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Chapter 1 — The First Encounter

	The masks made everyone beautiful.

	Evelyn realized it the moment she stepped through the carved oak doors and into the sea of candlelight. Faces became a suggestion: velvet shapes and silk ribbons, an arch of brow, the glint of an eye. Beneath a canopy of painted frescoes, the old villa breathed its long memory—roses in the courtyard, rain-scent caught in limestone, the salt-soft breath of the lake drifting through tall windows left open to the night. Music unfurled from a chamber ensemble tucked beneath a marble staircase: violins like wet ink, a cello speaking low and dark. The first notes brushed gooseflesh up her bare arms.

	Her own mask—midnight velvet edged with sable feathers—sat light as a vow across her cheekbones. It made her bolder. Or perhaps it was simply the scent of the place: beeswax and lilies, champagne and bergamot, the faint ghost of smoke in the draperies. She touched the cool iron balustrade as she descended, feeling the ridges worn by generations of slender hands, and felt the villa consider her, measure her, welcome her into its secrets.

	“Signorina.” A liveried attendant extended a silver tray. Champagne narrowed to a glittering flute; she took it, watching bubbles rise like a promise she could nearly believe in. Behind the attendant, the ballroom opened wide—tiers of candlelight, a thousand small flames reflected in windows and glass-fronted vitrines and the gloss of polished parquet. Gilded mirrors threw the room back at itself, doubling the masks, multiplying the hunger. The guests moved in slow currents, satin shoulders brushing satin, laughter muffled into fan-language and fingertip conversations. Somewhere, a woman’s perfume—amber and vanilla—caught her breath and broke it.

	Evelyn exhaled and stepped into the tide.

	Her edges sharpened as she walked, the way they always did when she was both seen and unknown. The anonymity of the mask tasted like dark chocolate on her tongue—bittersweet, melting down into something she couldn’t name. She lifted her chin. Her dress answered the candles: black silk that drank the light, a low back, a whisper of lace at her ribs that felt like a secret only she knew. She felt the weight of eyes, the friendly measurements, the curiosity, and let it warm her without scorching.

	“First time?” a woman asked lightly, materializing at her side like a floral apparition. The woman’s mask was a filigree of gold leaf and pearls; it made her green eyes feline. “At the villa, I mean.”

	“Is it that obvious?” Evelyn asked, smiling.

	“You have the look.” The woman’s fan flicked open: mother-of-pearl like pieces of moon. “The look of someone just beginning to make a choice.” She tipped the fan toward the far end of the ballroom. “Do be careful whose hand you take for the first dance. Names matter here. Even the names no one speaks.”

	“And what name do you speak?” Evelyn asked, amused.

	The woman’s smile curved. “I speak my own. And that is all I am willing to give tonight.” Her fan gave one last flutter; she was carried away by a different current, leaving a trail of tuberose and mischief.

	Evelyn sipped her champagne to cool the sudden heat in her veins. The ensemble shifted into a waltz—one of those pieces that asks for trust and the absence of hurry. Couples spiraled to the center, and the marble columns cast shadows like stripes over their moving bodies. She watched gloved hands skim waists, watched the shape of invitation light in the angle of a wrist, the tilt of a chin. Her feet knew the steps; she had been taught them young, when her mother said a woman should be able to say yes or no without moving her mouth.

	“Say it with your spine,” her mother had said. “Say it with your shoulder. Say it with how you place your breath.”

	Evelyn’s breath—now—curling like ribbon in her chest. She placed it carefully.

	And then she felt him.

	It wasn’t sight at first, but temperature. A coolness at her nape, as though a window had opened behind her. The hairs along her skin rose; a feather of awareness stroked her from behind her mask to the quick of her pulse. She turned, slow enough to pretend she hadn’t. Across the room, by a column veiled in ivy, a man stood with his hands in his pockets, as if he had all the time in the world and none of the world’s claims on it.

	His mask was simple, almost austere—a matte black half-mask that cut clean across the nose and swept sparely past his temples. It told her nothing about his face, and yet she knew the set of his mouth would be decisive. He was not the tallest man in the room, nor the flashiest, but the light from the chandeliers found a gloss on the black of his suit and a subtle hunger in the line of his shoulders. He did not fidget. He did not signal. He watched.

