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Chapter 1
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The wagon jolted to a stop, though the loquacious driver’s conversation didn’t. Mathieu, already quite exhausted from the long, miserable, and bone-rattling trip, could barely follow the sprightly old fellow’s prattle. He could have sworn they were discussing the mystical charms of France’s legendary birthing pools just half a minute ago.

Now?

“And so this is the beautiful Zita, the only lake hereabouts blessed by the ghost of Saint Nicholas—or so I’ve heard—and it’s part of the Vermeulen estate, young sir, and here’s where we part ways.” The driver, a Hubrecht Braam, allowed a baffled pause to run its course before adding, “I’m afraid I can’t fit my horses and wagon in that dirt path leading to the great house. I’d hold on to the pleasure of your company for much longer if I could, but I doubt if these two beasts will appreciate the trouble of squeezing their fat bulk through those trees.”

Saint who? Blessed by whom? What lake? Mathieu could barely wrap his addled brain around the mess of words that seemed to stream out of his cheerful companion’s ever-moving mouth. But Braam was a retired schoolmaster and was quite eager to share everything he knew about the general area, though perhaps he was also simply eager to entertain a newcomer to the region. 

Braam laughed and fondly gave the horse nearest to him a light slap against the flank after jumping off the wagon. Then, without waiting for Mathieu’s response, he walked to the back of the wagon and pulled out Mathieu’s overly packed bags, which he set down just at the start of the narrow dirt path.

“Oh,” Mathieu stammered, blushing. “I—didn’t expect the road to end out here. Is the house a good distance still?”

At this Braam merely barked out a laugh. 

“No, no. Just past the trees, perhaps another fifty feet and no more. A fit young lad like you? No trouble at all.” He paused and then shook a finger at Mathieu. “And don’t think much about your height, though you’ve complained about it. I’ve seen shorter men bring down the largest, loudest drunks in a brawl, and I’m sure you’re not so short that you’ll be dragging those bags behind you.”

“I managed this far, monsieur. I’m quite sure I wouldn’t have shrunk a couple of inches since,” Mathieu replied with a laugh. That said, he wondered if the awful, jarring ride lasting a good five or so miles had, indeed, shaved a bit from his height of five-foot-even. 

Mathieu climbed down the wagon and began feeling around his pockets, but Braam merely raised both hands and shook his head. 

“All paid for. All paid for, I assure you. Meneer Vermeulen’s a very generous and accommodating gentleman.”

“I see. Thank you, monsieur—meneer Braam.”

“Ah. It’s quite all right if you call me ‘monsieur’, young monsieur,” Braam replied, grinning brightly and looking unaccountably delighted by it all. “I’m one of those old oddities who loves hearing foreign words mixed into everyday Dutch in these parts. Makes me think about the big, wide world beyond the hills and forests, and that eases the—well—the loneliness one can’t help but feel in such a quiet, secluded area like this.”

That part of the tiny country had enjoyed an even tinier influx of immigrants from northern Belgium and parts of the Netherlands, particularly Holland. And that meant a number of artists like Rasmus Vermeulen bringing his family with him as he sought a quieter, more pastoral environment for inspiration and for health reasons. The old gentleman, from what little Mathieu had been able to gather, suffered terribly from a nervous disposition though was by all accounts a very brilliant and successful artist. He was now semi-retired if Mathieu’s memory served him well, which was a sad matter because neither of Vermeulen’s two adult children had inherited his talent even if they were both quite active in the world of art in some capacity. 

Mathieu couldn’t help but grin in turn. “Someday you’ll get to see the world, too, monsieur. And I guarantee you’ll love what’s out there even more.” He paused and grimaced. “Though admittedly the traveling bit might be pretty arduous and terribly bad for one’s backside.”

“Then pray my health holds up, and my wealth improves. Good afternoon, M Perrault.” Hubrecht Braam touched his battered old hat, inclined his head, and climbed back onto the wagon.

