grasped the lamp in one hand, his lady in the other and led her into the parlor. “I wish this could be your home forever.”

She shrugged. “I like the idea of going somewhere new, to a place where I most likely will not come across former clients at dinner parties and have to look their wives in the eye.”

“I see your point.” He dipped his chin in a sympathetic nod. “Well then, my dear, shall we retire, since we successfully navigated the streets? I feel we ought to celebrate.” Then, dropping his teasing formality, he added, “Are you able to enjoy it, minette, or has your work left you jaded… or afraid?”

She bit her lip. “I'm not certain. I don't usually pay close attention, tu vois? I try to tune it out, to think on other things. Perhaps we should… practice?” The hope in her eyes resurrected his own.

Words seemed superfluous, so he simply moved toward the stairs, leading her to his second-floor bedroom. He had sparsely furnished the spacious room with a bed, from which netting served a dual purpose of adornment and protection from the constantly whining mosquitos, an oversized bureau, a wardrobe, and a chair. Of tables, lamps and other fripperies, there were none. Perhaps Gen can help me turn my abode into a home. I hope so.

Her pulse throbbed visibly in her throat, drawing his eye, despite the dim light provided only by a smiling sliver of a moon that peered through the window. She's nervous, he realized. I wonder if it's because she's afraid of her employer… or because she's afraid I'm going to continue treating her like a whore. The thought bothered him, deep down. He'd made peace with her profession long since, but it suddenly dawned on him that he hadn't addressed his own willingness to use her that way. I was her client. How do you go from client to lover? Though he cared deeply for Geneviève, he realized her past—their shared past—might interfere with their future.

“Minette, do you actually want to do this?” he asked softly.

She lowered dark eyebrows and regarded him, her lips screwed to the side in a quizzical expression.

“I mean,” he clarified, “do you want to 'practice,' as you say, tonight? We can wait, let the memories fade for a time, if you'd rather.”

The questioning expression faded to a look of startled tenderness. “Philippe, I understand what it means to be your mistress. I'm not unwilling.” Her fingers began to work the buttons on the back of her dress.

He closed his hand over hers, arresting the movement, more certain than ever that this would be a misstep. “No, minette, not this way. We would be better off to come together another time, when you're as ready and eager as I am. I cannot bear to be a client to you anymore. I'm not asking you to trade many for one.”

He stroked his thumb over her hand and made a suggestion that hurt, even though he knew it was right. “If you cannot accept this between us, then I will make you a different offer. Let us travel together, away from this place, as we said. We will travel, and when we find a place you think you'd like, you stay there. I'll provide you the means to care for yourself.”

Geneviève's eyes widened. “You would do such a thing for me?” Then suspicion closed down her expression. “Why?”

He extended one hand and stroked down her cheek. “I love you,” he said simply. “I want you to be happy. Of course, I would prefer to be the one who provides that happiness, but if you cannot accept it from me, you can still live a meaningful life, far from all this. That would be enough.” His heart twisted as he voiced the words, but he would in no way retract them. Her happiness is all that matters.

Geneviève stared. Her eyes grew brilliant as stars, and a crystal tear rolled down her cheek. Her fingers came to rest on the front of his snowy-white shirt and then slid upward, until she caressed the stubble-roughened paleness of his cheek. He waited, not understanding what her gesture meant, and she drew him forward, claiming his lips in a kiss that shocked him with its innocent sweetness.

“Gen?” he mumbled against her lips.

“I…” she paused for another smudge of her lips on his. “I love you. I didn't think it was possible, but I see I'm capable of it after all and…” Geneviève's impassioned speech ended abruptly as Philippe took charge of the kiss, turning it sensual with a swipe of his tongue. “Hmmm,” she hummed.

“Sweet girl.” His lips slid down her chin and onto her throat. She tilted her head back, trusting him to kiss that pulse that tempted him. He trailed his tongue over the artery. The scent of her, warm and alive, teased the feral beast that lived within him, but her trust, especially in light of all the suffering the recent years of her life had brought, fought it back down. He clamped his mouth over her throat, not to bite, but to apply suction, claiming her as his own with a passion mark.

Geneviève's back arched, thrusting plump breasts against his chest.

Philippe released her throat before the temptation could overwhelm his nobility. He stared down at the dark loveliness of his woman. My woman. How long has it been since I had someone love me?

He shuddered at the dark memories his thought provoked. That wasn't love. This is. Geneviève, my darling kitten, resting eagerly against my heart. Maybe it's selfish to claim her. Maybe I should take her somewhere safe and move on, but how can I?