	And when he watched her, she felt owned in a way that alarmed and intrigued her in equal measure.

	She lifted her glass again to hide the shift in her breathing. He did not move, only tipped his head as a violin spoke a higher line, and then—without looking away—he began to walk toward her, the invisible current of the room parting around him. Every step committed. Every step unhurried. The villa, she thought, noticed him as keenly as she did. Even the flames seemed to lengthen.

	He stopped at the distance of a question. Up close, some edge of danger refined even more: not the crude sort, not swagger—this was quieter, more exacting. It scratched an itch that lived in her under a name she didn’t use. His cologne reached her—dry woods, vetiver, something with teeth hidden under moss. The scent built a shadow around them.

	“Good evening,” he said, voice pitched low so the greeting belonged to her and only her.

	“Good evening,” she returned. She matched his gentle gravity without planning to. Her own voice sounded like her, but deeper.

	He glanced at her glass. “You are drinking the house’s better bottle.”

	“Was it a test?” Her mouth lifted. “I am terrible at tests.”

	“I was hoping you would fail,” he said, a smile in the shape of a non-smile. “Then I might have rescued you from the duller vintage.”

	“Perhaps I enjoy the dull.” She swallowed another sip to prove she didn’t.

	He studied her mouth without hurry, a study not of possession but of draftsmanship, as if noting where to place the first line. “Do you?”

	“Not tonight,” she admitted.

	“Then we agree,” he said, and for the first time his gaze slipped from her eyes to the ribbon tying her mask, then lower to the lace at her ribs, then back again. “And agreements deserve rituals.”

	“Do they?”

	“Would you dance with me?”

	He did not hold out his hand. He let the question stand between them like a narrow bridge. He let her cross it herself.

	She placed her flute on a passing tray and felt—without looking—the turn of a dozen heads. Her spine said yes; her shoulders said yes; her breath said yes. She nodded. “All right.”

	He moved them onto the floor with an ease that did not ask for her submission so much as her attention. The violinists were deep in the waltz’s embrace, and the cellist leaned in as if to press his mouth to the instrument’s ear. The man’s hand settled at her back—a warmth through the silk as precise as a signature—while his other took her hand. She wore no gloves. His palm was cool, then warmer, as if he permitted the heat to come to her second, not first.

	They began.

	Evelyn had danced waltzes with men who made it about display: flourishes and tight smiles and a tempo just a little faster than comfort. This was different. He found the exact place to be an anchor and the exact place to be wind. When he turned her, he left her space to say no; when she turned back, she found a yes waiting. Their steps were quieter than the others’, not because they were careful but because they were intent. He was strong, but his strength was the sort that values precision over pressure.

	“What should I call you?” she asked softly. Names matter here, the woman had said. Names and their absences.

	“For now,” he said, “call me what you like.”

	“That’s reckless.” She arched a brow.

	“It is,” he agreed, and the admission felt like a thing with weight. “What should I call you?”

	“The same rule,” she said.

	He nodded, accepting the symmetry as if it pleased him. His thumb made a small, unthinking motion against her knuckles—a rut, a path, a question.

	She became acutely aware of her skin, as if it were a map he was learning by touch. The candlelight turned the edges of his mask to red-gold; the shadow under the mask edged his cheekbones and made his mouth the only clear truth. That mouth—again—decisive. She wondered, suddenly, foolishly, how it would feel against her wrist, her throat, the narrow place at the base of her spine where nerves remembered more than they confessed.

	The music lifted and dipped. The world shrank to the square of polished floor that held them. She was poised on her toes, and he brought her down again, not letting her fall so much as redesigning gravity by the inch. Each turn, each side-step, each rise made an argument. He never crowded. He never begged. He made room for her to hunger.

	“You move,” he murmured, “as if you are wearing a story.”

	“Perhaps I am.” She could taste the truth of it, iron-sweet. “Perhaps we all are.”

	“And what is yours?”

	“Tonight,” she said, and the word felt like the curl of a ribbon around a finger, “the part where I forget how it ends.”

	“And the part where you begin?”