Mathieu watched the awkward and rickety thing turn around and then rumble back down the quiet road in the direction of the village, with Braam all the while talking to his horses with clear affection in his voice. Within moments nothing but silence pervaded the area, only to be broken by the occasional bird call.

Mathieu filled his lungs with clear, refreshing air, still feeling a little stunned by his good luck in being hired for his abilities. He only hoped he’d prove his worth to his employers and not give them any reason to regret their decision. 

The immediate surroundings couldn’t be any more bucolic, with the Vermeulen house nestled so comfortably among trees marking the outer perimeter of a sparse wood. Mathieu mentally reviewed what he’d learned about his employers one more time. 

Rasmus Vermeulen was a widower, had married and sired children quite late in his life. He’d wisely bided his time and waited till he’d earned enough money from his art in order to give his much younger bride and his children the sort of life any father would be proud of. He had one grandchild, whom Mathieu knew more about than his employers. Little Aletta Pauwels was only five years old and was born mute—an actual physical condition, apparently, as the child’s vocal organs had not been formed properly while in the womb, according to physician-occultists. She simply had no ability to convey sound, though she could hear without trouble. It was for this reason the family had opted to employ a practitioner of Inscriptive magic for her education. 

It was an extremely rare talent, one associated with prodigies, and its main use was one of healing and enhancement through the magic of symbols and words. Aletta might never speak at all, but she could benefit from Mathieu’s magic and absorb some of its effects to bolster her learning abilities. Inscriptives had been shown to help turn pupils, especially those who struggled because of deficiencies, into near geniuses. Time and again, scientific and magical studies had provided stunning results detailing a dramatic improvement in children’s mental development after a length of time being subjected to the subtle and gentle effects of Inscriptive magic. It was a development that no other form of education had been able to replicate, even among children displaying high intelligence. A number of scientific and financial titans, in fact, had been born with different physical and mental disadvantages and had reached that point of immense success thanks to the help of Inscriptive magic.

The rarity of Inscriptives, coupled with their role in learning, had always been reason for their high demand and the luxury they enjoyed in setting exorbitant fees for their services. Mathieu Perrault, though, having been raised in a Catholic orphanage in France, was taught never to abuse his talent. It was also his nature to be quiet and reluctant to put himself forward, even with his sought-after abilities. He felt all he needed was to help a little girl who’d been born with what was seen as a terrible disadvantage, and as long as he had food and shelter, he was more than happy to ask for less than fifty percent of an Inscriptive’s standard fee. 

The sudden and shrill cry broke him out of his thoughts, and with a start, Mathieu looked up to find crows flying in a back and forth sort of direction over the lake. Mathieu had to chuckle at the sight, particularly the mesmerizing nature of the birds’ movements. Against the late afternoon sky, the birds seemed to beckon to him with promises of mystery and infinity, their apparent lack of interest in expanding their repetitive activity to the nearby trees only adding a touch of quaint flavor to the scene.

“Oh, what would I know?” he murmured, bemused. 

Mathieu had just turned away from the lake when another sound—indeed, a pair of sounds—caught his attention. A sob, or what sounded more like a choking, gurgling outburst, preceded a splash. He quickly spun around and scanned the lake for signs of a person in distress, but the lake was not only calm, the water’s surface seemed to be more like a polished, reflective sheet that captured the soothing colors of a dimming sky. 

Mathieu walked to the edge of the lake and gazed around, mystified. No, he found no signs of anything falling into the water, and he found no other signs of life besides himself and the restless crows above. Even the afternoon breeze had settled down, it appeared, as tall grass and other plants stood still. 

“Caw!” 

A crow swooped low, tearing Mathieu’s attention from the lake and the quiet countryside. Then it flew up back up and joined its brethren, adding its shrill cry to the others’. 

Mathieu took that as a sign to give up the search, and he stumbled back to his bags. Within moments he was walking along the dirt path through the trees, gritting his teeth as he kept his hold on his heavy bags. He allowed himself to rest his hands and arms halfway, and he couldn’t help a small sound of triumph and relief from escaping when the trees gave way, and the path widened.

