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            LA SERENISSIMA

          

          VENICE, 1699.

        

      

    

    
      Beyond the Grand Canal’s darkened waters, dim torchière lights draw most eyes to the old palazzo. Its once pristine white walls, now tinged in black and green mold, withstand the passing of time.

      Thick windowpanes of opaque glass allow little for the prying eye to discern. No more than my body’s silhouette remains visible as I stand before the shattered single-mullioned window. A shadow standing still behind the quadriphora. That is all they see.

      Through gaps of broken crystal, the sky is clear and stars shine brightly on this cold December evening. And as I stare at the tranquil Venetian scenery laid before me, the staggering question pierces my immortal brain.

      Relentless, unforgiving… this question has tortured me all evening. And the answer is one my wretched heart resists—no matter how loud it echoes in my skull.

      As I place my hand on the window, the coldness of the evening breeze filters through my fingers and brings ease to the unfathomable limbo of uncertainty where my mind dwells.

      The world outside stands on the verge of entering the eighteenth century, and the time’s changing tides strike hard against my wretched spirit as I struggle to make sense of the horror this room withholds.

      I find some peace staring at the passing boats at this late hour and listening to the Canal’s waters softly crashing against the palazzo’s gates in a hypnotic cycle, wave after wave.

      The green velvet-lined armchair appeals to me more than I thought it ever would; exhaustion takes fast hold of my heart and I need it—even if the mere notion of sitting on that chair repulses me beyond description.

      I slip onto the seat and take one deep breath. The penetrating scent of blood filters through my nostrils and fills my lungs; the soft lingering perfume of roses and bergamot finds its way into my lungs as well.

      No matter how much my mind entertains it, the reality remains unavoidable, unchangeable... But surely, if there has ever been a creature capable of overcoming such a tragedy, it’s me.

      Yes, I am nothing but blood and bones. But I’m also, in the Dark, bound by blood.

      I’m the sublimation of the changing world; the essence of change that cannot change. Perfection assumed in all its flaws. The result of mutation and adaptation.

      My body rebels before Mother Nature’s selfish designs of corruption and decay. It battles her day after day and beats her every damn time.

      The perverseness of my nature has long been described as evil and has endured millennia, each period bearing a different name: The Damned, The Undead, Blood Drinker, Shroud Eater, and more recently, people refer to me as Vampire.

      Vampire is a term I’ve learned to appreciate the most because it entails no relation to damnation, evil, or the nature of my means of survival. Although linguists would argue its Slavic origin, the word ubyr—meaning witch—but I couldn’t give a damn about any linguist’s opinion. I care for the meaning the word evokes per se, the one that reverberates inside my preternatural ears whenever it’s thought of or pronounced by my prey. And being the devil in question, I would say that is enough to settle the argument.

      I’m the very core of evil, for all I know. And I do not care one bit, nor do I carry this title as a burden. I’m quite happy to have become this villainous fiend, this devil that prowls in the shadows and feeds from the pits of its victims’ hearts. A demon that drains the life out of their precious arteries with the sharpest of fangs... But I digress.

      I pride myself on being the unnatural creature that I am because without a doubt, becoming a vampire has been my coup de grâce in beating Death—my old friend, my long-time companion.

      Death’s shadow latched onto my own the day I was born. It’s tempted me with its pompous lies ever since. Like a wanton whore, it lurked behind every street’s corner, beckoning me with its nasty appeal, again and again, only to be rejected.

      All men are doomed to the grave from the minute they’re thrown into the world, yes. But I’m afraid Death took a rather keen interest in me from the start—as you will soon discover.

      Christened in the Dark Blood, I remain forever unreachable to the touch of Death’s cold and crooked fingers. Therein lies my victory.

      And as I sit here, by the chimney’s hearth, I should be happy and even ecstatic because of my triumph. But I’m not. Instead, I search within the hearth’s licking flames for a thread of sanity that may bring peace to the pandemonium that broke into my life this evening.

      Countless shards of glass lay scattered on the Turkish rug, tinged in blood, reflecting the fire’s amber hue. And although it would appear I have the best company before me, the fact remains that I sit in this quiet room alone, with nothing but the prospect of centuries of solitude.

      The damned question is back. It echoes in my skull. Crushing all hopes of my survival, its ruthless fangs plunge into my wretched heart over and over again with no mercy.

      I need an answer, one that is true and worth my trust. I need it because my sanity—if not my life—depends on it. And to find it, we must turn to the beginning, to the root of all evil, to the place where that first spark of treachery spawned.

      This is where I’ll take you.
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            THE WEAKER BROTHER

          

          WINTERBOURNE, ENGLAND. 1656.

        

      

    

    
      “One, two, three! Again!”

      “One, two, three! Again!”

      “One, two⁠—”

      “Ow! That hurt!” Pain pulsed hard on my back from the blow Viktor had given me with the sword’s hilt.

      “What is it, Ivan?” Master Bianchi knelt beside me, oblivious to my brother’s fiendish scheme.

      I remained silent.

      “It hurts because you’re weak,” Viktor said.

      “I am not weak!” I whined. And as I growled, my hands went to his chest, and I pushed him. His face lit up with anger as he landed on the ground. His eyes gleamed with astonishment. He’d not believed I had it in me to fight back—nor had I.

      Viktor got to his feet and lunged at me like a wild beast. My limbs turned into stone. His weight crushed me and pinned me to the ground within seconds. Trapped between a heap of dirt and his body, I couldn’t escape as he grabbed my shirt’s collar and pulled me closer to his reddened face.

      “You’ll pay for this, Ivan!”

      A smile bloomed on my lips. Viktor was taller and stronger than me, but at that moment, I glimpsed the possibility of defeating him. And this chance—no matter how remote—made me happy.

      But then, the weight pressing on my chest lightened as Master Bianchi dragged my brother away. Their figures diminished in the distance while Viktor’s slithering heels left a trail on the dirt pavement leading to the house.

      I laughed. I laughed so hard it hurt my belly. At nine years old, this had been the highlight of my brief existence.