Her dark eyes shone in the faint moonlight. Her lips glistened with moisture, full and tempting. He lowered his head, tasting the heady, pillowy softness. Can it be wrong to love someone? Someone who needs love as badly as I do? I know what it is to be used, and to use others. How I pray we can overcome that and forge something real.

In her kiss, he could taste her growing desire. It gave him hope. “Gen,” he murmured softly against her lips, “have you ever been loved by a man before?”

She looked askance at him, eyes narrowing.

“I mean loved, truly loved, minette, not work.”

“Not in a long, long time,” she admitted, looking up at him through thick, enticing eyelashes. “Even then, I'm not sure. It might have been love… or it might have been a naïve young girl succumbing to a casual seducer. Who knows? At the time, it felt real. Since then, there has only been work… though you've strained the boundaries for quite some time now.”

Guilt pierced his heart. “Can you forgive me for using you in such a way? I knew better, and yet…”

“And yet, I was, up until a few moments ago, a woman of a certain profession. How could you have seen me as anything other than a body to be used? It was my job.”

“I know what it is to be a possession,” Philippe admitted, heat flaring on his cheekbones. Geneviève's eyes widened. “I know what it is not to own my own body. I'm sorry I did it to you. Forgive me, my love? And please, don't say it's all right. It isn't.”

She nodded. “I forgive you,” she said, her voice taking on the serious tone he'd hoped for. “Come now, my darling. Let us lie down, shall we? Begin again?”

At her words, Philippe felt fresh, newly born of innocent love and tender affection. The dark bonds of abuse fell away with each step as they approached the bed, pulled back the lush blue brocade covering, and revealed snowy sheets beneath. Geneviève bit her lip, the picture of a nervous young bride, despite the scandalous gown she wore. Her expression grew unguarded, and he could see the nervous excitement glowing in her eyes. “Start fresh,” Philippe agreed. “Together, my love, we can make all things new. Leave the past behind with the dead in the cemetery and make a new life, just for us.”

Her lips curved into a luscious smile that warmed him to the depths of his frozen soul. Her gaze broke contact with his and a suspicious color flared along her cheekbones, as once again, her fingers went to the fastenings of her gown. This time, he allowed it. He helped her, working as one with her to release the ties and buttons until the fabric fell into a crumpled pool at her feet. Beneath it, she wore her shoes—white satin pumps with little bows on top—and nothing more. Her skin glowed like amber in the flickering lamplight.

Though he'd bedded her so many times before, tonight she looked like a stranger; the curves of her body unfamiliar to his eyes. He traced gentle fingers over the fullness of her bosom, the soft dip of her waist, the slender plumpness of her thigh.

She stood, frozen yet quivering before him, accepting his touch. Her nostrils flared on a shuddering inhalation.

He admired her feminine beauty as he busied himself removing his own clothing. Shirt, trousers, and undergarments joined the pile on the floor. In his long life, Philippe had lain with hundreds of women, but he could not recall ever having felt so vulnerable. That vulnerability reflected back to him in his beloved's eyes. She reached out a tentative hand and traced the muscles of his chest. He captured her fingers, trapping them against his heart so she could feel the pulse.

Philippe drew Geneviève to him, aligning their bodies. He ran a caressing hand down her back and cupped her bottom. She embraced him again, drawing him down for a kiss. Philippe marveled how, even as his body burned with readiness, his heart could only dwell on the purity of their unexpected love. She shifted in his embrace. The erect tips of her breasts dragged through the coarse hairs on his chest. His thickened sex caressed the softness surrounding her navel.

Philippe allowed his hands to wander over Geneviève's body, marveling at the softness of the skin on her back, the firm curve of her rear, the full plumpness of her breasts, the soft roundness of her lower belly. Her breath caught and grew harsh as he pleasured her with delicate touches. She squirmed in his grasp. “Too much?” he breathed against her lips.

“No,” she whispered back. “More, please, Philippe.”

Grinning to himself, Philippe lowered his lady back onto the bed and knelt, straddling her. “This is for you, my love. Tell me what pleases you.”

Grasping the fullness of her breasts, he pushed them together and nuzzled into the deep cleft. Her nipples touched his cheeks and he turned to suckle one and then the other, listening carefully to her breathing in hopes of hearing a reaction.

