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      “Ten twenty-two,” the bespectacled man spoke with a swift glance at his pocket watch. “Dead”.

      Doctor Renoulleau dropped Santino’s thick, pulseless arm. Thud. It fell with as much finality as an axe in Ravenna’s stunned mind. A small flock of neighbors and friends gasped at the news.

      She searched the doctor’s gaze behind the reflection of his glasses. “Dead?” Her lips felt heavy and numb, as if even such a simple word was acrobat’s work for the muscles in her mouth.

      Renoulleau’s nod was curt and firm. “Dead.”

      Bubbling spasms climbed up her throat like a maniacal urge to laugh. She couldn’t laugh. What if the doctor realizes I’m the one who killed Santino? Yet for the life of her, Ravenna couldn’t summon the wits to play the part of the grief-stricken widow.

      Dead. For seven years he ruled her life with a gambling hand and an iron fist. And just like that… Santino let go. Those meathooks of his are pretty useless right now, she noted with grim lucidity. His loose palm hung limply. Powerless. Gone.

      Not Ravenna’s. Her fingers tingled with something different altogether, a sense of mightiness that permeated her every vein. I did this, she told herself with something that was between awe and horror.

      Her gaze dropped to the shards of porcelain scattered around Santino’s lifeless body like arrows pointing to her offense. Tan colored dots peppered the crime scene in an almost whimsical fashion.

      Utterly, thoroughly ludicrous. A crackpot story if she ever heard one.

      And yet Ravenna’s mind strayed back to the chain of minuscule moments which had brought about that earth-shaking hour of ten twenty-two.

      

      Three hours before, Ravenna could be found head deep inside her pantry. Isn’t there even a little flour left? She stretched a bit farther, only to bang her skull. Empty, she mentally groaned as she massaged the ache away. Empty, apart from one lousy jar of fava beans.

      Ravenna snorted. Visions of a sunbathed kitchen came flooding to her, back in the sienna and turquoise part of the world where she came from. Her mother would always stash away a bean or two in the bottom of her cupboard. Like many other superstitious people in their Sicilian village, she firmly believed that fava beans kept empty pantries at bay.

      What would Mama think, Ravenna asked herself bitterly, if she knew fava beans are the only reason my closet isn’t empty right now?

      While she waited for the water to boil, her gaze strayed to the jar containing the last edible item in their home.

      When she was a young girl in Sicily, there were women who followed the Vecchia Religione, the “old religion”. Villagers eyed them warily, though nobody was quite certain who took part in the nightly rites and who didn’t. They called such women Strega, “witches”.

      The rumors that surrounded the Strega were enough to bring a frown even to her mother’s face. Once, when Ravenna had been but nine or ten, her mother found her in the kitchen at midnight, grinding fresh pepper into the chimney while repeating words a neighbor told her. The girl said the spell would ward away meddlesome suitors from Ravenna’s true love by jinxing them with uncontrollable sneezing.

      Ravenna’s mother made her vow never to try magic again, because Stregoneria invited the malocchio, the evil eye, into one’s home.

      She told Ravenna these women gathered to worship the moon when it shined high in the sky, long after respectable folk went to bed. It was said the Strega performed all kinds of pagan rites, that they cursed unfaithful husbands with things like rocks and lemons and straight pins.

      But it was their state of dress – or of undress – that raised eyebrows. Skyclad, according to the hushed whispers of the villagers. In other words, nude.

      The thought still brought a rush of blood to Ravenna’s cheeks, and it made her heart beat a little faster. It all sounded so scandalous. But how she wished that she could taste a little of that power.

      Dancing in the moonlight without a stitch of clothing. Casting all her pent-up anger and crushed dreams against him. Having an ounce of control in her life, when all had gone so wrong, when she was so terribly, dreadfully tired…

      Ravenna jerked her arm away from the boiling pot. Visions of dark nights in Sicily fled her mind and were replaced with the decay surrounding her.

      The murky room that served as kitchen, living room and bedroom at once. The shrieking and shouting from the neighbors next door. The squalling baby in the apartment above.

      And her jar of dried beans.

      Ravenna shook the contents into the bubbling water. She watched the grains bob up and down, dancing wildly to the effervescence of the liquid. After a couple of minutes, she took the pot off the fire and covered it tightly so the beans could soak.

      Women of the Stregoneria accorded a special kind of magic to fava beans – or at least so she had heard. Ravenna had grown up next to a field of them. She was no stranger to those perfect pale flowers, marred only by a spot of black. According to the Strega, the dark stain was none other than the mark of the Lord of the Underworld, when he had touched the pristine white petals with his sinister finger.

      This time, it was a brisk series of knocks that pulled her away from her reverie.

      “Leone,” she noted in a flat tone when she opened the door. “Come va?”

      The stout man teemed with excitement. His fingers, roughened by decades of work on the docks with her husband, beat eagerly against the doorframe. His eyes were crinkled from too much sun, but there was no mistaking the glimmer in his dark irises.

      “That’s some blinker you got there.”

      Ravenna shook her hair to cover the outcome of last night’s row.

      “What brings you over? Is there anything wrong with Santino?”

      Please, make it so a big, heavy crate fell on that louse.

      “Listen Ravenna, you’re a fine lady. But rules are rules, yeah?”

      She squared her jaw. “It depends what you’re talking about, Leone.”

      The docker nudged his way inside. Ravenna didn’t like how his hand rested on the table with a little too much familiarity.

      “As a friend, I’m givin’ you guys a week.”

      The confidence in his voice was starting to play a number on Ravenna’s nerves.

      “Please, just get to the point.”

      “Scusa, Ravenna. We played cards with Santino. And Santino…” The docker scratched the back of his head awkwardly. Ravenna’s heart dropped. “He lost.”

      He always loses, she wanted to scream. Why did he gamble, when they had nothing to gamble with in the first place? The safe where they kept their money was just as empty as their pantry. Not an earring or a shiny trinket of her mother’s remained. Everything had been pawned, sold, stolen.

      “And?” She wheezed. Ravenna wasn’t sure how she got her throat to work.

      A heavy silence. Leone coughed.

      “All of this,” he grunted with a vague wave of his arms. “Mine.”

      Ravenna’s vision started to whirl as Leone essentially pointed to the entirety of her world.

      Not that there was much to the crummy room they occupied in the Italian neighborhood of New Orleans. But it was hers. Her haven of peace when Santino was away.

      Maybe it was falling apart, but there wasn’t a crack that wasn’t carefully hidden behind a postcard or some other pretty doodad.

      “Our home?” She croaked. “He gambled our home?”

      Leone plastered on a sorry grimace and nodded, but Ravenna didn’t miss the greed with which he gripped the back of the kitchen chair.

      “And where am I supposed to go?” She choked out. Ravenna was having a hard time breathing.

      The docker’s voice turned softer: “You’ll find a way, Cara. Not the first time Santino messed stuff up, and you found a way.” Then he shrugged, and whatever pity he had promptly disappeared. “But rules are rules. Bartolo, Papi, Filippo and the rest of ‘em was there too.”

      The bitter truth of his words sank in. Ravenna finally saw the situation with grim lucidity. There was no getting out. The other dockers would hold Santino liable to his debts.

      She had lost her home, and that was all there was to it. Yet as monumental as it sounded, Ravenna was still standing. She could still breathe, and think, and speak. And she still had to deal with this.

      “I see,” Ravenna heard herself say. “We’ll make our preparations then.”

      Leone twisted his wrists with something that was most likely guilt, but Ravenna couldn’t care less. She had long lost faith in the goodness of the human species, especially of the male variety.

      “Cara,” he said in a hushed voice that rang all her alarm bells. “You don’t have to leave. You can stay here with me. Santino will be gone, and we –”

      “Leave.”

      Nothing could prevent the docker from getting his grubby hands on this hole in the wall she called home, but never would Leone lay a finger on her. He left, eyes glued to his feet.

      And Ravenna returned to her fava beans.

      The scalding water had softened them, so Ravenna drained the contents of the pot into a colander.

      Then she caught a small brown grain and squeezed it hard between her thumb and forefinger.

      I hate Santino.

      She reached for another one and mentally uttered the words she would never dare to say out loud:

      I wish he’d die.

      The pressure she exerted may have been excessive for a bean, but it held all Ravenna’s rage and despair.

      She discarded the skin with a spiteful fling of her wrist, but a sharp tapping made her jump. She lifted her gaze to the window. Night had fallen. Right before her, a black crow stood perched on the still.

      Her instinct was to scream and make the pest flee, but something about the way the creature stared at her so intently made Ravenna pause. I must be losing my mind to loneliness, she despaired. Because the bird looked at her like he understood. Like he knew. And in its beady obsidian eyes, a beautiful full moon shined bright.

      She shook her head and decided to let the crow be. A tingling sensation flooded her fingers. Ravenna didn’t think much of it. Most likely the effect of the warm water on her skin.

      The same full moon had watched her leave the island where she was born. Except seven years ago, when she had boarded the ship from Palermo, Sicily to Little Palermo, New Orleans, it was something different altogether that filled Ravenna’s chest.

      Hope. Excitement. A sweeping sense of freedom.

      She squeezed another fava bean as brutally as her dreams were crushed.

      Word had spread in her village that a man who left the country ten years prior had sent a letter looking for a wife. A Sicilian wife, one who cooked the caponata and the pasta alla norma he so dearly missed. One ready for a life of adventure in the Nuovo Mondo, where opportunities were bountiful and onions grew so large they were transported in wheelbarrows.

      Her mother insisted that she answer the letter. After all, rising taxes only bled Sicilian farmers more with each passing season, and Ravenna’s step-father’s strange visits to her bedroom at night were worrisome, to say the least.

      It turned out onions were a very normal size in the New World. But that had been the slightest of her disappointments.

      In a mere month, Ravenna knew she made a mistake. Santino couldn’t keep up the pretense past two weeks – he resorted to drinking, siphoning a hefty part of their savings down the drain.

      And he was a mean drunk – a lot like the step-father she had fled. Years of toil on the docks lent Santino a brute force that Ravenna tasted within days of her arrival. As her body ached and her resentment towards her husband grew, she became unwilling in bed. Santino began to visit brothels, landing another fatal blow to the little money they owned.

      The thought caused Ravenna to pop one fava bean so hard, it flew across the room.

      Unlike other cheated wives, she harbored no ill feelings towards the working girls her husband called upon. Perhaps even some pity for bearing the brunt of Santino’s rough, selfish desires.

      No, it was the man she married who became the devil to her personal inferno. It wasn’t only that he hardly attempted to hide his nightly activities – he even bragged about them in public.

      But the last straw was when Santino took on another reckless habit from the bawdy houses where he spent his nights: gambling.

      Ravenna’s fingers trembled as she peeled off the skins of the fava beans, prickling with that odd sensation that could only come from the hot water.

      She travelled to New Orleans with the faith that she was taking her destiny in hand. But seven years later she didn’t even have control over her own home – Santino had taken that away too.

      There was a rattling noise, and a waft of night air hit her. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. A few heavy thuds. The stench of liquor and tobacco.

      Her husband was back.

      Ravenna didn’t even turn around. She was too furious. She finished peeling the last handful of beans and dumped them on a plate.

      Wouldn’t he at least try to explain himself? To come up with excuses?

      There was nothing but the screeching of the chair as he sat, the clunk of his elbows on the table as he waited for his dinner.

      Spite churned fiercely in her stomach. So Santino didn’t even bother to tell her she no longer had a roof over her head? He just expected to be served supper, as if nothing was amiss?

      “È tutto?” Santino rumbled, disgruntled by the lack of food.

      She didn’t trouble herself with an answer. Though her guts were in knots, she impaled a bean with her fork and chewed with a vengeance.

      The rest of their paltry meal went by in silence. There came a point when Ravenna could take no more. She flew to her feet in a trembling rage.

      “Leone came by, and he –”

      Santino cradled his head. “Stai zitta!”

      “I won’t ‘shut up’!” Ravenna repeated indignantly. “How can I ‘shut up’ when you keep losing everything we –”

      “Do you forget your mother tongue? I say, shut your bone box!” Santino roared back.

      He grabbed his plate and took aim. Ravenna stooped to dodge the blow.

      And she waited.

      Seconds ticked by. Suddenly, a shattering sound. Ravenna peeked past her arm. The plate had dropped from his grip and lay smashed on the floor.

      Santino’s face darkened to a nasty shade of puce. The veins in his temples swelled as he gasped for air. His glassy eyes looked at her and they didn’t. They glimmered, hard and unseeing, and then they turned dull.

      

      “… a strange condition linked to the consumption of fava beans, that seems to mainly affect males of Mediterranean descent,” the doctor was saying in a faraway voice. “Without a doubt, your regretted husband has succumbed to favism.”

      Ravenna belatedly realized Doctor Renoulleau was making the sign of the cross, so she hastened to do the same. She wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to start right or left.

      And still her fingers tingled.

      The physician continued to deliver his scientific account of Santino’s death, but Ravenna’s mind went back to the women of the Strega. She recalled the full moon glowing through the window, and the venom with which she squeezed and peeled the beans that the Lord of the Underworld had touched.

      The doctor may say what he liked, but Ravenna knew. Santino hadn’t died of this “favism”.

      I wish he’d die, she had whispered in her head. And not an hour later, he was gone to the world.

      It was magic that pulsed in her veins. The same kind she had sensed for a few brief moments before she was interrupted by Mama that long night ago, when she sprinkled pepper into the fireplace. The same kind that empowered the Strega back in Sicily, who chanted to the moon and avenged their lives stolen by a high-handed father, a low-life husband or a fickle lover.

      Santino had lay down the knife and fork – quite literally. Yet Ravenna felt mightier than ever.

      Does that make me a wicked woman? A… witch?

      She bit her lip. I think I don’t care. Nothing would ever be worth this sense of absolute liberty.

      “Mrs. Mazzanti,” Renoulleau called to her.

      Discomfort had found its way into the doctor’s stern features. She also noted the small crowd of men was gone.

      “This is a discussion best conducted in private,” he explained soberly.

      Ravenna’s heart stilled. Does he know I killed Santino?

      “From what those gents told me, Mr. Mazzanti leaves behind certain… affairs.”

      Ravenna gulped, but she looked him straight in the eye. “He gambled, yes.”

      As she uttered the words out loud, the shred of freedom she had clung to since the news of Santino’s death collapsed. Santino was gone – but he wasn’t really gone. His debts stayed behind. Dannazione, she wouldn’t even have a place to call home in a week’s time!

      The realization felt even more bitter while the sweet aftertaste of independence was still on her tongue.

      Renoulleau appraised her with a strange glint in his eye – or was it the shine in his spectacles?

      “The life of a woman alone is an arduous one. Many careers are prohibited for –”

      She arrested him with a steely glare. “I can’t see how any of that is your concern.”

      The doctor smiled. “You go straight to the point, Mrs. Mazzanti. That’s certainly a fine trait.”

      Ravenna lifted a brow, waiting.

      “Very well,” Renoulleau sighed. “You see, it so happens that I just inherited a property on Basin Street. A property…” He cleared his throat and averted his gaze. “In what is now known as Storyville.”

      Ravenna froze. Storyville. The red-light district officials established earlier that year to cleanse the rest of New Orleans of debauchery and vice.

      The part of town Santino spent all his salary over the last few months. Where women shunned by polite society paraded in fine silks and grand feathers. Where they made money by their own means, no matter how unseemly their trade.

      “Sadly, my endeavors haven’t had the success I hoped for, as ladies of pleasure can be quite costly. Yet the location is ideal, which leads me to believe it could be highly profitable, if only the offer were sufficiently…” He coughed again as his eyes roamed her figure. “Tempting.”

      A new path materialized before her eyes. One where she was the wearer of fine silks and grand feathers. Belonging to no man but for the span of a quick bargain. The roof above her head, money in her pocket – all that would depend solely, exclusively on her.

      At that moment the price of her reputation, even the price of her body seemed little to pay for the freedom she could gain. After all, being a wife had come with a hefty price as well. Never had she felt more helpless, more crushed than under Santino’s thumb.

      And that’s when she realized that there must be something seriously wrong with her moral compass. What kind of woman didn’t immediately respond to a proposition like Doctor Renoulleau’s with anything but indignation and outrage?

      Oh well. She was a woman who had already killed her husband with dark magic. Can anything really make a difference after that?

      “You’re asking me to become a whore.”

      Renoulleau spluttered. His hand flew to his chest, as if he had nearly suffered an attack. “I… Well... There are more delicate ways to put it, but –”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that the crow was still there, on her window still. Its black eyes sparkled like a thousand stars. Wait… Did it just nod? And for whatever reason, that fueled her to take a step forward and extend her palm.

      “Let’s work on a deal, Doctor Renoulleau.”
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      The spellbinding Raven Countess

      She was once the best kept secret in a Florentine convent, now she’s the most ravishing Landlady on Basin Street. A silk-stocking lady like the Crescent City has rarely seen… No wonder she houses the most winning array of long-legged beauties in the Tenderloin District!

      This enchantress is in fact the love child of two of the finest families in Europe. In wit and sophistication, the Raven Countess knows no equal. Kept sequestered in a nunnery, this fun-loving gal quickly grew to have only one desire – to paint the town red! Oh boy, are we grateful that she chose our New Orleans to have a good time!

      The Countess made sure to bring her cultivation to The Red Lantern, unquestionably the handsomest and most sumptuous Sporting House of the South. The Turkish Parlor was furnished exclusively with imported goods, regardless of cost. The Japanese Lounge is the most expensively fitted out interior ever placed before the American public.

      Words fail us to describe the accomplishments of this Madam and her coterie of lovely and witty mademoiselles. Not once has the Raven Countess’ bewitching grace failed to put a gent under her spell. So good lads, don’t fail to visit The Red Lantern, for you miss a treat if you do not!

      Darius snorted as he read the last few words. I’d gander Mr. Aveline wished he’d missed that treat after he lost his fortune and good name at The Red Lantern!

      His gaze wandered to the grainy photograph that accompanied the Countess’ description in the Blue Book he purchased earlier that day. The poor quality of the print prevented him from making out her features too clearly, but there was no doubt that she was eye-catching – a little too much, for Darius’ tastes.

      She posed dramatically before the camera, her midnight locks cascading wantonly down the arch of her neck. A few follow-me-lads, as Darius had heard men call those curls that hung over a lady’s shoulder, spiraled artfully on her bare skin. Exotic chains of pearls dangled from her hair and a scintillating band of black encircled her neck, while the rest of her was covered in a shimmery gown that clung to her form like a second skin.

      As Darius was wondering a little too intently just how much that swatch of fabric molded the Countess’ curves, the ground began to swallow him whole.

      “What the –” he exclaimed as he gawked at his foot, which had sunk deep into the wooden planks of the Orleans Parish Criminal Court and Prison.

      This is what happens when you let your mind stray, Darius admonished himself. No, he couldn’t let himself be bamboozled by a raven-haired siren like all those other fools, entranced by feminine wiles and a hearty dose of opium.

      “So sorry, Officer Romero,” the guard sputtered from beneath an imposing mustache. “Turns out the architect cut corners and filled his pockets.” His keys jingled as he jerked towards the cells. “But no worries Officer, now he’s doin’ a jolt in the jail he built himself for at least ten spot.”

      Darius rolled his eyes – only to see the ceiling was in just as sorry a state as the floor.

      “No wonder the entire city is crumbling,” he grunted. “Corruption finds its way into every nook and cranny of New Orleans.”

      A series of faces, all men of a certain caliber, flashed through his mind. The individuals he was conducting his investigation for belonged to the upper crust of New Orleans society. Not that it stopped them from visiting one of the most vile parts in town: Storyville.

      “Just another gentleman of four outs, if you ask me!”

      Darius narrowed his gaze.

      “Didn’t you ever hear that on a night out, Officer?” The warder hesitated, then held up four fingers. “It’s when a rough fellow goes about sayin’ he’s a gentleman but ain’t one at all, ‘cause he lacks wit, manners, credit and –”

      “I don’t spend enough time in such establishments to speak bar talk, Johnson”, he said with a curt glance at the man’s name tag. “Thank you for escorting me. Have a good day.”

      Without further ado, Darius left the building known as the Metropolis. The monument of gothic architecture stood only a few blocks away from the red-light district, yet it seemed even its grave magnitude failed to convince lawbreakers to walk the line. Darius shook his head. Things are going to change when I get promoted to Chief of Police, he vowed to himself.

      As he wandered towards Basin Street, Darius’ thoughts went back to his conversation with Mr. Aveline. Once a highly esteemed attorney, his connections with the mob recently put him behind bars. Darius couldn’t care less about the man’s phony excuses. It was something else which made his visit worthwhile:

      “That place is plagued by black magic, I’m telling you!” Aveline had protested. “Just look at this.”

      And with that, he tugged his sleeve up. A crude symbol was etched on his pale arm. The skin around was pink and slightly raised, as if he had just been branded.

      “The Red Mark,” the convict hissed.

      The same lantern-shaped emblem Darius had seen on countless other men, each coming to him with the exact story Aveline told him:

      “The bottom fact is that when I walked out of that shanty house it was there, seared onto my flesh. One day later, I lose a whole grand. Can you look me in the eye and call this anything but black magic?”

      It turned out Darius had looked Aveline in the eye and called it a different name: fraud. He had no time for hocus pocus and tall tales, but one thing was sure… Something fishy was going on at The Red Lantern.

      And Darius was convinced that behind every sensationalist story hid a very rational – and lucrative – explanation. Countless hoaxes and con artists emptied the pockets of innocents. Well, maybe the illustrious men bearing the Red Mark weren’t quite that innocent – they had  visited The Red Lantern, after all.

      But despite their deviations, these were men who had made their fortunes with respectable ventures. Business, investments, inheritances. Unlike the fallen women who profited from their debauchery to conduct what Darius was sure to be a dastardly scam.

      But what was the link? The Red Mark. Mr. Aveline, along with many of the most esteemed names in New Orleans. Vast sums of money, vanished into thin air.

      What stratagem did this “Madam and her coterie” hide?

      There was no better place to find answers than the den of iniquity itself. The starting point to which all the stories led back to – The Red Lantern. So Darius walked.

      As darkness flooded the shadier part of town, the first electrical signs flickered on. It was as if the whole street caught fire – puddles on the pavement suddenly glowed fluorescent, reflections on shop windows shimmered hot pink, firecracker red and fuschia. Colored lights glinted even in the many eyes that followed Darius as he lost himself deeper into the district.

      “I can make it fifty cents a tumble for you, handsome.”

      Easy on the wallet, not so easy on the eyes, he thought as he shook his head with a nervousness that was wholly unfamiliar.

      With unsteady hands, Darius fumbled for his Blue Book. The guidebook to sin provided a map marked with all the prime locations.

      “Alright, so I just take a left…”

      Darius tried to reinject conviction into his pace. This time he paid no heed to beckoning smiles and bawdy invitations.

      And finally he saw it from afar – a radiant sign that formed the elaborate design of a lantern. The same symbol Darius had seen on the arm of Mr. Aveline, but bigger, bolder, and blazing scarlet. The gates to the most reputable house of ill repute in the Crescent City were the reddest of Basin Street.

      With a deep breath, he pushed apart the doors of The Red Lantern.

      Music like Darius had never quite heard before hit his ears. It was jittery, raw, doling out notes thick and fast that nearly rang off key, yet with an earthy undertone saturating every beat and that spoke to something primal. Disconcerting. The heavy pulses settled almost ominously in the pit of his stomach, but at the same time his arms and legs and feet were taken with the absurd need to, well, dance.

      Darius buckled his wayward knees and peered past the curtain of smoke. Girls that weren’t dressed in any traditional sense of the word twisted, swirled and twitched to the piano with joyful abandon. They came in every shade and shape, some dark and some fair, some slim and some shapely. Never had Darius witnessed a place where all colors mingled so freely.

      But all were bathed in the same red light, a soft and sultry glow suffused by at least a hundred flaming lanterns. A rich aromatic perfume, floral and musky at once, drifted along with the fumes of cigars. It was a rapturous scent, one that went straight to the head and swathed everything in a veil of voluptuousness.

      Luxuriant ferns hung from the gilt balustrade on the upper floor. Thick velvet drapery and ornate panels from the Far East corralled the whole affair, yet the scene seemed to repeat itself infinitely in the many mirrors that spied all the happenings at The Red Lantern.

      “Come on in,” laughed a woman with a cheeky smile and a dress like he once saw in Chinatown. “Leave that door open any longer and you’ll let the devil in.”
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      “A few drops of geranium oil…”

      Geranium is half the price of rose essence, she reasoned with a smile, but I think it works just as well to ensnare a man’s wits. It produced the same alluring feminine scent, and there was nothing Ravenna loved more than a good bargain.

      “A touch of Van Van,” she murmured as she added a small dose of the lucky oil she bought in the Algiers neighborhood of New Orleans.

      After her husband’s unregretted demise, Ravenna had roamed freely in parts of the city where no respectable lady should venture.

      Thankfully, she was neither respectable nor a lady anymore.

      Because it was in those dark marketplaces that she learned the secret practices which contributed to the whopping exploits of her business. For example, that calamus palms yielded powers of domination and command that could be of prime use in a place as rambunctious as a bordello.

      “Ah, Hrabanus!” She exclaimed when she heard the tapping of her familiar on the glass panes of the window. In its beak the crow that accompanied her for ten years held ropes of a muddy root. “Thank you, my sweet.”

      Ravenna crushed the calamus and added it to the mix.

      “And last but not least, rose petals.”

      She finished her Follow Me Boy concoction by rolling the wax in dried flowers. When it was coated in scarlet flakes, it joined the pile of other candles ready to be placed within red lanterns – the secret to the brothel’s success that hid in plain sight.

      A sharp tap held her from reaching for another candle. She rose to her feet and lifted the shutter that connected her private office to the main room of the brothel, aptly named Rosewood Hall due to its reddish walls.

      From a client’s point of view, the window was virtually imperceptible as it stood behind bottles of liquor in the bar. But the covert opening provided a way for Ravenna to communicate with her employees, all while keeping her public appearances scarce.

      “There’s a gentleman who is a little ‘how came you so’,” Angie the bartender hushed. “He’s causing a ruckus and Miss Céleste can’t get him to calm down.”

      In the background, Ravenna heard the roars in question – something about how her establishment was plagued by black magic.

      She sighed, shaking her head in consternation. Normally she would pay no mind to the words of an intoxicated client, but his accusation was hardly the first of its kind. Though the drop wasn’t dramatic, she had noted a downward bend in profits over the past few weeks.

      “Tell him the night’s on us,” Ravenna whispered. “Drinks and stay, free of charge. But by Jupiter, get him to stay quiet!”

      Angie nodded and promptly disappeared. She watched the bartender fetch their finest bottle of Bourbon and saunter over to the turbulent patron in a top hat. That’s Mr. Landry, Ravenna noted grimly as she recognized one of Céleste’s most faithful sponsors. Even long-standing clients are turning against us now.

      When Angie walked back to the bar, she sent Ravenna a minute nod. Indeed, it seemed the offer had tamed Mr. Landry for the time being.

      She was about to shut the window when something caught her eye. Mindy, a charismatic girl from Canton, was leading some gentleman Ravenna had never yet seen to the only available seat in the packed main hall – right at Mr. Landry’s table.