      For the first time in my life, I’d stood up to Viktor. He was thirteen years old. And even though my rebellion had been small and unimportant, it filled my heart with pride after years of tolerating his abuse.

      I was the youngest of eight children. Five of my brothers had died before the age of ten—either from disease or tragedy—thus making Viktor the eldest. Two years after him came my sister Alisa, and a year after that my brother Anton, but he’d died minutes after being born. Another year had passed before I sprung into the world.

      My parents held the highest hopes for Viktor’s future. An advantageous marriage was expected of him since Father was a man of respectable wealth, and Viktor, his handsome, charismatic firstborn son. His strength and quick wit overshadowed the darker side of his personality.

      He was tall, blond-haired, and had Father’s piercing deep-blue eyes. Alisa and I took after Mother’s looks—with pitch-black hair, larger eyes, and a delicate nose. My sister’s eyes were blue, whereas mine were green.

      Our mother was Russian and our father an English tradesman. I would very much like to go into the detailed story of their romance—if indeed, there was one—but I’m afraid I know not how they met or why they chose to marry and raise their family on British lands.

      But back to Viktor and his dirt trail.

      I followed my brother’s footmarks to our house.

      We lived in a small town a few miles outside of Bristol. Father’s business was successful, and we wanted for nothing. We had a more than suitable home, with vast lands to hunt and play. Servants took care of our every need. Tutors instructed us in geography and arithmetic; they taught us to read and write Latin and Greek at my father’s insistence.

      Mother cared little for our academic instruction. Nothing can prepare you for life. No matter how much you strive for its conquest, it will always strike you in the face, was one of Mother’s favorite sayings, and I think she said it often because she knew it drove my father mad.

      And then, of course, there was Master Bianchi, our fencing instructor. The Italian Master Swordsman now shoved my brother back into our house, shouting harsh Italian words I could only assume meant to scold him.

      I stopped at the doorway, noticing the rose bushes lining the entrance, moist under my fingers. I snapped a pink rosebud and carried it with me as I entered.

      The muselar’s spiraling melody twirled in the air. Alisa practiced as she did every single day. And even though she excelled in the instrument’s execution, I’d listened to that song for weeks and I wished she would learn it already and move on to another piece.

      The rosebud trapped in my fingers found its way over the muselar’s cover while I watched her play. Her musical repertoire was a vast one, though why she obsessed with that melody remained a mystery to me.

      “Play something else, Alisa,” Mother said as she headed downstairs. “I beg of you, child!”

      So, Mother had enough of it too, had she?

      A cacophony of clanking pots tangled with Alisa’s escalating melody and Cook’s quarrels with the scullery maid.

      “Come ’ere you senseless girl!” Cook said. “You best tell me where you hid that cheese or else!”

      “What cheese? I know nothing of no cheese!”

      “What is all that noise?” Mother headed to the kitchen to settle the dispute. “I will not allow such behavior in my house!” Her smooth silk skirt brushed my arm as she moved past me, clenched fists hanging on her sides.

      The harpsichord’s tumbling notes faded behind me as I approached the parlor, muffled by Master Bianchi’s voice. I daren’t enter without Father’s permission, so I remained at the door and peered inside through the crevice.

      “What now, Master Bianchi? I have pressing matters to look after. I must be off to Bristol immediately,” Father said. “Those damned slave traders want my ships for their loathsome dealings… I tell you, I will not have it! So, if this matter can wait⁠—”

      “This cannot wait, Mr. Lockhart. Viktor must be disciplined! I will not allow his dishonorable conduct. The boy must learn that honesty is the making of a good swordsman!”

      Father uttered a brief laugh of amusement. “Nonsense, Master Bianchi,” he argued. “If there’s anything lacking in a fight, it’s precisely that. Viktor is smart enough to seize an opportunity. He must take advantage and win. Always win!” My father chuckled, delighted by Viktor’s shrewdness. He ambled towards him and patted his head, a forgiving smile easing on his lips.

      Master Bianchi’s head hung low as he pondered his following words. “Then I’m afraid I can no longer instruct your children,” he said.

      My eyes flew open as I stood still in my lurking spot. Master Bianchi could not leave! This was my fault. Had I kept my hands off Viktor, none of this would be happening.

      Before I could devise a plan to stop this madness, Master Bianchi opened the door. I took a few steps back, staring at his towering figure, unable to restrain my astonishment. My lips parted, but no sound came through.

      The door snapped shut behind him while he gazed down at my innocent, prying eyes. He then knelt before me and held my shoulder. “Heed my warning, little one,” Master Bianchi whispered. “Take care of your heart. It’s much too pure, and tainted hearts will always seek advantage over yours. You must sharpen your senses from now on, boy.”

      He patted my back and left.

      My mind went blank, numbed. My young brain could not fathom the extent of this loss. And once again, I turned into stone. But this time, it was not out of fear. It paralyzed me to realize Master Bianchi’s absence would change everything. Its impact on my life remained a mystery.

      The door creaked open. A second later, Viktor stormed out of the parlor, holding his chin up with an air of triumph. As he walked past me, he shoved me against the wall, and only then did he lay rabid eyes upon me.

      “Tick-tock, little brother,” he taunted. “Tick-tock.” A twisted grin.

      Tick-tock.

      His words reminded me my days were numbered. Since five of my brothers had perished before reaching ten years of age, what was to make my case any different? This awareness frightened me enough—without my brother’s bothersome warnings.

      “Soon, I won’t have to deal with you anymore,” Viktor sneered and went upstairs.

      I believed Viktor’s prescient words as if they were Holy Scripture. But far from lowering my spirits, this awareness spurred my thirst for life. It drove me to perilous lengths to learn what the world had to offer to an adventurous boy like me.
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        * * *

      

      The crackling sounds of crumbling firewood lured me to the kitchen. Mother sat before the oak table, her gaze fixed on Cook without an ounce of expression.