Geneviève did not disappoint. Gasps and soft vocalizations rewarded his efforts. Pulling back, Philippe stared down at his beloved's glistening breasts. “So lovely,” he murmured. He took hold of one brown peak and tugged gently. Geneviève moaned. She enjoys a firm touch, he noted, and realized he'd guessed that before. Philippe savored his lady's pleasure, teasing gasps and sighs from her, until her body relaxed, and her thighs fell open between his. Reasoning this cue meant she was ready for greater intimacy, he moved down her body, savoring caramel curves like fine sweets. Lifting her thighs in his hands, he positioned her, laid out and open. She tensed, and he could nearly hear her thinking how she dreaded the sudden surge that signaled the move from her pleasure to his own. Philippe had no such plan. Lowering his head, he kissed her low, far below her navel, at the uppermost edge of the dark hairs that guarded her sex. The scent of her arousal teased him. Unable to resist, he dragged his lips over the center of her pleasure. She squeaked in surprise, her thighs closing around his shoulders.

Genevieve's reaction puzzled Philippe. Surely a woman of such experience would not be surprised by such a simple pleasure technique.

Then the nature of her previous encounters dawned on him. She existed for the pleasure of others, and no one gave any thought to hers. That ends now.

Easing his tongue over the tender, swollen bud, Philippe set out to arouse his lady. He spread the lips of her sex back from his target, holding her open to his plundering.

His own sex clamored for release, but he knew his time would come soon enough, and so he pushed the thought into the background and focused entirely on his woman.

Her surprise gave way to ecstatic moaning. Her hands fisted in the sheets and her head tossed on the pillow, but Philippe gave no quarter. With infinite care and patience, he escorted her to the summit. She poised on the brink, shuddering and tense, and then Genevieve took flight. A wild cry tore from her lips, and her hips bucked.

Philippe watched her orgasm, entranced. Then he surged over her, capturing her whimpering mouth with his own. Without prompting, her heels came to rest on his back, allowing him easier access to her clenching heat. He eased in, slow and steady, until their bodies merged as one.

“Oh, Philippe,” Genevieve moaned. He responded with a throaty growl. They poised, frozen, for an endless moment, basking in the transformation from dirty lust to tender passion. Then Philippe eased back and surged into Genevieve again. He watched her closely, noting her reaction to his possession. Her eyes soft and dreamy, her hands clutched on his shoulders, she arched her hips, meeting him thrust for thrust. She likes this. I'm so thankful. Philippe braced his forearms on the mattress, raining kisses onto Genevieve's face as he surged deep, eased back and returned. The tide of their pleasure rose in tandem, tensing their bodies. The rhythm of their joining grew urgent and wild. Genevieve's fingernails scored Philippe's shoulders.

One final thrust ignited the fuse. Philippe and Genevieve succumbed, the ecstasy of their joining seeming to sink deep into their hearts and bind them as one.
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Love welled in Philippe's heart, deeper and stronger than he'd believed himself capable of feeling. With all care and gentleness, he slipped from her body. Her eyes met his.

“Je t'aime, minette,” he told her solemnly. She smiled.

He rose to his feet. Genevieve scooted back along the mattress and leaned against the headboard of the bed, reaching out one hand to Philippe.

“Yes, my love?” he asked, laying his palm against hers.

“I had no idea it could be like that,” she informed him with soft intensity.

He nodded. “Neither did I, but I am so glad.”

He bent over her hand and touched his lips to the pulse in her wrist. There are many things she will need to know, and all of them are hard, ugly and painful, but for tonight, this connection suffices. “Would you care for a glass of wine?”

Genevieve's smile warmed Philippe's heart as they gazed into one another's eyes for an endless, tender moment. Then she squeezed his hand and released him. “I would love a glass of wine,” she said.

Philippe smiled and moved, naked and unembarrassed, through the room, to a silver tray containing a bottle and two clean glasses. Did I know she would agree? I hoped, but the reality is so much more than I ever would have expected. Soon we will have to leave this city. I like it here, but the danger is too great. I must keep Gen safe.

He pulled the cork from the bottle, and rich, red liquid flowed into the antique glass. I'd better wait a bit on my own mixture. She might not be ready for that.

The bed creaked as Genevieve rose to her feet. She padded away from him towards the bureau, with its wood-framed mirror.

“What are you doing, my darling?” he asked.

She giggled. “I feel different. I wanted to see if I look it as well.”

“You had best look happy,” he admonished.

A flash of white in the vicinity of the wardrobe caught his eye; the movement almost too fast to follow. A familiar, unwanted sensation flared in his mind. We are not alone. Philippe's breath caught. Oh, dear God, no!