      Ravenna wasn’t sure what struck her as odd about this fellow. He stood taller than most, but that was hardly cause for suspicion. He wasn’t a crippled old man, but he wasn’t a green young lad either. He was sharp, in shape, tidy. His clothes weren’t flamboyant like many wealthy playboys who frequented the brothel, but they weren’t tattered like some who came to squander their week’s pay.

      When he removed his hat she saw his rich mahogany hair was neatly parted on the side and slicked back, most likely in an effort to prevent the phenomenon unfolding at that very moment: a wayward strand fell before his vision, which he blew away with a scowl.

      Such a serious fellow.

      Indeed, his straight brows sat low over his eyes. It was hard to determine their color from a distance, but she could tell his gaze was hooded and piercing. The lines underneath were marked, and Ravenna had the distinct impression that he was a man who squinted a lot.

      That made her frown. She didn’t like the way he peered around inquisitively before sitting down, almost as if he were scrutinizing the place – an activity he has no business doing, she thought crossly.

      The bridge of his nose was high and unbent, his mouth fixed into a stern line. Overall, he was quite dashing, Ravenna hated to admit. The set of his shoulders was inflexible, his jacket crisp, his legs lean and strong, and… Ravenna’s eyes widened.

      Those shoes. So polished, she could probably powder her nose in their reflection.

      And in her experience, outrageously burnished shoes were a dead giveaway for a police officer. She loathed the police with a vengeance. To her, they were men who weren’t much different from the crooks they arrested, footwear aside.

      She also noted that his soles seemed to be made of that soft new material called rubber, notorious for allowing a quiet step to sneak around.

      Could he be a gumshoe, one of those officers attempting to hide stealthily in plainclothes?

      Piqued, Ravenna continued her observation. Mr. Landry, in his drunken stupor, knocked over his glass of bourbon.

      The man’s reaction was unsettling. He jumped from his seat ever so slightly and swung an arm over his vitals in self-defense. When he saw that Mr. Landry meant no harm, he nudged his chair a little to the left, almost as if calculating a path for evasion, should it be necessary.

      Fishy.

      “… have to do something about those nerves,” Céleste, by far the most sought after woman in the brothel, was coyly scolding Mr. Landry. “You must learn to keep the noise down, darling, or you’ll bring the pigs down on us!”

      And that’s when Ravenna made her mind. As soon as the word ‘pigs’ drifted to his ears, the man flinched with an air that was plain bugged.

      She called Angie over with three knocks.

      Eight years ago, their first “percentage copper” had come to the Red Lantern, a policeman who bullied one of Ravenna’s girls with threats of misdemeanors and fines unless she gave him a chunk of her income. Thanks to an ingenious stratagem involving their brand new Brownie box camera, they ridded themselves of the officer. To celebrate their triumph against the pilfering pig, Céleste had made a large batch of her specialty, pulled pork.

      “Operation Pulled Pork,” she instructed the bartender quietly. “I think we’ve got a prowler in our midst.”
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      “Care to follow me upstairs, fancy-pants?”

      Darius snorted over his liquor. Glares full of male jealousy seared into skin as he expressed his vehement denial. He drew his cards a little higher to hide.

      Finally, the doxy sashayed away. He shook his head in consternation. It was the ninth girl who came to solicit his attention. Surely he wasn’t that handsome.

      Well, mother does nag that I’m too good-looking to be a bachelor at forty-three, he reminded himself.

      Or maybe the pomade he spent a pretty penny on finally yielded its promised effects?

      “You sure are having a lucky evening,” Landry commented as he laced a possessive arm around the hazel-eyed woman on his lap.

      “Oh, it’s noth – No!” Darius said a little too emphatically as the tenth woman of the night appeared.

      “That was Miss Pauline,” Landry uttered in stupefaction before laying a card on the table. “How can you say no to Miss Pauline?”

      I’m going to blow my cover if this goes on.

      The moll elbowed her lover with a scowl.

      “If those eyes wander over Pauline’s cat-heads any longer, my door won’t be open to the likes of you anymore.”

      Darius barely concealed a smirk. The moll was a real live-wire.

      Though he wasn’t sapped by her spell, there was no missing the longing gazes of each man in Céleste’s periphery. The rouge on her cheeks and the carmine on her lips weren’t fit for a lady, yet she held herself with a regal grace that couldn’t be feigned. For all her brazen antics, he could tell she was a soiled dove in the truest sense.

      Most likely one of those “quadroons” – one quarter African descent and three quarters European – who came from an educated Creole family but whose wings were clipped by the mere shade of her skin.

      Her impudence, on the other hand, denoted a true force of character that no misfortune could curb.

      “My sweet Céleste,” Landry cooed. “I would rather die than be deprived of the pure magic of being inside you.”

      Darius gagged and did his best to tune out the exchange. Landry was either too drunk on fine bourbon or too smitten with Céleste to be of any use to decipher the so-called ‘curse’ of The Red Lantern.

      “They say I’m a woman of loose morals,” came a voice that was sultry and colored with something foreign and romantic. “But nothing gives me a guilty conscience quite like a fine fellow such as you, leaving my place with anything less than a good time.”

      Darius passed an exasperated hand over his forehead. “I’m fine, so can you please just lea–

      The sight that met him when he spun around took his breath away.

      “Ah,” was all he could muster for the time being.

      Her mere presence pulled him in. Hook, line, and sinker. If Céleste was striking, this woman was flat out devastating.

      Normally Darius didn’t notice much beyond what he wrote in a report. In his usual vocabulary, she was female, medium-low stature, brown eyes, black hair, olive skin. Clothes… Conspicuous.

      But under the soft glow of the red lanterns, she was so much more.

      Her hair was dark as midnight, long, free. She had eyes that never seemed to end, fringed with luxuriant lashes and sheathed by delicate, shimmery lids. Her gaze was a hue Darius had once believed to be the most ordinary color of all, but now he realized how mistaken he was – one moment it was raw and rich as molasses, the next it turned a heart-melting shade of caramel.

      Her heavy brows were cocked in an almost mannish manner that was quite charming. His gaze roamed over a handsome nose to lips that seemed to be the gateway to everything sensual – boldly painted crimson yet tender, with a promise of sweetness to come.

      Her station in life allowed for a gown that dipped dangerously low, and a small part of Darius’ mind registered that his eyes had gone round and his jaw slack. She had several years on Céleste, and by nature was more fully built than the slender sporting girl – but that just made her all the more beguiling.

      Her chicory colored skin was smooth like satin, the arch of her neck most elegant. The set of her shoulders struck him as strangely defiant given her otherwise seductive demeanor, but it befitted a Countess. Though the collar of her dress stopped one shred short from a misdemeanor for indecent exposure, the swell of her breasts was noticeably… generous.

      Darius gulped. She didn’t wear the dresses ladies usually wore, which tied them together into a frilly, straight-laced package. The Raven Countess’ gown was flowing and free, fluttering delicately over a trim waist that showed no sign of a corset. That made him gulp again and shift one leg over the other.

      It was a gown that should be utterly ridiculous, fit for Mardi Gras at best. But when the pink drapery spun over the Countess’ sumptuous form, she was like Jezebel herself – spellbinding, exotic, sinful. Coral chiffon spilled from her graceful shoulders, grazed shapely hips supplemented by no petticoat, tickled the tips of her slippers of which he only caught a peek. Mauve silk, from what he glimpsed.

      It didn’t matter that the jewels coiling around her arm, dangling atop of her forehead or hanging from her waist were most likely fake. She looked every bit worthy of worship, a pagan Goddess descended to Earth to spread chaos.

      A scintillating band of black around her neck caught his attention. Wait, have I not seen that before? But before he could ponder any further, he was distracted by the fluttering pulse in her neck. For all her poised demeanor, the small hint of vulnerability kindled a wave of lust so potent he shuddered.

      Darius cleared his throat. “I appreciate your devotion to, well, customer service.” His voice was strained and judging by the glimmer in her sienna eyes, the Countess knew why. “However I, um…”

      “Is he truly going to refuse an offer from the Abbess herself?” growled one man in the background.

      “Perhaps you would find more satisfaction if I gave you a tour of the Turkish Parlor,” the Countess insisted. “A personal tour, of course.”

      There was a lilt in her voice, a faint Latin accent that was unholy music to his ears.

      “Oh no, I–”

      “Have you no consideration for the lady’s conscience?” Céleste hissed from across the table. “She won’t be able to sleep for a week if she isn’t assured of your satisfaction!”

      Grunts of disapproval resounded around the hall.

      I’m really going to blow my cover this time, Darius thought as he tugged his itchy collar away from his neck.

      It made no sense at all for a patron to decline offers from the legendary Madam in person. Yet he sensed that following her was like taking a streetcar to inferno.

      “And they say a clean conscience makes a soft pillow.” The Countess raised one of those black brows, looking everything but the heartbroken maiden. “Heavens, would I be eternally grateful for a nice, cozy bed tonight.”

      There was a collective gasp, and Darius was suddenly grateful his jacket was long enough to cover certain parts of him.

      Think, he ordered his lust-infused mind. Keeping up this charade any longer would assuredly raise suspicions. And besides… what better approach to inquire into the secrets of the brothel but through the woman who pulled the strings at The Red Lantern?

      “Thanks for your concern,” Darius started with confidence. “I –”

      “Ravenna?!” interrupted a gruff voice marked by the same accent as the Countess. “Ravenna, is that you?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ravenna

          

        

      

    

    
      The stout man wore those flared denim trousers and that flat cap she knew too well. It was like seeing a ghost from ten years past – only the Leone who was standing in The Red Lantern was very real and much the same, if a little greyer at the temples.

      “You must be mistaken,” she murmured as silence settled around her.

      “Oh come on, Cara, do you think I wouldn’t recognize you because it’s been so long?” The docker appraised her greedily. “Gotta say though, you were a fine swatch of calico back then, but now you’re plain bellissima.”

      She had grown a tough skin when it came to masculine gazes. After all, it was her bread and butter. But the glint in Leone’s eyes chilled her to the bone, because it almost brought Santino back as well.

      “I’m telling you, you confuse me with another,” she uttered curtly before swiveling around. “Now, we were discussing –”

      Her arm was nearly yanked out of its socket as Leone spun her back towards him.

      “So you’re actin’ all high and mighty now that you’re all decked out in those fancy clothes, huh?” He snarled with a grip as firm as vise. “But you ain’t nothin’ but a split-arse mechanic. Not so different from what you were in Little Palermo, if you ask me. Always at Santino’s beck and call, always –”

      The pain in her arm suddenly disappeared, and Ravenna’s vision was invaded with a tall, sturdy back.

      “I believe the lady made it clear that your company is unwelcomed,” snarled a voice that was hushed yet hard as steel. “So how about you twenty-three skidoo while you still can?”

      Typical cop behavior, Ravenna thought to herself, crushing the wave of fluttery warmth before she bore any illusions about her savior. She sent him a nod with the appropriate amount of gratefulness, but inside she didn’t trust him one ounce more. I’ve got to make this gumshoe understand he can’t meddle with The Red Lantern.

      Her bouncers needled through the crowd and dragged Leone to the exit. Ravenna took advantage of the shifting attention of her customers to tug her own troublemaker away, but in the opposite direction. Through the hall, up the stairs, across the upper deck.

      “Your real name is Ravenna?”

      Thank goodness Leone was silenced before he revealed more. She didn’t like the idea of a bluecoat knowing too much of her past.

      Because the longer this dashing man stayed in her establishment, the more suspicious he grew.

      The first to enact Operation Pulled Pork was Mabel, a tall and handsome woman Ravenna believed was a perfect match for his poised and mature charm. When Mabel walked back unaccompanied, Ravenna sent Sally, a petite beauty with a bubbly personality and a naiveté that made her an instant favorite among patrons. Again he shook his head. And then there was Layla, Piper… Even the luscious Pauline couldn’t lead him away from Rosewood Hall.

      What kind of man came to a brothel yet didn’t indulge in the pleasures it offered?

      So for the first time since they had established a plan against blackmailing officers, Ravenna took matters in hand herself. She made an appearance, though she preferred to make herself scarce.

      Damn this hawkshaw for luring me out of my office! Because of him, she bumped into Leone. The memory still made her queasy.

      “So that's where the ‘Raven’ part comes from? I assumed it was just because of the color of your hair.”

      Someone has a lot of questions, she reflected grimly as she reached for the doorknob. He’s a hair-splitting individual if she ever met one.

      “That fellow downstairs, do you know him? He mentioned–”

      Before he quizzed her any longer, she pulled him through the door and flattened him against the wall.

      Too blue, she groaned to herself as she peered into his bewildered azure eyes. They reminded her of the turquoise sea where she had grown up in Sicily, sparkling and ever so tranquil.

      What’s this? It had been a few years since she was on the working end of the trade. But surely it hadn’t been so long that she went feather-brained under the vividness of a man’s blue eyes?

      “My finances are limited, so I’d be content with just a friendly chat and –”

      A chat with a police officer? Right... She glued her lips to his with a vengeance.

      Operation Pulled Pork should unfold as such:

      A working girl, in this occurrence Ravenna, seduced the policeman. He lost control, and lost his clothes. She kept a cool head, and kept her clothes – after all, the compromising scene would be immortalized with their Brownie Box Camera, operated by Sally, the best photographer in the brothel. Sally developed the picture in the darkroom. After eight to eleven minutes, Sally produced the evidence of his debauchery before the policeman. Said policeman was now under their thumb. The end.

      And so Ravenna’s establishment went on, without fear from the pigs.

      Except as she tasted this man’s lips for the first time, Ravenna realized there was something dreadfully wrong with the set-up from the start:

      How could she possibly keep a cool head?

      Her heart beat faster than the frenetic piano music downstairs. Something sweet and fiery like bourbon rushed to her lips, as she felt his firmness crumble underneath her very touch. Her skin awakened as if it was stung by a thousand bees. Only there was no pain. Merely singing, breathtaking pleasure.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Ravenna realized that their embrace had lasted long enough. That they could proceed to the next step of Operation Pulled Pork. She could already feel his Adam's arsenal against her thigh, as she had sensed a thousand times before.

      But even so, she deepened the kiss.

      Ravenna had kissed many a man, especially in her early years as a lady of the evening. This dashing stranger was hardly her first. Probably not her last either.

      Yet none of her experiences held a candle to this thrill that electrified her to the tip of her toes, sent her soaring through the clouds, all while keeping her grounded in his sturdy arms.

      The only sensation that came close was perhaps the one time she tasted the opium gents smoked in the Japanese Lounge. But even then, she had never flown quite this high.

      Or maybe when magic filled her with tingling power. But thank heavens, in those instances only her fingers tingled – not each and every pore of her body, until she was nothing but a throbbing mass of desire.

      The hawkshaw groaned. He trailed a calloused hand up her neck, cradling her face with a gentleness she had forgotten all about. He pulled her close, covering the entire length of her with his warmth.

      This man touched her like he wanted to keep her.

      Ravenna couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was, but she couldn’t detect that jitteriness with which patrons usually handled their whores – like they were ready to throw her away and run back to their wives the instant they relieved the ache in their loins.

      And then those long fingers brushed her earlobe ever so delicately. A torrid bolt darted straight to the junction of her thighs.

      With a gasp, Ravenna tore herself from his embrace – her embrace, she corrected herself. She should be the one leading him around by the nose, not the other way around. But the tips of her ears were blazing, and she feared they shined like a beacon through her dark locks.

      “I’m so sorry,” he muttered breathlessly. “I’m not too acquainted with the ways of the district. Is this not how things are done?”

      Not at all. For the first time that evening, she was genuinely grateful for the officer’s intervention. In a few words, he placed their relationship back where it belonged. He was a cop, she was a bawd. No two ways about it.

      She braced herself and took a step forward. He’s here to blackmail you, she reminded herself. There’s no use for all this ‘butterflies in the stomach’ wish-wash.

      “The only rule around here is to have a fizzing good time,” she purred with a cattiness she didn’t feel. Then she placed a brazen hand over the sizable swell in his trousers. “What a joy to see that we’re already half-way there...”

      His throat bobbed, and a flush that was rather becoming made its way to his sharp cheekbones. Obviously this police officer needed to invest in a better pomade, because a curtain of tawny hair spilled over one eye. Not that he didn’t look ravishing in his current state of dishevelment.

      Ravenna popped a button open and fondled his lance of love.

      “Impressive credentials that you’ve got here,” she complimented without treachery.

      She fiddled with a third button, but was disrupted when a large hand engulfed her own.

      “W-wait,” he ordered weakly. In a noteworthy effort to lift his heavy lids, he arrested her with an impossibly earnest azure gaze. “Is this what you want too?”

      Ravenna’s heart stilled. What kind of question was that? Always interrogating… An occupational hazard, I guess. In what world did a man ask a pleasure-merchant such as her what she wanted?

      Ravenna plastered on a beguiling smile and snaked her way out of his warm grip. "Why darling, I want what you want.”

      But before she could grasp the bulge in his crotch once more, he captured her yet again. “That’s not going to work for me. I need to know that you’re getting at least a little pleasure from this, or –”

      This time she couldn’t hold her perplexity back. “Then I suggest that you bed your wife, Mister!”

      She instantly regretted her outburst. She hadn’t let her emotions loose like this since she was a novice. What was wrong with her?

      What’s amiss is that he’s not playing this game by the rules, she realized. Though she professed not a minute ago that there were no laws in a brothel, it was a flat out lie.

      There were many – one of them being that the client should proceed as if his sporting-piece of the night knew no other gratification but his own. He may even carry on like she barely existed at all.

      In Ravenna’s eyes, customers were faceless, nameless men as well. She offered nothing but the momentary sanctuary of her body. Never did she have qualms about who wanted something and who didn’t. It was a transaction, fair and square.

      But before she could patch up her moment of vexation with a few sultry words, he spoke again:

      “I have no wife.”

      To say she was surprised was an understatement. She had expected a dapper fellow like him would be married, probably with a few children. Budding curiosity rose in her. A widower, perhaps?

      Not that it was any of her business.

      “Well that’s a real lollapalooza then,” she murmured. “Because it means we have one less obstacle to your pleasure!”

      She reached for his belt this time. Ravenna needed to have him in some sort of embarrassing state for Sally to photograph.

      Speaking of which, where is that girl?

      To her consternation, her hands suddenly held nothing but air. She whirled around to find him readjusting the waist of his trousers with his back to her.

      “I’m afraid I cannot do this, Ravenna. It just doesn’t feel right.”

      Right? The smug, sanctimonious bastard! Was it right to blackmail her girls, when they did nothing wrong but get paid for their services?

      “How much?”

      In a daze, she shook her head. Yet as she watched him leave a generous sum on the nightstand, Ravenna realized it was something else that made his rebuttal sting so smartly. Something that felt a lot like… rejection.

      The officer, now impeccable in appearance, opened the door. He really is leaving.

      And what of Operation Pulled Pork? No, she couldn’t let herself be outsmarted by a pig! So Ravenna rushed out and stood heaving in the hall.

      “Don’t go!”

      He halted. A wave of heat surged to her cheeks as she thought of his sensual lips and titillating fingers.

      “I can’t go on with a lady who is unwilling in all but what I have in my wallet.”

      “You asked what I want,” she panted. “I like…” Years of trade, and yet the words made her blush. “I like it when you touch my ears.”
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      Somehow Darius had collected all the good sense in him and walked away. Yes, the Raven Countess could provide valuable insight into this scam that hounded judges, investors and heirs of New Orleans. But Darius couldn’t reasonably conduct an investigation when she was touching him so… intimately. His cock was still branded by her caress, and the heady sensation was causing him to zig-zag through the corridor.

      Yet now… the Countess – or Ravenna, as he had discovered – stood before him with a thoroughly ravished air and cheeks that rivaled the red lanterns on the wall. He stared at her rosy tint in bewilderment, trying to push aside the notion that she was more heart-stopping than ever right then.

      What in the world could cause a harlot to blush?

      “Your ears?” He repeated in consternation. That seemed an innocent enough touch for a trollop.

      Except Ravenna only flushed more scarlet.

      Why did he take a step forward? She was a woman who lived by everything he despised. Lies, barely legal activities, and the plain illegal ones Darius had yet to expose. But he shortened the gap between them by one stride, and then another, and then even another until the distance between them was no more.

      “Like this?” He found himself whispering – which was absurd in itself given the deafening music pulsing from downstairs.

      Yet he lifted his palms to her blazing face and trailed a finger over the downy softness behind her ears. It was fascinating to watch such sophisticated beauty fall apart. Her ruby lips parted, her mauve lids dropped, her strong eyebrows flew almost desperately to the heavens. The sight made Darius none too comfortable in his pants. But still he wondered, is she faking it?

      “Come back inside,” she beckoned in that musical and breathless voice no man could possibly resist. “Please.”

      Darius was a fool. He had always prided himself in being a deadly lucid sort of character. Which was a shame, because at that moment he learned he was crazy off his chump.

      He let himself be drawn back into that ridiculous chamber, some strange mishmash of a bourgeois drawing room and an Ottoman tent.

      Perhaps it was the fact that it had been a long spell since he felt the warmth of a woman. Surely about five years with one of his more daring fiancées, Novie.

      Or maybe it was that Ravenna played her part to perfection: a lady of cold nobility crumbling before his very gaze, shedding her mask for his eyes only. It was silly, yet Darius’ male ego swelled at the little playwright.

      Ravenna tried to plaster him to the wall once more, but this time he took the lead and drove her towards the canopy bed, hanging his derby hat on a floor lamp in the process. I’ll be damned if I let this tart hold herself back again.

      Not that he was an overly charitable fellow. Rather that his arousal was intrinsically tied to the responses of his partner, fueled by the other’s desire.

      And it seemed Ravenna had re-adjusted her performance in accordance, as her entire frame bucked wantonly when he left a few tentative kisses along the shell of her ears.

      Obviously the decor encouraged him to believe he was ravishing some fallen princess from the Orient, but Darius preferred to see just Ravenna. He liked to look at the way her pearl earring jingled frenziedly from his attentions, to watch her sweet lips quiver in surrender, to feel the tremors on her slender waist unhindered by a non-existent corset.

      The coal-like powder that surrounded her eyes like an Egyptian Goddess trickled down her bronzed cheekbone. Fascinated, Darius tenderly wiped it away with his thumb.

      Then a sudden thought coursed through him. The women he was betrothed to and dallied with in the past. Their bizarre condition.

      “Do you not want to sneeze?”

      Her face crumpled into a muddled frown, and Darius felt a wave of embarrassment wash over him. You’re not much of a seducer, are you? Surely this fallen Countess was used to much more suave men.

      But at least she doesn’t seem afflicted like the others were. Not even a sniffle made those fine nostrils quiver. A nose that was quite adorable now that he looked close.

      “Clothes!” She gasped with a desperation that fired a hedonic signal straight to his cock. “Remove them, please....”

      Darius was thrilled to oblige, especially since it seemed the Countess was suffering from a wave of feverish heat. He slid the slinky gown down, a delightfully simple task given the flimsiness of the gossamer fabric. Soon she lay in her hosiery and a delicate chemise which was a bit stark compared to the exotic lavishness of her dress.

      His hands flew to unclasp her onyx necklace, but she tremblingly pushed him away. Odd, was the one rational thought that pierced through his foggy mind. But the black choker twinkled cheekily at him, and Darius promptly decided that making love to a lady clad only in luxurious jewelry wasn’t the worst of plights.

      His heart jumped to his throat when he noted the shadowy patches peeking through the white lingerie. Two circles, plainly marked and begging for attention. Then if he let his eyes wander slightly further, a pit of darkness down there, nestled mysteriously between the softness of her thighs…

      “No,” Ravenna protested, pulling Darius from his dazed scrutiny. “Not my clothes. Yours.”

      With quaking fingers she flung away his jacket and reached for the buttons of his vest. Darius realized he would wait all night if he didn’t take matters in hand, so he gently brushed her aside and finished the handiwork in her stead, until he wore nothing but an undershirt and drawers.

      Darius knew there were rules when it came to making love to a lady, but courtly titles from Europe begone, he was bedding a bawd. Surely that allowed more liberties? Without further ado, he sank to the pair of pearls jutting from her lingerie and kissed her there. Ravenna cried out in a most improper manner, and threw her legs around his waist to keep him close.

      Her heedless movement – or was it calculated? – had the effect of making her chemise ride dangerously up her thighs until a mere blow from Darius’ lips would uncover her treasures. He gulped. The fine knit of his shirt suddenly clung to him so tightly he felt as sweaty as during a hot spell in New Orleans. He peeled it off.

      His length strained uncomfortably against the cotton of his drawers, but for the time being he simply bowed down. Stripping her hosiery off, he travelled with his lips up her thigh until he reached that tenuous point of revelation, where the hem of her slip fluttered weakly over Cupid’s cloister. The scent of her arousal hit his nostrils and nearly precipitated his release.

      Then small hands that were unexpectedly gentle rested on his naked skin. The impression of her petite, smooth palms on his chest resonated deep within, though he didn’t know why. She pulled him ever so slightly, putting an end to his hesitation. Finally her palace of pleasure revealed itself to him, glistening and pink.

      It’s impossible to feign that, right? A bead of perspiration trickled down his temple. Because at that instant she looked wholeheartedly ready for him, in a way that made the inside of his drawers throb and his reason melt away.

      I can’t believe my luck tonight. He never even won at card games. Yet right now, he was about to make love to a woman more beautiful and responsive than in his wildest dreams.

      Darius was inexorably drawn to the sweet perfume until his lips skimmed her rosy quim. Then a nasty thought hit him.

      How many men had touched like this, seen her so abandoned, tasted her charms so intimately?

      The dreadful realization made him jerk away as something violent brewed in his chest. Not disgust, because at that moment Ravenna looked so desirable it nearly unmanned him. No, it was an emotion that twisted his guts and tinted his vision red.

      Her dusky lids fluttered open, nailing him to the spot with those burnished irises. “Don’t you want…?”

      One of Ravenna’s hands flew to his raging staff as if to corroborate evidence. And when she touched him like that, he did want. Most ardently.

      She freed him of his last garment, and finally they lay together, bare skin to bare skin. A slight frown marred her fine features, etching a hint of impatience in her passionate air.

      “Why isn’t she coming?” She moaned in a whisper that was nearly undetectable.

      Is she speaking of her own release? It was an odd thing to say, but the way Ravenna babbled incoherently struck him as strangely adorable, especially coming from a woman who should be a master in the art of seduction.

      “I can help with that,” he vowed breathlessly as he positioned himself by her road to heaven.

      But Ravenna surprised him anew by slinging a few cushions away with a brusque swing of her arm.

      “Can’t agree more,” he grumbled. “All these pouffes and puffs are getting in the way.”

      So he joined her and tossed the pillows across the room, causing the gauzy veil on the canopy bed to drop as well in the process.

      “Have to… pull it back,” Ravenna murmured again with an endearing scowl. “She can’t see…”

      Darius had no clue what she was talking about, but he discarded it as yet another bout of amorous nonsense. The way she spoke of herself in the third person when in the throes of desire was rather eccentric, but it only added fuel to the fire in his nether regions.

      “It’s going to be too late…”

      That, Darius could agree with. He was teetering at the edge of climax himself. There was no time to ponder upon her quirk any longer, because now the head of his arousal grazed her sweltering entrance. She felt warm and welcoming and everything wonderful.

      Mindful of her tightness, Darius eased himself in slowly, gently. He groaned as sheer beatitude rolled through him. His rapture was further intensified by the sweet sound of Ravenna’s whimpers. Everywhere she swathed him in her soft and quivering heat.