And just a short distance from the last line of trees stood the Vermeulen house. Surrounded by scrawny, balding trees and ragged, nearly leafless shrubs, the weathered gray structure reminded Mathieu of a gaunt and withered relic who’d lived too long and passively waited for the end to come. Its eye-like windows watched the sinking sun’s progress, and there seemed about it a weary resignation toward the endless anticipation of the process of death.

The great house must have been an elegant addition to the countryside in its youth—if one were to call a house’s early years that. Now it seemed to more like a faded old gentleman, a feeble echo of its long-gone gilded years. 

Mathieu walked along the path and was soon standing at the doorstep, taking a moment to rest his strained limbs and to gather his tired wits. He observed the house’s façade, his gaze moving up and resting on one of the upper windows, which had been thrown open in order for a small, pale face to peer out.

“Ah—I do believe it’s Mlle Aletta,” he said under his breath, and he immediately offered the wide-eyed creature a friendly smile and a wave.

The little girl didn’t respond. Even when the figure of a young woman emerged from the gloom behind her as though to observe what it was that had caught the child’s attention, she merely stared at Mathieu. She completely ignored the young woman—perhaps a servant or a nursemaid, Mathieu couldn’t tell because of the deepening shadows of the interior—and then quietly withdrew, pulling the casements shut with some awkwardness born of her short limbs and tiny stature. Mathieu wouldn’t be surprised if she’d used a short stool to stand on.

For the next moment, he continued to stare at the windows, his mind struggling to determine what it was that had somehow kept it fixed on what he’d just witnessed. The little girl? Perhaps, though he couldn’t see why she’d suddenly demand his full attention. The servant behind her? Again, he couldn’t say, largely because the young woman had been nothing more than a vague shadow, her features barely visible.

Yet there was something about those two—or perhaps one of those two...

“Caw! Caw!”

A crow flew overhead and perched on the lifeless branch of a nearby tree. Two more joined it, rending the calm with their cries, but once all three settled down, they all fell quiet. Not only that—Mathieu didn’t know if it was another sign of his exhausted mind, but somehow the birds gave him the impression that they were all watching him closely, even critically, as though they were keen on finding out his next move.

Well, either that, he thought wryly, or they were judging him and ultimately found him wanting.

“I’ll do my best to take good care of Mlle Aletta,” he said, feeling a touch silly for addressing the birds in such a way. 

“And we have absolutely no doubt you will,” a voice piped up from behind him.

Mathieu gave a start and spun around so quickly that he lost his balance and nearly tumbled backward in an embarrassing blur of wildly flailing limbs. The newcomer, thankfully, proved to be quick on his feet and shot out a hand, easily taking hold of one of Mathieu’s wrists and tugging him back to a safer and more upright position. 

“Are you all right? I’m terribly sorry for startling you.” 

“I am, thank you. No harm done.”

Mathieu tried to laugh it off, but his face was all aflame, and he found himself momentarily incapacitated by the unexpected meeting. It certainly didn’t help that the newcomer still kept a firm grip on his wrist and appeared suitably abashed. He was also rather—unnervingly—handsome. 

“I should’ve been a little louder in my movements,” the gentleman replied as he finally released Mathieu. “Saskia often points that out to me, and I’ve unashamedly taken full advantage of that talent to scare her silly a few times. Childhood habits—they die quite hard, I’m afraid.”

Mathieu nodded and offered his hand, dismayed it continued to shake. “I’m Mathieu Perrault, Mlle Aletta’s new tutor,” he stammered, finding that he now was barely able to meet the gentleman’s gaze. 

“Jozef Vermeulen, and it’s a pleasure,” Jozef said, his smile broadening and brightening his features in the most magnificent way possible. “And I apologize again for frightening you. Allow me to make it all up to you by taking on your burden.”

Jozef silenced Mathieu’s protests with a playful wave of a hand before marching up to the door, knocking loudly, and taking hold of both bags as though they weighed nothing. A servant soon opened the door, let out an exclamation of surprise over her master’s taking on the role of footman, and was easily shooed back inside by an amused Jozef. Lively chatter immediately filled the foyer as she continued her protests.