      She was a woman who chose discipline as the motherly language of love. Detached and calculating, she single-handedly ran the entire household and even took care of Father’s business whenever he went abroad on one of his trading expeditions.

      Her analytic green eyes narrowed as she stared at the pantry’s wooden door.

      “Master Bianchi left,” I mumbled. “He’s not coming back.” Mother showed no reaction to my words.

      “He did it again, did he?” she mused while opening the pantry’s door and looking inside. “Viktor cheated.”

      “Yes. He did.” I grabbed a loaf of bread, warm and soft as it came out of the oven, smoking hot. I broke it in half with my small dirty fingers and sunk my nose deep into it before taking a bite.

      Mother said nothing of my bold deed, not a word of reprimand, which seemed odd at the time, but I didn’t make too much of it.

      “I stood up to him,” I mumbled with my mouth full, proud of my minor accomplishment.

      She closed the pantry’s door and turned back. Mother locked her eyes into mine, cold and expressionless. “Good,” she said and carried on checking drawers and boxes of food. Cook seemed quite upset at her perusing about in the kitchen; nevertheless, she offered no complaint.

      “He threatened me, said he would make me pay… But I don’t care. I’ll be dead soon, either way,” I said with an air of indolence as I sat on Cook’s favorite work chair, my feet dangling in the air.

      Cook’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets as she heard me say those words. She opened her mouth and was about to intervene when Mother glowered at Cook, urging her to abstain from offering any input.

      “Leave us,” she commanded.

      Cook went to the back door, her soaked hands wrinkling her apron on her hasty way outside.

      Mother sat on a stool beside me. In silence, she dipped a piece of cloth into a pot filled with hot water and wrung out the fabric until it turned almost dry. She held my hands, and this warm gesture overwhelmed me because seldom had I experienced such heartfelt care coming from her.

      She wrapped my hands with the warm linen and gently cleared the dirt from them. First the palms, and then my fingers.

      “If anyone in this world can beat death, that’s you,” she said.

      Shock flew through me.

      “Me?” I uttered. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because,” she whispered, “you’ve done it many times before.”

      This priceless moment of intimacy with my mother I would cherish forever. However, I had no clue what she meant by those words. And if she’d meant to confuse me with them, she’d managed it quite well.

      “You were too young, Ivan. But I remember.” She folded the piece of linen and put it away. Mother’s hands then landed on her knees and she returned to her composed and detached demeanor.

      “The first time it happened, you were but six months old,” she said. “Your brother Viktor carried you outside to play. He later returned home, leaving you behind.

      “By the time I realized your absence, two hours had passed, and it was nightfall. I had little hope of finding you alive. I prepared myself for the worst.” She stopped, her gaze lost in the hearth.

      A bit of Mother’s suffering surfaced as she reflected upon the loss of her children. However devastating it must have been for her, she showed but very little of her pain.

      “As darkness grew deep, I almost gave up my search.” A faint smile loomed on her lips. “But then, you cried. Loud enough for me to find you. Your tiny body lay trembling over a heap of snow, under a tree. I took you in my arms and you fell asleep.”

      “I was a baby,” I shrugged off.

      “Yes, you were. And you knew exactly when to call for me. Make no mistake believing otherwise... Your cry saved your life, Ivan,” she said, raising her brow.

      Mother’s story amazed me. And at the same time, it appalled me to learn my life had been in my brother’s hands at such a tender age. No wonder my other siblings had met their end prematurely—perhaps by Viktor’s design? I entertained the idea briefly, for I knew it was untrue. My brothers had died of disease and at childbirth—or so I’d been told.

      “It happened again when you were three years old,” Mother continued. “Cook’s wretched cat, Mrs. Claw, got stuck between the balcony’s railings. You came to her rescue, but the creature fought through every minute, scratching and biting your small arms.” She woefully shook her head. “The minute you set her free, Mrs. Claw charged against you. And as you stepped back, you slipped and fell off the balcony.”

      I couldn’t help but wince.

      “I found you in the garden,” she added, “bruised and bleeding from your head… I carried you to the kitchen, unconscious. With my heart consumed with worry, I cleaned your wounds, thinking I’d lost you for certain. But then, you opened your eyes, and as you stared into mine, you giggled.” She paused. “In time, your wounds healed, Mrs. Claw went away for good, and nothing more came out of that terrible accident. No damage from such a blow to your head... or so I believed.” A hint of mischief glinted in her eyes.

      I let out a great peel of laughter and my mother joined in with quiet amusement. I’d never seen her laugh. She was beautiful.

      “I can’t believe it! I don’t remember a thing!”

      “Of course, you don’t. But this you might recall. Three years ago, the blood moon?” She quirked up an eyebrow. “Against my warning, you left the house at midnight, eager to see the blood moon... And what happened next?”

      I pursed my lips and lowered my chin. My young brain retained that vivid memory. “The wolf...” I mumbled.

      “The wolf,” she repeated with a knowing nod. “Your stubbornness prompted you to go into the woods, alone.”

      “I wandered far inside. Some twigs cracked behind me and when I looked back… there it was.”

      “Inches away from you, and yet it did not touch you.” She rubbed my nose with her finger. “When it was over, you ran back and stormed into the house making such raucous noise that I caught you and punished you right then!”

      I remembered the wolf. I remembered staring into its fierce blue eyes, being so close I could almost touch him. The odds of this encounter were rather slim. Wolves had all but disappeared, which made that moment even more precious.

      The white-furred beast ran away before my bold fingers ever touched him. And when I ran back home, I wasn’t frightened, but thrilled! My sheer joy had completely dissipated Mother’s rules.

      “So you see, Ivan, you’ve engaged Death more than once,” she told me. “And you have won every time.”

      I smiled, overwhelmed by the strangest relief.

      “You needn’t worry, my son,” she said, and tilting closer, she added, “Let Death worry about you.”

      Perhaps Mother’s words were true. Perhaps when the time came, I could cheat death, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Saint Stephen’s Church appeared in the distance. Its imposing bell tower stretched high above Bristol’s crowded buildings as I followed Father’s steps on the quay.