      His lids dropped as well, as he finally let his guard down to wallow in the vulnerable sensuality he never would have suspected in a lady of the world’s oldest profession.

      Ravenna guided him through her with generous bucks of her hips. The black jewels around her neck winked dazzlingly at him with every thrust.

      There came a point when Darius sensed the shivery signs of her release. So before Darius could indulge in the little death himself, he withdrew and let himself drift.

      Click.

      The mechanical noise shot through the haze of their lovemaking like the detonation of a pistol. The languor that consumed his body vanished, and Darius jerked up in a flash. His head swam, yet he garnered enough presence of mind to tug the covers above himself and...

      Ravenna?

      Darius spun towards the woman with whom he had just shared such bliss, fully expecting to find the same shock on her face.

      But her back was turned to him. Her chemise had slipped down, and she was pulling her hosiery up, as if nothing in the world was amiss.

      What the devil is going on?

      Whatever it was, Darius had the distinct impression that he had just been hornswoggled.

      “Miss Ravenna!” cried a shrill, girlish voice. “Oh, I’m so sorry! First I couldn’t find the Brownie, until I realized Céleste left it in her chamber after a boudoir session, and then I came here, but the mechanism was stuck, and then the drapery of the bed –”

      Darius hauled the covers a little higher and stared wide-eyed at the ginger-haired woman who invaded the intimacy of their room. He vaguely recalled that she was one of the doxies who accosted him downstairs.

      “Sally,” Ravenna interrupted curtly. Her quiet, restrained tone made it hard to imagine that only moments ago, her voice was thick and breathless. “To the darkroom! Scoot!”

      The redhead obeyed, but not before sending Darius a dirty look that made him wince for some crime he didn’t know he committed. She left the entrance ajar, scurrying out as swiftly as she had appeared.

      For a minute or two, all he could do was gawk at the door swinging back and forth until it eventually shut closed.

      A bitter sense of betrayal laced itself around his thoughts – betrayal, coming from a bawd? He should have expected it. He thought he had expected it. Hadn’t he? Hadn’t he guarded himself every moment until the very last, to never let himself trust this lady of easy virtue?

      Clearly he failed. Why isn’t she coming? Ravenna’s whispered words when she was at the brink of release came back to him with biting precision. No, her murmurs hadn’t been about her own gratification as he had so stupidly, arrogantly believed.

      She was speaking of Sally.

      Repulsion seethed in the bottom of his throat for this woman who could scheme even from the peak of sensual bliss.

      Without question, he had been thoroughly and masterfully duped.

      But from the sound of it, the deception was duly warranted. How could he be so swollen-headed as to believe that ten women, including the Raven Countess herself, would seek his attention? How could he believe that a whore would feel anything like genuine pleasure at his touch?

      Such a fool.

      “What’s this?” He finally snarled. “Can you explain yourself, Madam?”

      The Countess’ answer came not in the form of words, but as a pile of prints she fetched from the drawer of a fancy night stand. She tossed them towards him with little attention to where they fell, a cruel reminder that whatever tenderness they had shared was nothing but pure artifice.

      Darius blanched when he saw the photographs. Scenes of sheer obscenity, featuring lascivious men and shameless strumpets in every lewd arrangement imaginable.

      Had he just partaken in something this bawdy and cheap?

      Somehow it had felt so much more beautiful, so much more extraordinary than the crude encounters these photographs immortalized. They looked like little more than snapshots from the whorehouse, where affection was a monetary transaction and each caress was rank and vile.

      And I’ve done no better, he reflected with revolt as he gazed at the lecherous, disheveled gentlemen. It was an agonizing realization because somehow, in his many years, he had construed the notion that he was better than that, simply put.

      But before he wallowed in self-disgust any longer, cold awareness seized him. A bushy mustache that was none too unfamiliar caught his eye.

      Johnson. The prison guard at The Metropolis.

      With a frown, he flipped through the photographs. More familiar faces cropped up – a sergeant from another borough, a desk clerk at his station, a colleague with whom he once investigated in the Irish Channel…

      Darius’ throat tasted dry. “These are all –”

      “Pigs, yes.”

      Perhaps his male ego took a beating, but he still possessed some dignity. “Police officers,” he scowled while pulling his trousers on.

      Ravenna didn’t respond. Her brows flew to the top of her forehead in a decidedly smug manner.

      “You blackmail policemen,” he stated none too gently, busy buttoning his shirt.

      Emotion seeped back into the Countess’ expression. A glint of fury brewed in those mesmerizing eyes, which turned dark chocolate to heated amber in a flash.

      “I fail to see the immorality in my actions when you wronged me in the first place.”

      Outrage rose in Darius. He jumped to his feet and took advantage of his towering height to fire at her with a glower.

      “I wronged you?! In what ways have I wronged you when I only…”

      Touched you with soft caresses. Wiped away the ruined paint on your face. Made love to you like you were a beautiful woman and not a tramp.

      He pinched his nose and screwed his lids shut to block her lovely, aggravating form from sight. Now was not the time to behave like a jilted lover. He already let passion sway him too much tonight.

      “Pray tell,” he rasped in a more leveled tone even as his heart pounded vengefully. “How did I–”

      No, not I. You’re a man of law, he chided himself. Impersonal. Fair.

      “How did the police wrong you?”

      The question sounded ludicrous even to his own ears. Policemen maligning this harlot? The world was upside down!

      “I became acquainted with your kind eight years ago,” she announced icily. “The first flatty who came to The Red Lantern told Piper he wanted a ten percent cut on her nightly wages, or he would charge her with theft.” She shot him a disdainful look. “Theft of money, jewelry, and my favorite – a friend’s lover.”

      Darius gulped as his indignation melted away. He knew how to recognize evil behavior for what it was, even when it came from his own camp.

      He cleared his throat. “By chance do you recall his name?”

      “The second flatty asked Mindy for twenty-five percent or he’d have her sent to prison,” she pursued as if Darius had never spoken. “He reminded her that Chinese weren’t welcome in this country.”

      His mouth settled into a grim line. Would the rule of law ever reign in New Orleans, if even the authorities partook in crime as well? Darius enlisted with the hope to purge his city of corruption and vice… Yet who was he to take on such a mission?

      At the end of the day, Darius was in the same situation as his two-faced colleagues, trapped in a disorderly house with a Tenderloin Madam who outsmarted him.

      “Naturally I devised a stratagem compromising these gents’ good name with a photograph no respectable man would gain from, should I feel inclined to leak it to the public.” A harsh smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I have quite a collection now, would you not agree?”

      Darius met her hostile gaze with an earnest one of his own. “I understand your distrust, but this is something that should be investigated. These men are part of the police force, and as such –” A sudden realization hit him, and he couldn’t help but blurt: “Wait. How did you discover I’m a police officer?”

      Ravenna smirked. “Your shoes, honey. You pigs sure love to polish your hooves.”

      Darius sensed heat flow back into his cheeks. “I see nothing significant about my –”

      “Miss Ravenna! Miss Ravenna!”

      They both whirled around to witness Sally dash into the room again, face pale as a specter and hands fervently crossing her chest the Christian way.

      “What in the world is wrong, Sally?!”

      “Oh Miss Ravenna,” the redhead sobbed. “There’s something terribly amiss with the photograph…” She repeated the sign of the cross with quaking hands.

      Ravenna snatched the picture away. Darius peered above her shoulder to catch a glimpse.

      The Countess gasped. His heart stilled, and a chill went down his spine.

      Because on the shot that immortalized their embrace, was something that never should have been there: the eerie outline of a man in a top hat, translucent and floating. His see-through eyes were angled towards the camera, and Darius immediately recognized him as none other than –

      “Mr. Landry!” came a broken shriek from downstairs.

      They all charged towards the door.

      “Your hat!” Ravenna cried.

      Darius realized it was a lampshade he placed on his head instead of his derby. He exchanged it hastily and stormed out of the Turkish Parlor along with Sally and the Countess.

      And from the gallery above, they saw something which, for the first time in his forty-three years, made Darius wonder about the existence of ghosts. Céleste stood trembling in the main hall, petrified by the sight before her.

      Mr. Landry lay dead on the floor, his top hat lolling only a few feet away from his open skull and a pool of blood crowning his bludgeoned face.
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      There’s black magic in The Red Lantern.

      At first Ravenna had dispelled the whispers as mere rumors. Though many in New Orleans were genuinely afraid of spirits (and justly so), people also loved a good ghost story. Jinxes and whores in her palace of sin? A fantastical tale that surely served the best scandal-water at more than one lady’s tea party.

      But now, as she stood by Mr. Landry’s body while it drained itself from his blood, Ravenna was certain. Some dark curse had creeped past the crimson doors of her establishment.

      The print she clutched in her trembling hand was proof enough. One could hardly miss the third presence in a chamber where there had been but two people, a spectral silhouette wearing a top hat. One moment, she had been in the Turkish Room, staring at the photograph haunted by Mr. Landry’s ghost. The next, she was scrambling down the stairs, only to find that same man cold on the ground.

      It was no coincidence.

      Coincidence was a word narrow-minded people tacked on the supernatural. There was no such thing as a jump in any chain of events – all was bound together by a force Ravenna called magic.

      “Back away, everybody!” She heard that strong voice command.

      Ravenna was grateful for the breath of fresh air as the crowd dispersed. It allowed her to continue to gape in horror at Mr. Landry’s corpse.

      “Can anyone tell me what happened?” Darius  pursued his questioning in the background.

      “It was this man right here, Halloran Spitzer!” One man cried. “Spitzer barged in, hollering something about how Landry made him bet on the wrong horse. Mind you, he was reeking of booze, and then he poured Landry’s Bourbon on the floor, and then Landry landed a nose-ender, and then Spitzer…”

      Ravenna tuned out the patron’s colorful account of Mr. Landry’s death. The wrinkled face she had come to know over the years was frozen in an expression of eternal shock. His skin was pale, almost blue.

      The same hue her husband was when Doctor Renoulleau pronounced him dead at ten twenty-two.

      Her gaze drifted to the brass clock above the bar. Quarter to eleven. Close.

      Am I finally paying the price for what I did to Santino?

      In the years Ravenna had explored magic in a land steeped with voodoo, there was one thing she learned: that like everything in life, witchcraft was a matter of give and take.

      One didn’t say ‘abracadabra’ and produce otherworldly phenomena out of thin air. Voodoo Queens made gifts to the patron spirits they appealed to. The Strega women in Sicily left dishes of garlic for Hecate at crossroad shrines.

      And even beyond offerings to the deities, a witch knew that whatever power she borrowed, she eventually gave back in one form or the other. A bargain, just like each of her hired girls in The Red Lantern made every night.

      In her heart of hearts, Ravenna had begged for the power to release her from Santino’s shackles. That force had been allotted to her, and for years she only reaped the fruits from her magically induced freedom.

      Up until now.

      “Ravenna,” a deep voice called softly. “Ravenna, I need you to sit down.”

      Darius dragged her away from the ghastly sight in the same way he touched her all night, gentle yet unyielding.

      When she was safely seated on a chair and he stood propped against a table, the policeman searched for her gaze.

      “I will need that photograph as evidence.”

      Ravenna scowled at him, clutching the incriminating capture to her chest. “No.”

      He rolled his eyes and made a visible effort to calm down by pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Ravenna, that picture features a shot of Mr. Landry moments before he died. It’s odd, to say the least. I need to find out if there’s a link with his death.”

      She eyed him skeptically. Of course there was a link – only it went beyond the narrow world a policeman perceived.

      “As you well know, I must keep these photographs for my own protection.”

      His mouth settled into a tight line. “Which I understand, and I promise to track down all the officers who committed bribery against you,” he assured her. Then his face changed, softened. “You must believe me when I tell you I wasn’t here to blackmail you or any of your working girls.”

      This time it was her turn to lift her gaze to the ceiling. “Should I believe in the purity of your motives, when you just fornicated with a whore in the Turkish Parlor?”

      He turned a deep shade of red that was perversely satisfying. But Ravenna could only gloat so much, because the memory of what happened between closed doors made her none too comfortable herself.

      He had touched her like no man had ever touched her before – slowly, as if her pleasure was infinitely more precious than his own. Her pleasure wasn’t worth a dime. He shouldn’t have kissed her to the tip of her overly sensitive ears, made love to her like it mattered. It didn’t matter.

      Everything that happened within the walls of The Red Lantern was a performance, bathed under the forgiving glow of paper lights and repeated endlessly in the many mirrors that decorated its walls. Except somewhere between a gentle caress and a heated gaze from those brilliant blue eyes, Ravenna lost control.

      He played her as dexterously as Dizzy played his piano.

      “Alright,” the officer sighed. “To be honest, I’m investigating the complaints of a dozen men, who claim that the Red Lantern is possessed by...” He coughed, as if it cost him to utter the word. “A curse. It’s a preposterous idea, but I’m here to separate myth from reality and find out if there are any underhanded dealings in your establishment.”

      Ravenna studied him pensively. Truth be told, it would probably benefit her business to have a man these individuals trusted – a man of law – go on a wild-goose chase in her brothel. He would find nothing. Perhaps then patrons would feel comfortable to visit again.

      In the meantime, Ravenna would conduct the real investigation.

      “Very well,” she relinquished. “Here’s the photograph.”

      He looked surprised that she didn’t resist more. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

      She nodded.

      “It would be wise to close your establishment tonight. I have to bring Spitzer to the station,” he jerked towards a very drunk-looking man, held captive by three patrons. “The police will have to come look at the crime scene.” His handsome face suddenly took on a sheepish air. “You won’t need to fear any pressure from them. They will be under my authority.”

      Nothing prepared Ravenna for the wave of gratitude that swept through her.

      But at that moment, as a client lay dead in The Red Lantern, she was grateful for his help – no matter how useless. Her mind was in a daze, her will weakened. No strength remained in her to mull over her grudges against this officer. He sounded sincere, and that was all that counted.

      “And if any one of them turns out to be troublesome, just give them my name –”

      “What is your name?”

      The police officer grinned, as if he saw the humor in the situation. Ravenna didn’t know all the names of the men she bedded. Yet for some reason, when it came to this man, not knowing how he was called after whatever it was they shared – confusing, titillating, offbeat as their encounter had been  – felt strange.

      But the real event was that for the first time that evening, Ravenna saw his grin. It lit up his serious features like a thousand candles, and her heart actually stuttered.

      “Officer Romero.”

      Ravenna bit back a smile. “Your mother made a funny choice when she named her child Officer.”

      His face turned crimson again. “Well, I suppose between you and me, ‘Darius’ is more appropriate. Technically it’s ‘Darius E. Romero’, and the ‘E’ stands for...” He trailed off awkwardly as awareness hit him.

      Before Ravenna could weigh in this new information, the deafening roar of an automobile caused them both to pivot around and stare through the open doors of The Red Lantern.

      “The talk all the way Uptown is that there’s a dead person in my establishment!” Doctor Renoulleau bellowed as he stormed into Rosewood Hall. Towering over Ravenna, he looked a deeper shade of puce than ever. “Do you care to explain what transpired here, wench!?”

      First this disconcerting Officer Romero with his snoopy airs and his ravishing touches, then Mr. Landry’s lifeless body, now this. She almost wished she could have a fainting spell like the delicate ladies in town, but unfortunately, she was made of sterner stuff.

      “I recommend you reconsider your tone, sir,” Darius intervened icily. “The lady has gone through quite a shock.”

      Renoulleau’s spectacles grew misty, he was so furious. “And I advise you to speak to me differently as well. I’m the proprietor of this place, so I will behave however I please.” He appraised Darius from head to toe. “The question is, who are you?”

      Darius crossed his arms over his torso, and for the first time Ravenna noted that he made a daunting figure. All night she had found him fine and dapper, but now he exuded a fierceness she had not yet seen in him.

      “New Orleans Police Department. And until this matter is settled, I am the proprietor of this place,” he smirked. “The Red Lantern is requisitioned until further notice.”

      Though Renoulleau was fuming, Ravenna knew he wouldn’t dare defy the authorities. So with a humph, he turned to her again.

      “Do remember that this is a business and not a charity house, woman. If affairs fail to pick up shortly, I shall not waver in putting you on the streets.” The doctor’s cloudy eyes turned metallic grey. “The same streets which you only narrowly escaped thanks to me, lest you forget.”

      She was able to meet Renoulleau’s bespectacled glare with a steely one of her own.

      “I have been running The Red Lantern for ten years without a misstep. I hardly ever required your intervention. Surely you can trust me to deal with this unfortunate incident.”

      “The way you speak as if you own the place is tiresome,” Renoulleau sneered, sending droplets into her face. “Must I remind you my name is on the lease? As for you, you are nothing but a penniless dago getting too high for your nut, you – ”

      Just as Ravenna fretted that for the second time tonight, her murky past would be revealed before a flatfoot, Darius took matters in hand. He grabbed the physician’s fine tailcoat and hauled him outdoors, not without a few vociferous protests from Renoulleau.

      “The police requires complete calm to investigate tonight’s incident.”

      Compelled by the imposing presences of The Red Lantern’s bouncers, Renoulleau climbed into his automobile, which soon spat to life.

      “It’s the first time I’ve seen one of those,” Darius murmured with a pensive air. “There was an ad for one in the Times Picayune just this morning, listing it at a full seven thousand dollars.”

      Ravenna didn’t know what to make of the offhand comment, but a wave of utter exhaustion hit her. Seven thousand dollars. In all her years behind the extremely lucrative Red Lantern, she never glimpsed even half that sum.

      After sputtering beginnings, the automobile finally sped past them, not without leaving behind a trail of black puffs. It drove up Basin Street and disappeared into the night. Ravenna could only wish the curse at The Red Lantern would vanish so easily.

      “Officer,” a man called in the distance. “Let’s make haste to the police station. This fellow is growing restless!”

      Indeed, Halloran Spitzer was attempting to fight his captors off, though he was too intoxicated to be even remotely successful.

      “I’ll probably be in and out all evening,” Darius stated. His features were etched with an air that resembled concern, but Ravenna knew it must be the way the lanterns flickered on his face. “You should get a good night’s sleep. You look dead on your feet.”

      It wasn’t in her habit to relinquish even a shred of responsibility to anyone. Yet tonight, as black magic hovered in the air and caused the death of a man, Ravenna couldn’t be more grateful to entrust The Red Lantern in another’s hands, if only for a few hours.

      So she sent him a polite nod. And with a last searing look from those cobalt eyes, the officer dashed away to deal with Halloran Spitzer.

      Ravenna’s feet set in motion. Slowly, mechanically, they took her through the now empty hall. She didn’t look Mr. Landry’s way. Her steps guided her up the stairs. She paused only to snuff out a few red lanterns, leaving a dozen illuminated for the activities of the police.

      Her foot met with something that nearly caused her to fall down the stairs and break her neck.

      She squinted down. And there, rolling on a step, lay the burnt end of a black candle.

      The fine hairs on her arms at the back of her neck stood on end.

      Ravenna made many visits to the marketplace in Algiers. Over there she sometimes purchased a blue candle for when one of her girls was ill. Occasionally a yellow to attract money. Many reds, which she rolled in Follow Me Boy oil and rose petals to inspire passion within the walls of her business.

      But never in ten years had she bought a black candle.

      And that was because they were employed only for the most baneful spells. It set the malocchio as they said back home, the evil eye on enemies. Disloyal lovers died. Unfair employers suddenly lost mountains of dollars. Nosy neighbors woke up with their noses chopped off.

      Ravenna stooped to pick the dark cylinder up with quivering hands.

      Whose heart brewed with enough vengefulness to cast bad voodoo in The Red Lantern?
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      The following afternoon, Darius was pushing the red doors of the brothel again. After a sleepless night interrogating Spitzer, he came to the same disappointing conclusion as last night: it seemed Landry’s death was nothing but the unfortunate outcome of a drunken brawl.

      But Darius couldn’t help but wonder if there wasn’t more to the incident. After all, Spitzer eventually confessed he was branded with the Red Mark as well. Beyond that, the man remained infuriatingly tight-lipped about the whole affair.

      How frustrating, Darius grumbled to himself.

      At The Red Lantern, his team tidied up the crime scene after a night long inspection. Ammonia was sprinkled on the blood traces. Shards of the bottle that killed Landry with a fatal blow to the temple were picked up and carefully placed in a box for evidence.

      Subordinates swept past him, mumbling greetings as they left the establishment. But when he noticed one large apparatus, Darius stopped the man:

      “I’ve never yet been involved in a case with one of those,” he said, pointing to the camera.

      “It’s a novelty in the police force,” the photographer answered as he fiddled with his device proudly. “An invaluable tool, because pictures only show bare reality, right?”

      Bare reality. Darius usually had nothing but disdain for whatever went beyond a rational, clear-cut explanation. Yet in his pocket he held a capture that was otherworldly to say the least.

      “What do you make of spirit photography then?” He grunted though it went against every fiber in his being.

      “Spirit photography?” The rotund man repeated incredulously, and Darius felt small even from the six foot three from which he hovered. “Why, I never would’ve taken you for that sort of fellow.”

      “It’s for an investigation.”

      A case that involved him and the Madam of The Red Lantern making wild, sensual love while a ghost paraded in their midst. Imagine the look on his face if I showed him that.

      “Most cases of spirit photography are hoaxes,” the man scoffed, still eyeing Darius with skepticism. “Mere product of multiple exposure. In other words, two partial exposures which are combined into one complete exposure.”

      Understanding dawned upon him as he heard Sally’s breathless speech again. The mechanism was stuck.

      “If that’s so, could two pictures overlap unintentionally?”

      The photographer cocked a brow. “I suppose so, if there’s an issue with the shutter.”

      There you go, an explanation without hocus-pocus. Landry’s translucent figure was not a ghost, but simply the result of a previous shot that hadn’t properly functioned.

      But why was Landry photographed in the first place?

      Before he could wonder any longer, Darius noticed a shapely figure in the shadows. So after bidding farewell to the photographer, he strode up the stairs to the overlooking gallery.

      Today Ravenna’s attire wasn’t whimsical like the night before. Her dress was stark, but no less elegant. A somber fabric with a slight sheen, matching her obsidian hair and that same dark necklace that scintillated like stars in a midnight sky.

      Again it rang a bell.

      Darius narrowed his gaze. Now that he was a bit less light-headed than in the Turkish Parlor, recognition hit him.

      Two years ago, Mrs. Spitzer, none other than the wife of the man caught in a brawl last night, came to Darius with a serious complaint: a necklace of invaluable worth, stolen. Never having seen the piece himself, Darius knew the jewelry only by a rough sketch and the woman’s description.

      Black diamond, fringe design, forty-two carats.

      “What are you going all squint-eyed over this time?”

      Her sharp voice gave him a start.  “What stone is your necklace made of?”

      Ravenna frowned. “Onyx, I suppose. Why?”

      “Your necklace seems familiar,” he admitted. “Where did you get it?”

      Her slim hand flew to her neck, and she threw him an exasperated glare. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re too nosy for your own good?”

      Darius shuffled his feet. Indeed, it was a fault adults reproached him often as a boy and that only worsened with his chosen profession.

      “It’s the sole heirloom I own from my dear mother,” Ravenna blurted after a few moments of silence. “She was a grand lady devoted to the finer things in life.”

      A pang of guilt washed through him. Perhaps I only obsessed over Mrs. Spitizer’s stolen necklace too many months.

      Darius nodded, though a thousand more questions pushed against his lips as he tried to envision the woman with the black necklace. When was the last time Ravenna saw her mother? Was she as lovely as the daughter she gave birth to?

      So instead Darius settled for a statement. “Your upbringing must be very different from your current station.”

      For the first time, he noticed the Countess had dark circles around her eyes. Her skin was less of a rich honey hue and seemed a little pale and dry. Her lips were drawn into a worried moue, and her brows didn’t sit as comfortably over her heavy-lidded gaze.

      Once more, Darius could barely quench his curiosity. Had the woman not found sleep last night?

      But upon his words, some life seeped back into her graceful features. Her irises, dark as molasses, glimmered more like the jewels around her neck. Her cheeks rapidly took on a rosy hue, which he found more charming than when she dabbed them with rouge.

      “Oh certainly, yes,” Ravenna breathed. “When I was a child, I lived in my mother’s court. You can imagine the contrast.”

      He liked the way the corners of her lips tugged upwards. Tonight they weren’t painted scarlet. Their natural color was some subtle shade between a glorious sunset and the rusty waters of the Mississippi.

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” he said, only to hear her speak with that vivacious air a little longer. “I’m just a hick from Napoleonville, Assumption Parish, after all.”

      She finally smiled, and Darius knew his mission was complete.

      The thought made him stop.

      No, he had real reasons to be at The Red Lantern. Reasons that involved a dead man, a scam, and a mysterious mark. Not a Madam whose weariness made his heart stutter with unease.

      “Of course,” Ravenna conceded loftily. “Well, as a young girl I was surrounded solely by beauty and sophistication. My mother was a lady issued of one of the oldest lineages in Italy, so naturally she led a genteel life. I seldom even glimpsed the whisker of a beard, because gentlemen only entered the palace under exceptional circumstances!”

      Darius digested that. For some reason, the idea of this woman leading such a sheltered and privileged existence pleased him. The fatigued lines under her eyes, on the other hand, bothered him.

      “What did you love to do most as a girl?” He found himself asking.

      “There was nothing I enjoyed more than running in the fields of fa –“ She stopped and shook her head. “Not the fields, silly me. The gardens. It was a palace after all.”

      Before he even realized it, a vivid scene painted itself before his mind’s eye. Soft and pretty as those pictures Darius once saw in a show from Europe, and that they called ‘Impressionist’. A ripple of black hair swirled in the center, in stark contrast with the pastel strokes around. It was a little girl, lost in a sea of flowers. All that missed was the color of the petals.

      “What kinds of flowers?”

      Ravenna shot him a curious gaze. “White, with a dark spot in the middle. A bit like…” She bit her lip, inadvertently reviving a shred of the wild desire which possessed Darius yesterday. “Like an orchid, I suppose.”

      He added that to his mental picture.

      “And your father? You say that males never entered, but–“

      “Oh no!” Ravenna suddenly cried out. “No, no, no. My father hardly ever came to the palace. He was banned, as a matter of fact.”

      Something that looked almost like terror seized the Countess’ traits. Darius had the strange urge to gather her in his arms, but he wasn’t sure that was proper when he didn’t pay for her affections like last night. So instead he only observed her tension and tried to understand.

      “Because he defiled your mother,” Darius eventually concluded. “She didn’t wish to meet him anymore.”

      Ravenna nodded with a fervor that struck him as odd. “Yes, exactly. So I never really saw him. I barely even knew him.”

      “Why did your mother send you to a convent? It sounds like you were happy living with her.”

      “My father came from a prominent family, and he went looking for me,” she explained hastily. “So I hid twelve years in the convent, shedding worldly goods and saying the rosary twelve times a day, until my mother found it wise I travel to –” She halted, and her eyes grew wide as she glared at Darius. “Why, you insidious hawkshaw! You tricked me into answering your questions again, and I hardly even realized it!”

      Her indignant air made Darius chuckle. “Tell me only about the fine things you enjoyed then, if it makes you more comfortable. Believe it or not, I’m not trying to pry into your background.”

      She studied him from head to toe with a grimace. “And why should I? Are you a man interested in silk and pearls?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact I am.”