“But meneer Vermeulen!”

“No, no, it’s quite all right. Go on now.”

“Oh—here comes Cornelius, sir. He’ll take those from you.”

“Meneer Vermeulen—I’m terribly sorry for being so slow to meet the tutor, sir!”

“No need to fuss, both of you. I assure you, his bags weigh less than they look.”

“All the same, sir...”

Mathieu came up from behind, glancing back up at the branch and the three crows that continued to watch him in eerie silence and an eerier hint of human intelligence behind their dark, beady eyes. None had moved positions on the branch, but all three heads turned slowly and in unison as they followed his progress across the threshold. 

And when the door shut behind him, Mathieu didn’t realize till then that he’d been holding his breath all that time. With a loud and shuddering inhalation, he filled his lungs and tried to fix his thoughts elsewhere. Unhappily enough, they automatically latched onto the young gentleman before him. His eyes took in the more welcome sight of Jozef Vermeulen as he was now freed of his burden by a startled older servant while the girl who’d answered the door satisfied her master’s inquiries about dinner. 

It was a very normal, domestic moment—a scene replete with contentment and genuine pleasure even among the servants, who clearly respected their master. And Mathieu couldn’t help but wonder how Jozef would be like being the head of the house. A married and happily settled gentleman with a loving wife and children surrounding him. And oddly enough, he found himself feeling a touch low for thinking such a thing.
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By the time five o’clock struck, Mathieu had been able to meet all the adults in the family. Little Aletta, however, had fallen asleep even as Mathieu settled himself in his bedroom on his arrival, washed himself, and changed into clean clothes. 

“She’s been playing quite hard all day, I’m afraid,” Saskia Pauwels said with an apologetic though rather wan smile when everyone gathered in the drawing-room to meet the child’s new tutor. “She knows she’s expected to behave herself on your arrival. I’m sure she purposefully wore herself out as a final nod to freedom.”

“I’ll make sure she still enjoys plenty of activity, Mme Pauwels,” Mathieu hastened to reassure her, which earned him a bigger but no less wan smile from the lady. “I daresay her nurse will prove to be a good source of information on Mlle Aletta’s favorite places.”

A tray piled high with profiteroles and tea had taken Mathieu completely by surprise, and a glance in Jozef’s direction, which revealed the young gentleman’s pleased and rather proud grin, told Mathieu it had been done on his account. He’d no idea what the Dutch enjoyed in the late afternoon hours just before dinner, but it was, indeed, a humbling experience being presented with a familiar dish from home as a means of welcoming him. 

And so he was spoiled, with Saskia and Jozef alternately coaxing him into taking his fill of a favorite pastry of his, though Rasmus Vermeulen seemed to content himself with a relaxed and satisfied watching of the proceedings. Now and then, he’d nod at Mathieu and encourage him with a quiet word and a vague smile. 

Because of his nervous condition, the older gentleman had been advised to avoid drinking anything other than water. Not even tea or coffee would pass his lips, sadly, but he appeared not to mind the blandness of his drinks. And it also appeared as though his condition had left—or continued to leave—devastating marks on him. 

The conversation for the rest of the time was quite mundane albeit lively. Jozef and Saskia displayed a closeness that left Mathieu yearning for a family again. While he could easily say his fellow orphans, his schoolmasters, and the nuns and priests running the orphanage where a special sort of family to him, the need for a blood connection still shadowed his thoughts now and then. Even at twenty years of age, with the world at his fingertips because of his magical talents, he still couldn’t help but wonder—and wish. Desperately, at times.

A sudden remembrance of his earlier conversation with Hubrecht Braam over France’s birthing pools didn’t help, and it took him some doing, forcing such dour thoughts out. He kept his attention, once under his control again, on the Vermeulen family, and wistful hopes for children of his own evaporated.

