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  by
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  www.torridbooks.com




  Chapter 1




  Bryn Sahir, witch extraordinaire, jewel thief and shape shifter, examined the Maison de Ville from an alcove between two buildings. Her hiding place was across the street from the hotel and provided excellent cover. The hotel’s second story balcony was empty. Residents had long since taken to their beds.




  “What room is she in?” Bryn’s sister, Fenix, also a witch, whispered from her position snugged close to Bryn’s back.




  “Hush. She’s taken up residence in the carriage house. They’ve turned it into a suite.”




  Fenix put her lips close to Bryn’s ear. “You will have to pass through the courtyard.”




  Bryn didn’t answer. She knew they had to scale the outer walls to the balcony, descend the stairs, cross the courtyard and then break into the carriage house. The Flaming Heart Emerald, the Couer de Flamme, was rumored to be kept in a silk bag which hung from a gold chain around Marie LeVeque’s café au laite neck. They had to possess it. Fenix was a mere two months from her thirtieth birthday when she would, once again, die. The stakes could not be higher.




  After glancing up Toulouse Street and down, Bryn stole across the cobbles with Fenix behind. She removed a short crossbow from a wide leather belt clasping her tiny waist and fired a bolt affixed with a grappling hook over the balcony railing above. When the hook was secure, she wrapped her leg, encased in black thigh-high boots, around the cord dangling from the railing and easily pulled herself up and onto the balcony. Fenix did not follow. Her job was to remain here and guard Bryn’s escape route. Bryn never allowed her to go into danger this close to the end of her cycle. Her life was too precious.




  Bryn was the cat burglar. Her soft-spoken sister could not deal with the stress and danger so she stayed behind. At least that was the excuse Bryn gave herself for wrapping Fenix in cotton wool. Centuries of raising her from an infant to adulthood over and over again had made Bryn protective, which was completely natural.




  Once on the balcony, Bryn stole down the circular, wrought-iron stairway to the ground floor. Inside the courtyard, she skirted the cast-iron fountain spraying water into the muggy New Orleans’ night, and turned toward the renovated carriage house. Across the courtyard were more guest apartments in what was called the garconniers, the bachelors’ quarters. Gas lamps illuminated the white-washed building with a soft yellow glow. Gardenias planted in clay pots filled the courtyard with their sweet scent. Bryn inhaled it as she stole across the brick pavers to the carriage house wall.




  Above, the wrought-iron rail of the second floor balcony beckoned. She stopped, closed her eyes and tried to read the thoughts of those sleeping inside. Her tentative touch sent her deep into a terrible dream. She saw the dead walk, commanded by a horrible voodoo queen dressed in red lace, her face covered with a red lace mantilla.




  It took all her mental strength to break the tether to the dream and return to awareness. Marie LeVeque must be in the bedroom above deep in sleep. She fired another of her bolts over the railing and clambered up the stout cord. Bless Samantha and her fabulous inventions. French doors on the balcony stood ajar to admit fresh air. Bryn slowly pushed one open and peered into the room.




  A huge bed made of twisted wrought iron stood in the middle of the room. White silk hung from the wrought iron canopy cloaking the bed. The silk fluttered in the breeze from the open door and the sleeper stirred, mumbling incoherently. Bryn held her hands out flat and murmured a sleeping spell. The woman on the bed stopped moving and breathed deeply.




  Bryn stole silently across the room to the bedside and pulled the white down quilt away from the sleeper. The woman on the bed was a beautiful quadroon wearing a lace nightgown buttoned to her throat. The silk bag Bryn searched for lay snuggly between full breasts. Bryn took a deep breath and reached for it. The Coeur de Flamme was within her grasp. She could feel the presence of the stone. When she touched the silk bag a small flame flickered inside, glowing red through the fabric.




  This unique emerald born in the fires of Mt. Kilimanjaro would cure her sister. It must. If the curse was not ended soon, Fenix would burst into flames and die, only to be reborn a baby with no memory of her previous life or her sister. It had happened in an endless cycle for so long Bryn could not remember how many times she had watched Fenix die. The power inside the emerald was rumored to be unlimited. Bryn was positive it would end the curse.




  When her fingers touched the silk bag, the voodoo queen on the bed stirred, slapped at her hand, but did not awaken. Bryn held her breath while Marie LeVeque once again settled into sleep. As she slipped her poniard out of its sheath to cut the gold chain, a large gloved hand wrapped around her mouth from behind and she froze. A warm body pressed against her back. Large thighs fitted themselves to her buttocks. “Don’t utter a word,” was hissed into her ear.




  She was lifted and carried back through the French doors. As soon as she was out of LeVeque’s room she kicked out and grabbed for the crotch of the man carrying her. He swore and dodged the kick but her hand connected with his privates and drew an agonized groan from him. She smiled and tried to repeat the punch but her hand was snatched and twisted brutally. “Stop fighting me, witch.”




  “Never!” She snarled as she tried to turn in his arms to face him. He hefted her kicking violently. She felt for his mind and gasped. It was Quinn. “You!”




  “Yes, me alive and in the flesh. Did you think you had killed me in London?”




  “I had hoped.” He flipped her easily, as though she were a child, gagged her as she fought like a tigress and tossed her over broad shoulders like a sack of potatoes.




  As he dropped lightly off the balcony, she turned her head and examined him. What was he doing here? The last time she’d seen him he was lying in the gutter on the side of a disgusting alley in Soho. She’d just stolen the Stuart Sapphire and he was hot on her trail. She’d led him to Soho where he’d been jumped by a group of bully boys. Part of her heart had wanted to give him aid, the other knew there was no time. Fenix was in too dire of a predicament. Her time was upon her and the sapphire was to be the key. Alas, it had proved too weak. She needed the Coeur de Flamme.




  He carried her to a dark corner deep in the hotel gardens and set her down. Ridiculously handsome, his broad shoulders tapered into a narrow waist and long legs encased in form-fitting buckskins. Thick blond hair flowed from a widow’s peak on his wide white brow. His smiling eyes, under finely arched brows, were a steely gray with flecks of green. She’d caught herself staring into them on more than one occasion. On top of these glorious attributes, his mouth always seemed drawn into a sardonic smile and he possessed a dimple in each cheek.




  She made smothered noises and he laughed showing the dimples. “I bet you have plenty to say, witch, but it will have to wait.” He tossed her back over his shoulder, left the thick shrubbery and jogged across the courtyard. Once on the other side, he opened a wrought-iron garden gate and passed down a narrow alley to Toulouse Street where Fenix waited.




  “I tried to stop him,” Fenix said. “He took my wand.”




  He held it high so Bryn could see. “Oh, did you need this?”




  Fenix made a grab for it and he held it away. “Not so fast, little sister.”




  She sighed and gave up, which did not surprise Bryn. Fenix was not a fighter. She had other ways of getting people to do her bidding that did not involve violence. She would let him overpower her every time. Quinn set her on her feet, removed her gag, and grabbed her shoulders. “Where is it, Bryn? How could you steal the Stuart Sapphire? You must know I had to follow.”




  She jerked out of his grasp and lifted her hand to turn him to ice. “I was so close, you interfering jackass. I need that stone.”




  “No, my good girl. I know that look.” Quinn understood her and knew some of her powers. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her against his powerful chest. “None of your tricks, my girl. What have you done with the sapphire?”