      The stench of sweat and wood and oils lingered in the air.

      It was my first time in the city, and the sight of many sailboats filled my hungry eyes with endless possibilities of adventure.

      Tales of new lands quickened my mind as I saw those sails fly with the wind’s fury. I fancied myself boarding one of those vessels, navigating deep into the Caribbean seas, battling naval wars for treasure, and coming out victorious from those combats. And in those stories, I was always the pirate.

      “Keep up, Ivan!”

      “I’m coming, Father!”

      We traveled on account of Father’s business, naturally. But also, this would become Viktor’s introduction to our father’s affairs. My brother was expected to learn quickly and eventually take charge of the trading of fish, butter, and cheese.

      My presence on this trip had been Mother’s design. She knew my imagination flourished with stories of pirates and sailing across the raging sea in search of glory—not the makings of a prodigal businessman, I’m afraid.

      “Join them, Ivan,” she’d told me as we said our goodbyes at the doorway.

      “But I want to stay home,” I argued.

      “A larger world lies beyond this little town,” she whispered, almost to herself. And knowing I cared nothing for trades, exports, and such, she hinted at the one thing that was sure to persuade me: “There might be pirates on the quay... It could be dangerous.”

      I accepted immediately.

      And here I was.

      While Father and Viktor spent hours in the office going over the ship’s inventory, I lingered on the dock, where I ran into an old sailor. I badgered him with questions, to which he granted much leniency, surely aware that I was his master’s youngest son.

      “Have you traveled far, old man?” I asked him.

      “Farther than you, lad. That’s for certain,” he mumbled as he fixed his bootstraps.

      “Have you been to the New World?” I continued.

      “Aye, many times,” he replied.

      I heaved a sigh. “I wish I could go…”

      The man’s head swung up to face me, brown eyes fixed on mine. “Well, what are you waiting for, laddie?” he stated. “Hop on, you’re old enough!”

      Only then I noticed the deep scar that grooved the side of his face. A dreadful sight, so much so, I instantly stepped back.

      “That’s enough, Gallagher,” Father said, suddenly standing behind me. “Come on, boy. We’re leaving.” He grabbed my hand and pulled. And as my father all but dragged me away from the quay, I stared back, just in time to witness the old sailor as he mocked me with a scornful bow.

      When I jumped into the carriage, Viktor was already inside, fast asleep. Father removed his hat before he entered the coach and sat before me. He then tapped the roof, and the carriage moved. And so our journey back home began.

      Restless, I pulled back the curtain. A flicker of sadness made my heart quiver as Bristol’s towers grew smaller and smaller.

      “Father?” I said, keeping my eyes locked on that fading view.

      “Yes?” he replied, and his voice came drenched with exhaustion.

      I turned around, shutting the drape as I asked, “Can I be a pirate?” My mouth eased into a smile.

      “A pirate?” My father’s eyes flew wide open. “You most certainly cannot be a pirate!” he replied with a frown. “Was it Gallagher who filled your head with such nonsense? I will hear no more of it, Ivan.”

      “Yes, sir.” I nodded, losing all mirth in my expression.

      Then something extraordinary happened. Father dipped his hand inside his jacket’s pocket and an apple came out in his grip. He half smiled when he tossed it to me.

      I took it as a white flag between us and bit hard into my fruit as I peered through the carriage’s window.

      “Father?” I said.

      “Yes, Ivan.”

      “Am I going to die next Saturday, when I turn ten years old?” As I spoke the words, I felt like the boldest creature in the world. My heart raced and my mouth went dry. Suddenly, finishing that apple gave me no interest.

      My father raised his brow in wonder, perhaps shocked by the talk of death coming from someone my age. “Why on earth would you say that?” he managed.

      “My brothers died before then,” I added, tilting my head as I threw him a knowing stare.

      He remained silent for a moment, in which I could tell significant consideration was taking place. “I’ll tell you one thing, Ivan. Your brothers died because they were weak. Nature plucked them off this good earth for a reason. They lacked the character and fortitude required to face the harsh world we live in.”

      And there it was. Father’s concept of Natural Selection applied to his offspring.

      Of course, at the time, I could not understand what he meant by those words. But I pretended to, nonetheless.

      “So, the answer to your question is another question, son,” he continued, grabbing the apple between my hands. “Do you have what it takes to keep living? Are you strong as your brother Viktor,” he pointed at him with the fruit, “or are you weak like Anton, or any of your deceased brothers?” With a shrug, he sank his teeth into the apple.

      Father’s answer shook the floor beneath my feet. I knew he thought me weak because I wept when suffering from Viktor’s abusive schemes. I’d only decided to stop tolerating his mistreatment a few months ago—since I was about to turn ten and die, anyway.

      The days until Saturday carried on slowly, painfully so. Until the dreaded day came and I turned ten years old.

      Nothing happened.

      The following day, I counted myself as a survivor. And once it became clear to me that lightning would not strike me on my birthday—or any other day soon—the most liberating sense of empowerment overcame me.

      My gripping fear of death vanished as the years went on and I realized death would not chase me down the street when I least expected it–or at least this notion concerned me less as I grew up. Life offered too many beautiful distractions for someone as curious as me. They left no time to reflect on my defiant nature against premature death.
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      Uncommon as it was in these lands, it snowed.

      I ran to the stables to fetch my horse. Viktor ran behind me. Within seconds, he gained enough speed to pass me and reached them sooner.

      The moment the sun’s first light beams struck the skies, we gathered our gear and rode out into a vast white horizon. Armed with muskets and enough daggers, we prepared to hunt as many rabbits, deer, or whatever prey met our path.

      Viktor was an abusive sibling, no doubt about that. But he was also my one and only brother, and sometimes we do what we must to have a good time, right? Regardless of his usual animosity towards me, I did not hate my brother.

      He stormed out of the stables on his gorgeous white mare and soon got lost in the glacial fields—invisible, if not for his brown furred cloak soaring in the winter wind. Viktor was the eldest and that meant he got the best of everything: the best weapons and horses, the best clothing, and our parents’ undivided attention and interest. He got it all.