They were, indeed, a handsome lot, with the senior Vermeulen nearly leaving Mathieu speechless with awe. The old gentleman might suffer from a terrible nervous condition that left him looking quite thin and haggard, but he still had about him a very patrician air, a kingly dignity that simply couldn’t be ignored. Haughtily reticent but beautifully articulate when he spoke, he chose his words carefully after spending some time thinking things over. He also talked in a quiet and perfectly modulated voice—a calm, intelligent presence who inspired, not demanded, respect from those who surrounded him. 

Mevrouw Pauwels, a young widow, was three years Jozef’s senior. She’d lost her husband, Maarten, in a sailing accident back in Schaduw-Heiligen, a bustling port city in the northwest of Holland, two years after Aletta was born. She’d mourned and had struggled with her grief to the point where her brother and father both feared for her as she’d teetered on the brink of a suicidal turn of mind during the darkest hours. But she’d rallied, her poor daughter largely instrumental in bringing her back from the abyss, and in time, she was herself again. 

Mathieu listened to her brutally honest accounts of her history, silently admiring her courage and the dignity with which she carried herself and with which she’d dealt with her crushing grief. The lady was strong. Remarkably so. 

Not only that, Saskia quickly appended with a pleased lift of her chin and a squaring of her shoulders—she’d also gone into business, joining her brother as an investor for a new, up-and-coming enterprise. They were helping finance a line of paints specifically formulated by artist-occultists with the help of alchemists. 

“It’s a line of paint, as you know, that uses magic specific to Luxembourg,” she said with an energy that left Mathieu breathless. “Magic-wielders hereabouts are alchemists, using steel and iron ore in many of their experiments and formulas.”

“May I ask what the paints are all about, Madame?”

Mathieu tried to ignore the softening of Jozef’s smile as he watched Mathieu during the conversation, the light in his eyes mirroring his smile’s indulgent quality. Mathieu was sure he was simply tomato-red despite his efforts at appearing unruffled by the gentleman’s close and unyielding attention. 

“Of course, you may! See, the idea behind it is all about the creation of paint that enhances the lifelike quality of a portrait.”

“But—is it just hexed? What of the alchemists?”

Saskia and Jozef exchanged looks, with Jozef taking over the conversation. 

“It involves the grinding of human bone into fine powder, meneer Perrault,” he replied after taking a quick sip of his tea. “The powder’s then mixed into the paint, and hexed iron ore powder is also added. The actual formula itself is a closely guarded secret, I’m afraid, and it still undergoes a minor adjustment here and there.”

Mathieu shuddered but managed to fight back a grimace of distaste.

“Human bone, monsieur? There aren’t any laws against this?”

“It’s a gray area, if you must know. Right now, it’s a very expensive process, and only those who can afford it pay for the right to have unclaimed bones exhumed, ground into fine powder, and used in art,” Jozef said with what appeared to be an attempt at offering a stunned Mathieu a reassuring smile and nod. “So it’s not everywhere, with the abuse of the process a real risk. Our clients are of a very elite class and demand discretion from all corners. All things to do with the law are details they need to sort out themselves, and they provide us with legal documents showing approval from any government or magic-related entity overseeing such things.”

Mathieu decided he was quite satisfied with that and he’d simply no head for laws and the more elaborate and even dangerous kinds of magic being practiced up and down Europe. He fell silent and allowed the conversation to move forward without his interference, though he still couldn’t help but try not to be too obvious in observing Jozef Vermeulen. The gentleman was now, by all accounts, rapidly taking over Mathieu’s thoughts.

At twenty-five years of age, Jozef was very much his sister’s mirror image in personality and looks. Good-natured and playful, his easy smiles and cheerful conversation belying an awe-inspiringly shrewd mind, one clearly instrumental in the shaping of his success independent of his father’s. Like the elder Vermeulen and Saskia, Jozef was blessed with the stark beauty of extremes, of midnight black hair (a rarity in Mathieu’s eyes), pale skin, and vivid leaf-green eyes.

When five-thirty struck, the little family rose as a whole and excused themselves.

“We’ve a small dinner-party this evening in an hour and a half,” Jozef said in an apologetic tone. “Terribly dull affair with our business associates.”