  When his body was this close, Bryn could barely think. She had not allowed herself the pleasure of sex with a man for a long time. If she cared at all about her partner, he died a horrible death when she experienced culmination. She inhaled his masculine odor and the scent of horse and machine oil she associated with Quinn. It would be so easy to rid herself of him. She had only to acquiesce to his persistent demands for her body. She sagged against him, momentarily overcome with desire, then steeling herself, she pulled out of his embrace and turned away. “It’s in the safe at the store on Chartres Street. I had hoped it would help Fenix, but its power was too insignificant.”




  Fenix took her hand. “Come, dear sister, we must away from this place before the watch catches us.”




  “I would have that sapphire,” Quinn snarled. “Don’t think you can keep it. You should be locked up. You’re nothing but a common jewel thief. I’ll have you know I have the authority to take you back to England to stand trial.”




  Bryn laughed. “If you dare.”




  She turned her back on him and stole across the street and into an alley. The gig driven by Samantha Kennis waited for them on St. Louis Street. Quinn and Fenix followed her. “You can’t come with me, Quinn; the gig only holds the three of us.”




  He grinned displaying even white teeth inside the framework of his neatly-trimmed blond goatee. “Do not fall into despair, my dear, I rode.”




  She stopped at the gig where Samantha leaped down to help Fenix into the vehicle. Samantha absorbed Quinn’s presence and rolled her eyes. “Him again?”




  Bryn’s touch on Sam’s cheek was feather light. “Don’t worry, my love, he will be leaving immediately.”




  “No, I will not leave. I will have an explanation and that sapphire.”




  Bryn mounted into the gig and Samantha took up the reins. “Then I suppose you must follow us back to Chartres Street. Our lodgings are over the shop.”




  “Did you get the emerald?” Sam asked as she clucked to the stout mule between the shafts.




  “I had my hand on it when Quinn stopped me. I was so close.”




  Fenix patted her thigh. “Don’t worry, dear sister, you will get it and save me. I know you will.”




  Since Fenix had no memory of any of their time together but the most recent twenty-nine years, it was hard for her to feel the fear that assailed Bryn. Her sister was protected from it by ignorance. But Bryn well knew the horror of her suffering when she ignited into a flaming torch and would do whatever it took to save her from that pain. She was so close. The legends surrounding the Couer de Flamme told of a stone so powerful it could raise the dead which must be what LeVeque planned to use it to do. The dream Bryn had briefly entered spoke of that desire. She’d seen the dead walking to the command of the woman in red lace.




  Sam drove to Chartres Street, number 332, where Bryn and Fenix climbed down to open the store. Quinn rode up behind them, dismounted and stood holding his horse expectantly. Bryn waved her hand. “Take your horse around to the mews. Fingle will stable it for you.”




  “Will you let me in when I return?”




  He stepped close, his breath warming her neck. She shivered and nodded. “Of course. If I say I will do a thing, then I will do it. You shall have your sapphire.”




  “And what if I want more?”




  “Stable your horse,” was all Bryn would say. She opened the store and sent Fenix upstairs to bed. It was late and her sister tired easily at the end of her thirty-year cycle. It was as though all her energy was needed to keep living.




  When Bryn had tucked Fenix into bed with a hot brick to warm her feet, she returned to the small parlor in the back of the house where Samantha was busy making a heated rum punch. The smell of lemons and spices filled the cozy room. Quinn, reposing in a chair beside the small fire, looked up when she entered. The intensity of his desire made her dizzy for a moment. She paused to catch her breath and then took a seat on the other side of the fire where Sam waited to hand her a filled cup.




  “Is Fenix asleep?” Sam asked.




  “She’s very tired.”




  Quinn accepted a filled cup from Sam and sipped the steaming brew. “Why?”




  “Excuse me?”




  “Why is your sister tired? She seems like a young healthy woman.”




  Bryn glanced at Sam who shrugged. “She’s suffering from a curse,” Bryn said over the top of her cup. “As am I. It is why I seek the emerald. To end the curse.”




  Quinn grinned. “You’re jesting,”




  Bryn shook her head and took her first sip of Sam’s potent brew. “I do not jest. In less than two months, Fenix will burst into flames and die. I’ve lost count of how many times she’s had to suffer this torment while I stood helplessly by and watched.”




  Quinn shook his head. “I find your story entertaining but a little hard to swallow.”




  “Maybe you should hear the whole of it.”




  Sam sat across from her on the settee and Bryn sighed. Telling anyone her history like this always made her feel vulnerable. It was better if no one knew. She preferred to bear her torment alone.




  “I’d appreciate hearing the whole tale since I think I’m a little more than slightly involved.”




  Bryn cleared her throat. “It started centuries ago around three hundred A.D. My mother was Celtic. Her name was Radha. Romans kidnapped her and carried her south where she was sold to an Egyptian priest named Chenzira, who was my father. Chenzira was brother to Pharaoh. He fell in love with Radha and we were born, twins, Fenix and I. I am the older by an hour.




  “But all was not well. Radha was very beautiful and Pharaoh became obsessed with having her. He tried to take her away from Chenzira with blandishments and cajoling. She refused. Her love was only for Chenzira. Pharaoh’s desire to possess her for his own soon grew beyond his ability to control and he devised a plan to steal her from Chenzira. His wife discovered his intention and tried to kill Radha. Chenzira gathered his wife and children and ran. Pharaoh was so angry. He followed them into the desert to an oasis where he caught them, burned them at the stake and had an evil witch curse the twins.




  The sky went dark as she cast her terrible spell. We were only six years old but I remember the terror of that moment. I remember seeing my mother and father burning, each one crying for the other, their love strong until death took them.




  As the witch chanted in front of me and Fenix, the wind howled and a djinn rose out of the water of the oasis. The evil creature took Pharaoh and ate him. But that did not end our curse. Fenix lives for only thirty years, dies and is reborn with no memory of anything that has passed before.”




  “And you?” Quinn asked. “You said you were cursed as well.”




  “My curse is very personal.” Bryn slammed her cup down on a marquetry table and beckoned to Sam. “It’s time we went to bed.”




  Quinn leaped to his feet and pulled Bryn into a powerful embrace. “I came home with you because I want you and I believe you desire me as well. Long have we danced this dance, you and I. When will you give yourself to me?”




  When he kissed her, Bryn’s heart leapt and desire raced through veins heated with strong drink and abstinence. She returned his kiss, allowing him to crush her against his chest while he ravaged her mouth with demanding lips. But reality intruded and she pushed him away. They stood staring at each other, panting.




  “All men who love me die,” she cried. “That is my curse.”




  “I refuse to believe,” Quinn said in a soft voice. “You are only saying it to push me away. I will risk your curse, for I think I do love you. Take me to your bed.”




  Chapter 2




  Draak Priest ducked his tonsured gray head to enter the confessional at St. Louis Cathedral. He swept the rough fabric of his brown robe out of the way and took a seat. On the other side of the wooden screen, a young man began his confession. “Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.”




  Priest gave the answers required of this ridiculous ritual and tuned out the young man’s litany of minor sins, murmuring encouragement with only a corner of his awareness. His thoughts were totally concerned with her, Bryn Sahir and her accursed sister, Fenix. She was here in New Orleans and Priest was positive she didn’t have the emerald as yet. He would know.




  When the young man was finished, Priest passed out appropriate penance and left the booth. He stroked the silky surface of the huge silver cross hanging from his waist as he walked down a dark corridor to the bell tower stairs. He climbed slowly. Age and arthritic knees were constant reminders of his failure. At the top, he walked around the great brass bell to the east side of the tower and stared out on the city. It was evening and the sun was slowly setting, turning the sky purple and the clouds an evil red. He stared down at the noisy streets, imagining where she was and what she was doing.