      At twenty years of age, Viktor had grown much to Father’s likeness: six feet and two inches tall, with a lean but muscular body. He met no hardship arousing the town’s female interest—women of all ages fell for his charm. It had gotten him into trouble more than once.

      I had just turned sixteen.

      I gathered my hair into a low coil and fetched my black horse, Lucifer. Yes, you may laugh; but the fact remains, the name I chose scared the hell out of my parents, and by doing so, it had met its purpose.

      Lucifer and I galloped across the country until we reached Viktor at the mountain’s snowy summit. His mare was growing unsteady; moving from side to side, it screeched a hideous cry.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I said, annoyed by her constant neighing.

      “I don’t know.” Viktor frowned. He pierced the horizon with sharp, squinting eyes. “There!”

      “What is it? I see nothing but snow for miles!” I whined.

      “A red fox, Ivan... There, by the lake!” he muttered, impatient. “Come on!”

      Viktor’s mare reached the lake’s embankment long before I did. I dismounted and secured Lucifer’s reins to a tree. I found my brother standing by the frozen lake shoreline, motionless, his stare locked on the fox’s fierce yellow eyes.

      “You cannot possibly get him, Viktor!” I argued as I drew near. “We have no hounds to fetch him… This is nonsense! We were supposed to hunt deer!”

      But Viktor remained silent, unresponsive. And at that moment, it was as if I did not exist. In my brother’s mind, there was only him and his prey, and the frozen lake standing between them.

      He removed his gloves and then spoke in a soft, almost inaudible voice. “Kill it,” he said. His hand moved in my direction, stealthy as he clutched his newest hunting knife and offered it to me.

      The fox turned into stone, caught in my brother’s menacing gaze.

      It shocked me. Viktor, handing me his precious dagger, granting me his prey—it was completely unheard of. Perhaps this small gesture meant the end of his disdain for me? Perhaps, now that we were older, Viktor and I would no longer be enemies, but accomplices in life?

      Is this a truce you offer with this dagger, Viktor?

      My heart pounded hard against my chest.

      A voice in my mind instigated me to take that knife and plunge it deep into the fox’s heart, forever sealing the relationship I’d always dreamed of having with my brother.

      “I can’t,” I said, to my astonishment, and his.

      Something stirred in my loins when I contemplated that poor creature as it stood beyond the lake, helpless. Once I noticed its leg stuck between the roots of a tree, I realized the fox’s terrible disadvantage—and my brother’s vicious gaze added much more to its fright.

      It was wrong. I couldn’t do it.

      “Be a man, Ivan!” Viktor pressed. “Kill it!” This time, he shoved the knife against my arm.

      “I will not,” I said with a cool, determined voice.

      “You are hopeless, Ivan!” Viktor said under his breath. He tossed the dagger at my feet and drew a larger hunting knife out of his boot, where he always kept it. With impressive skill, he turned it over with his fingers as he crouched like a wildcat, never parting his eyes from the fox.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he whispered as he moved. “You’re mine.” And the creature stood as frozen as the lake when my brother lunged at it and seized it in his powerful hands. He then plunged the knife straight into the creature’s heart. It whined, and that was that.

      A clean kill—but was it?

      Viktor raised his prey sky-high for my eyes to see and he laughed, unable to conceal the wondrous satisfaction of his triumph.

      “I can’t believe you did it,” I mused. I can’t believe you’d make an unfair kill. Indeed, my brother surpassed all expectations; a reason for Father’s pride, I’m certain.

      He cleared the blood from his face with his hand and then squeezed my cheek with bloody fingers.

      “You better believe it, little brother.”

      Then I heard it. A noise, so faint it could have passed without warning, like the sound of wood crackling as it recedes under the hearth’s furious flames. At first, I thought perhaps Lucifer had set loose. I feared I might have had to find my way back home walking miles upon miles in the heavy snow.

      Viktor was laughing so hard, I bet he never heard it.

      With the back of my hand, I wiped the blood from my face. Viktor tossed me the dead animal as if it had lost all meaning to him. The coveted treasure, once gained, deprived of its value. I caught it and went back to check on Lucifer.

      I’d wrapped the reins tight around the tree. Lucifer was secure. I slipped the fox into my satchel and fastened it to the saddle.

      I heard it again.

      This time, it cracked louder. I turned and saw my brother. He’d heard it too.

      His eyes went blank with horror, and his lips parted without uttering a sound. And the next thing I knew, the ice broke beneath my brother’s feet and his body plummeted into the chilling water.

      He disappeared from my sight.

      I stopped breathing.

      This isn’t happening. This is not real!

      My body froze. But something inside me triggered every muscle anchored to my bones to move, and I did, against every shocked fiber in my being. I ran towards the lake’s embankment and stepped further in, only to discover floating chunks of broken ice and my brother’s absence.

      Panic swept over me.

      I took one more step and loomed over the water. My desperate eyes searched for a trace of his furred cape, but found nothing. Tears clouded my sight.

      “Viktor! Viktor!” I screamed in vain.

      The stillness of the lake horrified me. And yet, I stared at it, stunned beyond my senses.

      A minute later, my brother burst out of the freezing water, gasping for air with desperate anxiety. The coarseness of his panting breath shot a chill down my spine. He struggled to come to the verge where I stood. He was fighting for his life with such fury, and still, I could not move!

      Viktor’s hands shook over the ice, clasping it in a maddening frenzy. He reached far enough that he grabbed my ankle, and pulled so hard he dragged me with him into the unforgiving water.

      I shut my eyes.

      Within seconds, I became aware of the massive weight pulling me down; my soaking cloak, like an anchor, drove me deeper underwater. I moved quickly to untie my cape around my neck and shoulders. And as soon as I released it, immediate lightness overcame me, enough for my sixteen-year-old body to boost upward.