      Anything that drags you away from this gaudy, lewd place. Anything that can make me look at you like an ordinary woman and not a bawd.

      But why did it matter?

      “I find your interest in fashion hard to believe, coming from a man who confused his hat with a lampshade.”

      Darius wished the ground would swallow him whole, but the trembling hilarity of Ravenna’s lips made him quiver as well.

      “I’ve been a bachelor for so long, I suppose I forgot the proper way to dress.”

      “Why is that so?” Ravenna murmured after a moment of silence. “I mean, why are you unmarried?”

      Darius only studied his footwear more intently. Did he really polish them too much?

      “Probably because of the sorry state of my hair. Women think I host a possum on my head.”

      At least his fimble-famble made Ravenna’s smile last a bit longer.

      “It has its own charm,” was her vague response.

      “Then it must be my ungainly height that dissuades ladies to marry me. They wonder how I will fit into a house without breaking through the roof.”

      The woman giggled, and it made him sit up eager as a mutt. What on earth was up with him?

      “I don’t believe you one instant. Being tall is a very…” Darius didn’t miss the redness that colored her to the very tip of her ears. “Desirable feature in a man.”

      Any term related to the word desire coming from the Raven Countess’ luscious lips sent a thrill straight down south. Darius cleared his throat and shifted.

      But… Did that mean this formidable woman found him good-looking?

      “Tell me,” she egged on, pulling Darius away from his titillating musings.

      “You will laugh.”

      “I answered all your questions.”

      At that moment, Ravenna nudged closer ever so slightly so she could intercept his wayward gaze. Her potent perfume hit him – rich like roses, with mysterious undertones that were unusual but no less alluring. Her silky arm brushed his, her soft thigh grazed his legs.

      He gulped. Surely the moll knew what she did, right?

      But when he lifted his eyes, only genuine curiosity animated her features.

      “I’ve had a few fiancées over the years.” He scratched the back of his head, already embarrassed by the words he had yet to utter. “But each and every one of them was ultimately afflicted with the strangest condition.”

      Ravenna frowned. “They became ill?”

      Darius shook his head ruefully. “Not quite.” None of his fiancées showed any sign of a fever or even being remotely in pain. “They… Well,  first they started to feel all-overish, and then they were overcome with a dreadful fit of sneezes. With my last fiancée, Novie, we even tried to marry in church. But she was sneezing so fiercely she couldn’t pronounce the words ‘I do’.” He shrugged, eyes still downcast. “So we never got around to finishing the ceremony.”

      He fully expected Ravenna to laugh out loud. It was a batty story, after all. But when he turned around, her traits were drawn into a pensive air, as if what he just said was a riddle to be solved rather than pure nonsense.

      “It sounds like a lover’s jinx to me,” she murmured slowly. “When I was a little girl, I performed that curse. I loved a boy from the village, and I was told that if I sprinkled pepper into the furnace at midnight, it would make Viola, the milkmaid’s daughter every boy was infatuated with, succumb to a long-lasting and irresistible urge to sneeze.”

      He stifled a laugh. Somehow this side he was discovering in Ravenna – petty, shrewd – made her even more intriguing in his eyes. Though her methods were questionable, he admired her grit. Be it percentage coppers or the most popular girl in town, the woman never let herself be cowed.

      “Did it work?”

      The Countess’ delicate features scrunched into a vexed scowl. “No. He ended up marrying Viola when he grew up.”

      Darius snorted. “I wouldn’t have expected such a thing to work in the first place.”

      Ravenna shot him a sideways glance. “There is more to this life than what meets the eye. Take what occurred last night.”

      “Speaking of which”, Darius started earnestly, “it so happens I just had a discussion with the photographer downstairs, and –“

      “Nothing you say will convince me that what we saw was anything but Mr. Landry coming to us from the other world.”

      There was something about her grave air that sent a chill down his spine. It was she who looked otherworldly – darkly enticing, with deep brown eyes that seemed to hide as many mysteries as a night forest, and lips that could whisper sweet incantations capable of driving even the most sane man out of his wits.

      Clearing his throat, he rasped: “Sweetheart, that’s just a bunch of mumbo jumbo. I can assure you he provided a very satisfying explanation. No phantoms. Just a malfunction in the camera’s mechanism.”

      But Ravenna was already shaking her head. “I have reason…” She whispered, and the tenuousness of her voice raised goosebumps on his skin. “Reason to believe I’m being haunted by a curse.”

      Darius didn’t guffaw or scoff. He only watched her trembling lower lip, and he knew what kept her up last night. At that moment he didn’t look at her as a wagtail, but simply as a woman who was exhausted and afraid.

      “What makes you think that?” He asked in a voice that sounded a tad too concerned even to his own ears.

      “Fortune shined upon me. It’s about time I pay her back.”

      Do you really think you’ve been so lucky? Though Ravenna wore dresses that probably cost twice as much as his entire wardrobe, she looked wearier than any respectable worker he knew.

      “Not everything in life is a bargain,” he protested, and Darius wasn’t sure why he suddenly felt so engaged in this particular debate.

      The Countess smirked, her amber eyes dancing with mischief. “You’re going to uphold that argument with a whore?”

      A tide of resentment so strong, even he was surprised rushed through Darius.

      He didn’t like to hear that name for a woman who was more captivating than any other he had met. And on an even more basic level, he didn’t like to think of their lovemaking like a transaction.

      “Some things are freely given,” he found himself arguing. Things that come from the heart. But that he didn’t say, because it was entirely inappropriate in such a setting.

      Only half of her mouth curved in a grin, and Darius had the impression that he was a curiosity in her eyes.

      “I wish you were right, but my experience has proved contrary. In my trade of course but also in… other aspects of my life.”

      The way her voice dropped low at those last few words made him insanely curious about what those other aspects could be. With her raven locks and wicked beauty, a sudden vision of her as some hedonic sorceress invaded his mind, dressed only in scraps of black. He swallowed with difficulty and shook his head.

      “An explanation can be found for any strange case, if only you look for it,” he reasoned in a murmur.

      “If you look for it, yes,” Ravenna repeated with a cryptic smile. “One can always string together bits and pieces and call it an explanation, but the occult operates in ways unseen and unfathomed by ordinary people.”

      Darius studied her tight traits and knew he wouldn’t change her mind. “You hold little respect for my profession.” Because what else did his job comprise but putting together the pieces of a puzzle?

      Ravenna sent him a not-so-apologetic shrug. “With reason, I believe.”

      “I will make you see differently.”

      She didn’t answer and only looked at him in a way that was soft and strangely artless for a skilled courtesan.

      Her unpainted lips neither beamed beguilingly nor pouted with coy seduction, but were settled in some sort of half-grin, gentle and a little melancholic at once.

      Her silken lids dropped low over her honey and maple gaze. Gentle. Pure.

      His heart pounded once, twice. The reverberations were so deep he felt it deep inside his throat.

      Darius shook his head, willing his reason back.

      She looks at you that way because she’s tired, he lectured himself. Surely it was merely fatigue that blurred the hardness in her eyes, that dulled the sharp edges of her smile.

      He shot to his feet and held out a hand. “Come.”

      She didn’t budge an inch. “Why?”

      “There’s already one of us with too many questions,” he pointed out with his arm still extended. “Make it two, and you and I will never get anywhere together.”

      Ravenna eyed him wryly, but she stood. “Perhaps we’re not meant to.”

      As she wouldn’t take his hand, he grabbed her smaller one and held on tight. “I know of at least one place which we would both benefit from.”

      Because after an entire night spent at the police station without a moment of respite, weariness weighed upon Darius’ shoulders as well.

      So he pulled Ravenna down the corridor. But just as she opened her mouth to protest, a swinging door nearly knocked them out cold.

      “Pay attention, won’t you?” Darius barked as he only narrowly succeeded to push them both out of harm’s way.

      But the individual who came toppling out was either too elated, or too drunk to mind Darius and his foul mood.

      “Why, that Céleste…” the sot babbled, smacking his lips to his fingers to send a sloppy kiss into the air. “I was just with that tart and she’s hunky-dory, that’s for sure! Sells the hottest hogmagundy in town, with the prettiest pair of – Achoo!”

      Black particles flew as the patron’s shoe landed in a pile of something dark.

      Is that ash?

      Ravenna visibly blanched. “Mr. Durand! Please accept my apologies!”

      The client stalked off merrily as if nothing was amiss.

      “A life without a taste of Céleste is no – hic – life at all!”

      For several moments, Darius and Ravenna only watched the man meander through the corridor, leaving behind a zig-zag of sooty prints on the polished floors of The Red Lantern.

      “This place is truly falling apart,” was the Countess’ whispered statement.

      Her hand felt cold and jittery in his grip.

      “Come,” he insisted. “A cleaning girl will eventually notice.”

      Ravenna’s gaze flew to him. “Wait! Where are you – Ah!”

      Darius was sufficiently familiar with the brothel now to recognize the door to the Turkish Parlor. Without a moment of hesitation, he turned the knob and unceremoniously pushed her inside.

      The instant she regained her balance, Ravenna tugged her hand free and flung her arms over her chest, hiding her generous breasts. The gesture struck him as slightly out-of-character.

      “Not tonight.”

      But everything in this richly decorated den of vice reminded him of her trade, and of the unspeakable pleasures they shared last night.

      When a tear of makeup trailed down her cheek. When Darius entered her, so warm and so ready…

      Late as it was, a certain part of him finally woke up.

      “I will go downstairs, take care of the accounting books.”

      Darius took a swift step to the side before she could escape, so it wasn’t the door she walked into, but the barrier of his body.

      Bad idea. The general perimeter of his crotch grew even more painful when he felt the softness of her breasts.

      Ravenna looked up, a perfect portrait of mutiny and indignation. A protest hovered at the tip of her lips, but something in Darius’ gaze made it die before she ever voiced it.

      Then her tired eyes looked even more weary because they dropped low. Was it just the red lantern that made their amber depths shimmer all the more ardently?

      Darius’ heart hammered hard in his chest, and it only pummeled harder – or maybe it was but a trick of his imagination – when he felt her own fluttering beat.

      I want to kiss her.

      But another thought pierced through the heady fog, and it was like a bucket of cold water:

      I don’t have any more dollars in my wallet right now.

      Darius nearly groaned in frustration. Damn him for not stashing a few extra bills in his pocketbook last night! And damn her for eliciting something so visceral and real in him, when she was nothing but a phony, a pleasure merchant, a –

      Ravenna kissed him. The power of her touch was all-encompassing, and it erased whatever cognition he may have but the beautiful sensation of her. She tasted rich and dark like mulberries, soft and ethereal like a butterfly flitting through a field of ivory and ebony flowers.

      Surely a woman who sold her favors should taste stale. Or Darius would be at least a little more acclimated to her by now.

      But Ravenna tasted even better than last night.

      There was a delicateness to the way she moved her lips that plucked Darius straight out of the shadiness of the Tenderloin District, and transported him all the way to faraway Italy where Ravenna came from.

      Darius didn’t really know what Italy looked like. But the warm glow of her skin evoked an earthy and sun-bathed place, and the black of her hair reminded him of shadows and romantic hideaways.

      His heart pumped with the same fear and excitement as some peasant stealing a kiss from a lady. Ravenna’s account of her youth flooded his imagination. The high walls of a cloistered palace erected around their embrace, and their passion burned in some secret corner of a rococo garden.

      He pushed her to the bed, covering Ravenna’s body with his.

      Darius’ hand travelled shakily through the thick cascade of her sable locks, cradling her all the way to the frail back of her neck. He felt her jittery palpitations there, her stuttering heart, the rhythmic swirls of her tongue against his.

      He pulsed deep and hard. The need in his cock was becoming unbearable. He groaned.

      And with that, the spell broke. Something in the deep rumble of his voice seemed to call Ravenna back to reality, and Darius came crashing back into the gaudy decor of the Turkish Parlor.

      “I t-told you,” she breathed with a firm shove at his chest. “Not tonight.”

      The rejection hit him hard. Isn’t she the one who started this? How can she push me away now?

      Darius wanted to hurl all those bitter questions at her, and more. Or else jump into the bed and resume their titillating activities. His length still throbbed at the memory.

      But when his gaze found the heap of cloth that was Ravenna, he wavered. She hid her face in the pillows, her dark mane splayed disheveled over the bed, her entire frame heaving from their embrace.

      And the tip of her ear which peaked through the ropes of ebony hair was the most flaming shade of pink.

      So for some reason, Darius acted neither upon his wounded ego, nor his maddening desire. Instead he snuffed the few red lanterns in the room and stalked to the couch – some silly piece of furniture with curlicues that must be specifically designed for his personal discomfort.

      Yet that’s where he plopped himself down, while the woman responsible for his current state lay alone and devastatingly beautiful on the canopy bed.

      I can’t leave her, Darius thought sullenly as he struggled to find the best position. Not after he saw the purplish lines under Ravenna’s eyes. A man had been murdered in her establishment last night, and the woman was terrified in her own home.

      And there’s something else, Darius grudgingly admitted. For whatever outlandish, harebrained reason… Right then, Darius wanted to be with her. Bawd or not. Whether he could revel in her delectable body or not.

      “Don’t you have a house?”

      I still wish I could throttle her, though. Then kiss her.

      “Too late. Too far,” he grunted as the strain in his crotch area refused to relent. “Besides, I spent all my money on you. Nothing left for a cab.”

      Silence again. Darius switched sides, but the upholstery was just as stiff and his hardness just as stubborn.

      “I suppose there’s room in this bed for two.”

      He gulped. Her hesitant offer sounded like heaven – both for his back and his raging arousal. But at that moment, he preferred this current torture to the pain of having Ravenna pull the carpet from under his feet again.

      “Sleep.”

      His order was meant to be gruff, yet even Darius was surprised at the softness of his tone.
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      It’s time to get this place back in shape, Ravenna thought to herself as she tied the strings of her apron.

      That morning sunlight spilled gayly through the windows of The Red Lantern, and Ravenna walked with an energy she hadn’t possessed in weeks.

      And yes, it had everything to do with the strong man sprawled on the sofa, she remembered with a surge of heat flooding to her head. Last night, ghosts and curses hadn’t haunted her slumber. Perhaps Darius’ fervent unmagicalness scared them away, she thought with a snort.

      When she woke up, he still slept there, rumpled and grumpy. She barely resisted the urge to meet his scowl with a kiss. But she didn’t want him to open his eyes and find out that…

      Find out what?

      Ravenna shook her head as she opened the kitchen’s large cupboard and searched for ingredients. Flour, yeast, raisins, walnuts, figs, fennel seeds…

      Aha, she internally rejoiced as she lay hands on a dusty jar at the bottom of the shelf. I knew I had some of these lying around somewhere.

      But for the time being, Ravenna set the dried fava beans aside. Her hands measured, sifted and whisked almost of their own accord as she carried through a recipe she learned long ago, when Ravenna’s mother needed to bat her fingers away before her daughter ate all the batter.

      But there was no time for nostalgia, as footsteps and chatter already resounded from Rosewood Hall. The Red Lantern was awakening.

      After rolling out the dough, she finally grabbed the jar to shake out a single bean. Then she fished out from her pocket the voodoo candle she found the other night, and lit it aflame. She unscrewed a vial of bat’s blood. Tore apart twelve little pieces of paper. Dipping her quill pen into the sanguine ink, she uttered out loud:

      “Mindy, if the black candle is your deed, may it be upon you that befalls this magical seed.”

      She brought the piece of paper with Mindy’s name to the flame, and watched its contents burn and drip into the saucer underneath, where lay the fava bean.

      Ravenna repeated the process with each girl at The Red Lantern, until the small bowl brimmed with the ashes and melted wax of a dozen names. Three sharp taps on glass made her turn around to open the window.

      “Hrabanus! You’re just on time,” she cooed with an affectionate pat over his sleek ebony feathers. “And – eww!”

      She screeched when her beloved crow dumped a pile of graveyard dirt into her palm that was a bit too alive for her liking.

      “Is everything alright?!” Darius panted as he dashed inside the kitchen. Then he spotted the raven at her window still. “What the… Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it!”

      Ravenna had just enough time to toss the worm out the window and sprinkle her preparation with tombstone soil before the man sprinted to her side. The battle between Hrabanus and Darius was fierce. She sent the raven an apologetic glance as she took advantage of the distraction to finish her spell and pluck out the voodooed fava bean.

      “Phew,” Darius exhaled when he finally managed to shut the window. “That thing was a monster! Did it hurt you?”

      Ravenna shook her head, carefully pushing the candle into the bin behind her back so as to clear any evidence of her witchcraft.

      “Good,” he breathed with an air that made her wonder why he cared in the first place, and why her heart beat like she just ran a marathon. Then his blue gaze travelled to the background, and widened with almost childlike wonder on his hardy face. “You’re baking a cake?”

      Ravenna was none too pleased to note that the officer looked just as ravishing when he wasn’t so put together. Everything about that mussed up chocolate hair, the stubble on his firm jaw and those sleepy eyes sent an unwanted pulse in her nether regions that had her scurrying away in despair.

      “It’s Three King’s Day,” she mumbled as she shuffled to the table, focusing on everything but the tall policeman hovering over her shoulder.

      The hawkshaw’s eyes were too precise to miss the swift motion of her wrist. “What did you just put in there? Are you trying to make someone choke to death?”

      Ravenna scrunched her lids close and took a deep breath. Not because this detective’s never-ending string of questions irritated her. Not because he came to find her even in the sanctuary of her own kitchen.

      Because his scent – the neat hints of starch on his clothes and the musky, masculine essence underneath – drove her wild, simply put. It reminded her of his abandon the first night, and his restraint the second night.

      She didn’t know which was most absurd.

      It made no sense to make love to a pleasure merchant like it was anything more than a transaction.

      But it made even less sense to go all monkish over a strumpet the day after. Nothing, no rule of etiquette nor moral law, pushed a man like Darius to deny himself a woman like Ravenna.

      There was no reason why he should sleep on the stiff sofa rather than the canopy bed. No excuse for not yanking Ravenna back into his embrace after she pushed him away.

      She shook her head and turned to put the cake in the oven.

      “Ah, it’s a King’s Cake,” she heard Darius reason behind her. “Sorry, I can be a little thick sometimes. But I’m not fancy enough to be invited to one of those galas downtown where they serve them.”

      Ravenna chuckled despite herself. The patrons she usually dealt with at the brothel were either born with a silver spoon and outrageously depraved, or penniless and hard in their desperation. It was somehow refreshing to spend time with a man who was neither.

      “We have the tradition in Italy too,” she found herself saying. “Only it’s a celebration practiced by all, not just the rich.” Indeed, her family didn’t exactly roll in money. “When the Twelfth Night came, our table was laden with a veritable feast.”

      A twinge of sadness wove inside her heart as she was carried back to those nights of la befana with her many cousins, where they laid a banquet for the good witch who opened her door to the Three Magi – and the Witches Cake sat at its center.

      “Did you ever find the lucky bean?”

      A wistful smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Yes, once. I must’ve been about ten or eleven, and I was crowned Queen for the night.” Her eyes met his, and she was sucked into their forget-me-not blue depths. “It was the most wonderful sensation.”

      She watched his Adam’s apple bob. “How come?”

      “Because I had power,” she confessed, though she had no idea what drove her to always share what she shouldn’t with a nosy policeman. “When you’re young, no matter how futile and temporary, that’s a feeling that you rarely taste, and that takes a few years to taste again.” In my case, decades.

      Darius’ lips twitched into an amused grin. “And what did you do with your newfound power?”

      I’ve been looking into his eyes for too long, she lectured herself. Her heart was beating a thousand miles an hour, as if she was drowning in two wells of ocean blue.

      “Little things. I decreed that the cats were allowed to eat at the table, even the black ones. That children could speak during supper, even the girls.” And then one memory came back to her, that made her chest squeeze tight. “Also that my father could drink no wine for the evening. I paid dearly for that the day after, but it was well worth it.”

      Darius frowned, and Ravenna realized her mistake. “He was invited to the palace just that night,” she added hastily. “For the celebrations.”

      The man nodded, though his slitted gaze never left her face.

      Squinty-eyed, just like I thought when I first spotted him.

      Yet there was a peculiar edge to his inquisitiveness, as if it wasn’t born from a policeman’s duty to interrogate, but from something deeper, that made his azure irises go cloudy faster than a Louisiana hurricane.

      “At least you weren’t subjected to your father’s presence very often,” Darius eventually rasped.

      He’s too perceptive, she fretted as he continued to examine her with the intensity of a hawk.

      “It was nothing but a girl’s whim,” she blurted as she hastily backtracked. “Foolish.”

      But Darius took a step closer.

      “Most ten year-olds don’t come up with wishes like that,” he pointed out gruffly, and Ravenna didn’t know how this man could make her feel like a suspect he was roasting and a woman he was pursuing at once. “What kind of father was he, to instill that kind of fear in his daughter?”

      Spot on, once more. And now Darius was only a snail’s breath away, scrutinizing her from his towering height as a falcon circled its prey.

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “Hmm?”

      Ravenna gulped and swayed her head, struggling to dispel the intensity of his focus. “Questions.”

      Darius chuckled sheepishly and the spell was broken. He straightened so he didn’t stifle her with his presence, and passed a hand through the unruly strands that refused to stay slicked back.

      “You’re right. Especially when my actions warrant more than a few questions as well.” His thick brows shot up and he gave her a baffled grin. “Such as, what am I doing here?”

      Something about the way he fought Hrabanus like a knight battling a dragon, about how he slept on the sofa instead of a perfectly good bed, about the reassuring tone of his voice the night Mr. Landry was killed… All that and more pushed Ravenna to tentatively say:

      “Well, so you could be invited to our party, for example.”

      A beam stretched across Darius’ face and in all her years, Ravenna wasn’t sure she ever saw a man so handsome.

      “That’s a good hypothesis. But if it were true, then why didn’t I receive such an invitation?”

      His eyes landed hungrily on her lips, and Ravenna knew what kind of ‘invitation’ he had in mind. She sensed the blood rush to her cheeks, and she already felt a bit tingly at her core.

      What was it about this man that made her react like she was green rather than a red-light Madam? He was hardly the most daring flirt she encountered, yet when his lids dropped… like they did now… and when his pupils grew wide and dark as if she were the single most desirable woman in the world…

      She loved the way Darius pulled her over with one hundredth of the strength he possessed. She also loved the way he slid a hand between her lower back and the table, so the wood wouldn’t dig into her skin when he descended upon her.

      Ravenna wasn’t used to being treated like she was made of glass – mainly because she felt her constitution was more akin to The Red Lantern’s, with its shabby foundations gaudily shrouded behind silk and brocade – yet the sensation fulfilled some long-lost fantasy. Girlish and harebrained, perhaps. Still, the delight that zipped through her was present and true.

      Darius’ lips met hers. At first he explored her with a kind of chivalry that had no place in a brothel. But when she parted her mouth to delve deeper into this troubling, meddlesome person, all pretense of gentility burned to smithereens.

      The more she tasted him, the more she wanted.

      For an instant, Ravenna forgot all about a harlot’s rules. How a lightskirt may flip her gown up without a care, but must always keep what was buried in her chest well-guarded. A prostitute can never give her heart, simply because nobody would ever be there for the taking.

      But for the life of her, Ravenna couldn't help herself from kissing Darius with all that was inside her. And nothing, not even going over the grocery list again and again, could stop the wild, dogged beat of her heart.

      Eggs, she struggled to remember, desperately clinging onto a trick from her early days. Ham. Bread. Cheese.

      But it didn’t work. Ravenna could sense Darius everywhere, a deluge of tenderness and passion pouring mercilessly upon her. The stubble on his jaw scraped her cheeks ever so slightly, awakening her nerves in the most titillating manner. His fingers trembled as they brushed over her ticklish ears. His silken tongue curled and possessed hers. A jolt of liquid desire whisked between her thighs and –

      “Pickles!”

      The maddening kiss ended. Darius looked down at her with a muddled frown, though his tousled chocolate hair and slightly swollen lips only made her pulse race.

      “Pickles?”

      Ravenna dropped her head and took a few deep breaths. What in the world was she doing? The night she shook hands with Doctor Renoulleau, she knew no male would ever enter her life again, for better or for worse.

      Never again would she need to endure the tempest of a man’s temper, bolstered by alcohol like her step-father and husband.

      But she was also well aware that never would she experience the sweet cavorts of courtship, or the sweeping thrills of romance like in the serials she sometimes read in the newspapers.

      A roughened finger tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and lifted her chin, forcing her once again under the man’s spell.

      “How can I not ask a thousand questions,” Darius murmured with a strangely pained air, “with a woman like you?”

      Her heart skittered, though she didn’t grasp the meaning of his words. Thankfully she was spared an answer, as the shrill ring of the timer suddenly resounded.

      Jumping on the opportunity, she freed herself from his embrace and scurried to take the cake out of the oven. Darius mumbled something about dropping by his house for a fresh set of clothes, and promptly disappeared from the kitchen.

      Ravenna slumped against the wall. Her hand clutched that spot in her chest which waltzed like it was holding a ballroom dance of its own.
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      A few hours and sips of brandy milk punch later, Ravenna was seated on a chair, watching her working girls as Dizzy pounded away on his keyboard. It was rare that they all got together before business hours, but given the insanity of the last few days, Ravenna figured they could use some amusement.

      But fun they had, and there were serious matters to attend.

      With a sigh, Ravenna rose to her feet, eyeing the cake warily. Who would the magical bean point to? Mindy, whose giggles rivaled the highest notes of the piano? Pauline or Céleste, who shook and hopped together on the dance floor? Or pious little Sally, who spied their shenanigans with wide-eyes?

      Ravenna’s heart broke that any of them may be behind the voodoo that so disrupted the order of her disorderly house. She still hadn’t figured out what she would do once she caught the culprit. Would she be forced to put the girl on the streets?

      “Alright everyone,” she announced, though no-one seemed to hear her. “The afternoon is getting late. How about we–“

      But before she captured anyone’s attention, a hand, strong and sturdy, captured hers.

      “Dance together?” The man who supplied that masculine voice shot shivers down her spine.

      Tidied up and shaved, Darius sure looked dapper in a cobalt vest that matched the icy tones of his eyes, his rolled shirtsleeves showcasing those thick, sinewy arms which held her so close that very morning…

      Why did I invite the very man who sends me in a tizzy? Ravenna rolled her eyes to the ceiling, but found no answers there – only a few spider webs that she should dust and a panel that needed to be fixed.

      Though no-one felt compelled to listen to her announcement mere minutes before, the sight of the dashing bluecoat offering his hand to their Madam provoked much more excitement. The girls whistled and giggled while Dizzy slowed down his tune to a more mellow, romantic melody.

      “I don’t dance,” she groaned, wishing his starry eyes and the syrupy music would just disappear.

      “Splendid. Neither do I.”

      And with that, Darius swept her to her feet and dragged her before the piano.

      She took several moments to adapt to the haphazard sways of his body. He tugged her close in no dance style she recognized at all, and wrapped his arm most intimately around her waist. Glued to his hard chest as she was, Ravenna needed to bend her neck backwards to glimpse his handsome face. He smiled down at her softly, and the sight made her quiver all the way to her core.

      “Ow!” Pain zipped through her foot as a dreadfully heavy weight crushed it.

      A string of mumbled curses escaped his lips. “Did I break any toes?”