  He knew about Abraxas, her jewelry shop. He knew she made jewelry in the basement where her fiendish partner Samantha Kennis invented crazy machines run off tiny steam engines. Samantha was a genius, working with a jeweler’s loupe to place each tiny piece. He possessed one of her amazing lock boxes, and had seen a flying machine she’d created powered by a steam engine that weighed only thirty pounds. He’d lost Bryn in England because of Sam’s infernal flying machine, but would not do so again.




  Priest flexed his gnarled hands and cursed the demon who’d made him immortal after he’d reached his seventieth year. Living forever was a curse when you already suffered the infirmities of old age. He hadn’t slept a full night in three hundred years. His bowels were in a constant state of disorder. He could eat nothing with milk in it. His joints ached in the cold and damp. His left knee clicked when he climbed stairs. Oh to be young again, or maybe just dead. Then he could finally sleep. The emerald would remove the curse and then maybe he could die a natural death, or as he hoped, return to his youth.




  This promise had been whispered into his ear by Garyx, god of all dragons, when Priest lay in his lair on top of Mt. Drakensburg. All he needed was the stone. Garyx had promised Priest youth in return for the emerald known as the Coeur de Flamme. The stone was here in New Orleans. Bryn had led him here and if he didn’t find it first, he would take it from her. Her obsession with curing her sister would allow her to stop at nothing. She would persevere, steal the stone, and try to use it to cure her sister because the stone was rumored to have great power.




  When the sun’s warmth was gone and the sky a deep blue, he climbed slowly down the winding stairs to the sanctuary. He was in time for eight o’clock Mass. Genuflecting before entering a pew, he knelt on the velvet kneeler and bowed his head in prayer. All around him his fellow priests prayed for salvation while Priest prayed for a gem to present to the devil. The irony of it made him smile.




  When Mass was over, he bowed his head and left the church. Hacks parked at the curb in front of the church waited to take the faithful back to their homes. He climbed into one and told the driver 332 Chartres Street. This was the first time he’d been to Bryn’s store. He just wanted to see it, to feel her presence so close yet so far away.




  He stroked his crotch surreptitiously. He desired Bryn Sahir as he’d desired no other woman in his life. She was incredibly beautiful, possessed of the blackest hair and the whitest skin. Her eyes were like amethysts, her cheeks a delicate rose, her lips like plump berries. When he closed his eyes, she came to him naked, her full breasts tipped with dusky pink nipples, her pubic area smooth and hairless, her arms outstretch as she reached for him.




  Priest growled. He both hated her and loved her. It seemed to him she had become another part of his curse. His lust for her had grown daily until it was now an unendurable ache he was unable to assuage with other women. When he tried, he could not complete the act. Only when he was alone and thought of her was his manhood hard. This forced celibacy only increased his desire for her, and his frustration, tenfold.




  When the hack pulled up in front of the store he had the driver wait while he climbed down and walked to the lighted display window. Bryn’s jewelry was always exotic and unique. Her designs reflected the cultures of her Egyptian father and her Celtic mother. A golden dragon with gemstone scales and ruby eyes hung from a thick gold chain. Priest reached out his hand as though to touch it. A gold filigree tree blossomed with emerald leaves. The display case was filled with fairies, flowers, ankhs and cat brooches with blue topaz eyes.




  When he placed his hands on the wall, he felt her inside. She was with someone, a man. He concentrated. She was with the detective from Scotland Yard. Priest didn’t know his name. He must have followed her to New Orleans. She was also with Samantha. How he hated and envied Samantha who was privy to all Bryn’s secrets and who slept in her bed.




  Priest could only read the thoughts of those he’d had contact with and only when he was within fifty feet. It was such a handicap.




  He gleaned no information from her. When his mind touched hers, she felt him and built walls to keep him at bay. Just knowing he’d disturbed her pleased him immensely. Priest thought for a moment and made a decision. He backed slowly away from the window and held his hands out in front of him. The loose sleeves of his robe suddenly began moving. A thick, black snake dropped out of each sleeve and fell to the ground. Each snake opened its mouth and hissed at Priest who hissed back. The snakes slithered into a street drain and disappeared.




  Pleased with himself, he climbed back into the hack and told the driver to take him across town to a small dwelling on the waterfront. He planned to meet Papa Boukman, a renowned voodoo priest. With this evil worshipper of black demons’ help, he would recover the Flaming Heart before Bryn had her slender white hands on it.




  * * * *




  Bryn stared at her sister’s pale face across the dinner table. Fenix was fire where she was night. While her hair was as black as a crow’s wing, Fenix’s hair flamed red with golden lights. While Bryn’s eyes were the color of purple jewels, Fenix had the gilded eyes of a hawk. Fenix’s skin was golden. Bryn’s was cream. Fenix was slim and wraithlike, moving as though floating, while Bryn was tall and strong, her movements lithe and catlike. Her sister preferred warm colors. She currently wore a low cut dress of jonquil silk with long white lace sleeves, a tight bodice of white ruched silk embellished with tiny orange grosgrain ribbons and a treble-flounced skirt of more jonquil silk.




  Bryn preferred richer colors and often wore black or deep purple which set off her creamy white complexion to perfection. Her high-necked dark purple lace dress was drawn tightly in at the waist where it flared into a modest bustle and a narrow skirt. The purple lace skirt flowed over an underdress of lilac silk. Bryn rarely decorated her dresses with bunches of ribbons or other trimmings, but preferred slim lines and often wore a split skirt under everything to aid her in quick getaways. She currently wore a wide filigree silver belt that tapered to a point at its center. Several weapons were secreted inside this belt. Bryn never went anywhere unarmed.




  Poor Fenix drooped with fatigue. She ate with her head resting on an open palm and her eyes half closed. When she picked at a slice of chicken breast, Bryn encouraged her. “Eat, dear sister, you need to keep up your strength.”




  Quinn watched this with amused eyes. Bryn knew he still didn’t believe her story. Suddenly strange thoughts intruded into an unprotected corner of her mind. She shivered as she recognized the thoughts…Priest! He was close enough to penetrate her mental walls. She quickly fortified her mind against him, leaped to her feet and swept to the window that overlooked Chartres Street.




  Quinn moved behind her. She felt his heat burning into her back. “What’s wrong?”




  “Draak Priest is down there. I felt him.” She pointed to a hackney cab disappearing around the corner onto Ursulines. “He’s inside that hack. I’m sure of it.”




  Quinn knew of Priest from their sojourn in London. He was suspected of multiple murders in a seamy section of the town. Eleven prostitutes had been strangled and dismembered. Witnesses described an elderly man with incredible strength. Quinn had been on his trail when he encountered Bryn and Fenix for the first time. She’d been planning to steal a crown jewel, the Stuart Sapphire, which now rested in her safe in the basement.




  Quinn placed his large hands on her shoulders and squeezed, she shivered with desire. “You’re imagining things,” he whispered into her ear. “On top of your other accomplishments, do you read minds as well?”




  She pushed his hands away, went back to the table, sat down and stared into his steely eyes. “Yes, I do.”




  “So you truly believe Priest is here in New Orleans.”




  “Yes, Quinn, he was outside in the street only moments ago,” she said.




  Quinn backed up and stared at her. “I find this very hard to believe. Have there been any murders?”




  “None that I know of, but the man is evil incarnate. If he is here, women will die.”




  “Then you must be mistaken. If you can read minds, what am I thinking?” His grin was cocky as he resumed his interrupted dinner.