Genevieve squeaked and began to struggle.

The antique glass slipped from Philippe's fingers to shatter unnoticed on the floor as he raced forward.

Genevieve screamed, hands scrabbling at the side of her neck.

“Nooo!” he shouted, laying his hands on the tiny, dark-haired woman who seemed to have sprung from his nightmares. “Ragonde, no!”

With every bit of his strength, he managed to drag the woman away from Genevieve and throw her aside. He hurried forward, heart clenching at the sight of blood spraying from his beloved's torn artery.

“Philippe,” she wept, meeting his eyes in the mirror.

He reached for her. I must try to stanch the bleeding, he thought. Though he knew a hopeless injury when he saw one, he could no more resist trying to help than he could tear out his own heart. In the corner, the intruder hissed with laughter.

Genevieve regarded Philippe as he approached her. A great shudder shook her frame. She withdrew toward the window. “Gen, please, let me help you,” he urged.

“It's too late,” Ragonde informed him, her voice filled with cold humor. She made no move to approach him. “She's already dead. She just doesn't know it yet.”

“Shut up, you,” he snapped, not even sparing a glance, knowing the evil creature would remain still to watch the suffering she had caused. “Gen, Gen… please.”

“Stay away,” she whispered. “You did this.”

She backed up onto the balcony. Again, Philippe advanced.

Her spine pressed to the wrought iron railing, Genevieve met Philippe's eyes. The hurt and betrayal within them twisted like a knife in his heart. “Gen…”

“I trusted you,” she whispered, one hand clutching her injured neck. Blood surged like the tide between her fingers.

“Wait, don't. Gen!”

She sagged, seeming close to losing consciousness, and then drew herself up one last time for a wild, shrieking leap from the balcony.

“Nooooo!” Philippe shouted, seconds before her body slammed into the street below.

Behind him, Ragonde murmured, “You know why I am here, and you know what you must do. Our master will never rest until he has you back in his harem. Return willingly, and all will be forgiven, but do not make us fight you. You will lose, and you know what that means.”

“Never!” Philippe snarled.

Shouts pierced the night, and the sound of approaching footsteps drove Philippe back into the shadows.

“Dear God,” an unfamiliar voice shouted. “What happened?”

Somehow, despite the distance and her waning strength, Genevieve's soft whisper reached him. “Philippe St. Pierre. He… bit me.”

Philippe's eyes closed in despair. She didn't see Ragonde somehow. She thinks I betrayed her.

“What's happening?” another voice broke into Philippe's misery.

“Get a physician,” the first voice shouted. “She's injured… No! Wait, never mind. She's gone.”

“But what happened?”

“I don't know, but I think the fellow who lives in this house is going to have to explain.”

In agony, Philippe withdrew into his bedroom. Just as he expected, Ragonde had vanished. Concealing himself in one of the many secret places within his home, Philippe waited for the furor to begin. Hot tears burned his throat and eyes. I should never have dared to hope. There is no happiness for one such as me. Rest in peace, my beloved.

“I will never go back,” he whispered to the night. It seemed as though a mocking laugh responded, taunting him.







Chapter One

St. Mary Parish, Louisiana. 1945

 

“You're nuts, Pops,” Donny said around a mouthful of andouille.

“Chew with your mouth closed,” Mrs. Delaney nagged, shoving her own food around on her plate, “and don't talk to your father that way.”

“But, Ma,” the young man complained, resting one elbow on the red-checked tablecloth, “he wants to grow wheat. We live in a floodplain. There's no lettuce in that.”

“Lettuce?” Mr. Delaney peeked over the top of his newspaper at his son. “No one said anything about lettuce.”

“He means money, Pa,” Daphne explained, taking a dainty bite of her grits. The explosion of flavor on her tongue forced her eyes shut for a moment. Yum. Ma does make the best grits in Louisiana. I'm sure of that.

Mr. Delaney glared at his daughter, his sunburned skin crinkling. “Lettuce is money? Holy Moses, how these kids talk.”

“Son, can't you use normal words, like anyone could understand?” Mrs. Delaney begged.

Donny shrugged, shoveling a huge bite of toast into his mouth. “Just because you and Pa are fuddy duddies doesn't mean I have to be,” Donny argued, spraying crumbs over the table.

“Your mouth, son,” his mother fretted. “Didn't you learn anything after all these years? Oh, it was a mistake to send you to college.”