      Ravenna shook her head, chuckling despite herself. “Thankfully, I’m sturdy enough to withstand even the least gifted dancers.”

      His skin turned ruddy, and he sent her an apologetic grin, but it didn’t matter. Darius’ sense of tempo was terribly off, and he stumbled more than once. But I think I’ve never felt so alive in someone’s arms.

      She bit her lip, excitement and dread rising in her simultaneously. Never?

      You fancy him, whispered a little voice in her head. You fancy him more than a moll is ever allowed to fancy a gent.

      Perhaps it was the milk punch that enabled her to formulate truths she never would admit to herself sober. And that touch of brandy also helped quench the apprehension of such a realization, so she could bask only in its sweetness. For the span of Dizzy’s tune, at least.

      Because something bubbly and bright bristled in her chest as this towering man twirled her clumsily again and again. The whirl of the world spinning around her, the alcohol in her blood, the fanciful music, the wistful sighs of their audience, the flickering of the red lanterns and those eyes that looked at her like she was high-class and charming and worthy… it all went to her head.

      She knew a magic that she didn’t wield enveloped this moment. That as they danced, however inexpertly, they forgot all about the line that Ravenna usually tiptoed around while Darius stood steadfast on his side, the right side, the side of the law.

      “You’re truly dazzling,” he drawled in a molten tone, and Ravenna believed him, because there was no way the radiance she felt within didn’t show. “And you look like a true Countess with your mother’s necklace.”

      The reminder of her fib didn’t make her cower in shame. Instead she only stood taller as she whirled in his embrace, feeling every bit the tragic and refined contessa he believed her to be.

      It wasn’t in The Red Lantern that they danced but in a candle-lit palazzo, in some grand ballroom where depravity, coarseness and poverty existed as little as pure beauty did in her world. He was her beau and she was the belle of the ball. How could Ravenna believe otherwise, when this man gazed at her with arctic blue eyes that seemed to melt into a sea of passion? Perhaps he was a little intoxicated as well.

      And then the pretty song came to an end. Dizzy played the last few notes, and Darius’ hold on her waist waned. He left her not without a swift kiss on her fingers, which was probably the most courtly attention she ever received. Her heart almost hopped onto the floor and danced a little ragtime itself.

      “Lovely!” Sally cried as she clapped gleefully. “What a pleasure to behold such a sweet sight behind the doors of this den of vice!”

      “Oh, quit sermonizing,” Céleste laughed as she slapped a hand across the young woman’s shoulder. “Rather, what I would remark is that never has a man devoured a woman with his eyes quite as amorously as Mr. Darius, even in our own den of vice, as you call it!”

      Another fit of giggles erupted, and Ravenna felt giddy herself. Darius did look at her with something fierce, didn’t he? Even the girls noticed.

      The man at her side cleared his throat. The red flags on his cheeks made her snicker. Just how much brandy did Céleste put in this milk punch?

      “Perhaps we should proceed to the King Cake,” he grunted.

      That sobered her. But as she was the only one to know the true significance of the ceremony, everyone else reacted with overwhelming enthusiasm. So Ravenna went on to cut twelve pieces for each of the girls, as well as three more for herself, Darius and Dizzy.

      Now that everyone was served, she eyed their merry party with gravity. As everyone balanced their plates and waited eagerly for her cue to dig in, she wondered if this was the last time The Red Lantern would be full of such light-heartedness.

      But she had to know. The voodoo needed to stop.

      “Wait!” A bright voice exclaimed, and Ravenna was almost grateful that Sally unknowingly interrupted the grave moment. “Miss Ravenna, it is the Epiphany after all, and where I come from the tradition is to bless the house. So even if we’re not a true family, I think it would be lovely if you said a few words of blessing, as head of our household!”

      There was a general murmur of agreement, and she felt a wave of affection for the bible-thumping bawd. “That sounds like a wonderful idea, Sally. But I’m afraid I don’t even know my Hail Mary, so I wouldn’t be certain what to preach.”

      A presence suddenly stiffened next to her, but for whatever reason, she failed to turn around.

      Sally’s fine brows scrunched in mild disapproval. “Miss Ravenna, how could you never learn the Rosary? Why, as far as my memory goes back, I can’t remember a night I didn’t kneel by my bed and pray!”

      Just as the brandy had brought her to the peaks of fantasy, she felt herself crashing into irritable grounds. No, she hadn’t said her prayers, or fed a stray dog, or done one remotely good deed in her forty years of existence. A Countess, fit to seduce a kind and principled man like Darius? What a joke. Is there anything I have to offer?

      She racked her mind, and found nothing. Not even purity of soul.

      “Do I look like a woman who dutifully praised the Lord?” She gestured to her low-cut cleavage and extravagant jewels, barely managing to conceal her resentment beneath a sheen of humor. “I  prayed not once in my life, not even the day my husband died. And God knows why I would pray for his wicked soul.”

      Her little speech was too much for Sally, who started to frantically cross herself. But it wasn’t the devout sporting girl Ravenna should have focused on. It was the man by her side:

      “And how did you get by twelve years in a nunnery, if you never uttered a single prayer?”

      A false note reverberated from the piano, and echoed like a broken chord in Ravenna’s chest. She blanched. Her fork dropped to the floor. The resonance of its fall was the only sound in the vast Rosewood Hall,  as even Dizzy’s music brutally stopped.

      “I…”

      As tipsy and glib as she had been only moments ago, now Ravenna struggled to say a single word.

      Cat got your tongue?

      As she swiveled to glimpse Darius’ face, she very much felt the part of a helpless mouse, back to the wall under the threat of a fierce blue-eyed cat.

      “Wait,” the man hissed, and her make-believe beau gave way to the keen detective. “You never stayed at a convent, did you? So that means…” She saw the wheels churning in his head, and she was too petrified to do anything against it. “Your noble mother… Growing up in a palace… and… the flowers… that’s all cock and bull as well?”

      Cock and bull… Such ugly words for a pretty story. Something broke a little inside her, as the tale she clung to for a decade ripped apart before her very eyes and her entire staff.

      “Does it really matter?” She croaked, though the silence in the room made it feel like she spoke into a megaphone. She waved at the surrounding decor. The dramatic draperies. The suggestive illustrations framed on the wall. The craps table and the rows and rows of liquor bottles. “I’ve made no attempt to hide what makes my present. So what if I choose to tell what happened yesterday my own way?”

      Darius’ mouth dropped open, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. Gone was his gentleness from moments ago – surely that was a courtesy he reserved for delicate ladies and real soiled doves, not whores who were pretty much born as such.

      “Are you kidding me?” He growled, more gruff and irate than she ever heard. “Of course it matters. Your past is what makes you who you are right now!”

      He clanked his plate on the table, and Ravenna could only be grateful the porcelain didn’t break. She had taken out her finest china to impress him.

      “Call me stupid,” his voice dropped intimately, “but I thought we shared something. And now that I look at you… I’m starting to wonder if there wasn’t more than one specter in Sally’s photograph.”

      You’re wrong, Ravenna internally wailed with a painful twist in her chest. Every second she spent in this man’s company she had been there, whole and true, more profoundly than ever.

      “You’re so doggone black and white in your views, but why should I expect better from a flatfoot?” She snapped, though her heart bled. “What if it was the other way around? What if what happened is the lie,” she thought of the step-father who drove her away from her own home, the husband who signed the death of all her hopes, “and what didn’t happen is more true than the actual truth?”

      Darius took a great step towards her, and the ceiling chose that moment to fall apart. The panel which held so tenuously to the plaster sprang free, revealing the ugliness behind all the flounce and flourish. But they were both too incensed to dwell upon it.

      “There’s such a thing as facts,” he spat, shooting vexed shards with his crystalline eyes. “And the past is made of facts. You can’t change that.”

      Ravenna rose to her full height, though he dwarfed her by at least a head. “Find a woman in New Orleans who has more sumptuous dresses than I,” she defied even as she cowered inside. “Find a woman who lives in a home more opulent than mine. Whose fortune isn’t her father’s, or her husband’s, or her brother’s. By all means, I am a Countess!”

      Please let that soft look come back, gaze at me like you used to do.

      “And I have the money to say so. The only thing that sets me apart from a true blue blood is that I chose to be one!”

      Darius smiled, only it had nothing to do with the debonair grins which used to pierce through his brooding demeanor. Only the upward curve of his lips qualified it as a smile – otherwise it was hard, bitter, spiteful even. Ravenna flinched.

      “Wrong,” Darius drawled, and she could have slapped the male arrogance with which he repudiated her. “What differentiates you from a lady of quality, darling,” he seethed from over six feet high, “is that in your heart you’re a whore, through and through.”

      She gulped for air as those fingers that once revered her like it was the last day of the sun, now tugged sharply at her necklace.

      “You spent so many years faking that you’re incapable of telling lies apart from the truth… Unless it can be counted in dollar bills, that is.”

      And with those words, he unfastened the silver clasp. In one swift motion, he stripped away her jewelry, but that was not all.

      Her dignity. Her sense of worth.

      Ravenna gasped, blindly searching her neck for the prized possession that marked her as so much more than this aging, godforsaken woman that she was. Without it she felt naked – she could undress in front of a crowd of one thousand, never would she feel this exposed.

      “Give it back!” She wailed as she lunged towards him. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      But the officer was too big, and he was too nimble for her. He escaped her grasp without a sweat, and the shimmering black pendant disappeared inside his coat.

      “All along I’ve been thinking that your necklace looks a hell of a lot like a certain one that was stolen, but I refused to admit it because I was too…”

      For an instant the man lost his bravado, and a flash of pain so brief Ravenna almost thought she imagined it crossed his face.

      Darius cleared his throat, contorting his traits back into an unforgiving scowl. “Well anyhow, now that I have a better view on your character, I’m taking this for further inspection.”

      “But it’s mine,” Ravenna cried. “Mr. Spitzer himself gave it to me five years ago, I swear it’s not a lie!”

      “The problem isn’t so much that you lied to me,” Darius responded grimly, “but that I can’t find it in me to believe you anymore.”

      Without even one last flash from those cold chips of ice, he spun around. Each step he took as he stalked out of the brothel echoed painfully in her heart.

      And at that moment when the dream turned into a nightmare, as she stood before a wide-eyed audience, Ravenna realized that she didn’t want Darius to leave.

      “Wait!” She panted as she scurried to the entrance, running after a male like she vowed never to do. “My purpose was not to deceive you! I just thought that… If only…”

      If only I were a bit better than a bawd, you would still look at me like no man ever has before.

      If only my past didn’t catch up, maybe I could keep you a little longer.

      If only I was beautiful inside out, you wouldn’t leave me here alone.

      But Darius obviously wasn’t thinking along those lines.

      “Ah, of course,” he muttered as he fished into his pocket. He produced a wad of bills, and Ravenna felt her vision go blurry. “Thank you for your time.”

      She trembled as he jabbed the dollars in her hands. If only… That’s when she understood that those two words were the most bitter in the world.

      “That’s all you will get from me. I have little time for liars and cheats.”

      She must have dropped the money, because Darius bent down to the floor. When he re-emerged, he held an ornate card between his fingers. Most likely the day’s mail.

      Ravenna didn’t care. All she could do was stand there and hope she didn’t break down before him.

      “A wedding invitation,” Darius snorted. He flipped the piece of paper around, and his scowl only grew fiercer. “D’Amory? The man must be out of his mind to invite a whore to his marriage.”

      And that was it. He thrust the dollars and the note into her hand, then he disappeared.

      Ravenna was left reeling by the door.

      She blinked. Her throat burned, but she refused to surrender to the cascade of tears descending upon her. So instead she focused on the broken panel on the ceiling.

      Things really fall apart so easily when they’re bound together by lies.

      “Miss?” A sweet voice rasped. “Are you alright?”

      Céleste appeared hesitant in the corridor, halfway through a bite of pie. Ravenna nodded, though she felt a single tear travel down her cheek. She angled her head aside to wipe it away.

      Because she never cried. Ever.

      “You look – oh!”

      Céleste spit out the fava bean.
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      His finger travelled languorously over her soft curves barely hidden beneath a cover, to the splash of raven hair spilling luxuriously across the pillows. The surge of heat he always experienced at the sight of her dark beauty rushed to his loins.

      “For you, Officer Romero!”

      Darius hid Sally’s incriminating photograph below his desk as a thick folder landed on his work surface.

      Report from The Red Lantern, it was labelled.

      A bitter gesture of his hand accompanied his groan, as he rubbed his scalp in despair.

      As if he needed to be reminded of that hellish, heavenly place. For the past week, his mind had been nowhere else but the disorderly house on Basin Street.

      “With all due respect, sir, you ought to change that pomade of yours.”

      His hair looked like he just survived a hurricane. He knew that. It had everything to do with the tumult of the storm within him.

      He acted like a man possessed ever since the Epiphany. His own reflection even caused him to jump whenever he had the misfortune of passing in front of a mirror.

      Darius shot beams of fire through his eyes at the cadet. “Perhaps if you spent less time studying my hair and more time organizing that file cabinet, Hubbard, this city wouldn’t be the rat’s nest that it is.”

      Alone again, Darius resisted the urge inside the crotch of his uniform trousers. What a curse to be consumed with wild, blind desire for days on end, when the only woman who could ease his sufferings filled him with nothing but hate!

      Hate… That’s what this was, right?

      The rational solution to the situation in his groin was to visit another tenderloin lady. Storyville abounded with wenches in all shapes and sizes.

      But bile rose in his throat at the mere thought.

      You’re doomed.

      The only cure to his plight was that poison of a woman, the very perpetuator of his demise.

      Hate, hate, hate. But the word didn’t sit well in his heart. What was this whirlwind of emotions that filled him to the brim. Ardent, agonizing and... addictive?

      Wiping the sweat from his flushed face, Darius’ eyes landed once more on the suggestive photograph he hid on his lap. The sight of those elusive eyes was almost enough to make him take the first cab to The Red Lantern and beg to please, please take me back after all.

      She could pocket his month’s salary. Anything she wanted, purely for the pleasure of a few more moments in her company.

      Great idea. He began to rise.

      Short of a proper solution, Darius hit himself hard with his palm and fell back on his chair.

      When had he sunk so low, to let himself be led around by the nose – or some other hard and protuberant part of his body – by a dime-a-dozen doxy?

      At least he knew he wasn’t lusting after a thief. Last week he summoned Spitzer from his cell, and the man confirmed what Ravenna said: he was the one who stole the black diamond necklace from his wife, in order to pay for his debts at The Red Lantern.

      But all the same, Darius was a police officer, aspiring to be promoted Chief. Never had he doubted his aspirations to turn New Orleans into a place of law and order. Not because he blindly swore by the Napoleonic Code, but because he was tired of seeing crooks and mobs run the city he loved.

      It wasn’t with the Madam of a disorderly house that he would accomplish anything.

      I ought to throw this obscene picture away, he lectured himself. I’ll gain nothing from drooling at her visage all day long. The jig is up. It’s over between us.

      Yet it wasn’t in the trash that the print ended, but back inside the chest pocket where he kept it all along. Right over his heart. What a fool I am. That two-faced harlot must have an army of besotted men like me.

      He winced as his ego took the blow. Yes, what hurt even more than Ravenna’s lies – and only an idiot could expect any less than hypocrisy from a bawd – was the muddied state of his own feelings.

      Perhaps it was the first time he paid to make love, but even he knew that things such as intimacy, or the profound bliss that joined a man and a woman meant nothing to a whore.

      That special spark he thought fizzled between them? Ravenna didn’t feel it. That nagging sensation that he found the one with whom every touch took a meaning? Ravenna didn’t know it.

      She lied to Darius just as she lied to every other man, because for her, their encounter was one among a myriad more.

      The green-eyed monster reared its head deep inside his chest. His fists clench so hard, a trickle of blood dribbled from his palm.

      Is she making love to another at this very moment? Is she uncovering that insanely tempting body of hers, letting someone else dry the black trail on her cheek, opening herself like she did to me…?

      Darius crushed his hardness with the weight of his thigh, crossing his legs in the most uncomfortable way imaginable.

      She’s no Countess, he repeated to himself. She’s nothing but a lightskirt, tainted and cheap.

      But when the slur didn’t provoke the desired effect, when his rod still throbbed for her and his heart still ached, Darius went through every colorful name he knew for her profession.

      Poontang. Lady of accommodating morals. A fool’s trap.

      Yet as he finished with the more bawdy insults he knew, he was queasy in the stomach and his sole desire was to stop.

      I can’t do it, he admitted to himself in misery. I can’t hate her.

      He could call her every nasty word in the dictionary, strip her from each courtly title that she didn’t own but Darius couldn’t taint the woman who haunted him from the first second he saw her, all dolled up in tall tales and pink gossamer.

      Ravenna was beautiful.

      Not only because of the exquisite combination of lines and curves that sculpted her perfect form, but also because of the quiet dignity underlying her every word, her every gesture. He had believed it was the vestige of a fine upbringing.

      Now he knew that wasn’t the case.

      Every single man who lays eyes on her must feel the same things I do, he thought with an agonizing pang that had become terribly familiar over the past week.

      The bitter musing echoed with a phrase he read in the Blue Book days ago, which felt more like years. Not once has the Raven Countess’ bewitching grace failed to put a gent under her spell.

      There, he taunted himself. See? You were duly warned.

      Still he fell right into her trap.

      Perhaps it all wouldn’t matter so much, if Darius had even the slightest chance of capturing her attention as well.

      But he wasn’t even the most desirable suitor out there.

      Darius saw the kind of patrons who came to The Red Lantern. There were some rough fellows, but the type who could afford some of the so-called Countess’ precious time were men of high quality. Immeasurably rich like the late Landry. Dashing and privileged like Lawrence D’Amory.

      With a policeman’s mediocre pay and a mediocre pomade that made his hair look like a nutria’s den, Darius couldn’t compete with that.

      He tangled his face in his fingers. What situation have I put myself in? Memories of her delicate grace, of how her regal demeanor broke before his very eyes when he called her out on her lies doused the hardness in his pants somewhat.

      But it also made his heart beat deeper, harder. And with every pound, Darius felt like a dagger stabbed him in the chest.

      Yes, Ravenna had deceived him. But if he were honest with himself… He had let himself be deceived.

      Because after all, there was a reason why he sat behind this imposing mahogany desk, why his superior vowed Darius was next in line to become Chief.

      He was unrelentingly perceptive. He had an ingrained lie detector no modern contraption could rival. A seventh sense for mischief and trickery.

      There were so many signs that Ravenna wasn’t the fallen noblewoman she claimed to be.

      The infamous necklace, which he was better placed to recognize than anyone but Mrs. Spitzer. The Italian docker who barged in the first night, speaking of her previous life in Little Palermo with a man called Santino.

      He balled his fists again. Who the hell is this Santino?

      But that was besides the point. All blatant evidence, which he purposefully overlooked.

      Not that there hadn’t been more subtle hints as well.

      Like her strange terror whenever she mentioned her father – that didn’t stick with her story of males never entering the palace. Not to forget the time she confided that to her, all in life was a bargain. Back then he blamed a pleasure merchant’s mentality, but deep down he knew a woman born in luxury would never hold such a belief as true.

      Or the flashes of sadness he glimpsed in her coffee and toffee depths. He chose to ignore those too.

      And why? Why, time and time again, had he shoved away the facts that he usually held so dear?

      Because I wanted her to be beautiful from beginning to end. Darius finally understood with a sharp tightness that wasn’t a stitch in his side.

      Ravenna intrigued him more than all his sneezing fiancées put together, yet everything that surrounded her was already so very much for a man to bear. Squalloring for money in the basest way possible. Selling her body to so many males that Darius wanted to throw up whenever he tried to guess their number.

      And judging by the sheer agony in his chest, he wasn’t sure how much more ugliness he could stomach.

      He didn’t know if he wanted to lay open his heart to a woman whose life was even more rough around the edges. Maybe he was too much of a coward for that.

      I liked it better when she was all uppity and la-di-dah. A lovely, once innocent Countess who fell upon hard times.

      He shook his head.

      But those aren’t the facts.

      With a sigh, he opened the dossier Hubbard had delivered and let its contents spill over his desk. Perhaps he could drown himself in his work.

      He set aside a copy of The Red Lantern’s accounting books. He was too wired for all those numbers.

      With a coldness that was the product of his profession, Darius flipped through the various shots showing Landry’s cadaver. They told him nothing more than what Spitzer and every witness had to say.

      But he stopped upon a photograph so innocuous, its presence was almost surprising. A footstep, which was simply labeled: Shoemark. Ash?

      In a flash, Darius’ mind connected the data to the one other time he saw cinders at The Red Lantern. The evening a very drunken client by the name of Durand left a trail of soot on his way out of a private chamber.

      And whose room had it been, again?

      A life without a taste of Céleste is no life at all!

      Darius would argue that a life without a taste of Ravenna was no life at all, but that wasn’t the matter at hand. Something about the finality of the man’s words, about the way they played with the concepts of life and death and the bliss of a moll’s touch tickled his memories.

      My sweet Céleste, I would rather die than be deprived of the pure magic of being inside you.

      Darius froze. Landry.

      Two phrases  that were only figures of speech, but they interweaved in Darius’ brain. His hands travelled of their own accord to the accounting books, flipped across the pages as he searched the entries.

      Aveline. Spitzer. Landry. Durand. As well as all the other illustrious fellows who complained about a curse at The Red Lantern.

      Next to each of them, one name, again and again.

      Céleste.

      Darius let his head drop back as the information sank in. This meant that all the men who claimed to mysteriously lose astronomical sums at the brothel – and as far as he knew, who most likely bore the Red Mark – were Céleste’s clients.

      There were twelve women at The Red Lantern. Thirteen, if Ravenna was included. A dozen soiled doves and one Madam, yet each victim visited Céleste. What were the chances that it was a mere coincidence? He drummed his fingers, bugged by the feeling that a piece of the puzzle was still missing.

      His gaze fell upon the contents of the dossier again. The photographs of Landry’s demise, shot from each and every angle imaginable.

      Then budding intuition hit Darius again. He fished into the front pocket which safeguarded his precious, sinful picture. The one where Ravenna and he had just made love, and an impression of Landry in his trademark top hat hovered eerily above them.

      The photographer said such a mistake could occur if the mechanism acted up, he reasoned. So that means Landry’s image was taken right before Sally took this picture. Then the voice in his voice began to accelerate, as understanding dawned upon him. And I know who was in possession of this camera before. Sally said it. She said she couldn’t find the Brownie, and she told us why!

      Darius shot to his feet.

      “Hubbard!” He roared through the door. “Hurry over, won’t you?”

      “Decided to buy a new pomade, officer?”

      “Go and fetch Céleste at The Red Lantern! Immediately!”

      Hubbard’s brows shot so high they disappeared into his hairline. “You mean the feisty Creole? Why it’s my pleasure, Officer Romero.”

      Darius dropped back onto his seat. Finally, I’ve made some headway on this blasted case. And goodness, had it come with a cost.

      The price of his heart – at least that’s what it felt like.

      As he waited for Hubbard to bring back the wench, Darius pored over the file once again. This time, he couldn’t resist searching for Ravenna’s name in the entries. He frowned. Only one client, in the past twelve months the books recorded?

      And that client was Darius E. Romero.

      Heady pleasure invaded him, which he hastily pushed it aside. He hadn’t been hoodwinked only once by the counterfeit Countess, but countless times – starting with her plan to frame him, believing Darius was a percentage copper.

      That should have been his chance to escape. The moment he was supposed to run.

      Yeah. But the second I saw her in that pink dress like she was the Empress of that palace of vice, I was already in knee-deep.

      Anything to take his mind off her. Darius breezed through the profits of The Red Lantern, surprised to see that though the numbers were high, they weren’t the skyrocketing sums he would have expected. Clearly the rent ate up a large chunk of the brothel’s income.

      One hundred dollars a month, he read with a low whistle. That Renoulleau is a jackal landlord and a skunk. Darius could remember a time when a business on Basin Street rented for eight dollars.

      But still… One hundred dollars. Darius weighed the pros and the cons, including a rough estimate of a doctor’s wage. With a glance, he noted that Renoulleau’s townhouse was situated on one of the most expensive areas of Uptown. His ears rumbled with his recollection of the bespectacled man’s car, an outrageous luxury Darius had yet to see in New Orleans.

      Frowning, Darius got up once again.

      “Popplewell!” He bellowed as the second cadet in the building promptly appeared in his office. “I need you to escort the Doctor Renoulleau here. Let me write his address.”

      The man scowled when Darius handed him the slip of paper. “Why does Hubbard get the pretty tart, while I’m stuck with the old quack on St. Charles?”

      “Oh quit whining, Popplewell. And on your way out, tell the guard to send Spitzer to my office again. I’ll need him for a quick interrogation.”
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      It had been a tough week for the brothel. Tougher even than the day it opened ten years ago, and Ravenna had to strip the place of its curtains to sew dresses for the girls.

      Ravenna had been forced to close the doors of The Red Lantern a couple of days ago. It was simply too costly to provide piano music, dancing girls, liquor and hundreds of candles for the handful of men who stopped by.

      For some reason Renoulleau hadn’t yet come by to carry through with his threats about kicking her on the streets, but Ravenna was grateful she didn’t have to deal with that for the time being.

      This morning Mindy had left. Ravenna had taken the tearful girl in her arms and promised that she held no grudge. Of course Mindy should leave, like Sally, Angie and the rest of them. They needed to put food in their mouths and a roof above their heads, after all.

      “Fancy a swig of wine, Miss?”

      Ravenna managed a grin for the first time since the moment she cut the Witches Cake.

      “I’d appreciate more than a swig. And none of that cheap grape juice. Bring our finest brandy while you’re at it.”

      “Sure thing, Miss.”

      Céleste. In all the turmoil over the past few days, Ravenna hadn’t found a chance to confront her about what she discovered at the Epiphany party. With a heavy heart, she toyed with the wedding invitation in her pocket. Ravenna had her little idea about what was behind the voodoo. Now that only she and Céleste were left in the building, it was time to have this conversation.

      “That stingy Mabel left with all the glasses, so we’ll have to make do with these.”

      Ravenna snorted as she accepted the small flower vase and sat on a step of the staircase. “She did bring them here in the first place, after all.”

      Céleste grumbled, sipping her brandy and taking a seat by Ravenna.

      “With all the drunkards and wastrels we deal with every night, it’s usually not too difficult to keep our feelings safe,” she started tactfully. “But sometimes a man comes along who can steal a moll’s heart, propriety and good sense begone.”

      Céleste’s beautiful face fell, and her brilliant hazel irises darkened to a sorry shade of damp grass.

      “Especially when he’s a cut above the rest, and yet he still sweeps you off your feet like some dash-fire hero from a dime novel,” the copper-skinned woman added wistfully.

      Ravenna ached for the harlot who worked more diligently than any at The Red Lantern. Lawrence D’Amory was the son of one of the wealthiest families in New Orleans. Far beyond what any soiled dove could hope for.

      “And when you peer into his eyes of grey and you see they reflect a lady, not a whore! It’s enough to drive any working girl out of her wits.”

      Céleste cocked her head. “I can’t say I don’t agree,” she said with a slight frown. “But were his eyes not blue?”

      No. Lawrence D’Amory’s eyes are grey. Grey as a cloudy afternoon.