  Bryn’s answer was a fiery blush.




  He nodded, his expression rueful. “I see it is very likely that you are indeed able to read me, but then you knew what I wanted already so it should have been no challenge.”




  “You can’t do the things you are thinking about with me, Quinn. Not only would they be entirely improper, but you would die. I told you, I am accursed.”




  Fenix smiled. “You two shouldn’t exclude me, you know. I’m not invisible.”




  Bryn apologized and shot Quinn a look filled with reproach. When dinner was over, Bryn and Fenix went into the parlor to pour over plans to acquire the emerald. Quinn brought his glass of cognac into the parlor and sat on the settee next to Bryn as Samantha came up from the basement covered with soot.




  “What happened?” Bryn asked. Seeing Samantha covered with strange substances was not an occurrence of such note as to startle her.




  Sam grinned and brushed some of the black stuff off her white lab coat. “Just a minor setback. I hope to have a working bomb shortly that is capable of destroying an entire city block. I’ve invented an explosive by mixing nitroglycerine with oil, a binder of my own devising and a chemical that causes it to become soft and malleable. It’s very powerful and only requires a wick to set it off.”




  Bryn surged to her feet. “I thought you were inventing a better engine for zeppelins.”




  “Oh, I am. I hit a rough spot and was enjoying a brief interlude by playing with fire.” Her rueful grin highlighted her cheery dimples and her pug nose.




  “If you will, please stop trying to blow up my shop. Go upstairs and have Selina draw you a bath. I will be up directly to help.”




  Sam grinned. “Will you wash my back, dear Bryn?”




  Bryn’s face flamed. “I will wash whatever you desire.”




  Quinn had been following this exchange with intense interest. When Sam went upstairs, he grabbed Bryn’s hand. She was trembling with excitement. Maybe entertaining herself with Samantha’s lithe body would erase her increasing desire for Quinn. She didn’t want to kill him. At least, not yet.




  “I might not be able to read minds, but you’ll not wash any part of or cavort with your doxy while I am present.”




  “Samantha is not a doxy. She is my very dear friend.”




  “So I see.”




  Their eyes met and a battle of wills ensued. Bryn felt his desire and knew he would not be denied. She really had no wish to deny him. He’d been chasing her for over a year, pursuing his interest as well as trying to catch her in the act of stealing, and she believed him when he told her he loved her. She sighed. “Why don’t you come upstairs with me and help me wash Sam’s back?”




  “I’ve no desire for a squab of a woman with short hair and a pug nose,” Quinn snapped. When he pulled her into his embrace, she fought to disentangle herself. “It is you I desire.” He buried his face in her hair. “Oh God, I love you to the edge of madness.”




  “You can’t,” she protested. “Loving me will kill you.”




  “I’ve reached the point where I no longer care. Do with me as you will.”




  She allowed his kiss, but when it got too deep and she felt the familiar fire building inside her that indicated the curse was about to incinerate him, she pushed him away and pointed to Fenix. “Stop, Quinn, you disturb my sister.”




  Quinn took a deep ragged breath. His laugh was breathy and edged with a note of desperation. “Nothing short of one of Sam’s bombs would wake her.”




  Poor Fenix was dozing in a chair by the fire. This close to her death, she slept a lot. Bryn took Quinn’s hand. “I know you do not believe in my curse, but never-the-less, it is real. If, as you say, you wish to be with me, you must allow Samantha into our coupling. She will have to be a surrogate at some point, for me.” She stroked his hand with her eyes downcast. “Truly, Quinn, if you take me you will die. I care for you.”




  He groaned and pulled her tightly to his body. She was a tall woman but the top of her head only reached his chin. He ran his hands down her back and cupped her round ass through the fabric of her bustle. This close, she could feel his arousal against her stomach. It only stoked her desire and added to her fear that this would end badly. She’d seen it before.




  Chapter 3




  Draak Priest urged the hack down a dark alley close to the waterfront. The jarvey hadn’t wanted to go into this part of town. Priest had taken control of his weak mind and forced him here. The cob between the shafts jibbed at its bit while Priest climbed out of the hack. He walked to the jarvey and waved his hand over the man’s eyes. Immediately, the jarvey wakened and bolted upright, took one look around and began backing the cob. Priest felt no need to compensate him but stepped into the shadows until the hack was gone.




  When the clip clop of the cob’s hooves died away, Priest walked down the alley and into the main road. The river flowed deep and dark just on the other side. Docks jutted into the flow. Paddle wheelers and fishing boats were tied to wharfs littered with crab traps, fishing nets, barrels and carts filled with coal. The crescent moon emerged from behind a cloud and lighted the road, revealing a small pub between two warehouses. Dim light shone from filthy windows in the front of the establishment and the sound of fiddle music wafted on the fetid night air. A wooden sign swung in the breeze coming off the river. It read Salon de Grande-Borie.




  Priest lifted his robes to pick his way along the garbage-strewn street and across a foamy puddle of horse piss. He stood for a moment outside the pub, looked once down the road and ducked inside.




  The smell was powerful. Priest removed a handkerchief drenched in scent from his pocket and held it to his nose. A negro woman danced on a platform while two fiddlers played. She lifted her multi-colored skirts exposing lithe brown legs and sweet ankles. Priest imagined what lay at the juncture of her thighs and felt his manhood stir.




  Three men watched her dance from stools set close to a rough plank bar. They drank beer from grimy glasses. One of the men wore a cord around his neck with a gris-gris bag dangling from it. He had a gold earring in his coffee-colored ear and long matted lengths of black hair woven with brightly colored thread. When he clapped to the music, Priest spotted a bulky gold ring on his thumb with a huge blood-red stone at its center. That was Papa Boukman, the voodoo priest he had come to meet.




  Priest skirted the dance floor and took a stool next to Boukman. He said nothing, just flicked his silver cross out of the folds of his robe and began stroking the sleek finish. Boukman saw it and nodded. In a minute, he excused himself to his friends and went outside. Priest followed.




  They walked across the road to stand on the banks of the Mississippi. The sliver of moon gleamed off the ruffled surface of the black water. The muggy breeze was filled with the scents of dead fish, manure and wet mud.




  “I brought what you asked of me,” he finally said, breaking the silence.




  Boukman held out his hand. Priest took a small package of brown paper out of a pocket hidden on the folds of his robe and handed it to Boukman. The voodoo priest opened it and examined the shriveled penis laying in the paper. “This be from a church man?”




  Priest nodded. “I cut it off him myself.” The item in question was the appendage of a Jesuit monk who had just arrived from France. Priest hated the Jesuits. Many years ago, one had tried to burn him at the stake in France. This was a small payback for that offense.




  Boukman wrapped it back up and stuffed it in the pocket of his revolting black cotton pants. “The woman you be asking about be very powerful. She would kill me or worse, make me her slave, if she found out I done give her up to you.”




  “All I wish to know is where she will hold her next ritual. It seems a small thing. You need not attend.” Priest returned the handkerchief to his nose. Boukman was none too clean.




  The black voodoo man pursed thick rubbery lips and rubbed his flat nose with a thick finger while he thought. Priest wanted him to hurry, but refused to allow his impatience to show. When Boukman did not give him the information, but stood staring at the water for over ten minutes, Priest had waited long enough. He half-closed his eyes and murmured one word. Boukman’s thoughts immediately became clear. Madam LeVeque would be holding her next ritual the first night of the full moon on the banks of Bayou Tigre. She currently resided in the carriage house of the Maison de Ville.