“Whack him with the spoon, Mother,” Mr. Delaney urged, returning his gaze to the newspaper.

Though Mrs. Delaney made no move to comply, her son glared. Hastily swallowing his toast, he choked, gagged, and took a large swallow of tepid coffee. “I'm not kidding though,” he continued. “Don't flip your lid, but the war is almost over. The government ain't interested in any new contracts. I asked. Growing wheat is a waste of money. Now if we cultivate sugar cane or maybe tobacco in our new field, we'll really be cooking with gas.”

With a sigh, Mr. Delaney lowered his newspaper again. “Translation, please?” he asked his daughter.

Daphne tucked a forkful of egg into her mouth, chewed and swallowed. “He thinks we should grow sugar cane or tobacco.” That's the heart of the message after all. No need to get tangled up trying to explain slang.

“What? Why?” He turned to his son, blinked, and then returned his faded, gray-green eyes to Daphne. “Did he say he thinks the war is almost over? Victory in Europe doesn't mean anything. The Pacific could rage on for years.”

“No way,” Donny insisted, this time without the juicy mouthful of food to accompany his tirade. “The aces all agree. The Japs are done for. It won't be a year, not even enough to extract some hen fruits from the Arsenaults.”

“Hen fruits?” Mrs. Delany exclaimed, horrified. “Son, that's so… vulgar!”

Daphne hid her grin behind her coffee cup. Donny's really rolling out the slang today.

“Even if the war is almost over, which I don't believe,” Mr. Delaney grumbled, “I don't know why you would argue with growing chicken feed. Once we join our operation with the Arsenaults', we'll have one of the largest farms in St. Mary Parish. It makes sense for us to grow grain instead of buying it.”

“It's all about lettuce,” Donny explained. “Eggs are too dad-blamed cheap. The boys coming back from overseas have a taste for smokes, and they'll want more. Or candy. If we give people stuff they want, but don't need, they'll pay more for it, see?”

“Are we talking about lettuce again?” Mr. Delaney demanded.

Daphne swallowed fast to avoid spraying coffee over her family. Then she recalled the letter she'd received earlier in the week and her amusement withered like the lettuce her father kept obsessing over. I didn't know how to explain this to them. A week later, I still don't. The delicious breakfast she'd been dreaming about since September suddenly tasted like ashes. Daphne pushed her plate away and lifted her eyes to the kitchen ceiling, tracing dark wooden beams from one end of the spacious room to the other, where a new, sparkly, top-of-the-line stove had been purchased with the proceeds of war contracts.

Amazing how things change. When I was a baby, we were barely surviving, scrabbling on the edge of bankruptcy, despite the farm's prosperity. I remember Ma and Pa talking about losing everything, but we never quite did. The war changed our fortunes. Once it's over, I wonder what will happen. Will we go back to being poor, or will the investments my parents have made in land, equipment and crop diversification mean they remain prosperous?

She glanced from her father to her brother. They're thinking differently. Dad's so old-fashioned, he and Donny almost can't communicate anymore, and… I'm different too. Three years in the city, attending Newcomb Memorial College—and sometimes Tulane—has changed me in ways I can scarcely understand, let alone explain.

“Daphne,” Mrs. Delaney turned to her daughter and frowned to see her pushing food around on her plate. “Finish that, would you?”

“I'm not hungry, Ma,” Daphne said softly. “I'll put this in the icebox until later, okay?”

“It will be disgusting if you reheat it,” Mrs. Delaney pointed out.

“I don't mind.” I'll probably sneak it out to the pigs when no one is looking. They won't mind either.

Mrs. Delaney eyed her daughter, a disapproving frown plastered on her weathered, angular face. Her thin hair, heavily streaked with gray, had once again resisted the pin curls she'd laboriously placed last night and straggled, bumpy and lank in the coastal humidity, around her shoulders as though in mockery of fashion. Daphne's own light brown hair had been tucked into a simple, smooth bun she knew would hold all day. As always, Mrs. Delaney's eyes lingered on the roundness of Daphne's cheeks, the plumpness of her shoulders, which pushed her shoulder pads and the puffs of her short sleeves into a strange configuration, the fullness of her bosom that strained the buttons of her blouse, and then sighed. Years of deprivation had graced Mrs. Delaney with the perfect, slim figure, and despite her haggard appearance, she felt lovely, and so exuded just such an air. Daphne, plump, plain, and uninterested in fashion, seemed to mock her mother with her very existence. Not that I mean to. I am who I am, that's all.