      “All the same, Officer Romero was certainly one of a kind. And to be honest,” a sad smile broke across Céleste somber features, “we had a bet on when wedding bells would ring at The Red Lantern. That goody-two-shoes Sally gambled three quarters on two weeks. I said a month because I figured the man needed a little time to get his act together.”

      Ravenna’s stomach dropped. Ever since the officer had flicked her off like she was dirt on his shoe, she had done everything to keep her mind off him. Admittedly, with her establishment falling apart, there had been plenty of distractions.

      “What are you talking about?” She blurted, fearful to revisit that part of her that was still so shaky and bruised. “No, the officer and I, we –”

      “You liked him, Miss Ravenna, didn’t you?” Céleste cut in with a green gaze impossibly earnest and warm. “You liked Mr. Darius as you’ve never liked a man before.”

      Ravenna closed her lids, because those words echoed hauntingly with those silly ones she whispered to herself days ago, high on brandy milk punch:

      You fancy him. You fancy him more than a moll is ever allowed to fancy a gent.

      A sob she held in ever since that awful afternoon broke past her defenses. She felt herself crumbling beneath her very fingers. A tide of tears rose, and this time, she wasn’t strong enough to resist.

      “Let it all out, Miss,” came that husky, soothing voice. Delicate arms wound around Ravenna’s shoulders and pulled her close. “Come here… That is, if you permit it.”

      At that moment, she couldn’t care less about the fact that she was chipping away whatever authority she had left with her breakdown. Ravenna only pressed herself further on Céleste’s shoulder, and let herself wallow in the agony that had brewed in her chest since Darius left her only with a pile of dollar bills and a broken heart.

      She cried because she had hoped. Again.

      The first time she hoped was when she boarded the ship for New Orleans. When her ambitions were destroyed, she wasn’t sad. Bitter, vengeful, desperate. But not sad.

      Then when Santino died, she moved on. She built her life the best she could, but with a practical eye she could only thank her broken dreams for.

      The second time she hoped, she hadn’t even realized the terrible folly possessing her. Yet somewhere, buried in her hearts of hearts, she had let illusion grow its roots. A vague chimera where she danced clumsily in Darius’ arms, and her blue-eyed beau kept her in his embrace for all eternity. He didn’t scorn her, or forget about her while he pursued a pretty young wife, or reproach each male that had touched her before him.

      Impossible. No such man could ever exist.

      When the sore realization finally settled, Ravenna’s tears stopped. While she was boiling with restless, acute pain before, now she felt empty. That she could work with. She would just pick herself up again, and carry on as she had always done.

      A hooker’s nights shouldn’t be filled with dreams in the first place – only randy men and the notes in their pockets.

      “I… Thank you, Céleste,” she breathed. “I suppose I needed that more than I imagined.”

      The hazel-eyed moll nodded wisely. “Tears hold a magic of their own. Why, I sneak one or two at least every day, if my schedule permits it.”

      She eyed the woman’s perky face grimly. “Really? You’re that miserable?”

      Céleste shrugged, though she didn’t miss the heavy slump of her shoulders. “Mainly melodramatic.”

      Ravenna took a deep breath, hurting for this poor, wretched being whose dazzling beauty masked such pain.

      “Actually, there was something else I wanted to talk to you about.” She reached into her pocket and handed her the wedding card.

      A flash of something deep and intense flickered across the Creole’s lovely features, only to be swiftly replaced with her trademark sass.

      “The cad! He invited a doxy to his wedding? Why, I almost have a mind to go, only to watch his bride clubber some sense into him!”

      Ravenna searched her wayward gaze. “Céleste,” she murmured gently. “Is Lawrence D’Amory the reason why you did voodoo in The Red Lantern?”

      By the way the woman froze, Ravenna knew she had put her finger on the crux of this wild, fantastical mystery.

      “Oh, Miss Ravenna,” she wailed, her carefully painted traits melting mournfully. “It’s all my fault, isn’t it? The Red Lantern will close because of me!”

      This time, it was her turn to take Céleste in her arms. “Hush, sweet girl,” she muttered as her heart ached as well.

      “But I love him,” the bawd whispered brokenly. “I’ve loved him from the very first time he knocked on my door six years ago. And he… he… He’s going to take another when I have his baby in my belly!”

      Ravenna jerked at the confession. “How do you know it’s his?!”

      “There was a time when he would come see me everyday and paid for my time even when he wasn’t at the Lantern. I thought then that he loved me. When I found out I was pregnant, the doctor said the baby was conceived during that time. It has to be his.”

      More than ever, Ravenna could understand the harrowing grief of Céleste’s situation. After the storm of emotions Darius awakened, she couldn’t find it in her to condemn the moll in any way.

      “I wanted to damn him,” Céleste sobbed, letting what she kept buried in her chest pour freely. “I wanted Lawrence to be marked by The Red Lantern like I am. So that he couldn’t simply carry on as a high and mighty D’Amory just because he made a respectable marriage, while I was left behind!”

      “Does he know about the baby?”

      “I was going to tell him but he stopped his regular visits and then…”

      Understanding dawned upon Ravenna, as she grieved the bitter injustice of a harlot’s plight. Men could sneak out of a brothel and proudly hold hands with a wife society accepted, while the working women who accommodated them were forever branded with shame and disgrace.

      “But I couldn’t bring myself to do it,” Céleste went on hollowly. “Because of this dogged heart of mine, I just couldn’t. And oh, Miss Ravenna, I was so stupid!” She turned to Ravenna with a world of despair lurking in her eyes. “Instead of cursing Lawrie, I cursed every other man who set foot in my chambers!”

      Ravenna let her cry without reserve, trying to provide the support Céleste had given her moments before.

      After a few minutes, she couldn’t quench her curiosity any longer. So she asked:

      “But how did you accomplish it, Céleste? How did you do the magic?”

      Before the wench could answer, a starched blue waistcoat slipped through the closed doors of The Red Lantern. For an instant Ravenna thought it was Darius, and her heart soared.

      “I have orders to bring Miss Céleste to the police station,” the man who was disappointingly short and stout muttered. “So if you could, err, powder your nose and whatnot, then follow me.”

      Hazel eyes met hers in a panic, and Ravenna knew they were wondering the same thing.

      Does Darius know Céleste is behind the curse at The Red Lantern?

      Surprised by the stability of her own legs, Ravenna stood up. She held a hand out to the form huddled on the stairs.

      “Officer Romero only asked for Miss Céleste, Madam,” the policeman mumbled sheepishly.

      But Ravenna was already fastening her coat. “I never let my girls deal with a cop on their own.” Swivelling towards the door, she added: “Besides, I would enjoy a chat with Officer Romero myself.”
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      The man who sat behind a tall desk at the police station was more steely eyed than ever. Ravenna’s heart twinged at his harshness, but she hoped her features were equally as firm.

      He pushed the accounting book that had been seized the night of Mr. Landry’s death across the table.

      “Céleste, it has come to my attention that each man who brought charges to me about significant money losses after visiting The Red Lantern was a client of yours.” Producing a picture before them, he droned on: “Not to mention this footstep that was photographed on the crime scene. It so happens that I spotted very similar ones last week… And they came from your door.” He cocked a stern brow. “A penny for your thoughts, Céleste.”

      The wench’s honey face went paler than ever. She shot Ravenna a desperate glance.

      “Céleste and I have already dealt with this matter. It has nothing to do with the terrible accident that took Mr. Landry’s life.”

      Darius’ eyes flared so dangerously, Ravenna flinched. “I don’t recall asking your opinion, Madam. But pray tell, how did you become aware of Céleste’s involvement?”

      She laid back on her chair and flashed him a haughty smirk. She liked that Darius was startled that she had made the same discovery without all his police paraphernalia.

      “I have my own methods, though I’m afraid you would call it a bunch of mumbo jumbo.”

      The two policemen standing at either side of Darius’ desk gasped excitedly at the mention of occult practices.

      “Well then it has no place in this office.” Waving a callous hand towards Céleste, he ordered: “Speak, woman.”

      Ravenna was on the verge of covering for her again, but this time the moll laid a hand on hers to prevent it.

      “I confess to being behind the magic that caused the Red Mark,” Céleste uttered in a surprisingly strong voice, and the two officers gasped even louder. “But I deny any charges pertaining to the fortunes of my clients.”

      At Darius’ insistence, the Creole sorceress went on to explain in precise detail the pattern behind her witchery.

      While a client was in her chamber, Céleste would sneak a quick picture of them. Sometimes under the pretense of a boudoir session, other times the man was captured unwittingly. Then she would excuse herself on the account of feminine needs, and rush to the dark room to develop the photograph.

      There, she would hastily etch the Red Mark over the shot, and sprinkle the engraved symbol with crossing powder. Salt, sulphur, pepper, cayenne and graveyard dirt, to be exact. Nobody missed Darius’ snort when she listed the ingredients of her craft.

      Finally she would burn the voodooed photograph with a solid black candle, and gather the ashes in her fists.

      On her way back to her chamber, Céleste scattered the cinders in front of her doorstep, and promptly re-entered the room. That way, when the gent eventually left her apartments, he would walk into the pile of cursed ash.

      And such was Céleste’s method to “cross” her patrons. The magic operated swiftly. Soon, the moment they stepped foot in The Red Lantern would forever be branded onto their flesh.

      Of course, Céleste didn’t mention that the curse she wielded upon so many was only ever intended for one single man.

      “And so if I follow your extravagant story, you attempted to take such a photograph of Landry, but failed because the shutter of the camera malfunctioned?” Darius pressed, impassive as ever.

      Ravenna wished she could reach across the desk and shake him silly. What’s going on behind those hard blue eyes of yours?!

      Céleste nodded dejectedly. “Yes. I hadn’t cleaned my doorstep from the previous jinx, so Mr. Landry must have stepped in that, and…” Tears flowed down her cheeks as she nodded towards the shot of the man’s last footstep.

      Silence reigned as everyone took in Céleste’s tale. The pair of policemen had only grown more wide-eyed during the whole account. Darius, on the other hand, remained as cool as a glacier. Not that Ravenna would put too much stock on a man’s pity for a bawd involved in the black arts.

      She waited for Darius’ sentence to fall, terrified of whatever outcome awaited the one soul who stayed behind when The Red Lantern closed its doors.

      Finally the answer came.

      In the form of a loud, utterly disinterested yawn.

      What the… Ravenna’s fists clenched. How dare he show such nonchalance, when a woman’s life was on the line?

      “Well, gents, I think that’s all the babble I can take from these two harpies today.” He motioned towards the policeman in the background who had been transcribing the whole affair. “Hubbard! At the end of your report, mark these words: fit of hysteria.” An infuriating smirk stretched across his handsome face. “No, scratch that. Female nonsense. That sounds more appropriate.”

      “B-but Officer Delmont,” one bluecoat stuttered, pointing shakily towards Céleste. “How can you say that? She’s a witch! She didn’t call it that name, but all her actions prove so!”

      Darius silenced his subordinate with a glare. “Cadet, don’t tell me you still believe in fairytales and nasty witches? In that case, it’s not only your manhood you must relinquish, but also the badge on your chest.” He waved a slack hand at Céleste and Ravenna. “Ladies, you may leave.”

      Her mouth fell open.

      That’s all?

      Ravenna didn’t know whether she wanted to slap the chauvinistic pig-headedness out of him or jump into his arms.

      But all offenses against her gender and her craft aside… Céleste was free?

      She could hardly believe their luck. Not when a bunch of rich men with holes in their pockets were filing charges against them.

      “Cadet, escort the phony Countess and her would-be sorceress outside, will you?”

      Phony Countess… The cold-blooded words stung like a bastion of bees. Was that all she was in this man’s heart, after the sweet passion they shared?

      His underling rose and opened the door. Darius stood as well, turning his back to them. She let her gaze rake over his fine, tall form. If only she could catch a glimpse of those blue eyes again…

      Panic seized Ravenna’s chest. Is this the last time I see him?

      Without a second thought, she flew past the flatfoot at the door and lunged at Darius’ desk. Resting her two palms on the table to support her unsteady weight, she stared pleadingly at the stiff blue coat of the man who once treated her with nothing but gentleness.

      “You’re right, I’m not the daughter of anyone noble or of importance,” she blurted desperately. “I never knew my father, because he died from tuberculosis when I was two. But I knew my step-father, and he worked the land, like all the generations before me.” She took a moment to catch her breath. “Our livelihood was our fava bean field. The petals were white, with a spot of black in the center.”

      She waited, hoping that the small detail she had shared so many nights ago in the galleries of The Red Lantern would make him turn around. It didn’t.

      “I left Sicily as a young woman, because we were poor and because…” She hesitated, wondering if she would be able to free a bitter truth that had been caged away in her memories for decades. “Because my step-father’s interest in me grew more and more insistent as I grew up. He… He liked his booze, and he… ” Her voice died, but she willed it back. “Sometimes when he drank a bit more than usual, he visited my bedroom late at night. And though I screamed and Mama always chased him away in the nick of time with her broom, she concluded it was safer that I leave.”

      A sense of utter disgrace washed over her, as she uncovered her dirtiest secret before a wide-eyed audience. She heard Hubbard stop scribbling. A small relief, for the shame it cost her.

      “And so I left for New Orleans, betrothed to a Sicilian man living in Little Palermo that I had never yet met,” she continued her tale, though it didn’t escape her that Darius hadn’t budged one inch. “His name was Santino.” Merely saying his name out loud after so many years made her chest squeeze in panic. “He worked on the docks.”

      “Enough,” the officer to whom she pleaded finally uttered. “We have better to do than listen to your life’s story, Madam. Now if you would kindly –”

      “It wasn’t a happy marriage,” she rasped without relent. “Santino was an ornery drunk himself, but to top things off he was a gambler. What little money he didn’t lose at games, he spent at brothels. Every night, we fought. And he hit,” she gulped, refusing to downplay the reality of those seven years of hell, “hard.”

      She heard a sharp intake of breath, and she wondered if at last, she had pierced through Darius’ stubborn heart. She sure hoped so. Because there was nothing she wanted more than the shelter of his steady embrace.

      “One evening, I couldn’t take it anymore. I cooked… I cooked fava beans, and I…” Ravenna felt herself unravel, and knew she could only take so much more scorn. “I didn’t know at the time but I… The fava beans…”

      It was at that moment, after she had bared so many ugly truths, that Darius swiveled around and faced her. Gone were those arctic chips of ice, now his azure gaze was as torrid as a storm at sea.

      “Stop,” he snapped so harshly that she would have ran, had she not been in such a frenzy. “You need to leave.”

      “We should go, Miss Ravenna,” Céleste urged, tugging at her hand.

      But she still had one last grisly fact to deliver.

      “I killed him!” She cried out. “Doctor Renoulleau called it favism, but I… I didn’t know I was a witch, but I used my powers and I cursed those fava beans. And that's how Santino died!”

      A stunned silence resounded in the small room. Céleste’s grasp on her wrist faltered. Even the sturdiest policeman looked like he was about to faint.

      And Darius didn’t move a muscle.

      He stared at her with eyes wide and alarmed, brewing with something dark and fierce that Ravenna was too afraid to decipher.

      But it wasn’t the soft air that she yearned to see.

      “Now there’s no denying this one is a witch, Officer Romero,” whispered the quaking bluecoat in the background. “She even said the word!”

      “One more foolish word from you about sorcery, and I’ll take your badge.”

      Ravenna wrung her wrists, anxious to feel his warmth after her chilly stroll down memory lane.

      “Darius…”

      He straightened to his full, formidable height.

      “It’s Officer Romero to you, Madam. Now out. And I mean it.”

      Ravenna felt like the world was crumbling upon her. It didn’t work, she realized with crippling horror. She had bared her soul to him, and still he…

      Rejected her.

      Thankfully Céleste was there to tug her out of the office once and for all. Ravenna barely even felt her own feet as she was dragged through the police station. Once outside, rain poured over her fine clothes and carefully styled hair. She didn’t care.

      No, her humiliation was too consuming. Too profound.

      She didn’t know how long they waited in the downpour for a carriage to come. But as she let Céleste pull her into the cab, a deep and hauntingly familiar rumble awakened her beaten heart.

      Was she imagining things?

      She heard it again.

      “Ravenna! Wait!”

      She didn’t even get the chance to turn around before she was swept out of the cart by a pair of sinewy arms.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Darius

          

        

      

    

    
      Darius wished he could pull her close and tell her he was so, so very sorry, but the threshold of the police station was no place for that. He had already taken a risk dashing outside like a madman, only barely waiting for his last subordinate to depart the office.

      He signaled the carriage to leave, and sent Céleste a minute nod to confirm that he wasn’t about to throttle her Madam.

      “We need to get off the street where everyone can see us,” he muttered urgently as he tugged Ravenna’s wrist.

      All it took was a colleague catching him canoodling with the scandalous Madam of The Red Lantern, and his entire ruse to save both Ravenna’s pretty neck and Céleste’s would be in vain. They would think Darius was covering up for his mistress, and the pair of wenches would find themselves behind bars.

      “You don’t want to be caught in my company.”

      “Hell no!” He barked, thinking of all the things that could go awry if that were the case. “Come on.”

      But the lady stayed put, mutiny written all over her lovely features.

      “I don’t want to go anywhere with a man who is ashamed of my presence.”

      Darius exhaled heavily. “That’s not what I meant. Just not now. Not before tonight, or whenever that doctor…” He passed an agitated hand through his hair. “Damn it, we don’t have time for this! Let’s get out of here!”

      When she didn’t prove any more cooperative, Darius resorted to force. He picked Ravenna up and hauled her towards the first dark corner around the block.

      “You brute! Put me down!”

      Darius ignored her kicks and marched through the heavy rain.

      “What are you up to, punk? The lady is unwilling!”

      When he flashed his police badge, the well-meaning citizen backed away.

      Finally Darius let Ravenna slide down a brick wall where they were out of sight, but not before caging her between his arms so she couldn’t escape.

      The chilling wetness somewhat helped douse the arousal all her squirming provoked, but it also amplified her bewitching scent. Roses and that mysterious earthy undertone. He closed his eyes. Goodness, did I miss her.

      “Would you care to explain your sudden ardor,” her gaze dropped disgruntledly to the tent in his uniform trousers, “when you held yourself with nothing but indifference at the police station?”

      The reminder of the rat’s nest they just fled made him pin her to the wall with a glare.

      “And you!” He barked none too gently. “A small piece of advice, honey. When you do choose to be truthful, take a look around to see if there isn’t a handful of policemen in the room!” His fist collided with the brick as the last ebs of panic consumed him. “Not to mention Hubbard transcribing the whole doggone thing... Christ!”

      She eyed him stonily. “You’re a policeman.”

      “Obviously I’m not the same!”

      A shapely brow shot up. “Really?”

      “Well no! I… I…” He faltered, wondering what in the world he was supposed to say.

      Of course he didn’t represent the threat Hubbard or the other officers posed. Because unlike them, he…

      He what?

      “Do you have any idea how hard it was to get you and Céleste off the hot seat? I happen to know you’re both innocent, but the others…” Fear twisted his guts as he thought of the harm Ravenna could meet. “There aren’t many men who would hesitate to cast the first stone on a harlot,” he said darkly. “Even less who wouldn’t burn a witch at the stake, if only it were legal.” He shook his head in irritation. “Why did you even mention such things? Jesus.”

      Something about his rant made Ravenna frown in confusion. “You mean that was a subterfuge you put up there? All your nasty comments about female nonsense… It was a ploy?”

      She shivered, and Darius cursed himself for not thinking about her discomfort earlier. He shrugged out of his navy blue jacket and protected her from the downpour with his makeshift tent.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you hated lies.”

      That made him pause. “I do. But I would lie for...” He looked into her impossible deep irises, and his palms went clammy. Even he wasn’t certain how to finish his sentence, yet the end spilled right out of his lips, “For the woman who captured my heart.”

      The words worked like magic. Whatever hardness that remained on Ravenna’s face melted away, only to be replaced with sweet, beautiful vulnerability. Her eyes shot wide as two nickels and her lips dropped in stupor.

      Long seconds ticked by, where neither one of them dared to speak. Darius scratched his soggy pant leg, suddenly more nervous than the day he passed the police exam.

      “Well yeah,” he eventually blurted. “What did you think?”

      “That you had no time for liars and cheats.”

      Darius winced as his own bitterness was slung back at him. But for the sake of the broken women in his arms, he delved deep into those mahogany depths and shakily pushed a damp strand away.

      “I guess I overlooked telling you how dreadfully sorry I am,” he pledged softly over the pouring rain. “I have no right whatsoever to reproach you the stratagems you used to escape situations of the likes I never had to suffer.”

      “Not all my lies were strictly necessary,” Ravenna whispered in a hollow voice, gaze shimmering with guilt. “The whole fallen Countess tale… I’m not sure that served much purpose beyond my wounded pride. You were right to call me out so vehemently on that.”

      His heart ached something fierce, and it had everything to do with the shame he had put in those regal eyes.

      “Sweetheart, the brunt of my accusations were only as strong as how desperately I wished it all to be true.”

      Darius hated the way her head dropped, the way she fixed the wet pavement so meekly.

      “Because I would have been better that way,” she murmured in a voice that was barely there in the torrential deluge.

      He did his best to lift her face with all the gentleness he could summon, despite the brutality with which he wanted to bang his silly self against the brick wall.

      “No,” Darius rasped, and it wasn’t only the chill that weakened his tone. “No, of course not! I only wish that you hadn’t known such pain, but at the same time I’m grateful that you are exactly who you are now. Not that I’m glad you went through those things, but – argh!”

      Incensed by how little sense he made even to his own ears, he gathered her close to his chest.

      “Come here, darling,” Darius muttered as he reveled in the sensation of her slight, drenched frame. “I’m not good with words. I just mean that if only your mother hadn’t married that bastard, and if only you hadn’t married –”

      “Stop,” Ravenna ordered softly, “No two words are more cursed than those.”

      And before Darius could even wrap his head around what she meant, she kissed him.

      Ravenna didn’t kiss him expertly, nor in any way that was particularly elegant. Frankly it was wet, shivery, and bumbling.

      But still, it was their best kiss to date. Because though the woman he held was little more than a wench who stumbled from one grisly situation to another, at least no fake Countess or materialistic Madam came between them. Only Ravenna stood in his arms.

      And she was shivering.

      He left her luscious lips and wrapped the jacket more tightly around her. “Let’s get you somewhere warm before you turn into another one of my sneezing fiancées.”

      Ravenna eyed him curiously, but Darius realized he didn't regret his choice of words.
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      Darius felt all jittery as he opened the door to his humble abode, only a couple of blocks away from the police station.

      “Do you like it?” He blurted as she strolled through the entrance.

      “Well it’s a little…” Ravenna cleared her throat. “Dark”.

      Darius cursed himself as he reached for the cord dangling from the ceiling lamp. With one tug the interior was brightly illuminated. And after seeing the splendor of The Red Lantern, even to Darius his home looked a tad… bare.

      He combed his hair fretfully. What if Ravenna’s miraculous attachment to him dwindled once she saw he wasn’t rich like the wealthy gents who begged for her attention at The Red Lantern?

      All of a sudden the single name he had seen next to hers in the accounting books filled him with unease. He gulped. Perhaps she grossly overestimated his fortune.

      “The electricity is pretty neat, huh? They installed it in the neighborhood only a few…” His nervous chatter ceased once he caught the troubled look on Ravenna’s face. His stomach dropped. “You loathe my place.”

      Her beautiful eyes went impossibly wide. “Oh by Jupiter, no! Your house looks very…” She gazed around hastily. “Functional. No, it’s just that…”

      “Yes?”

      Ravenna shot him an air so doleful, he immediately caught her hand for reassurance. “I’m not used to electricity, is all.”

      That’s when Darius realized it was the first time he saw Ravenna in anything but the doused luminosity of the red lanterns, beside the police station and one could make the argument he had been rightfully distracted. Her beauty struck him all the more dazzlingly, but he also noticed the delicate lines that marked her as a woman of her age. His heart pounded.

      “You’re stunning under any light, Ravenna.”

      There was no missing the pleased pinkness that rushed to her cheeks.

      “I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.”

      Darius let a grin stretch across his face, and stepped until she was back to the wall. He grazed her nose with his, flicking it playfully.

      “Then what?” He asked an octave below his usual tone.

      “I merely prefer the charm of candles,” she breathed shakily.

      Darius trailed his lips over her back and neck, still slick from the rain. “Ah, but I quite like the idea of exploring every inch of you under my modern lights.”

      The woman whimpered sweetly and arched her back, which had the effect of pushing her soft bosom right into his hands. He proceeded to attack her there with sensual caresses.

      “Let’s divest you of these wet clothes, shall we?” He purred, his mouth plunged into the crevice between the swell of her generous mounds.

      “You first this time,” Ravenna retorted weakly.

      She accompanied her breathless command with actions, and soon Darius was unbuttoned everywhere that counted. His length pulsed hotly against the ruffle of her damp skirts.

      Her fingers fluttered over his torso, tracing invisible patterns on his skin. “You’re so very handsome,” she whispered with that charming rosiness that reached even the top of her breasts.

      Pride swelled deep in his chest that he pleased this woman who drove him wild. “Not nearly enough to justify holding a bewitching nymph like you in my arms.”

      Ravenna’s only response was a roll of her eyes. Darius punished her impudence with a flick of his tongue along the shell of her ear. She bucked wantonly at the unexpected attention.

      “I’ve been a gentleman and obeyed my lady’s desires,” he teased as he tugged impatiently at the blue velvet of her dress. “Now off with this.”

      Unravelling Ravenna from her folds of fabric was like unwrapping the best birthday gift ever, which happened to be his 1897 copy of the Louisiana civil code. Holding her lush, naked curves in his bare hands sure beat those old books any day.

      When he carefully pushed her onto his sofa, he let his pressing arousal suffer a tad longer to admire her unveiled body. The bright lights left no room for imagination, as every stunning detail was revealed to his hungry gaze. Ravenna simply seemed to radiate like a goddess, her dewy skin shimmering under the stark bulbs.

      “Once again, I’m awe-struck by the modern virtues of electricity.” He swallowed with unease. “Ravenna, all kidding aside. You’re glorious.”

      To his horror, her amber irises dampened to the shade of wet earth.

      “Oh Darius, the reason why I yearn for my candles is that they’re enchanted,” she confessed in a hushed voice. “I have a special recipe that makes a man a dash more romantic than he ought to be.” Ravenna’s gaze travelled over him wistfully, as if she almost expected him to vanish into thin air. “And when you were under my red lanterns, you were the sweetest man I ever knew. But this afternoon, you were so dreadfully cold, it scared me.” Her breathing hiked, and his stomach plummeted. “Darius, I’m scared.”

      His fists clenched. He didn’t even have it in him to grumble about her bunch of mumbo jumbo. How could he have let his bitterness push him so far as to terrify the very woman who weaved her way into his heart?

      “There’s no need to trick me into adoring you,” he murmured into her hypersensitive ear. “I adore you already.” He revered her perfect flesh with a dozen kisses until the wounded look in her eyes dwindled somewhat. “Here, let me show you.”
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      Hours later a sharp tap resounded on the front door. Ravenna watched her talented lover hastily don some trousers and a shirt, before padding his way to the entrance.

      “Don’t budge an inch,” he grumbled before he disappeared.

      Her heart was soaring. What kind of dream was this? She had gotten her beau back, and he was more passionate than ever.

      “Popplewell,” she heard Darius greet irritably. “What do I owe this pleasure at such an indecently late hour?”