  Free of the necessity of courting this buffoon’s good intentions, Priest took his rosary out of his pocket, stepped behind Boukman, flipped the thin wire containing the beads around Boukman’s neck and dropped him to the ground before he even realized he was in trouble. Boukman kicked and clawed at his throat for several seconds. When the wire had cut into Boukman’s neck deeply enough to draw a steady flow of dark blood and the voodoo priest had stopped kicking, Priest released the tension and flipped the rosary off his neck.




  “You should have worried about me, my friend,” Priest said to the corpse. With great distain, he fumbled in the man’s pants and retrieved his package. He held it up, laughing silently at the memory of the day he’d harvested the organ. Then he tossed it into thick bushes on the side of the alley. Leaving it on the voodoo priest might in some way reveal his identity. It was better to dispose of it.




  He then knelt beside the dead man and gave him last rites, finishing by sliding a communion wafer into the gaping red mouth of the voodoo priest. As he stood he wondered what the man’s soul, which must be black and evil, thought of being consecrated to God.




  He laughed as he walked away. People always underestimated a man dressed as a member of the church. Such a convenient disguise was not to be despised. Immensely cheered by his success, Priest went to find the dancer. A midnight tryst would be a wonderful way to end the day.




  * * * *




  Bryn tucked Fenix into bed and pulled the down quilt over her shoulders. “Good night, my sweet.”




  Fenix grabbed her hand. “It’s happening, isn’t it? I’m going to die soon.”




  Tears sprang into Bryn’s eyes. “Not if I can help it, my love. Sleep and you will wake rested.”




  Fenix squeezed her hand. “I wish I could remember.”




  Bryn shook her head and brushed tears out of her eyes. “Truly, love, it’s better if you don’t. It’s a mercy.”




  Fenix closed her eyes and sighed when Bryn took her thin cold hand and placed it over her heart. “You don’t understand what it’s like to live knowing there is something dreadful hanging over you and you can’t remember.”




  “I do understand. I’ve been there with you every time.”




  “I wish you didn’t have to suffer.”




  “I would do anything to keep you from dying, my sister. It’s not I who suffers. It is you.”




  When Fenix turned her head away, red hair fanned out across her pillow. “I want to remember.”




  Her voice faded as she dropped into deep sleep. Bryn firmed her resolve to find the emerald and save her sister. Instead of crying, she should be doing something…anything.




  She closed the door and slipped into her own room. In the adjoining bathing chamber, Samantha was just stepping into a tub of steaming water. Bryn’s mood was dark. She felt no desire to participate in this act. The door to the adjoining bedroom opened and Quinn entered, wearing a loudly-colored dressing gown. The ridiculous colors running riot across velvet fabric lifted her spirits. He took her into his arms and pulled the pins from her hair. A cascade of black silk fell down her back. He lifted the lengths and kissed them. “Are you sure Sam is willing to participate in this ménage?”




  Bryn took his hand. “She has done so many times before. I am not quite an innocent, my darling.”




  He hung back, his face reflecting doubt. “How old are you two?”




  “Fenix and I are older than you can imagine. I saw the sun rise over the pyramids of Egypt when Pharaoh still ruled. I sailed to America with the Pilgrims and traveled West with the pioneers. We saved Samantha from being burned at the stake in Salem. We are old, dear Quinn. Does it disturb you?”




  “I must say it’s a very difficult thought to absorb. I’d rather see you as young and beautiful, and believe that’s what you are.”




  “We are forever young. That is part of the curse. Come, my darling, stop fretting about matters you can’t comprehend. Sam is already in the tub. All that remains is for you to join her. I plan to wash both of your backs.”




  When he still hung back, Bryn pushed the brightly-colored dressing gown off his shoulders and began unbuttoning the crisp white shirt he wore under it. He stood quietly while she worked, breathing deeply. When his shirt was off, she stepped back to watch the play of light from the oil lamp across his well-defined muscles. Unable to resist, she ran her hands over his arms feeling the strength in them. When she stroked his nipples, he drew in his breath sharply and she laughed.




  “Are these manly nubs off limits?”




  He shook his head. “No woman has ever touched them before.”




  “You will find I may touch many things no woman has ever touched before.” Her nimble fingers quickly unbuttoned his breeches. Beneath them he wore fine linen small clothes. “Your boots, sir.”




  She pushed him into a chair and began tugging at one highly-polished boot. He put his other foot on her butt and shoved. The boot came off and she went flying. “Think you to have fun at my expense? Payback will shortly be mine.”




  She tugged off the other boot and straddled him. He tried to unbutton her high-necked bodice and failed. “How did you get into this thing?”




  “Hooks and eyes, my darling, and a maid.” She took his face in her hands and pressed feathery kisses across his lips, cheeks and eyes.




  “Bryn,” he groaned.




  She jumped up and pulled him out of the chair. “Come. You have been very patient.”




  She led him by the hand into the small room set up as a bathing chamber. “Sam has designed a hot water system. The water is heated in the basement in a boiler and pumped to this floor.”




  Steam filled the room. When it cleared, Sam could be seen naked in the huge porcelain tub. Bryn pushed Quinn toward it, stopped him and jerked his britches to his feet. She gasped at the sight of his arousal. His equipment was some of the best she’d ever seen; large, but not too long, thick and ridged. A toy worthy of any woman’s warmest imagining.




  Sam eyed it with apprehension, but moved over in the hot water to make room for him. When he was sitting in the tub, Bryn began to slowly unbutton her bodice. Quinn’s eyes followed each movement of her fingers. When her dress was off and she stood clad only in her chemisette, stockings and garters, he stroked her silky leg and she slapped his hand. “You rush things, my darling. Waiting is half the fun.”




  “Not for me,” he growled.




  She slowly drew her chemise over her head and posed for him in her stockings before untying her garters and sliding each stocking down her leg. Sam rose from the water, stepped out of the tub and embraced her. Her wet body fit into Bryn’s arms. Her familiar kiss helped relieve Bryn of fear and building anxiety. As they kissed, Bryn saw Quinn squirming in the tub. Experience had taught her that men find watching women kiss extremely arousing.




  Over the centuries, Bryn had learned sex with any man was a dangerous experience. Each time, she either feared for the man’s life or desired it to end.




  Sam’s warm hands sought her private place and stroked the smooth skin. Bryn’s vulva was hairless. Some genetic abnormality precluded her growing any body hair. Fenix was not so blessed. When Sam’s finger parted the lips of her sex and penetrated her, she pushed her lover away. “Let me into the water.”




  They both climbed into the tub with Quinn whose eyes glowed with desire. Bryn sat on one side and Sam straddled his muscular thighs. Bryn first stroked his erection and then Sam’s sex. She kissed Quinn and he caressed her breasts, tugging at each pink nipple until it swelled and lengthened.




  Sam took soap and began washing Bryn and Quinn. Quinn returned the favor, reluctantly at first, then with more enthusiasm. Sam’s breasts were small, but her nipples were large and puffy. Quinn soaped them up and played with them while Bryn moved to sit on Quinn’s lap behind Sam, where she reached around to caress her. She urged Sam up and slipped Quinn’s erection into her. She held onto that organ and stroked it as she pushed it deep into Samantha. Then she lifted Sam in her arms, kissed her neck and shoulders and helped her mount Quinn. When Quinn wrapped his hands around Sam’s waist, their fingers touched and she felt his excitement.




  “Is this your first time with two women?” She asked in a breathless voice.