Mathieu nodded, not at all offended or hurt by the abrupt dismissal and obvious non-invitation. He expected nothing more as a mere tutor and would be shocked should he be asked to join the family, in fact. He offered the three an exhausted little smile in turn.

“I’m very tired from my travels,” he replied. “I’d like to rest—possibly retire for the night if I may.”

“Oh, but you need to eat, meneer Perrault. I’ll have one of the girls bring your dinner upstairs,” Saskia said. “Everything will be waiting for you in your classroom. If Cornelius hasn’t shown you that yet, it’s easy to find. It’ll be the corner room down the hallway from your bedroom. Simply turn left when you step out of it. But you’ll also pass the classroom on the way to your chambers, anyway. Oh, and do stop by the windows lining the western hallway upstairs. The view, I guarantee you, is quite wonderful. I daresay you won’t find a more picturesque walk from the stairs to your bedroom.”

Mathieu thanked her again and withdrew, keenly feeling the family’s eyes on his back as they silently watched him leave the drawing-room.

* * * *
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A soft but insistent rapping on the door roused Mathieu from his nap. The room was now dark, with evening upon him, and he’d forgotten to pull the curtains before tumbling mindlessly into bed. Disorientation reigned for only a handful of seconds, which included an even shorter bout of fear as Mathieu’s brain scrambled to link past with present till he finally remembered where he was.

He staggered to the door without bothering to light a candle, surprising himself when he made it without walking into a wall or a random piece of furniture in the dark. A young servant with a slightly nervous air greeted him there.

“Meneer Perrault, your dinner’s in the classroom, sir.”

“Ah, yes. Thank you.”

“Will you be expecting Aletta to see you? I think she’s up, but she may still be having dinner in the nursery with Marie.”

Mathieu couldn’t help a small chuckle. “That’s quite all right if she’d rather wait till tomorrow. I must confess, I’m not altogether clear-headed right now and run the risk of frightening the poor child.”

Quiet, barely discernible footsteps drew his attention to the darkened hallway to his right, but no one appeared from the shadows. No, he thought as he waited for a second or two, it must be an echo of Aletta or her nursemaid—Marie—he’d just heard. The second floor, at least where his room was located, was awfully quiet—sepulchral, almost, despite the light and activity just below them. Perhaps it was also an effect of thick and sturdy building materials, but it seemed that sound didn’t carry and in fact appeared to be absorbed by wood, fabric, paint, and mortar. 

When Mathieu turned his attention back to his companion, he found the servant staring at her shoes. He wondered if she heard something, but her bowed head and hidden features prevented him from knowing anything for sure. He stole another glance down the darkened hallway and shrugged.

“Thank you again,” he said, and the servant curtsied and left—though perhaps “scampered off” would have been an apt description of the way she all but bolted.

At least the hallway to the left was well-lit by wall sconces and the silvery moonlight piercing the row of large windows on one side. The same row of windows Saskia had urged him to enjoy the view from, though it was too bad he’d been far too exhausted to do just that on his way to his room. Mathieu should have more chances during the day to explore the upper floors when not busy with school, especially since the old portrait gallery was situated there, in the same shadowy hallway he and the servant avoided. 

The girl led Mathieu in the direction of the classroom, clear relief on her young, round features when he declared the room and his hot dinner a wonderful surprise and perfectly suitable. 

“I’ll send someone up to your room to light the candles, sir,” she said. “It’s best to keep the light going after sundown, you see.”

“I hope not to be too careless as I’d hate to start a fire,” Mathieu replied, grinning, though his effort didn’t seem to affect the distracted girl, who glanced over her shoulder as though to watch the hallway behind her. “But wouldn’t that be too wasteful, though? I’d be quite satisfied waiting till I’m in my room to light the candles there.”

The girl shook her head vehemently. “Oh, no, meneer Perrault. It’s the master’s orders that your room be properly lit.”