      Ravenna snickered. Someone’s crabby that he’s been pulled away from the love nest.

      But even her mirthful musings couldn’t block out the visitor’s words:

      “Apologies, Officer Romero. It’s just that I’ve been all about town, and Renoulleau ain’t nowhere to be found!”

      Ravenna froze when she heard the all too familiar name.

      “Tell you what, I’m definitely not the only one on the lookout for that doctor. Folks are hunting him down everywhere, and they didn’t look the type to be after cough drops!”

      Darius’ answer was too low for her to detect, so Ravenna rose to dress. Police or not, this was her business they were discussing.

      Her favorite blue eyes bulged when she weaseled through the doorway. “I thought I told you to stay put!”

      She graced his words merely by lifting one brow.  “Would anyone be so kind as to tell me why you’re searching for Doctor Renoulleau?”

      The poor bluecoat overcame his bafflement of the sight of his superior in the company of the infamous Madam of The Red Lantern, and explained:

      “Tempers are flaring among well-to-do gents, ‘cause they’ve been betting on a horse that just ain’t yielding the promised results. With all due respect, Madam, they have concerns about your old man, and are starting to wonder if there ever was one in the first place!”

      For whatever reason, the horse race analogy sounded familiar. But before Ravenna could interrogate Popplewell any further about his strange words, Darius silenced his underling with a stern look.

      “Ravenna, there’s a reason why I wanted you to keep a low profile,” Darius groaned. “Until Renoulleau is caught, your name isn’t cleared.”

      She shot him a worried look. “Cleared of what? And how does my landlord have anything to do with this? Or my father, of all people?”

      Darius sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Popplewell, would you mind fetching me a cab? We might as well comb Renoulleau’s townhouse for hints as to where he left.” Eyeing her with aggravation, he added: “Make it a carriage for two, because I think I’ll have a hard time getting this willful wench out of my hair.”

      She shot him a dirty look as the cadet disappeared. “I may be of use, Mister. I know Renoulleau far better than you, and I have my –”

      “Own methods,” Darius finished sullenly. “Yes, I was certain you would say that, darling.”

      She crossed her arms in defiance. “I would start minding my attitude if I were you,” she menaced silkily. “My magic has already put one husband six feet under.”

      The instant the words escaped her lips, she wished she could take them back. Way to charm a man, Ravenna, she chided herself. Threaten him with murder before he even has a chance to sort out his feelings.

      “I’m sorry. That was a terrible thing to say,” she muttered contritely. “Not to mention that you’re…” She averted her gaze bashfully as her heart accelerated. “Bright, brave, hardworking, soft, strong… In short, every trait desirable in a man. Santino was plain odious. Yet even so,” she shook her head in regret, “he didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

      To her surprise, a calloused thumb trailed delicately over her cheek. “I couldn’t disagree more,” Darius countered in a voice that was strangely tense. “I think he deserved each and every bite that killed him. And if I were there, I would’ve stuffed those beans into his throat one by one.”

      Ravenna gulped, shocked by this murderous side she was discovering in her dashing officer. Yet somehow, now she wasn’t intimidated by the harsh glint in his eyes.

      “Is that legal?”

      Darius grunted, and pressed his hard body against hers. “Legal isn’t the first thing on my mind wherever you’re concerned, Ravenna.”

      She bit her lip as she took in his brooding expression. “You do realize that I killed him, right?”

      His fierceness mellowed, as he gazed at her wistfully. “It was an accident, darling.”

      “A magical accident, yes.”

      Skepticism washed over his azure gaze, and she barely resisted the urge to throttle the narrow-minded man. Instead, she only said with a sigh: “No matter. I’ll show you soon enough.”

      The trot of horses suddenly interrupted their conversation. Darius was quick to offer his hand as she mounted the cab, she noted with a surge of heat to her cheeks.

      “So?” She pressed as soon as they were seated.

      “Right,” Darius mumbled, not without a quick tousle of his chestnut locks. “Well you see, when I was looking through The Red Lantern’s accounting books, I couldn’t help but notice that something was amiss.”

      She jutted her chin up. “How could that be? I personally wrote those numbers.”

      “Ah, but your numbers are beautiful, my sweet,” Darius cajoled, holding his hands up in playful innocence. “Rather, I realized that there was no way Renoulleau could possibly afford a thousand dollar car as well as a townhouse on St. Charles, merely with the establishment’s profits and a doctor’s pay.”

      Ravenna frowned, tapping her fingers on the window still. It was true that the reason why the physician approached her in the first place, was because he hadn’t been a man of many means.

      “So you think he may be responsible for the fraud that clients have been complaining about?”

      Darius grinned, a proud twinkle animating that sapphire gaze. “I don’t think, I know. I corroborated my hunch with Spitzer. I bluffed, saying that I had evidence of his dealings with the doctor.”

      “Did that yield any results?”

      The smug smile only grew wider. “Yes indeed. I subsequently learned that Spitzer loaned a considerable sum to Renoulleau.” One long finger shot up. “But here’s the catch: he did it at an interest rate that’s far higher than state regulations.”

      Ravenna scowled in consternation, feeling utterly lost. “Loaned money to the doctor?” It made no sense at all. A man with Halloran Spitzer’s social standing would never get involved in such perilous business, unless a shiny reward awaited him at the end. “On what basis?”

      That bronzed index crooked, until it pointed directly at her. “On your basis, I’m afraid.”

      The back of her ears tingled with alertness. Though she was never very fond of Renoulleau, at least Ravenna was certain that through all these years, she was on top of things. Had she been duped by a man once again?

      “I don’t understand.”

      Darius’ victorious smile dropped. She didn’t like the concern etched all over his fine features one bit.

      “As Popplewell told you, he’s been out all day, searching for Renoulleau. Not only was that much of the gentry in New Orleans engaged in the same activity, he also noted a strange concern over the health of your father.”

      Her consternation hadn’t ebbed in the slightest.

      “And why in the world would that be?”

      Even Ravenna didn’t have any news from her step-father since her mother died of old age eight years ago. Not that she was interested in knowing.

      Darius sighed, before grabbing her hand and pinning her to the carriage seat with a sorry gaze. “Just a question, darling. The whole Countess story, was it your idea… or Renoulleau’s?”

      She scrunched her face, struggling to remember. Those early days when the doctor and she concocted plans to turn his shabby inheritance on Basin Street into The Red Lantern were so many years ago.

      “It was his,” she uttered slowly. “He believed that a tale of ruined nobility would appeal to the upper crust, and that adding a touch of tragedy would spur their imagination.” With a sheepish shrug, she added: “I went along with it not only because the tale succeeded in attracting customers, but also because I enjoyed playing the part.”

      His grimace flickered a fraction of a second, as if on the verge of a smile. But Darius continued to study her just as grimly.

      “I’m afraid the lie travelled much beyond that, Ravenna. Renoulleau pulled the wool over your eyes too,” he drawled. “He also fabricated a story around your father. He spread the rumor among the high society that you were the sole heiress to a tremendous fortune, and that your noble father in Italy was old enough to die any moment.”

      Her jaw dropped, and suddenly she recalled why Popplewell’s talk of horses and gambling rang a bell.

      Spitzer barged in, hollering something about how Landry made him bet on the wrong horse.

      “Mr. Spitzer was angry because Mr. Landry was the one who tipped him off about an investment,” she heard herself saying. “But the investment wasn't paying off, because this so-called father of mine… never died.”

      “Exactly,” Darius confirmed, making no effort to hide the pride in his tone despite his grim air. “Renoulleau was basically collecting promissory notes from clients behind your back, claiming that as some spoiled heiress you led an extravagant lifestyle which needed financial support. He assured patrons they would be handsomely rewarded for their generosity once your father died.”

      Her rage surged as Ravenna got the full grasp of her business partner’s foolhardy enterprise.

      “What a rat,” she spat, wishing her hands were throttling the conning doctor at that very moment. “And I suppose Renoulleau skedaddled, now that word got out that I’m not a true Countess?”

      Darius squeezed her hand, and she was eternally thankful for his presence. Not because she feared she would swoon, but because Ravenna’s mind had taken a decidedly illicit turn at the news. Not a good idea when she was in the company of a policeman.

      “Spot on, yet again. Perhaps you should reconsider professions, darling,” he said with an impish wink. “I would hire you in a heartbeat.”

      “Just in time, when I was beginning to tire from The Red Lantern,” she responded in jest, only to realize that the words were truer than she intended.

      How nice it would be to have a calm, peaceful life. With a small garden. Perhaps even a husband.

      Ravenna jerked at the unexpected turn of her thoughts.

      Darius eyed her curiously. “Well, to get back to the subject at hand, it was about time the doctor bolted. Whispers about his deceit have circulated for a few months now, among the swindled elite of New Orleans. Creditors’ hands were tied, because of the usurious rates they used.”

      His lips twitched into a half-grin, as he went on: “But when the Red Mark started to appear, they took advantage and came to the police, blaming the sums they lost with Renoulleau on a curse.” He waved at his mouth-watering self as he bent so close to her, Ravenna felt his shivery breath on her skin. “And voila, enter a brave and extremely charming policeman to save the day.”

      Firm lips grazed hers and sent a tingle down her spine – only to be brusquely interrupted by a bump in the road. The carriage rocked and both Ravenna and Darius were flung back onto their seats.

      Despite her foul mood over the many revelations, she couldn’t help but smile as he turned a hearty shade of crimson and hastily brushed back his hair in a more orderly fashion.

      For the rest of the ride, Ravenna peered through the window at the twisty play of shadows from the cast-iron galleries in the new electrical streetlights.

      Her heart pounded with resentment. After all, the man she built her business with had cheated her like no other. But a strange sense of fate also brewed in her chest.

      Would she ever have found her way into her favorite bluecoat’s strong arms, if not for all these crooked paths?

      Her step-father pushed her out of Sicily. Santino brought her to this crazy city across the ocean. Renoulleau put her up in the Tenderloin District. All men she would forever resent… if they hadn’t given her Darius in the end.

      Ravenna had no idea what would become of them – a Storyville Madam and an overzealous New Orleans Police Department officer – but for a few days in her forty years of existence, she didn’t need to tell herself tales to make life more beautiful.

      For that, she was grateful.

      Finally, the carriage stopped in front of an imposing townhouse, replete with towering columns, sweeping staircases and a neatly trimmed garden.

      A deep groan of frustration rumbled in her throat. So this is the kind of lifestyle that croaker has been paying himself with my not-so-good name?

      This time Ravenna was too annoyed to take Darius’ outstretched hand when she exited the cab. She scanned the location with distaste, counting each penny such luxury must have cost.

      As lavish as life at The Red Lantern had been, it hadn’t come without a price – one that caused many a back pain at first, and quite a few headaches when business finally picked up enough for Ravenna to leave bedchambers for an office. The thought of Renoulleau amassing such a fortune by utilizing her for a scam was revolting.

      “The tracks are still fresh,” Darius was murmuring in the distance, crouching on the neatly trimmed lawn. “He couldn’t have left more than eight hours ago, or… Darling, what the devil are you doing?”

      Ravenna grabbed a pocketful of dirt from the automobile trail Renoulleau had left behind in his escape.

      “Just using those means we discussed, Officer Romero.”
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      “Now one minute, honey,” he muttered as the wench strode towards the entrance. “That door is locked.” The snap of her fingers resounded in the night, and Ravenna disappeared into the colossal townhouse. “Was it not?”

      He shook his head in confusion and jogged to keep up with her. Following her pace proved to be quite difficult, given the darkness of the interior and her hasty step. Darius was out of breath as she dashed like a demented woman from room to room.

      She was furious. That he understood, and agreed with wholeheartedly. Darius hated the danger the doctor had put his precious Jezebel in. He counted his lucky stars that some defrauded sot hadn’t barged into The Red Lantern and took revenge on Ravenna herself.

      But her behavior right now? All this barging through doors, yanking cabinets open and turning drawers inside out was beyond him. Probably a nervous reaction, he reasoned wisely.

      But as she plunged into the man’s clothes closet, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut any longer.

      “Listen, I hate this man as much as you do. I promise. But seeing the bastard behind bars is better vengeance than tearing his house apart, no?

      Her sole response was to rip a tailcoat into a small patch of fabric. Then she baffled Darius even more by fervently looking for something in a top hat… only to pluck out a single black hair.

      “Darling? What’s going on?”

      She stomped away to another part of the house, and proceeded to plunder the contents of Renoulleau’s shelves again. When she retrieved a candle and a box of matches, Darius’ stomach dropped.

      “Ravenna, no!” He snatched the dangerous objects out of her hand and held them high in the air. “We live in a civilized society, where citizens can count on justice rather than burning –”

      His lecture was interrupted when soft, warm lips seared his with a kiss. Darius groaned in surrender as she darted her tongue pertly until he opened for her. A certain member of him sprang to awareness, as his senses were saturated with the essence of this vexatious woman.

      All too soon, their thrilling embrace came to an end. And when Darius’ world settled somewhat, he realized his hands were empty.

      “You have no morals at all!” He exclaimed, though the accusation was moot even to his own ears.

      She lit a match. “I’m afraid it was the fastest method I knew…” With a quick glance full of sass, she added: “The most pleasant one too.”

      This woman will be the death of me. But to his relief, it was only the candle that she kindled, rather than Renoulleau’s entire house.

      Maybe he overreacted.

      “There’s electricity, you know,” he pointed out helpfully as he reached to tug the chain.

      Ravenna’s head snapped back and she shot daggers with her eyes. “Don’t you dare mess this with your modern contraptions, Mister!” She snapped. “I can’t think of anything that wipes away all things mystical quite like electricity!”

      Understanding dawned upon Darius as he watched her pour the dirt she gathered outside, the strand of hair and other bits and pieces he didn’t recognize into the square of velvet she tore from Renoulleau’s coat.

      He was about to protest that the police had ample means to track down a criminal, thank you very much, but something about the way she looked when she started whispering strange incantations into the flame of the candle cut him short.

      Time stopped as Ravenna wove a spell in the darkness of the room, her crushed cayenne eyes blazing fiercely in the flickering fire. Her entrancing lips moved swiftly as she sussurred words he couldn’t catch. Wispy tendrils of midnight black stuck to her dewy skin. Her fine fingers drew invisible arabesques into the air. Perhaps it was merely a trick of the light, but he thought he caught a few sparkles shoot from their tips.

      Darius’ heart stuttered.

      Did he want to believe in her bunch of mumbo-jumbo?

      Part of him didn’t. Because if it were all true, if Ravenna was the witch she claimed to be, then Darius was falling head over heels for a woman who was very dangerous indeed. Santino Mazzanti’s death may be unwittingly done, but this was a lady who had the power to kill a man.

      Fear twisted his guts. What if he did something stupid one day, what if he came back from work in a foul mood or got a little tipsy on Mardi Gras? Darius loathed the man who married her before with all his might, and had faith he wasn’t the monster Ravenna’s husband had been.

      But could one mistake cost him his life?

      Another part of him, the one that admired this wench in all her splendor, flamboyant and outrageous and cunning as she was, did want to believe. He liked to regard her as a woman who held the reins of her life, no matter the blows she received. Darius was weak in the knees just seeing her as she was at that moment, a crafty witch with powers unknown.

      But before he could take his considerations any further, something bolted in the room and made him shout out in shock. The next instant, there was a rattling thud as a painting crashed to the floor.

      “Ravenna, wait!”

      But of course, she ran straight to the source of the commotion and picked a very sorry looking bundle up.

      “Oh, Hrabanus!” She cooed. “You poor thing, are you alright?”

      Darius’ eyes widened as he recognized the creature she cradled in her arms. “That beast belongs to you?”

      Ravenna nodded as she caressed the crow’s razor sharp beak.

      “He’s only in a bit of a daze, thank goodness.” Then her gaze turned to the fallen canvas. “I wonder what Hrabanus was trying to communicate to us?”

      It’s a bird. Birds don’t communicate with humans, period.

      But politeness pushed him to say: “That’s a portrait of Napoleon Bonaparte, is it not?”

      Ravenna’s lovely eyes widened with excitement. “Of course! I didn’t recognize him, in his current state.”

      Namely, the black hole the crow had ripped into the Emperor’s face. Darius shuddered.

      “Surely this is a hint as to where Doctor Renoulleau has fled.” Her features scrunched into a pensive frown. “There’s the Napoleon House in the French Quarter, but that’s rather unlikely as it’s so close…”

      Darius crossed his arms, wondering what on Earth was possessing him to participate in such folly. “Well, I was born in Napoleonville.”

      Ravenna’s mouth dropped. “Is that so?”

      He scratched his head, recalling the whirlwind of emotions brewing in him the night they had that conversation. “Yeah. You know, Assumption Parish. I told you once.”

      With the feathery monster still perched in one arm, she weaved another around his elbow and pulled him away. “Then we need to hurry, Darius! Renoulleau must be there right this instant!”

      Darius stopped her by seizing either side of her shoulders. “Honey, it’s pitch dark outside, and the ride is hours long.” With a shrug towards a brass apparatus in the background, he added: “Pardon my very unmagical methods, but I just so happen to know the police station in Napoleonville recently acquired a telephone.”

      Ravenna clapped her hands together. “Perfect! Hopefully it’s not too late.”

      He turned the handle on the side of the machine, and asked the operator for the sheriff’s office in his hometown. Darius’ heart pounded in anticipation as he waited.

      What if Ravenna was right?

      “Assumption Parish sheriff on the line. Over to you.”

      Darius cleared his throat. “Officer Romero from the New Orleans Police Department speaking. We’re looking for a suspect who may have driven through Napoleonville today with an automobile. Anything like that on your roads? Over.”

      His nerves were as taught as the shrill electrical signals buzzing in his ear.

      If Ravenna truly was a witch… What did that mean to him?

      “We sure did. Uncommon sight in our neck of the woods. Should we keep him in custody for you? Over.”

      His vision swam. It took all his might to utter the next words to the sheriff: “Please do. We’ll send a convoy tomorrow morning. Out.”

      As soon as he hung up, he was ambushed with questions: “So? Did they see him? What did he tell you?”

      Darius settled his unsteady gaze on Ravenna. Her ebony locks blended into the darkness, her exquisite traits stood out in the dim room. She looked absolutely otherworldly, and in more ways than one.

      “Well you see… What he said was…” He passed a shaky hand over his eyes, but she was still there, beautiful as ever and growing mightily impatient. “Ravenna, I love you.”

      The confession tumbled out of his mouth before he was aware of it himself. And yet, as the words weighed heavily between them, Darius realized that they were true.

      Confusion washed over her face, until a flash of understanding passed through that lushly fringed gaze of hers. She peered up at him warily, almost as if she dared not believe.

      “Is that what the sheriff said?”

      Though her response terrified him more than an entire band of crooks, armed to the teeth and evil to boot, Darius straightened to his full height.

      “No. I said so.”

      Darius hated the doubt he read all over her precious features.

      “Really? Despite it all?”

      “I love you, as sure as my name is Darius Ephraim Romero.”

      Ravenna’s lips trembled. He wasn’t sure whether she was about to burst out in tears or drop to the floor laughing. Neither possibility was too reassuring.

      “You never said that,” was all she whispered.

      Darius cleared his throat, where it felt like his heart was currently lodged. “I always thought my middle name sounded a bit batty.”

      She took a step forward and looked up at him with eyes so spellbinding, Darius felt like he would drown in their depths.

      “No. The other part.”

      He took a deep breath, and caught the hand that wasn’t occupied with the fiend in her arms.

      “Ravenna, my feelings for you aren’t despite anything. I love you for everything that you are now. There’s not one thing I would change about you.”

      Apart from your last name. He shook the fleeting thought away.

      This time Darius was certain. It was a tear he gleamed in the valley of her lower lid. But before he could say anything about it, he nearly toppled over from the sudden weight of her – wayward strands of black hair, pearls, rustles of fabric and feathers included.

      “Never in my wildest dreams did I believe I would hear such a thing!” She cried as she clung so sweetly to his chest. “Not because I’m a woman of no virtue, or because I cook the world’s deadliest dinners, or because I swore allegiance to the moon.” Her watery grin made his chest swell, and he felt a matching beam of his own form. “But because Darius, I love you too.”

      That was all it took for him to sweep Ravenna in his arms and ambush her smile with a kiss.

      There was no artifice in the clumsy abandon with which she embraced him. No thoughts of other men as she poured herself heart and soul like Darius was the one man worthy of it in the world.

      A sharp stab in his torso cut their passion short. He glared at the crow murderously, while she scolded her pet with gentle reproaches.

      “Oh and Ravenna,” he said as they stepped out of Renoulleau’s house. “You were right. They’re arresting the doctor in Napoleonville.”
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      The following morning, light filtered through the thick curtains of the Turkish Parlor when Darius opened his eyes. He rolled around, only to be disappointed by the empty spot where his lovely witch should be.

      He groaned as he lifted his stiff body, which was still sore in places where he ached for Ravenna. Last night she insisted they return to The Red Lantern, saying she didn’t want to leave Céleste alone. He supposed she was right, because they had found the hazel eyed moll in tears on the staircase.

      The two women chatted into the early hours of the morning. Which was a good thing for Céleste, because the poor wench looked like she needed a shoulder to lean on.

      A bad thing for Darius, because he desired Ravenna more than ever.

      Oh well. There will be plenty of other nights. The thought uplifted his mood somewhat, even as he prepared to leave for the police station to deal with Renoulleau.

      Combing a cursory hand through the battlefield that was his hair, Darius dressed in his blue uniform. Then he made his way downstairs, hoping to catch a glance of his lady before attacking today’s battle.

      Walking through Rosewood Hall, he spotted Céleste, spying some altercation in the entrance. He sent her a small smile when he caught a glance of her eyes. Red from a broken heart or a sleepless night, he couldn’t be certain.

      To his surprise, hints of a deep, masculine voice drifted to his ears. With a frown, Darius hastened his pace.

      “... only wish to speak with her, Miss Ravenna. The whole city is buzzing with rumors that The Red Lantern is closing. It’s imperative that I see for myself that Céleste is safe.”

      There was no mistaking the despair in the man’s tone, nor the aristocratic lilt that underlied his every word.

      “The most I can do is assure you of Céleste’s well-being. However she does not wish to see you,” Ravenna responded sternly. “And quite frankly, neither do I, after the stunt you pulled with the wedding invitation.”

      Finally Darius could see Ravenna’s figure, glamorously wrapped in a gown of green, back turned to him. Hovering above her in the doorway, stood a stately blond who brought a scowl to Darius’ face.

      Lawrence D’Amory. Son of one of the most prominent families in New Orleans, whose debauchery caused much distress to his elderly father. Now that his rogue son was in his mid-thirties, Lawrence’s antics were well past boyishly endearing.

      “I was only trying to get her attention, Miss Ravenna,” D’Amory argued beseechingly. “She won’t speak to me since the news of my engagement. Can you not bring her to reason? A man of my social standing… Surely you of all people must understand, don’t you?”

      Ravenna cleared her throat, and Darius waited for her answer more anxiously than he would have expected.

      “I know men don’t take molls for wives, yes,” she replied matter-of-factly. “But I also know a true gentleman doesn’t play with hearts like you did. Because beneath all the paint and fanfare, Mr. D’Amory… A moll is also a woman.”

      “But I can’t marry her however much I might want to.” His voice pleaded and one could almost believe him.

      Darius’ mind wrapped around the first part of Ravenna’s sentence.

      Is that not what men do?

      Right then, there was nothing he wanted more than to wake each morning with Ravenna by his side.

      He knew that technically, he could probably still have Ravenna even without making a respectable woman out of her – and quite frankly, she would never be respectable to anyone’s eyes but his own.

      Darius also knew that there was no such thing as a Chief of police who wedded the most infamous of tenderloin Madams. Most likely he would have to readjust his ambitions. Maybe even change professions.

      But private detectives aren’t unheard of in this city, Darius reasoned. Perhaps I could start anew with my own cabinet.

      Because he had seen Céleste, and the profound misery that twisted her usually peppy features. Did he want to see that look in Ravenna’s eyes? Even though she didn’t show her pain as candidly as Céleste, he knew the hurt and doubts buried beneath her splendid facade.

      Like her disbelief when he opened his heart to her last night.

      Really? Despite it all?

      Those words still stung in all the wrong ways possible.

      So Darius didn’t hesitate when he walked into the entrance, nor when he took Ravenna’s hand. The shock on D’Amory’s irritatingly handsome face was the icing on the cake.

      “I daresay you’re wrong,” he sneered before he dropped to one knee. Then, gazing up at his raven-haired beauty’s utterly stunned face, he swept all thoughts of the philandering heir aside.

      “Perhaps it’s not what men are supposed to do, and perhaps people won’t smile when they walk by us on the street. But damn it, I love you, and there’s no smile I care about but yours.” Her honey and molasses eyes filled with such joy, Darius almost forgot the most important part. “So Ravenna,” he breathed. “Will you be my wife?

      A radiant beam broke across those traits that were etched in his heart, and Darius knew whatever words put it there were the right ones.

      “Yes, Darius Ephraim Romero! A thousand times yes!”

      Feeling more sprightly than in twenty years, Darius shot up and twirled her through the air – not without knocking the door on a wide-eyed D’Amory’s along the way. But a sudden thought caused him to put Ravenna on her feet again, and examine her anxiously.

      “Do you not need to sneeze, darling?”

      Her laughter was infectious, and soon Darius found himself chuckling as well. Over what, he did not know.

      “Haven’t you figured that out yet, silly?” She teased, her mahogany depths twinkling mirthfully. “The jinx I cast as a little girl was intended for my one true love. It took three decades in the making, but at least my magic kept you single until you finally saw fit to darken my doorstep.”

      Never had Darius been more pleased with an explanation – proof, logic and reason begone.
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      “I’ll have some of your Aphrodite’s Nectar,” one woman whispered mischievously, though not without a blush. “I’ve heard it quadruples a lady’s sensations in bed.”

      A fit of giggles erupted at the table of three.

      “And I will sample the Chance & Cherry Chai,” her friend said. “I’m going to the hippodrome this afternoon, and I would hate to bet on a losing horse in front of my waspish sister-in-law!”

      The last lady hesitated, and Ravenna’s smile grew.

      She knew exactly who this portly redhead was. She happened to be no other than Mrs. Shannon Maguire, wife of the ruthless Cormac Maguire, whose misdeeds occupied Darius’ days in his private detective office.

      “If I may make a suggestion,” Ravenna intervened silkily, “we just received our delivery of Mystery Mélange. I haven’t even put it on our menu, because I know my stock would be emptied within a day otherwise.”

      Her offer seemed to satisfy Mrs. Maguire, so Ravenna marched off to the kitchens, repeating the two first orders to Mindy.

      “And I shall take care of the last order.”

      “Sure thing, Miss Ravenna!”

      She smiled at the woman who had settled into her new life at the tea parlor like a fish to water. Mindy’s connections to Canton were of great use to import leaves no-one else sold in town.

      Though it took a couple of years to put the business on its feet, hearsay of their exotic blends and magical properties eventually attracted customers despite Ravenna’s and Mindy’s disreputable pasts.

      In fact, the gossip even added to the appeal of the salon, and soon it felt like every lady in New Orleans was desperate to take a sip of their scandal water. The Herbal Mysteries Tea Room became a hit among the working class and high society alike.

      Which made it the perfect place to collect information for Darius’ investigations.