  His only answer was a long groan as Sam moved up and down on his organ. Bryn knew Sam would find no pleasure in the penetration, so she spread the lips of her sex and rubbed the nub of her desire rhythmically. Sam leaned back against Bryn and allowed Quinn to lift her up and down while Bryn pleasured her.




  Water slopped back and forth as Quinn lifted Samantha faster and faster. Sam moaned and thrust herself against Bryn’s clever fingers. Bryn slipped back into the water, keeping up the friction on Sam’s nub. She found Quinn’s lips and kissed him deeply. He groaned as she thrust her tongue into his mouth, raping the inside in a forceful entry, while she licked his tongue and lips.




  Bryn felt both of their excitement. Quinn’s thoughts were red with desire. Sam’s thoughts were of her and the times they’d lain in bed, Sam between her legs. The combined emotion made her breathless. She felt Quinn nearing completion and Sam’s crushing orgasm. She pushed Sam off when she’d finished and took Quinn into her mouth. She sucked his thrusting cock and stroked it. He groaned once and held her head while he bucked and spewed into her mouth.




  Quinn slowly opened his eyes and Bryn smiled slyly up at him. “Not fair,” he gasped. “It’s all over way too soon.”




  “Who said it’s over,” Bryn whispered.




  She climbed out of the tub taking Sam with her. They dried each other with soft towels while Quinn watched, taking a long time doing it. When Sam was finished drying Bryn, she took her hand and led her to the bedroom. Quinn tripped over the edge of the tub in his haste to leave it. Sam pushed Bryn back on the bed and motioned to Quinn. “She has not yet received pleasure, good sir. We must now rectify that situation.”




  Quinn’s tongue felt like it had cleaved to the roof of his mouth. Bryn lay on her back, open on the bed beckoning to them. The coral inside of her sex was moist with her excitement and her flesh swollen. Sam crawled between her legs and Quinn dived onto the bed beside Bryn. She allowed him to caress her breasts and suck her nipples while Sam licked between her legs. In his entire life, Quinn had never been this aroused and he’d just reached fulfillment moments before.




  Sam’s tongue flicked Bryn’s excited flesh again and again while Quinn watched. His cock was as stiff as an oar thumping against Bryn’s thigh. Bryn ran her hands through his hair and pulled his head down. She licked his lips and thrust her tongue between them. He groaned in agony and returned her kiss which became rougher and more violent as his passion and hers rose. He mauled her breasts and she didn’t complain when he dropped his head to nurse each teat like a hungry child.




  Sam held Bryn’s bucking hips tight to her mouth tormenting Bryn until she screamed. All Quinn could think about was pushing Sam aside and mounting Bryn, but he knew not to do it. He might not have totally believed her story, but he knew she didn’t want him inside her and this was too good to end on a bad note.




  Bryn lifted her hips one final time and grabbed Sam’s head, then she collapsed. Quinn was half leaning over her unsure of what to do, throbbing with need. Sam pushed him down onto his back and took him in her mouth. Bryn kissed him once, using her tongue to torment him, then she joined Sam.




  Quinn was carried away. He felt like he was in some erotic dream where his every fantasy was fulfilled. Two women sucking his cock, stroking his balls and squeezing his ass, what could be any better?




  When he finally unloaded again, he yelled and collapsed. It was as though every drop of fluid in his body had just been sucked out through his cock. He lay moaning softly while Bryn curled up next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. “That was not too bad, darling Quinn, was it?”




  Chapter 4




  Pounding on the door woke Quinn from an exhausted sleep. He opened his eyes, confused for a moment about where he was. Bryn’s head still lay on his shoulder. A cascade of black hair flowed across one arm. She opened her eyes and stared into his. “It’s for you.”




  “Me?”




  “Fingle will get it, but indeed, it is for you. A policeman named . . .” she closed her eyes for a moment. “His name is Hennessy, Arthur Hennessy.”




  “Devil take me, that’s the Police Chief.” Quinn leaped out of bed and began searching for clothing dropped many hours ago in parts unknown.




  Bryn slipped out of bed and donned a purple silk wrapper. She found his trousers and handed them to him. The pounding on the door had stopped. Fingle must have answered it. Bryn handed him his shirt and he shrugged it on. His coat was in the adjoining room where Sam lay sound asleep, her short curly head on a white pillow. Bryn helped him into the coat and he tugged on his boots. “Something must be terribly wrong.”




  “He’s here about a murder,” she told him as she followed him to the bedroom door.




  “Priest!”




  “You don’t know that yet.”




  “It has to be. He was here last night and now we have a murder on our hands and it must be very bad if Hennessy is looking for me here. We’re not exactly friends.” They shared one long lingering kiss and he ran down the staircase. Hennessy was standing beside the door in the front hall waiting. “What is it?” Quinn asked.




  “Two dead darkies on the waterfront.”




  Quinn stopped. “Why is that important?”




  “One is a very famous voodoo priest. The darkies are in an uproar about it and the other one is the priest’s woman.”




  Hennessy spoke in a broad Southern drawl. Every word was a testament to his heritage. His family owned a plantation in Baton Rouge and farmed it with Negro help they now had to pay. Hennessy’s opinions about Negros were strong. This must indeed be a very famous one to have drawn the interest of the New Orleans Police Department.




  A police hack waited in the street. The two men climbed in and the driver took off for the waterfront. The closer they got to the river, the muggier became the air until Quinn felt like he was breathing through a wet towel. They stopped outside a darkie bar called the Salon de Grande-Borie. Quinn climbed out first, followed by Hennessy. A group of policemen stood staring at something on the riverbank. Quinn surmised it was the body and walked across the dirt road and over the embankment.




  A large black man wearing a white shirt, black pants and a colorful vest lay on his back. Quinn stepped through the gathered police and bent over him. His eyes were bursting from their sockets, heavily veined with red. His cheeks were also veined. “This man was strangled,” he said to Hennessy.




  “Garroted.” Hennessy pointed to a red line cut into the man’s thick neck.




  The dead man was beefy, tall and well-muscled. Quinn bent low to further examine his throat. He took a pocket knife out and used it to push the dead man’s shirt further down so he could get a better look. When he did, he noticed something in a bag hanging from a cord around the dead man’s neck. “What would that be?”




  “Gris-gris bag,” Hennessy said. “Voodoo.”




  “There is a strange mark here.” Quinn pointed and Hennessy leaned over his shoulder to get a closer look.




  “It appears to be a cross,” Hennessy said.




  “See these round indentations,” Quinn pointed. “This man was strangled with a rosary. The indentations were made by the beads and this mark is from the cross.”




  “Infamous,” Hennessy said. “Who would do such a thing?”




  Quinn did not answer because he knew exactly who killed using a rosary.




  One of the policemen approached Hennessy and held out a piece of brown paper. Something shriveled lay inside it. Quinn stood up and examined the object.




  “What do you think it is?” Hennessy asked.




  Quinn tilted his head. “That, my good man, is a penis.”




  Hennessy gasped. “Whose?”




  “My good sir, I cannot tell you. Have you discovered any corpses missing one?”




  Hennessy shook his head. “No.”




  “Then I think you should look for one. Where is the next dead body?”




  They climbed back into the carriage and drove further down the river bank to a deserted area on the outskirts of the city. The dirt track along the river was edged with tumble-down shacks. Garbage and filth of every kind littered the narrow, rutted track. A knot of police and several hacks were gathered on the far side of the shacks. Quinn climbed down and walked across the road to the river bank. This body was naked. The woman’s breasts were missing and a large knife had been inserted into her vagina. The handle was visible between her legs.