      It was me now, who faced the odds, whose quivering hands searched for that block of ice by the embankment. I emerged and opened my eyes, and the ruthless wind struck my face as sharp as a hundred knives while I held onto that shore, that frail piece of hope.

      I’m not dying! I am not weak!

      Those desperate seconds until I reached the shore broke into a thousand pieces, each one slow and full of chaos. And in my struggle’s pandemonium, I caught sight of him. A man. His tall figure, dressed in black garments and a red cloak, stood motionless before me as he witnessed the entire scene.

      My body slipped into the water, and once more, I found the strength to pull back up. And this time, I placed both arms over the lake’s shoreline. I pushed my body upward and slithered out of the water like a serpent. And there I lay for a little while, my heart racing, coughing water, unaware of the freezing cold because of the rush of blood still pumping through my every artery.

      Then everything went black.

      I was out.

      

      How long I was unconscious, I do not know. But when I came to my senses and saw the lake’s broken ice, my eyes filled with tears, and my heart shriveled, and it seemed it quit pumping blood to the rest of my body. On my knees, I saw no signs of Viktor—dead or alive. My trembling hands covered my face, which was so numb I could not feel the tears spilling. I only knew I was weeping because of my blurred vision.

      I would have stayed locked in this painful trance if not for Lucifer’s sudden thump on my back. Somehow, Lucifer had set loose, and he remained by my side. Viktor’s mare was pacing by the shoreline, uttering a horrible cry as it moved wildly from side to side.

      It was then that winter embraced me, inside and out. With no control over my trembling body, I sobbed. Lucifer tucked his nose against my face, and his warmth gave me comfort.

      I had to head back if I wanted to live.

      My arms clung to Lucifer’s neck.

      “Take me home,” I whispered with failing breath as my body all but collapsed on his back.

      I was conscious on and off during the way back home. By the time Lucifer arrived at the house’s gates, I had reached a point beyond exhaustion. My body slid off the saddle and crashed into the snow. And I embraced this moment dearly because it came as the ultimate release of my senses.

      Whether I would live or die remained a mystery to me. And I cared little to unveil it.
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        * * *

      

      “Open your eyes, boy! Wake up!”

      Father’s desperate screams resounded somewhere beyond oblivion’s sweet embrace.

      My state of awareness escalated slowly. I sensed the hearth’s fire nearby, but my body was freezing within.

      “Wake up, Ivan!”

      Pain brought me out of my much-desired stupor. He slapped my face. It was the very first time he’d struck me, but I felt so numb it barely made a difference.

      “Where is your brother, Ivan? Where is Viktor?!”

      I heard the words, but it took a while for my brain to discern their meaning. Mother was sobbing in the background of this one-sided conversation.

      All the pieces of the puzzle sunk into my brain like piling snowflakes and depicted one dreadful image. My brother, dead in the lake. Followed by the nearness of my own death and the vision of the man dressed in the red cloak, a bystander to our tragedy.

      “The lake…,” I mumbled. “The lake!”

      No other words poured from my mouth, and the more I repeated them, the clearer the horrifying reality became. And I wept, heartbroken, sick to my stomach, to have witnessed my brother’s agonizing death.

      Mother and Father ran out the door with a couple of servants, leaving me alone in the parlor, weeping and sobbing like a child. I could not breathe, for every breath hurt like hell. My body was shuddering. Whether this happened because of my grief, or due to my body’s low temperature, I did not know. The reasons elude me even to this day.

      Heartache, pain, regret... Misery consumed me. I longed for nothing more than to return to that delicious state of unawareness, that wonderful place where my mind shut off and detached from all suffering.

      I closed my eyes, willing to let go and perhaps never return. But the warmth of her hand brought me back.

      Her soft fingers touched my cheek.

      “You will survive this, Ivan,” she whispered.

      I may not want to. I tried to say the words, but no sound came through.

      “John, take him to my room. Quickly!” she ordered.

      Everything went black.

      

      The sight of woolen tapestries filled my eyes when I came back. Embroidered tales of dragons and damsels in distress... or was it a hunting scene? I blinked and narrowed my focus. It was the goddess Diana, stretching her bow and arrow, taking the aim at a herd of deer.

      “The goddess of the hunt,” I mumbled. “She vowed never to marry...”

      For a split second, the tapestry’s figures moved. Diana fixed her curious eyes upon me and then turned to her prey as she stretched the bow’s string. The deer stood paralyzed—frozen, like the red fox.

      The servant eased me onto the bed.

      “Leave us,” Alisa said.

      The minute John closed the door, she ran to my side. Her deep-blue eyes loomed over me. Was this a dream?

      Alisa removed all traces of my drenched clothing and dried my body with a washing cloth. The hearth’s heat spilled over every inch of my bare body in comforting waves.

      She pulled the heavy covers over me and topped them off with her furred white cape. Alisa hurried about the room, but I could not make a clear image out of her. The details of her delicate face appeared only when she drew near.

      “You will live, Ivan. Do you hear me?” she said, indifferent to my stupor. Her lustrous hair fell down her back in locks of black waves.

      She hastily unfastened her gown and removed layer after layer until no clothing covered her body. Meanwhile, my mind drifted between dreams and reality.

      Suddenly, Alisa’s body lay next to mine beneath the covers. She wrapped her soft arms around my chest. And despite my stupor, a frail sense of shock stirred in me as I sensed her body’s warmth against mine.

      My brain shut off again. But this time, it did amidst the comfort of her warming embrace and the seductive perfume of her skin.
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      Darkness engulfed me for quite a long time. I embraced it with all my heart. Whether I dreamed mattered little to me. My mind was safe and detached, and somewhere far away from facing any consequence of my actions at that lake.

      At one point, the comforting dark veil dissolved before my eyes, forcing me back into the four walls that confined me. A fresh set of clothes and a steaming-hot bowl of broth waited for me on the bedside table. The tapestries on the walls reminded me where I was.

      The room’s dim lighting gave my mind ease, as did the hearth’s licking flames rising and receding, casting light and shadows that scurried on the walls.