“Well—I appreciate his thoughtfulness on my account, to be sure, but wouldn’t it be safer if I were to carry my own light to my room instead? I worried about accidents with lit candles that are left unguarded for a bit of time.” Too many accidents in the past, he told himself, back in the orphanage through the years, and unwelcome images and muddied memories stirred in his head as the conversation continued. Too much harm done, one too many innocent young lives lost from injuries. 

The girl considered for a handful of seconds. “I think that ought to be fine, sir. I’ll see if I can find a spare oil lamp for you.”

“A candle will be fine, truly. No need to—”

“An oil lamp means lasting light, sir.” The girl glanced over her shoulder again before continuing. “In fact, it’s a good deal safer. I’m sure my master will agree to it and will spare no expense to guarantee that you have one.”

Mathieu knew it was simply pointless to argue with the poor girl, who appeared to grow more and more insistent on getting her way. Best to let things go and enjoy his solitary dinner while it was still hot. He thanked her and watched her leave with the same hurried steps in the direction of the rear stairs, which were accessed somewhere along the better lit hallway.

Once her footsteps faded in the distance, Mathieu pulled the door even wider and took a step out. He looked down both directions of the hallway, taking note of furnishings and framed art lining the walls. A few candle sconces boasting thick pillars of wax and little dancing flames cheerfully illuminated the passageway with the spectacular line of windows. Everything, as far as Mathieu could see, displayed care and affection in the maintenance of such a large house. 

Mathieu’s room could easily be viewed from the classroom door, and it seemed to mark the end of the hall that was alit with life and activity. Since it was situated in the corner, the door had allowed him a dual view of two distinctly opposing worlds, in a way, with the hallway to the right utterly plunged in darkness. 

When Cornelius showed him to his room earlier, it was till late afternoon, but that part of the second floor was already cast in deepening shadows. Unused rooms other than the portrait gallery were located along that hallway, hence the absence of any need to waste money on keeping it lit when guests weren’t occupying them.

From where Mathieu stood, staring at the closed door to his room, he could see the edge of darkness just peering around the corner wall. He’d have to ask if at least the nearest candle sconce to his room could be lit. It would ease his spirits if some of the light could spill a little farther past that corner.

Mathieu pursed his lips at the thought. 

“So much for arguing against wasteful usage,” he muttered, shaking his head, as he retreated back in the classroom and shut the door behind him.

The classroom—his classroom, he hastily appended with a surge of pride and pleasure—was packed with books from top to bottom, wall to wall, every shelf dusted and filled with volumes specifically chosen for the intellectual development of a young child. He skimmed over the variety of spines, wonder and amazement filling him with a growing fire of energy and zeal. 

It was quite clear the family doted on Aletta, and if they were to spare no expense for his modest need for illumination, what more for the promising, metaphorical illumination of a little girl’s mind? Mathieu was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet by the time he reached the end of one wall.

In the middle of the room stood a good-sized wooden table, sturdily built and polished to a soft gleam, with two matching chairs set across each other. Mathieu’s dinner sat on a generously loaded tray by one of the chairs. 

He was about to take his place at the table when he glanced up and noticed the door standing half ajar. 

“I thought I shut it,” he murmured, blinking.

It was easily fixed, anyway, and he walked to the door and gave the hallway a cursory glance up and down before closing it. This time he checked its security by testing it a couple of times, satisfying his curiosity whenever the door gave a soft snick when firmly closed. Then, at long last, he finally sat down at the table and enjoyed a particularly delicious and hearty meal of boiled potatoes, vegetables, and perfectly seasoned beef. 
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Chapter 3
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Mathieu had just finished reading a charming tale about an enchanted weeping willow falling in love with a boy when a soft knock on the door drew him back to the present. Two faces peered through the widening crack at Mathieu’s invitation to enter, and he stood up with a surprised little laugh as the smaller of the two was gently nudged inside, followed by the significantly taller one.

“Mlle Aletta,” Mathieu said, bowing a little as the child stopped a few feet away and observed him with large eyes alive with curiosity and energy. He sensed no fear in her, which he knew was a very promising sign for their future time together. “And Mlle Marie.”
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