  “Quite brutal,” Quinn said as he bent to examine the woman. “They appear to have died within hours of each other.” Quinn was now sure Draak Priest had killed these women. The Soho killer was in New Orleans. He’d undoubtedly followed Bryn and her sister. But to what end?




  Hennessy pointed to her neck. Quinn bent closer knowing what he’d see. She bore the same ligature marks. She’d been garroted with a rosary.




  He stood up and stroked his neatly trimmed goatee. “I believe we are looking for a priest.”




  “And why would you think such a thing?” Hennessy demanded.




  “Observe,” Quinn said pointing to a mark in the mud next to the woman. Someone knelt here wearing a robe or a gown. I don’t believe a woman did this. Do you? You can see swipes made by fabric where the killer knelt in the mud. Then there’s the rosary. And then there is this.” Quinn pointed to a tiny speck on the dead woman’s lips. “That, my good man, is the remains of a communion wafer.”




  Hennessy gasped. “Was there one in the man’s mouth?”




  “I did not notice. Perhaps you can send one of your men around to check.”




  “This is quite grotesque. I believe you are right. The killer must be a priest. What an abominable thought.”




  Quinn stood up, brushed mud off his fawn-colored breeches and straightened his hat. “Or someone who pretends to be a priest.”




  “What are you saying?” Hennessy demanded.




  “Oh, nothing, mere conjecture, my good man, just conjecture.”




  “Why the wafer?”




  “I believe this woman was given last rites before she was most cruelly violated and murdered.”




  “That’s unthinkable,” Hennessy said with an audible groan.




  “Yes I agree, quite grotesque.” Quinn stared at Hennessy for a moment from beneath his brows. Should he share his information with the Police Chief? Quinn decided he was not ready for such a revelation.




  * * * *




  Priest started awake in his cold monk’s cell. The snakes watching Bryn Sahir and those in her apartment had noticed something odd. He concentrated on their cold minds, forced their slits of eyes to focus as he closed his own, and looked only through theirs.




  He saw Quinnten Blade, curse his rotten soul, rise from Bryn’s bed and begin to dress. As he focused on the snakes’ aural senses, he heard Bryn’s servant telling Quinn the New Orleans Police Chief was at the door. Priest nodded. They had discovered the bodies of his most recent victims. Priest urged the snakes forward. One slithered up the bedpost and under the sheets. Priest groaned. Bryn and her lover, Samantha, lay entwined. Both were quite naked. As the snake watched from its hiding place, Bryn rose from the bed and stretched. Priest put his hands through a slit in his priest’s vestments and began stroking himself. He was unable and unwilling to let this opportunity pass.




  As he watched through the eyes of his spy, Sam climbed out of bed and embraced Bryn. They kissed and Priest moaned. Bryn fondled Sam’s small breasts, pulling on the nipples with a smile on her lovely face. When Samantha slipped to her knees and began to tongue Bryn’s naked cleft, Priest erupted into his hand and instantly cursed himself for finishing too soon.




  “One day,” he vowed as he severed the connection with the snake. “One day, she will be mine. I will teach her what it is like to serve a man.”




  Priest had plans for this day. He left his small cell in the cathedral and caught a hack to Toulouse Street and the Maison de Ville. Marie LeVeque lived there and Priest wanted to catch her before she left her rooms. Perhaps he would relieve her of the Couer de Flamme without having to trek into the swamp and attend anything as vulgar and crude as a gathering of savage voodoo worshippers.




  Priest paid off the cab and walked boldly into the lobby of the Maison de Ville. He strode across the rich carpet and out the French doors to the courtyard. The three-tiered iron fountain sprayed cool water into the muggy morning as Priest surveyed the carriage house. The walls of the old slave quarters, now guest apartments, were the color of red mud, the ornamental railings of the balconies a contrasting white. The carriage house balcony was small. There was only one guest suite in it and Marie LaVeque resided there.




  He stared at it while he imaged her inside sleeping. It was still early. The door was answered after only one knock by an octoroon dressed in a colorful skirt and a red turban. Her creamy breasts rose out of the low-cut white blouse in ripe swells. Priest could see their dark nipples through the fabric. “I’m here to see Mademoiselle LeVeque. Is she available?”




  “Non, monsieur, she still sleeps. Would you care to leave a message?”




  Priest scanned the suite with his mind and discovered LeVeque was indeed upstairs in bed, but not asleep, and not alone. She was trysting with a giant darkie. When he entered her mind, he was filled with her feminine lust, felt the thrust of the darkie’s huge organ, felt her womanhood moist and swollen, felt her nipples hard against his massive chest. He took a deep breath and severed the mental connection before he became so involved he could not.




  The servant touched his arm. “Monsieur, are you sick?”




  Her touch startled him. He grabbed her arm as his breathing slowly returned to normal. For one moment, he thought about taking her, but dismissed it. Now was not the time to dally in Marie LeVeque’s apartment. “I’m fine,” he snarled and backed out the door.




  “Sir,” she called after him. “Do you not wish to leave a message?”




  “No!” Priest waved his arm to dismiss her. “I will contact her later.”




  Foiled, Priest stormed across the ornamental courtyard. He breathed deeply of morning air heavy with river moisture and the familiar scents of New Orleans; flowers, frying pastries, garbage and the overpowering smell of the river at low tide. He left the hotel quickly and walked down Bourbon Street toward the Alley Café. A cup of chocolate and a beignet would do wonders for his strained constitution. He would try to gain access to LeVeque’s apartment again tonight. If that failed, he would be forced to attend the voodoo ritual.




  Chapter 5




  Bryn was waiting in the breakfast parlor when Quinn returned. “What did you find?” she asked as she reached for a croissant.




  Quinn sat down opposite her and selected a pastry from a plate filled with beignets. As she poured out coffee scented with spices he told her of his activities. She was stunned to hear of the murders. “Those people were killed by Draak Priest,” she finally said. “Everything, the rosary, the wafer, it had to be him. He’s come here from London to resume his heinous crime spree. Do you think he was looking for something and didn’t find it?” She paused. “Or maybe he got what he wanted and that’s why they are dead.”




  “I imagine he’s searching for the same thing you are,” Quinn said. “He’s after the emerald. And if that’s the case, he must have gotten the information he wanted from those two. They certainly can’t help him in the condition they’re in.”




  Bryn nodded. “I’m sure he’s after the stone. He wishes to regain his mortality. The ages weigh heavily upon his shoulders. It is no light thing to face century after century as an old man. He will follow me to find the stone’s location. Or, as you say, he has already discovered it from the two he killed. What did the man look like?”




  Quinn told her and she slammed her coffee cup down so hard the fine porcelain shattered. She dropped her head with shame over her outburst. “I should not have done that. Please forgive me. The dead man must be a voodoo priest so Draak will now know about LeVeque.”




  Quinn sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “I don’t understand about this curse. You’re saying Draak Priest is an old man who is cursed?”




  Bryn nodded as she helped the maid clean up shards of porcelain. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to the maid. “Yes, centuries ago he offended a very great wizard. They had been friends, both of them brought up in the ancient ways in Italy. Both were brothers in the Franciscan order. Draak and this other Franciscan, Friar Gregory, lived in a very remote monastery in the mountains and both had become immersed in the arcane, leaving behind their priestly beliefs as they delved deeper into dark magic. In this mountain resided a very old dragon. Priest allied himself with the beast against his brother monk. For this reason, he has many of the same powers as dragons. But Gregory was the stronger wizard. He discovered Draak was planning a ritual that would give him Friar Gregory’s powers. He was able to fool Draak, curse him and evict him from the monastery. Priest has roamed the world ever since trying to regain his lost power, end the curse and exact vengeance on Friar Gregory.”