	She felt the question in her body more than her mind. Begin. The word had doors in it. She stepped through one—tiny, unremarkable, a choice a stranger could not name—and let her fingers tighten around his. It was nothing. It was everything. His answering breath—barely audible—registered the change, not triumphant, not gloating. Just recorded.

	They circled near the windows. Outside, the lake was a spill of black silk pricked with scattered village lights across the waterline. The wind threaded into the room and tugged the curtains so they billowed like breathing. The candles flickered and steadied. He turned them just so, aligning her with the view, and for a moment the world thinned to lake and sky and music and him. Beneath the mask, her face felt hot; the cool air licked it and made her skin sting.

	“Careful,” he said, so quietly it might have been imagined. “The edges are sharp tonight.”

	“Of what?”

	“Of wanting.”

	Something low inside her tightened. “Do you often go around announcing danger to women you’ve just asked to dance?”

	“No,” he said. “I go around reading rooms. And rules. Yours are interesting.”

	“Are they?”

	“They are written in ink that expects to be washed off by rain, and yet—” He led her through a turn so clean it cut the room away from them. “There are lines underneath, older, in darker pigment.”

	The observation should not have made her shiver. It did. “And yours?”

	“Mine,” he said, as if tasting the word and rejecting it, “are not for tonight.”

	“Another dance’s conversation,” she said.

	He inclined his head. “If there is one.”

	The music drew down toward its last movement, the way a day draws down toward evening: shadows longer, light more articulate. Their steps slowed. He pulled her infinitesimally closer—not enough to be noticed by anyone who wasn’t watching for infinitesimals. His hand at her back remained steady, exactly where it should be, exactly where it could do the most with the least. She let the hinge of her breath open, then close. When the final note thinned and snapped, they stood facing each other with the question of what comes after hanging between them like a silk rope.

	Applause broke around them. Laughter lifted like corks. The ensemble rearranged sheets of music with the crisp whispers of paper, and people drifted toward the terraces. He did not step away. He did not trap her. He simply left her the choice of motion.

	Evelyn bent to retrieve her champagne flute; he moved with her, a second shadow. She sipped. He did not. His eyes traced the condensation ring her glass left on the tray and returned to her. It was a small intimacy—shared attention—but it swelled her chest more than the champagne.

	“Walk?” he asked, a single syllable that was not quite a request and not at all a command.

	She let him lead her toward a side passage where the candelabras threw smaller, more private circles of light. Portraits watched over them, a gallery of past owners in velvet gowns and military coats. The air cooler here, the stone floors speaking in soft consonants under their steps. From somewhere above came the distant echo of a clock, not striking the hour but clearing its throat.

	They reached a small antechamber where a window opened to a narrow balcony. Outside, a few couples smoked and murmured. Inside, the room smelled of lemon oil and cedar. He stopped beneath a chandelier whose crystals refracted the candlelight into prismatic bruises along the wall. A table held a silver dish of sugared violets and candied orange peel. He picked up a piece of the orange, lifted it as if to his own mouth, then paused—watching her—before tasting it. He did not offer her one. He offered her the watching.

	“What do you want tonight?” he asked, and the question landed like silk thrown over a flame.

	“Music,” she said. “A reason to remember it.”

	“And tomorrow?”

	She tipped her head. The feathers on her mask tickled her temple. “Tomorrow is a different country. The visas expire at dawn.”

	Amusement folded into his eyes. “You suit the villa.”

	“And you?”

	“The villa is kinder to its monsters than the city is.” He let the word hover. It didn’t frighten her. It intrigued her, the way a locked door intrigues even those who never intend to turn the knob.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ST e

\ ‘
LY
SN

) G N
A TALE (jf VELVEE, POWER, AND
LS

4 SURR DER

CASSIAN WARD





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Imprint – Cassian Ward


    		(Unbenannt)


    		Chapter 1 — The First Encounter


    		Chapter 2 — The Forbidden Invitation


    		Chapter 3 — Velvet Chains


    		Chapter 4 — Temptation’s Grip


    		Chapter 5 — Whispers in the Dark


    		Chapter 6 — The Taste of Power


    		Chapter 7 — A Dangerous Confession


    		Chapter 8 — Broken Boundaries


    		Chapter 9 — The Risk of Exposure


    		Chapter 10 — Surrender or Escape


  