      Although Alisa’s embroidered shawl rested on the seat beside me, she was not in the room. The figure standing before me was not hers.

      Between the bed and the hearth, it stood. A shadow in a man’s shape. Its dark stare fixed on me for a while. Then, without uttering a single word, it moved closer to the fireplace.

      Time to face Father’s reprieve... What more could I expect, if not his scolding after such an unfortunate incident?

      The shadow stretched its hands towards the fire as if to touch the flames, and against the fluttering light, he finally became visible.

      Water dripped from his wet blond hair onto the hardwood floor while his quivering hands sought the fire’s warmth. The drenched shirt shrunk against his back and elbows, as did his breeches to his legs. No signs of footwear did I see.

      Soon, it became clear this was not my father.

      “Viktor,” I said, “is that you?”

      He remained silent, his eyes set on the flames. But I could not fool myself. It was him—my brother, Viktor. He was alive. And probably, very angry.

      Instant apprehension washed over me. “Viktor, I’m sorry for...”

      “I’m so cold,” he breathed.

      With my heart pounding hard against my chest, I grabbed the set of fresh clothing. “Here,” I said. “You can have my—” As I lifted my gaze, the blood chilled in my veins. For any trace of my brother’s presence had completely vanished.

      I whipped my head towards the door. The only way out of the room, locked. Unless he’d scurried through the window, but the latch was shut close too.

      Where had he gone? How many hours had passed? Countless questions piled on my racing mind to the point of confusion.

      I sat on the bed, stunned as I looked back on every second concerning my brother’s fate, from the moment we’d stepped out of this house, to the last time I’d seen him emerge from the waters. Ingrained in my brain, Viktor gasped for his last breaths as his life reached its end.

      He was dead. I was sure of it.

      Horror crept up my spine. I’d seen him in this room but a moment ago and nothing would dissuade me from it! I had seen Viktor with my own eyes, flesh and blood, as alive as anyone I knew.

      “Am I losing my mind?” I mused.

      The answer came quickly. A voice, loud and sullen, and ominous too. This voice delivered the words I’d feared the most since my eyes opened to this room. Merciless, it spoke: Your brother is dead, Ivan. And you killed him.

      Woe struck me harder than Father’s slap across my face. It hollowed my heart. I’d never tasted pain before, but its foulness hit my palate for the first time that very instant. Unbearable as it was, my body retched, fighting against it. No sooner had I grabbed the basin beside me than I’d filled it with a repulsive dark liquid streaming out of my mouth.

      After that was finished, I wept. Between sobbing cries, my spirit cracked in half and plummeted into a dark, soundless void. Had I remained asleep, nothing but silence would have embraced me.

      “Why am I awake? I want to sleep!” I growled and tossed the bowl of broth and vomit across the room. “I don’t want to feel anything!”

      But I did feel. And it was despair. It was dark and richer than any other feeling I’d ever experienced. As poisonous ink running through my veins, it spread across my entire being, casting a permanent trail of hopelessness on everything it touched.

      Something died in me then. And although my grief thwarted me from seeing it, I sensed it well enough to suffer for it.

      The door creaked open, a prodigious sound that tore me from this torment.

      Soundless steps drifted into the room. My gaze cut to her, impossibly subdued. The subtlety of her every move made it seem as though she danced. In my mind, Alisa had a melody of her own; it was delicate as was she, feminine and light. It played in my head each time we’d meet. I’d thought my misery would have taken away that too, but thankfully, it did not.

      She sat on my bedside, her gentle hands landed on her lap, one on top of the other, and softly shaking her head, Alisa pursed her lips. “This will not do, Ivan,” she said in a gentle voice. “You must eat.”

      “I will not.” I scowled, vexed by her motherly demeanor. Then, staring at the bowl filled with my vomit, I rephrased, “I cannot.”

      “So I see,” she replied and took the basin away.

      “How long have I been out?” I said.

      She heaved a heavy sigh. “Three days.”

      It seemed a long time to be unconscious. I should have worried, but I did not care. I only wished there were more of those days to come.

      “What happened?” I finally asked.

      “It would surprise me if you remembered anything at all.” She paused. “You were taken ill with a fever. The doctor gave us no hope. But that did not upset our mother; she was convinced you would pull through... And so you did.”

      I could have died. That peaceful silence, the darkness without end... they could have been my permanent home.

      Three days had passed. Three long days. “Did they find him?” Viktor’s corpse, I meant.

      “They did,” she managed, avoiding my stare.

      I had assumed I was ready to hear it, but I was not. Regret, pain, and misery stabbed my heart with sharp-edged blades, each taking turns bleeding it little by little.

      “I left him.” Tears loomed in my eyes. “I should have stayed with him... I should never have come back!”

      “Hush, now.” Alisa held my hand between hers, warm and steady. “You had to come home, Ivan. You would have died had you stayed out there, in the cold.”

      “I would have died...” A wry smile. “If only I had.”

      She slapped my face. “Never say that again!”

      I took my hand to my pulsing cheek and frowned. Being slapped had become quite the thing for me in the last few days. However, the pain on my face meant nothing compared to the trials my heart experienced, and I let it pass.

      “His mare...” I bit my hand to hold back from sobbing. I couldn’t care less if my sister saw me weeping, but once I had started, I knew I would not stop. “She knew!”

      “It’s over, Ivan,” she said. “Think no more of it.”

      “But I can’t,” I whispered, my stare drifting to the fireplace, to the spot where my brother’s specter had stood. “I will never forget.”
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        * * *

      

      Weeks passed.

      A recluse in my bedroom, what little peace I could afford I found contained within its comforting walls. I dared not step beyond the room’s threshold and abandon my haven from the harsh reality waiting outside in the world.

      I sauntered to the window, horrified to realize that life went on. Merchants ran their shops, mothers fed pottage to their children, and men drank and gambled in the local alehouse after a day’s arduous labor.

      The world kept spinning even though my heart had frozen in that accursed lake... and I hated it for it.