“Perhaps it's just as well,” Mrs. Delaney said at last. “You could certainly do with smaller portions. But never mind the ice box. There will be lunch at lunchtime, as always. Take your plate out to Chester and Otto, and then you may wash the dishes.”

“Yes, Mama,” Daphne agreed. Rising, leaving her father and brother to their mutually unintelligible debate about crop selection, Daphne hurried to obey.

Outside, temperatures seemed to be flirting with the shady side of sixty, typical for winter on the southern coast, though Daphne didn't feel the cold nearly as painfully as slimmer girls.

Chickens, their feathers puffed, clucked and scratched in the yard behind the house. Though we only have eight, not like the neighbors' commercial egg production facility. “Pardon me, Betty,” she said to a plump red hen, who hopped out of her way, and took the opportunity to peck at her shoelace as she passed. “Silly bird.”

The yard of the house stretched a good distance to the back, filled with Ma's vegetable garden, now mostly dormant for the winter. Past the first fence, the rice field stretched far into the horizon. The new plot, purchased from a neighbor who'd moved away, lay on the west side of the property, fallow and empty, waiting for Mr. Delaney and his son to decide what to grow.

To the east, between the Delaney and Arsenault properties, a pen had been erected. Two fat sows, ironically called Chester and Otto, oinked at her approach. They rooted around the empty trough in hopes of finding some tidbit left from their breakfast. At her approach, two sets of pink ears pricked up. “Yes, ladies, I've brought you a snack—from one pig to another. I hope you enjoy it. It's delicious, but I have no appetite.”

The pigs tilted their heads in unison and stared at the gloomy human before them, but the moment the food landed in their trough, they turned their attention to eggs, grits, sausage and toast. For reasons she couldn't quite put her finger on, seeing the animals enjoying the breakfast she no longer cared to eat made her moody. She meandered back into the kitchen, where a sink full of warm water and suds awaited her dishes… along with everyone else's. From the next room, she could hear her father and brother, still debating the relative merits of various crops. With a sigh, Daphne began to wash. The egg clung to the plates and the grease in the pan resisted her efforts. She scrubbed hard while her fingers turned pruny. I can wash test tubes all day, but the sight of a sink full of breakfast dishes makes me want to cry. Of course, she'd been crying quite a bit lately, and no surprise. I can't wait to get out of here.

“I'm serious,” her father's voice filtered into the kitchen. “Once we consolidate the two operations, it will make all kinds of sense to grow feed and—”

Donny interrupted in a rapid gush of semi-comprehensible slang, and Daphne's shoulders sagged in relief. I don't want to think about feed, chickens, or the Arsenaults for a long, long time. Quickly finishing the last grimy pot, she scooted outside again. This time the barn, her refuge from childhood, called her with the promise of comfort.

Inside, the scents of hay and horses wrapped around her, and the half-light filtering between gaps in the boards checkered the floor with irregular bars of light. Glad for the long pants she had purchased for laboratory safety, since they kept scratchy bits of straw away from her legs, she climbed the ladder to the hayloft and perched on a square bale. Reaching into her pocket, she drew out two envelopes. Amazing how these two sheets of paper changed my future completely. She carefully slipped the first from its envelope and regarded the contents with a smile, before easing it back in again and tucking it away for a later time. The second she stared at with sightless eyes for long moments while she built up her stamina.

I have to feel this, if I want to put it behind me, she told herself. Her heart began to pound, and her stomach clenched, threatening to expel the bit of breakfast she'd eaten. Then she began to read.

 

Dear Daphne,

I know this is a rotten thing to do, and I'm sorry. I never meant for you to be hurt. I do care about you, believe it or not. Care too much to let you think, for another moment, that we have a future together. I know our parents have always wanted this, and for a while, I agreed with them, but… I can't. I have to be honest. Daphne, I've met someone here in France. I'm staying. Our engagement is over. You can keep the ring, or sell it, or return it to my parents. Whatever you feel is fitting. Again, I'm very sorry. I know this must hurt you, but it's better than living the rest of your life with a husband who's in love with someone else. Take care, Daphne. I wish you all the best.

Bob

 

A sob climbed up from Daphne's chest. Her eyes burned, and she wiped furiously at her cheek. “Goodbye, Bob,” she whispered, clutching the letter to her chest.

“What's up, Daph?” Donny's head appeared at the top of the ladder.

Daphne started violently. “Nothing.” She wiped her eyes again.