      Indeed, Ravenna had a special mix that helped loosen ladies’ tongues when necessary. Disguised under aromatic flavors, she added a few drops of her very own Truth Be Told oil, enhanced with some crushed calamus root, pine and clary sage.

      Boiling the water over the stove, Ravenna shook the blend seven times over the flame with the following words:

      “Shannon Maguire, tell the truth and tell it now. Tell me where the stolen money hides.”

      Brilliant sparks covered the infusion as it brewed. Ravenna took advantage of the few moments of respite to feed Hrabanus some nuts and berries.

      When the serum was ready, Ravenna carried the three cups on a tray to the table of eager women.

      “And here’s your Mystery Mélange,” she said graciously as she placed the last mug before the redhead. “Please tell me what you think of it.”

      Shannon Maguire took a sip of her tea. Her pale eyes widened when the rich aromas hit her taste buds.

      “My, this is fabulous! I’ve never savored anything quite like it.” She hastily took another gulp. “It’s lush and fruity, with citruses and spices and… a hint of the third plank on the right beneath the altar at St. Alphonsus Church?”

      The two other ladies gaped at their friend in consternation, while Ravenna barely concealed a knowing smile.

      “That’s the wonder of the Mystery Mélange,” she said sweetly. “It evokes something different to each person who drinks it.”

      Then she walked away to take another table’s orders.

      That evening, she was even more impatient than usual for her beloved hawkshaw to come home. The bare bone structure Darius once showed her had nothing to do with the quaint, lovely house Ravenna now called hers. The stubborn man’s stark electricity remained, but it was toned down with lampshades that bathed the interior in a warm, romantic glow.

      Finally the knob turned. The beat in Ravenna’s chest accelerated.

      Oh, she internally sighed, but he’s more dashing than ever.

      At first she missed his starched blue police uniform, but now she thought he made a fine figure in his stately overcoat and tailored suit. His hickory hair was still as much of a heart-stopping catastrophe.

      Ravenna dashed to her husband’s side to help him out of his clothes. She noted the bluish lines under his eyes with a frown, and made a mental note to brew a special tea for him.

      “How was your day, my love?”

      A mirthful twinkle entered his weary gaze.

      “Much better now that I’m with you,” he answered with a sweet kiss to her lips. “None of Maguire’s men will spill the beans about where the money is hidden, and they’ve been stringing me along all week.” He sighed, only to shake his head and shoot her a tender grin. “But none of that right now. How were things at the tea parlor?”

      “Busy as ever,” Ravenna responded as she struggled to keep a straight face. “I had the visit of an interesting client, actually.”

      Darius nibbled her ear, sending a rush of passion to the junction of her thighs. “Oh?”

      “Mmh,” she managed to say. “A certain Shannon Maguire.”

      He froze and parted ways just enough for her to catch the inquisitive lift of his brow. “Interesting indeed. And did your encounter leave an impression on you?”

      “It’s in St. Alphonsus Church. Beneath the altar, third plank on the right.”

      Darius’ grin grew even wider. “That precise, huh? You’re improving by leaps and bounds, my darling witch.”

      “Yes, I think my new dosages are more potent than ever.”

      “And what about the situation with Céleste and Mr. D’Armory? Have you been able to make any headway with that?”

      “Unfortunately not, she refuses to see him or tell him about the baby. On top of that, her previous dabbles in magic have put her off it completely - not that I blame her. Magic can not be used to solve all of one’s earthly problems.” Ravenna grimaced, “I’m not sure what else I can do but be there for her at this point.”

      His gaze swept over her face, full of admiration and love and something intense that made Ravenna’s most intimate parts throb.

      “Thank you for your help and for being kind, even to those who have harmed you,” he stated earnestly. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      When she was certain her heart hadn’t beat straight out of her chest, she sent her husband her most sultry look.

      Granted, it was a simper she honed with many years of experience. Ravenna couldn’t erase the years her survival depended on seduction, after all.

      But the difference was that this time, desire that was achingly real burned within her – desire for this man only, with his squint-eyed ways and irises as blue as the Mediterranean sea.

      “Neither do I,” she rasped with difficulty. “But I do know what you should do with me. Most urgently, as a matter of fact.”

      Darius obliged by picking Ravenna off her feet and tossing the pair of them on the first soft surface available, after sweeping the dozen pillows to the floor. He did so not without a growl of frustration, nor a few grumbled words about pouffes, puffs, and things getting in the way.

      

      Thank you so much for reading my first historical paranormal romance! Find out what happens when Lawrence discovers the secret Celeste has been keeping from him in the next Storyville novel, A Harlot Betrothed, available Oct 2022.

      Looking for more steamy supernatural romance in the Crescent City? Follow Ravenna’s kick-ass female descendant’s adventures managing magickal mischief in Reaper’s Mark.
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      She came for his soul. He gave her his body and his love instead.

      Arla’s never had trouble following the first rule of reaping – Don’t let things get personal – until she meets the last person on earth she’d expect to twist her panties in a bunch.

      Axel Lacroix is a lot of things—none of them approved by the Office of Magical Affairs, but he could care less. He’s easy on the eyes, irresistible, and loves causing a little ruckus now and then. When his meddling threatens to upset the very balance of the natural and supernatural world alike however, Arla’s tasked with carrying out a more permanent solution.

      Heading off to deliver Axel’s final sentence, Arla couldn’t be happier to rid New Orleans of the constant troubles he’s caused for good. Her plan seemed foolproof enough, but little does she know how her spell’s unintended consequences, would ignite desires she never even knew she had…

      Will Arla prevent a supernatural war from erupting and keep a broken heart at bay, or will their undeniable attraction spell disaster for them?
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      A bead of sweat trickled down Axel’s temple. Heavy, sweltering heat weighed upon him as he rowed through the thick waters of the bayou. They can’t get me now, Axel chanted feverishly under his breath. His flashlight pierced through the fog, casting a shaky path in the darkness.

      “They can’t…“ Axel’s heart leapt to his throat. “Get your claws off me, you slimy son of a bitch!”

      The pale, spindly hand latched onto his pirogue undaunted, taunting even. Grabbing his dagger, Axel let spill a string of profanities, including the odd “putain” from his childhood. It had been years since he had cussed in Cajun French  – but then it had been years since he had been here in the swamps, battling some grisly creature of the dark.

      Without a second’s hesitation, Axel whacked the monster’s hand off. Only he was met with little more resistance than air. Inspecting the familiar greenery that was entangled on his blade, a wave of embarrassment washed over him. Here he was, a sturdy, grown man of nearly forty five, waging war against some Spanish moss. Maybe not so much had changed since he was a Rougarou-fearing boy on the bayou after all.

      With a huff, Axel tossed the scraggly plant away. Of all the places to be after the sun went down… You better be right this time around, you crazy old pirate, or your next two hundred years are going to be dry as a bone, Axel thought to himself mercilessly. The mental image of pouring all Pierre St. Patin’s rum down the Mississippi already brought an evil smile to his lips.

      Still, he squinted in the dark, trying to spot something that may even remotely look like a tombstone. This was the most precise information the pirate ghost had given him in years. Axel had spent many nights listening to the old mercenary’s long, drunken rants. Jumbled tales of being at sea, virgin islands and beautiful girls – in particular his long-lost mistress Adelaide, a runaway slave girl the pirate had loved and lost to smallpox.

      “She was lovely,” Pierre St. Patin had choked over his glass of rum a couple weeks ago at the Last Barrel Bar. “So lovely I put her in the ground with a mirror so the lass could gaze at her loveliness forever.”

      The romantic moment was broken when the pirate ghost snorted, sending phantom droplets of alcohol flying everywhere. “And a fat lot of good that does to her, staring at the worms eating at her skull all day. Meanwhile, I was six feet above, breathing and poor as Job's turkey. Tellin’ you, that damned mirror was worth all the sugar in the Caribbean.”

      Axel had eyed his drinking buddy with skepticism. Not one for romance himself, he asked: “Well, couldn’t you just dig it back out?”

      Pierre banged his glass against the table. “I tried! I tried my damnedest best to get my hands back on that coffin. But every time I tried, I bloody near met my death. Until I did.”

      Turning to Axel with more lucidity in his see-through eyes than ever before, the pirate muttered: “Aye, it was like the wench’s grave was cursed.”

      That caught Axel’s attention. “Do you think it could’ve been more than just a mirror? That it could’ve held some sort of magick?”

      But by then, Pierre had veered off on some tall tale about dueling the Kraken.

      Questions travel far. Which was why two weeks and a few hangovers later, Axel was at the place in the world he least wanted to be: the wetlands where he and his Grandma Tabby had lived nearly three decades ago. A muggy, forsaken place fit for monsters. Alligators and black widows were the least of his worries. Beasts with glowing red eyes, claws long as his finger, teeth sharper than a blade, large thrashing wings and –

      His boat shook. Violently. Before Axel could wonder if he had bumped into a tree or something of the kind, the pirogue rocked so hard it threatened to topple over. Gripping his trusty dagger once again, he backed away just in time to avoid a heavy tail whacking him in the face.

      He only caught a glimpse of the creature that leapt from the water, but it was enough. Axel’s heart stilled. A hefty, powerful silhouette covered with scales. Long, ratty strands hanging from a few scraggly patches of hair.

      Axel knew what this monster was. Any Cajun would know. Though he had only ever heard about it through Grandma Tabby’s tales, there was no mistaking the unholy union between an ape and an alligator. Right then, Axel Lacroix was facing a Letiche. The worst nightmare of any poor soul trying to make their way through the bayou.

      The swamp monster attacked again, landing a mighty thump that had Axel falling on the floor. He crawled back up and jabbed his dagger blindly, but the Letiche was too far out of his reach.

      There was a moment’s calm. Axel clutched his flashlight with clammy hands and shone a beam on the swamp. After all the commotion, a grim silence had settled. Long grasses swayed with the current, much like the Letiche’s hair. Craggy bits of wood that looked like the beast’s scaly skin bobbed up and down.

      Then all of a sudden, surging from deep below, an incredibly strong blow sent the pirogue flying into the air. It fell back upside down.

      This is it, were the words that echoed through Axel’s mind as he flailed blindly underwater. This time, your hour is up. He was going to die, he realized. His arms fumbled to find the surface, but all they met was the hard wood of the overturned boat. He was running out of air. He felt the Letiche swishing nearby.

      He was going to die, but it wouldn’t be in his lavish mansion in New Orleans. He wouldn’t be surrounded by beautiful women. No, Axel would die in the bayous where he had grown up. And all he would have for company was a smelly swamp monster. He actually kind of snorted, which didn’t help his current situation at all.

      But it’s not fair if you die now, came the little voice in Axel’s head as the rest of him was closing down. You were a dirt poor kid in a cabin, and look where you ended up! You’re rich, and you have so many of them all under your thumb. Axel’s mind went to the supernaturals back in town that were at his mercy – Hippolyte the starved vampire, even the rogue ghost Pierre St. Patin. All you need is this mirror they all want, the greedy voice continued to whisper, and you’ll have them all in your pocket. You can’t die now. It’s not fair…

      And then he made it to the surface. Finally, Axel gasped for air. He couldn’t let go. He just wasn’t wired that way. And he was so close. So close to tightening the reins on supernaturals for good, until they could barely breathe. They deserved no better, after breathing down his neck during his whole childhood.

      The Letiche chose that moment to burst through the water again, a mass of lethal power covered in hair and leaves. It snapped its jaw. Axel wasn’t the frailest of humans, but he would be little more than a toothpick if he were caught between that beast’s teeth.

      Out of pure instinct, Axel threw himself with as much force as he could muster onto the overturned boat. Almost as if it were in slow-motion, he watched the front side shoot up in counterbalance. The Letiche craned its neck, shaking its scraggly mane and sending droplets all over. Then the pointed end of the pirogue struck hard on the beast’s sensitive, exposed underjaw.

      A deafening roar sliced through the silence of the night. Then the mutant’s colossal body went limp. Axel was plunged underwater again, carried into the vortex of the monster’s fall.

      When he made his way back up again, heaving and heart beating furiously, Axel saw something that brought a smile back to his quivering lips. Over in the distance, floating above the veil of fog, a blue orb glowed eerie in the dark.

      A fifolet. Strange balls of light known to blaze deep in the swamps, showing the way to forgotten treasures. Axel crawled back onto his upended pirogue, ready to lay hands on Adelaide’s cursed mirror.
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      “No he did not!” Arla cried in a rare fit of outrage. “The jackass! That depraved, greedy, blockheaded…”

      She ran out of words insulting enough as she took in the details of the vile human’s crimes. When she reached the end of the letter, she shakily folded it back into the envelope and passed a weary hand over her eyes.

      Axel Lacroix.

      The name made her heart burn with such spite it could have warmed even the Devil’s feet. Trying to hold herself from performing black magick on the spot, Arla trudged over to her desk and opened a drawer none too gently. She tossed the envelope inside, where it joined a myriad of other envelopes that looked just like it – all sealed with the same star-shaped symbol and the initials O.M.A.

      It was hardly the first time the Order of Magickal Affairs contacted her on the subject of Axel Lacroix. The overflowing drawer dedicated entirely to the infuriating man was proof of that.

      Whatever had inspired the mortal to wreak havoc in supernatural affairs the moment he had set foot in New Orleans, she did not know. Most non-magickal humans led pretty tame, inoffensive lives, far from the businesses of creatures of the night. Arla should know. Caught between the wars of the two most powerful beings, vampires and werewolves, it was her job both as a mortal and as a witch to protect innocent humans.

      She snorted. Innocent wasn’t a word she would use in any proximity with this lowlife’s name though. It seemed half of her job as a supervisor of local magickal matters was spent dealing with Axel Lacroix’s offenses.

      We the Fae of the Botanical Gardens hereby declare the activities of Axel Lacroix and his ghost tour unendurable. Our delicate constitutions can no longer take the obtrusive flash of cameras. Just yesterday, our esteemed president of the Seelie Court spent the afternoon in a daze, her nerves frazzled from the rays of one such human’s photographing device. Lest the issue be solved shortly, we regretfully announce we shall no longer carry on with our commitments to the Order of Magickal Affairs, which has of course greatly benefited from our feats. In 1812, the venerable Tiny Treewart…

      The letter had dragged on and on, listing the long history of diplomatic relationships between the Seelie Court and the Order of Magickal Affairs. It had been the first – and most polite – of a long series of letters of complaint, all revolving around a certain Axel Lacroix and his Haunted Crescent City Tour.

      Ghosts, perturbed in their centuries-old routines because of the hordes of tourists that gathered behind the damned man to gawk at them. Werewolves, hunted down in their own woods on nights of full moon. Vampires, crying cultural appropriation as cheap human look alikes invaded the French Quarter… And Arla wasn’t too keen on the way the man depicted witches as warty old hags either, she thought with a huff.

      For centuries now, New Orleans had been a haven for supernatural beings of all shapes and sizes. And Arla’s family could take much of the credit for that. The Alcaraz women had crafted a delicate balance between vampires and werewolves, that had lasted over two centuries. Only one measly human was turning them all into a freak show, exposing and ridiculing their deep-rooted magickal traditions. Arla’s pride was so hurt, she clenched her fists to a painful degree.

      I need to unwind, she told herself as she observed the crescent shaped marks her nails had dug into her skin. She scanned the room for a fun, relaxing activity to do. Given that she was at the morgue – one of Arla’s favorite places on Earth – there were plenty of options to choose from.

      Her eyes rested upon a pallid ghoul lying upon an autopsy table. Police were due to examine the corpse in a few hours, and there was no way Arla was letting humans see the beast in its current state. Grabbing a pair of sturdy nail clippers, she walked over to the miscreant she had been in charge of executing just last night.

      Only the door flew open at that moment, and in came a curvy brunette with the wildest mop of auburn hair. Arla almost rolled her eyes at her younger sister’s sprightly, disheveled appearance. She loved her dearly, but Zona was a true force of chaos. Everything she didn’t need right now as her fingers continued to tense in fury.

      “This is a federal institution you know,” Arla pointed out in a clipped tone as she focused on the ghoul’s ridiculously long claws. “You need more than just a pretty smile to enter.”

      Zona’s bow-shaped lips formed into a smug smirk – and even then, she looked beautiful enough to send a pang of envy through Arla’s heart. She mentally shook her head at herself. She was much too old to behave like a jealous ten year old.

      “That cute little security guard you have parked out there doesn’t seem to think so,” Zona drawled in that raspy, mellow voice of hers. “And give me a break. I’m your sister. I know what you do.”

      Arla muttered something about how it was a question of principles, and did her best to focus her foul mood on the ghoul’s nails. Only her mind kept fleeting back to the O.M.A letter in her drawer, and the maddening face of the human she had yet to see. Word had it Axel Lacroix was quite the ladies’ man. That just made Arla want to throttle him even more.

      Heels resonated through the tiled room. Arla’s heavy-duty nail clippers were flung out of her hands, as Zona took over the task.

      “Whatever is bothering you, it’s no excuse for what you’re doing to this poor ghoul,” her sister scolded gently. “Mom always taught us to show more respect for the dead than the living. You should know better.”

      Arla gasped in horror. Somehow in her blind bout of fury, she had managed to bend each of the ghoul’s long, bony fingers backwards at the most unnatural angle. That would never pass human inspection.

      “Thanks,” Arla muttered as she sank into a chair. “I had my mind on something.”

      “Duh. Again, I’m your sister. I can tell when you’re bugged because there’s a fly on your knee.” Zona looked at her pointedly. “There’s a fly on your knee.”

      Arla jerked and batted the offending creature away, more than a little flustered by how uncannily perceptive her sister was. She gulped. Does Zona know? Did she know how green with envy Arla had always been, from the first time she laid eyes on a beautiful baby with the most stunning emerald gaze, until this very instant?

      The two sisters couldn’t have been more different. Arla had been a dark, scrawny child, and she hadn’t grown much more pleasant to the eye. Zona, on the other hand, was like the sun to her darkness. Adults always sported a smile as they watched the little redhead frolic around, forever up to some kind of mischief.

      Though only five years separated them, Arla came to the world with a lifetime’s worth more responsibility. Not that she resented it – on the contrary, she thanked her lucky stars that she was born first. The title of Reaper was passed on from mother to daughter in the Alcaraz family, and it was a duty that only one could carry at a time.

      As demanding a calling as it was, Arla loved her job. She loved the purpose it gave to her life. And she loved being good at it.

      Most would think harvesting misbehaving souls would be an action-packed line of work, but the truth was Arla spent a lot of time behind a desk. Analyzing, negotiating, digging out old files… Those were things Arla excelled at. The O.M.A had applauded her finesse in laying down supernatural law in the New Orleans area more than once, and that was something that made Arla pretty damn proud.

      She gazed at Zona, who trimmed the ghoul’s nails with all the expertise of a beautician. In a way, Arla pitied her gorgeous sister. While she had been hit with all kinds of heavy responsibilities from a young age, Zona had always been left footloose and fancy free. Maybe a handful of times, Arla had wished their mother would let her traipse around in the fields too, instead of dragging her along on some morbid mission. But at the end of the day, Arla would rather feel burdened than have the kind of restless, aimless energy that seemed to torment Zona.

      “Care to tell me what’s on your mind,” her sister asked in a light tone that sounded a little forced, “or is it too important to share with little old me?”

      Though she kept her lovely traits calm and composed, her lush green eyes were a shade darker than usual. Arla could tell there was irritation brewing in there.

      “Well, I suppose it kind of involves you too, actually,” Arla sighed wearily.

      A spark of interest lit Zona’s jade gaze. “Really?” She breathed a little too enthusiastically. “There’s something I need to do?”

      “Not really, no. I just mean that it’s a case that touches upon our family name.”

      An awkward silence filled the room, only interrupted with the sound of the nail clippers.

      “I don’t have the title that most of the women in our family carry, but my last name is still Alcaraz, you know.”

      Arla’s heart twinged. “It’s classified information, Zo,” she murmured gently.

      A hardness replaced the excited glimmer that had animated Zona moments ago. “Right,” she blurted coldly. “Sorry, I shouldn’t pester you.”

      “It’s Axel Lacroix again,” Arla found herself explaining. She hated that hurt look on her little sister’s face. “The idiot behind Haunted Crescent City Tours.”

      Recognition flashed across her fair features. “That hunky human who’s been making a mess of the hearts of every witch, vampiress, she-wolf and ghostess in town?”

      Arla scowled. “He’s been causing a lot more trouble than a few broken hearts. Don’t you remember the fairies? They keep going on strike now.”

      Zona shook her head as she looked for the nail file. “Those fairies are such wimps. Don’t tell me they can’t handle a few tourists.”

      “A few? Do you have any idea how much paranormal tourism has exploded since Lacroix started his silly little ghost tour?” Arla bolted up and waved towards the diagrams and charts scattered across her desk. “We’re talking about creatures of the night, Zona. Beings that are meant to live in the shadows, not under the flash of cameras!”

      “Someone’s got her knickers in a twist.”

      Arla huffed and fell back onto her seat. “I can’t stand the way he treats supernatural beings so callously. Last night he knocked out a Letiche!”

      Her sister snorted. “Good. Those things are so ugly. And they stink.”

      “Zona!” Arla roared, outraged. “O.M.A classifies the Letiche as an endangered magickal species!”

      Holding her hands up in apology, her sister sent her a sheepish smile. “Okay, okay. I’ll be good.” After a few seconds, she cocked her head with a slight frown. “But what was he doing all the way over in the swamps at night? That’s an odd place for a human to be.”

      Arla bobbed her head up and down much too eagerly, aware of the wild strands of kinky black hair escaping from her braids. “Yes, it is, isn’t it? And can’t you think of something that’s buried deep in the bayou, where no decent mortal should have any business at all?”

      Zona’s eyes went wide as saucers. A small part of Arla took pleasure as she finally witnessed the shock and fear spread over her sister’s face.

      “The Mori mirror?” Zona whispered in a broken voice. Upon Arla’s grim silence, she stammered: “But… How could he…? He’s just a regular human. How could he get past Great Grandma’s spell?”

      Arla nodded slowly, feeling oddly relieved after sharing some of her worries. “I know, right? It’s so weird. O.M.A attributes it to an unusual flood that made the coffin rise above ground, but I’m pretty sure Philomena’s magick is stronger than that.”

      She jumped as a sudden snap echoed through the room. Her eyes zeroed in on the ghoul’s mangled hand. It was missing a finger now. Zona must have broken it off.

      Arla’s heart broke as she watched her sister stand in the middle of the room, her traits twisted with pure terror. She hadn’t anticipated such a reaction from her sister – even she hadn’t been quite so affected by the news.

      “It’ll be alright, Zo,” she murmured with as much confidence as she could muster. “I’ll get this under control.”

      “But if the vampires or the werewolves find out…”

      “It will be a catastrophe, yes,” Arla finished grimly. “That’s why I need to discreetly get this Axel Lacroix to tell me the whereabouts of the mirror, and then... ” She made a crude gesture across her neck as if she were chopping it off. Oh, the joy when she would finally execute him however she saw fit.

      “But how will you get him to spill the beans? A truth serum would take a whole moon cycle to brew, and we don’t have that kind of time.”

      “I’m a little stumped on that one. O.M.A suggested using seduction, but I’m not sure I approve of that kind of method,” she said stiffly.

      Of course, the truth was she wasn’t confident she could pull it off even if she tried. Arla liked to think herself a fairly capable witch, but plain old charm was a kind of magick that was beyond her.

      “Bingo!” Zona cried, the color coming back to her cheeks. “For once those old fogies at the Order got it right!” She slung an arm around Arla’s shoulders. “Listen, I’ll do it for you, okay? Obviously driving a man crazy is more my area of expertise. Give me one night with him. Just one. And I’ll get you the information.”

      Mirth danced across those green depths, but Arla felt her insides knotting with resentment.

      “Then you can chop his head off, cut him up in pieces, or have fun doing whatever you usually like to do.”

      Arla’s heart froze. All of a sudden the arm around her didn’t feel like her sister’s but like a vise, smothering her with feelings of inadequacy that she had never really managed to shake off. Why did it seem so obvious, even to her, that Zona was the only one fit to charm a man out of his wits?

      She had checked herself in the mirror this morning. Sure, she was flat most of the places her sister was curvy. And unlike the reddish hue of Zona’s hair and the green of her eyes, Arla’s were just plain black. But she wasn’t ugly. Not by far. She liked the way she could hold her gaze strong and steady, and her trim figure was something many women her age would envy. She was just a bit less… dazzling than her sister, perhaps.

      Clearing her throat and shrugging out of Zona’s hold, Arla looked everywhere but at her. “Thank you, but this is my job, Zona. I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”

      The redhead frowned and tried to peer into Arla’s gaze, but she did a great job at dodging it. “Are you sure, Arla?”

      Just when Arla was about to snap that she could take her concern for her and her lack of sex appeal and shove it, Zona’s next words made her guts twist with guilt: “I just thought you would feel uncomfortable doing that kind of thing. But if you feel up to it… I know you’ll do a great job. You always do.”

      Arla was still struggling to answer, when Zona picked up her purse and walked towards the door. “Anyhow, got to go. I’m meeting some friends tonight, and… Well good luck, okay?”

      Arla barely had time to nod before she was gone.

      

      The light was dwindling outside her window, yet Arla could still be found in her office, slaving through the pile of paperwork on her desk that never ceased to accumulate.

      Exceptional gremlins intervention scheduled on the third night of the new moon. Humans shall be evacuated beforehand by means of magick. Regular service shall be assured by 7AM the following morning.

      Arla peered through the curtains. That was tonight, right? Feeling strangely empty after the day’s conversation, she certified her approval with a red star-shaped stamp and moved on to the next document. Confirmation of the eradication of the misbehaving ghoul? Stamp.

      Axel Lacroix. Mandate for immediate execution.

      Arla went through the contents of the letter again, this time with her sister’s words echoing through her mind. Obviously driving a man crazy is more my area of expertise.

      And Zona was right. How many years had she and Samuel been together, and she had never heard him so much as utter the L word? She added the numbers up, and then her heart dropped – nineteen years. Nineteen years since they had been involved with each other on and off, and she had hardly ever seen more than a twinkle in the man’s grey eyes.

      Who are you kidding, she admonished herself. How in the world are you going to do with Axel Lacroix in one night what you never managed to do with Samuel in nineteen years?

      And then it came to her. How in the world, huh? Well, with magick of course, a pesky little voice murmured in her head.

      Arla groaned and hid her face in her hands. How pathetic was that – to rely on spells and illusions to fool a man into seduction. But there was no other way. She couldn’t. She simply couldn’t seduce the information out of Alex Lacroix’s lips without a little help. And she couldn’t lose face to her sister either.

      Feeling sneaky, Arla rose from her swiveling chair and drew the curtains. Then she crouched down and rummaged through her boxes, until she laid hands on thirteen little red candles. Disposing them in a circle, she lit them one by one and said the incantation while using her hands to shape the magick in the air into doing her bidding. To most people, it might simply look like she was using a strange kind of sign language, but the adept and other magickal creatures could see the spell being woven.

      The second Axel Lacroix would clap eyes upon her, she would become the most irresistible woman in the world for thirteen hours. With each hour, a candle would die, taking away with it some of the magick.

      And when the charm wore off, no-one, not even Zona, would ever know about her little secret. Axel Lacroix would be dead. The Mori mirror would be hers again, and the two hundred year old peace the Alcaraz witches had fought to maintain could carry on as before.
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