  Quinn laughed. “That’s quite the story. Is this Friar Gregory still alive?”




  Bryn smiled and sat back in her seat. She poured fresh coffee into a new cup and spooned sugar into it. “Yes he is, and he still lives in the monastery, though it has long been abandoned by his order. And if the dragon lives still, Priest serves him.”




  Quinn shook his head. “I’ve seen and heard more strange, bizarre things since I met you than I ever imagined could exist.”




  Bryn laughed. “I’m sorry to involve you in this, Quinn, but truly, you haven’t seen anything yet. If Fenix has to die yet again, you will see something so strange and horrible you will never forget it. Now please excuse me, I must get to work. I have several pieces of commissioned jewelry to finish today.”




  “Not yet, my dear, first tell me where you think this Draak Priest will be living.” He slid out of his chair and placed a strong hand on her arm. The large fingers were warm on her flesh and Bryn shivered with a new feeling. She ruthlessly crushed the tender emotions. She could not, would not, love this man. Her love could only kill him and even if he lived, she would have to watch as he grew old and died. The curse of immortality was anyone you loved soon left you behind as they fulfilled the rules of their mortality and went into death.




  “If he’s following his regular habits, he’ll be living in a church. He is an ordained priest and has many contacts among the church hierarchy. He often travels about investigating demonic possession and performing exorcisms.”




  Quinn slowly pulled her into his arms. Bryn didn’t struggle. She allowed this because she had feelings for him she could not fight. She wanted to be close to him. When she thought of the night of love she’d spent with him and Samantha, she blushed. He lifted her chin with one finger and pressed a kiss on her lips. “I’m not going to let you forget me or push me away,” he breathed against her mouth. “I’ll claim you as mine. You’ll see.”




  Suddenly Bryn wished nothing more than to be able to yield to him, to give him what he desired. She touched his cheek. “I wish I could allow you to do so, but you know it is not possible. Now, release me so I can go to my work.”




  Quinn let her go. She walked to the door leading to her workshop and stopped. When she looked back at him he was smiling.




  Bryn was so beautiful. She had no idea how lovely she was or how she affected him. This morning she was dressed for work in a plain black skirt with a leather blacksmith’s apron over it and a deep purple blouse that made her eyes shine like amethysts. Even with her hair in a severe bun at the nape of her neck, she looked young and vulnerable, things Quinn knew she was not. He sighed. Time for him to get back to work. Her words about Draak Priest bothered him. He’d been chasing Priest for murdering young women in the Soho district of London before Bryn stole the Stuart Sapphire and set him on this incredible journey. Quinn now believed Priest was murdering women here and Bryn obviously thought that as well. Such similarities as the communion wafer and the rosary were not easily duplicated or mistaken. The desecration of the woman’s body also exactly mimicked the way in which the victims in London had been mutilated.




  He walked down Chartres Street thinking about what Bryn had said. If Priest lived in a church it had to be St. Louis Cathedral, though there was also a priest’s residence at the Ursuline Convent and several other churches in the city. St. Louis was older and the seat of the Arch Bishop. Priest would surely choose to live there.




  As he walked around the square in front of the cathedral, he examined it thoughtfully. On the left sat the Cabildo; once the home of the New Orleans government, it was now in a state of decrepitude. On the right was the Presbytere, a two-story structure built to look like the Cabildo. Small shops filled the ground floor and the second story rooms were rented out. The cathedral itself was a massive structure, with two ornate towers, an arched entrance, a bell tower and extensive residences for clergy. It was not, however, the only Catholic church. There was St. Augustine in Treme and St. Patrick’s which had been the church used during the recent renovations to St. Louis after the central tower had collapsed. Searching the church would be very difficult if not impossible. It was indeed clever of Priest to use the Catholic Church as a cover.




  Quinn walked around Jackson Square to Decatur Street where he caught a hack to his residence in the Garden District. He’d rented an old house on Prytania Street. In the basement, his partner, Arthur Tomlinson, was working on another new weapon. Tomlinson had a laboratory in the basement of the house and much like Bryn’s Samantha, loved to tinker with machinery. Tomlinson’s passion was for weaponry. At his home in London, Tomlinson possessed an alarming collection of historical, modern and invented weapons. He even had an authentic catapult stored in the mews attached to his small house




  Quinn went in through the front, walked through the parlor and into the kitchen where a set of stairs led to Tomlinson’s laboratory. He called first. Tomlinson was easily startled. “Arthur, are you down there?”




  A smiling face topped with a head full of curly brown hair appeared around the bottom corner of the enclosed staircase. “Hello there, Quinnten, do come down. I’ve just about figured this out.”




  Quinn hesitated to ask, but finally did. “Figured what out?”




  “I heard a man named John Browning is working on a gas-operated gun that will fire over a thousand rounds consecutively. This is unbelievably exciting. Imagine the possibilities?”




  “Easily, I imagine rows of dead people, dead horses, dead trees, dead everything.”




  Tomlinson’s expressive face and wide open brown eyes reflected surprise. Then he laughed. “You’re funning me.”




  Quinn shook his head. “No. I easily can see this horrible prospect. So, and I hesitate to ask, what have you figured out?”




  Tomlinson pointed to a gun barrel mounted on brass legs with a swivel and lever and a gun sight. “I figured out how to make it work, of course. The secret is in the bolt. I invented a rear locking bolt that tilts. It operates much like the lever action of the Winchester rifle.”




  “Amazing,” Quinn said. “I have news of our actual purpose for being in New Orleans.”




  Tomlinson put his screwdriver down and tilted his head which made him look precisely like a sparrow. “News?”




  Quinn sighed. “Yes, there have been two murders remarkably similar in nature to the Soho killings.”




  “Don’t tell me, communion wafer and rosary.”




  Quinn nodded. “Exactly.”




  Chapter 6




  Fenix dressed with care in a walking dress of warm golden silk with a small bustle, a row of tiny tucks on the bodice which was decorated with bunches of jonquil ribbons, and a tight-fitting jonquil jacket. The top of the low-cut bodice and the high puffed sleeves were French lace. When she’d pulled on kid half boots, she descended the stairs to look for Bryn. She’d wakened tired and dispirited. If what Bryn said was true, she was dying. Not an elevating thought.




  Too much of the burden for finding her cure and daily life currently rested on Bryn’s shoulders. Today, Fenix was going to fix that. She found Bryn in the small workroom adjacent to Sam’s laboratory. She wore a jewelers’ loupe on one eye and was carefully setting a bright red stone into the eye of a golden panther.




  “What a lovely piece,” she said. “Is that the one you’re making for the Dufour woman?”




  Bryn nodded. “You look ravishing, my love. Are you going out?”




  Fenix took a deep breath. She had something planned Bryn would never allow her to do. Having a sister who managed every minute of your life could be wearing. “Yes, nothing you should worry about. I might go to the Royal Library and change this book. I can’t imagine who would enjoy the tale of such lachrymose characters as Chloe and her beau Mr. Camwell. Ugh! I think I will look for Kit and Kitty or In the Valley. Mrs. Ampleforth recommended them.”




  Bryn smiled. “Do you really think Augusta Ampleforth’s taste in novels will march with yours?”




  Fenix laughed. “Perhaps not, but her daughter Celine said she particularly enjoyed In the Valley.”
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