“Don't give me that line, baby-doll,” Donny urged. “I'm no fat-head, so come on, gimme the dope.”

“It's a good thing I've gone to college in the city,” she said dryly, “or I'd be as lost as Pa. What's up with all the slang, Donny? You never used to talk like that.”

He shrugged. “It's my dame,” he explained. “Actually, she's a bit of a call-girl, you know? Just for practice. She makes a pass at everyone, and she won't ration herself for no fuddy-duddy. But we're talking about you. What's eating you?” He climbed the rest of the way into the hayloft and sat cross-legged beside his sister.

Daphne made a face, opened her mouth and closed it again. Then she silently extended the note.

Donny grabbed it and as he read, his firm jaw went slack, and his hazel eyes widened. “Now don't that beat all? I'd like to give that guy a knuckle sandwich.” His fist balled, crushing the note into trash. He laid a free hand on Daphne's shoulder. “Pa's gonna flip his lid,” he informed her solemnly. “If you want my two cents' worth, you'd better take a powder.”

Daphne nodded. “That's why I haven't said anything yet. I don't want to cause a big fuss. Thing is, I think I have a great future, one that has nothing to do with my arranged marriage to Bob Arsenault and his chicken farm. I mean, I was willing, when I thought we… well, I loved him a little, but only just a little. I'm not going to wither and die. I mean, look at me, Donny. Why would someone stay true to a fat little farm girl like me? I'm not surprised, and only a little disappointed… but it does sting.”

“Quit busting your own chops, sis,” Donny said with an impatient wave of the hand. “You're… well, you're just a cookie. I think Bob might be a bit of a wolf, you know, on the lookout for dames. You could do better. Just be yourself, and you'll be hitched before you know it.”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Donny, but I have a feeling my future is in the workplace, not the kitchen. I'm actually excited about it. I just needed a minute to let Bob go, you know? Pa's going to take it a lot harder than I am.”

Donny made a face that expressed both regret and disappointment, and then ran his fingers through his sandy hair.

Shaking off her disappointment, Daphne added, “And as for you, mister, don't settle for any gold diggers. You're a dreamboat. Find a dolly who's not so corny, and you'll have a gas.”

Donny rocked back at her rapid delivery of slang. Daphne took the opportunity to scuttle down the ladder and rush to her bedroom, shutting the door behind her.

He's right about one thing, she thought as she examined the bold blue stripes in the wallpaper. I need to get out of here. I'm not going to marry Bob and be a rich farmwife. I'm not sure if I actually wanted to. For as long as I can remember, that was the path I followed, but is it what I really want.

She examined her life without the frame of her family's plans. Bob and I didn't actually fit that well. I was worried how everything would work out. This is better.

Despite the rational knowledge that losing her fiancé wouldn't hurt her in the long run, the pain of rejection did not lessen one iota. “I want to go home,” she said aloud, and then her eyes widened as she realized her family's farm no longer felt like her safe place. “Ah, well,” she added. “I guess it means I'm growing up. But what kind of home do I want?”

“I hope you answer that question with the farm next door,” her mother's voice cut into her moody daydream.

“Ma.” Daphne rolled over and sat up on the edge of the bed, smoothing a strand of straight, light brown hair away from her face.

Her mother bustled into the room, her sparse, gray-streaked hair seeming on the verge of floating away in her great agitation. In her hand, she waved a sheet of crumpled paper.

Oh, dad blame it. “Is anything the matter?” Daphne asked sweetly, playing dumb.

“Stop it,” her mother growled. The paper made a snapping noise as she gave it a hard shake. “What is the meaning of this?”

Daphne sagged. “I suppose it's fairly obvious. Bob went away to war and met someone. It happens. Our arrangement was always more familial than personal, you know. I'm glad he didn't get blown up or anything.”

Her mother lavished a sour look on her but remained silent.

“Well, what do you want me to do, Ma?” He's made his decision, and he's in France. It's not as if I could do anything about it. Even if you and Pa spend the money to send me to France, he never loved me that much. It would embarrass us all, and for nothing.”

If anything, Mrs. Delaney's frown deepened.

“Stop scowling, Ma. Say something. What do you want?”

“What do I want, Daphne?” her mother repeated, narrowing her eyes until wrinkles wreathed her face. “I want a daughter who's not an embarrassment to the family.”

Daphne gulped. Heat climbed up her face. Her fingers fluttered around her lips, and her mouth opened and closed several times as tiny croaks emerged.

“I want a daughter who can understand her family's needs and make them her goals, instead of pursuing her own selfish desires… Education? Bah! Who needs it? You're going to be a farmer's wife—or at least you were. And another thing. You might try eating a bit less, so you can improve your figure. You look like you're made of…”

Don't say it, Daphne pleaded with her eyes.

“…pumpkins.”

Sobs chased the heat up into her throat. “Ma,” she whimpered. “Ma, I can't help it.”

“You can,” her mother refuted. “You're a selfish little pig. No wonder Bob left you. You don't deserve a man like that.”

Daphne bit down on her trembling lip. Then she drew a shuddering breath, released it, and dragged the note out of her pocket. “Listen, Ma, Bob is gone. For whatever reason, he's not coming back, so Pa will have to find a different way to merge farms with the Arsenaults. You should know, though, that I had another option arise.”

Mrs. Delaney crossed her arms over her chest and raised one eyebrow.

“Well, um, Newcomb College has been increasing its interest in the sciences, so I took a couple of classes, and I loved them. Ma, I want to be a scientist, like Marie Curie. I want to challenge boundaries like Amelia Earhart, and I want to do it by studying diseases. I want to discover cures so fewer families have to mourn children.”

As Daphne described her dreams, her excitement grew. Her mother's familiar disapproval faded from her attention in the face of all she'd learned, all she wanted to learn. “I got a notice from the college that a prominent scientist was offering a one-time chance to work as his laboratory assistant. Ma, he's studying yellow fever, trying to learn more about it, maybe even find a cure. There's already a vaccine, but what about people who can't use it, or who already have the disease? The need is great! So, I applied. If I'm going to be taken seriously, I need lab experience, not just classes. And guess what? I got it. I was selected, even though a whole bunch of boys applied. I'll get paid and everything. Not enough to buy the Arsenault farm, but more than enough to cover my living expenses and tuition, so I won't be a burden anymore.

“Just think, Ma… Someday, your daughter might be remembered as one of the discoverers of the yellow fever cure. Wouldn't that be an honor?”

Mrs. Delaney rolled her eyes. “Scientists? Vaccines? This is supposed to be an honor? This is supposed to be better than you marrying well? You must be joking. Are you sure you're a girl at all?”

For the briefest of moments, Daphne couldn't breathe. Her throat closed completely as though she'd received a physical blow. Her belly clenched and threatened to invert itself. Well, girl, a sour voice in her head drawled, what do you expect, really? You know what she wants and you're not giving it to her. You knew she would be unhappy, and how nasty she can be when she doesn't get her way. There's no surprise in any of this. Her windpipe unsealed itself and air rushed into her lungs in a gasp. She panted in distress. What now? You have a choice… do you stay here and endure her verbal beatings, or do you go back to the city, where your contributions are appreciated, and you can make your own way?

Her mother's voice inserted itself into her internal monologue. “Besides, if a man invites a woman to work in a small, private space with him, do you really think it's going to be test tubes? Wake up, Daphne. He'll have you on your back in no time. You'll end up pregnant and alone when this phony 'job' disappears because the 'scientist' gets tired of you.”

Daphne scowled. “Ma, did I mention all the boys who applied and interviewed for this job? It's a real lab, I've seen it, and not that private. Lots of windows for ventilation, and they all face the street. And after all, have you looked at me? No one is going to be that interested.”

Mrs. Delaney continued ranting as though she hadn't heard. “Why couldn't you have chosen a career—if you must choose a career at all—that's more ladylike? You could teach science, I suppose. Or you could paint or something…”

Daphne shook her head. Sometimes I think I'm a stranger to my own mother. “I can't paint, you know that, but I don't expect you to understand. I guess our desires are incompatible, but since I have the opportunity of a lifetime, and it also takes me out of your sight and away from your ugly comments… I know what I need to do. See you around, Ma… or maybe not.” As she rose stiffly from the bed, Daphne's muscles ached and throbbed as though she'd been in an actual battle. She left her mother glaring at her retreating back and made her way down the hall. Outside Donny's room, her pounding heart skipped a beat. What if he's not in there? she fretted. Her fist trembled as she knocked. I'd hate to have to chase all over the farm looking for him.

The door swung inward and her brother's sandy hair, styled into smooth, shiny, and immobile dapperness with quite a quantity of Brylcreem, poked out into the hallway.

“Donny,” she said, jumping right in, “you know how I asked you to give me a ride back to school next week?”

He tilted his head to one side.

“Can we do it today instead?”
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