      How dare it move? How dare it carry on as if nothing had ever happened? Within seconds, the light of a man’s life had died out and regardless, cruel Mother Nature kept its steady pace. And no matter how much I wanted to catch Time between my fingers, to cease its ticking long enough for my mind to process the sudden changes storming over me... I knew it could not be done.

      Powerless, I realized I was nothing. Men were but infamous specks of dust in the vast wasteland of eternity. Unimportant, inconsequential... thus, what point was there for me to leave my bedroom’s sanctity?

      Life as I knew it was over.

      Alisa remained my one link to the world. I’d not seen or heard from my parents since the day I lost Viktor.

      Once or twice a day, Alisa would visit my room in an effort to pull me away from my remoteness. However useless this endeavor, I became accustomed to her daily routine and, in time, learned to cherish those precious moments we shared.

      It struck me as odd that I’d not seen her today. Maggie, the parlormaid, had sent my meals for the day, amid such gloomy glances you’d think she’d seen a ghost. She feared me, that one, though I saw no reason for it.

      In the past weeks, I’d grown used to the new stillness in the house. But as with most things in this wretched life, one does not appreciate one’s gifts until met with their sudden loss, and my beloved silence vanished, as outside my bedroom door the entire household crumbled.

      Doors slammed shut, loud steps marched out of Father’s parlor, and muffled voices roared in sheer anxiety... What on earth was happening outside my small haven? Still in bed, I sat and sharpened my hearing enough to make out the words being exchanged in what seemed a heated discussion between Alisa and my father:

      “I’m sorry Father, but my answer is no.”

      “This is outrageous! Think of your future, Alisa!”

      “Believe me, Father, no one thinks about it more than I do, which is why I have refused him!”

      “You will accept his offer! You will come to your senses, child!”

      “Let us hope for my sake, I do not.”

      “Alisa Lockhart! Do not walk away from me! Get back here this instant!”

      Thudding steps ran up the staircase. Alisa slowed her pace as she moved down the hallway, and then her steps stopped altogether.

      I stared at the door, wondering what she’d do next. Would she lock herself in her bedroom? Would she return downstairs and face Father’s wrath?

      A few minutes passed, and no sound came through. So odd. Something kept her standing in the corridor, and I couldn’t imagine what that was.

      At last, the door creaked open but an inch and her blue eyes peered into the room. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her, and there she remained, motionless.

      I hugged my knees and studied her demeanor, careless of what she would think of my prying gaze. Alisa clasped her hands, rubbing a thumb over them. Her blushing cheeks and shimmering eyes could only mean one thing.

      In silence, I waited for her to speak. This was not a considerate gesture of mine, no. My reasons were quite selfish, in fact. In giving her time to collect her thoughts, I granted myself the opportunity to observe her in detail.

      She pursed her ruddy lips before speaking. “Our brother died less than a month ago, and he would rid himself from me...” Her lashes fluttered. “He would sell me to that awful creature.”

      My gaze narrowed. “Are you all right?” I whispered, bemused.

      A tear slid down her cheek. “I will not marry him,” she said, almost speaking to herself.

      “Marry?” I raised my brow. “Whom are you supposed to marry?”

      “Mr. Price,” she sputtered through clenched teeth, folding her arms over her chest.

      “Fatty Price?” I said, wishing I could crack a smile. But this was far from amusing.

      Mr. Fatchett Price was Father’s long-time friend and business partner. Successful in his trading endeavors, true; but it was also true his face brought much to mind that of an ireful mastiff. Add a spiked collar to the picture and it made the perfect match. Not to mention, Mr. Fatchett happened to be quite obese—hence my ingenious nickname for him.

      “Ever since Viktor...” She pressed her lips, reconsidering her words. “It has become Father’s single aim that I should marry... Me, marry! Imagine that!”

      I rubbed my neck as I tried to envision such a picture. “Mrs. Alisa Price,” I mused. “A wealthy woman, no doubt, living in a large estate... with lots and lots of Fatty children. I think not.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” She moved closer to the bed and kneeled before me, her warm hands reaching mine.

      “When you were ill, you said something.” She wavered. “I don’t suppose you would remember. But you spoke of the goddess, of Diana, and the vow she made…”

      “I—I don’t recall…” But of course, I did.

      A smile of demure rose from her lips as her gaze drifted downwards, but her hands held me fast. “I promise you one thing, Ivan,” she said with a resolute tone, her shimmering eyes locked with my expectant gaze. “As long as there’s a spark of wit in my brain, I shall never marry. You and I may be devoted to each other for the rest of our lives if you would have it so.”

      A ray of happiness broke into my soul’s festering obscurity when I heard her promise. Had I had any intentions of living, I would have agreed to it, and I would have said it had not a thousand words built up in my throat and hindered my tongue from speaking. A simple nod would have to be enough. 

      Another shy smile of hers told me she understood. And the minute she removed her hands from mine, I finally breathed once more.

      “I take it you’ve already refused him, then?” I said, immediately chastising myself for my stupid question.

      Her eyes widened in amused disbelief. “Have you not heard my refusal?” she replied. “Father scolded me with the entire service as his witness!”

      “Oh, that...” I mumbled. “I did hear it. Quite clearly.”

      How was it I had immersed myself in Alisa’s world? A few hours ago, I’d cared for nothing and no one. But as I thought about it, I realized it had been the exact opposite. All I cared for was me and my pain. Steering my attention away from my troubles seemed to bring ease to my spirit.

      “Any other news?” I asked, eager to put my theory to the test.

      “Let me think...” She sat on the bed, near the footboard. Alisa let her long hair down and began braiding it. “Oh, yes. Last night, before serving dinner, Cook fainted.”

      “She fainted?” I echoed, intrigued.

      Alisa nodded and finished her long braid, which she tied up with a blue ribbon, cobalt blue, as her gown’s fabric. A shade that matched her eyes.

      “She was about to serve dinner—that hideous porridge. Remember, the one she’d make for us when we were taken ill as children?”

      I nodded. How could I forget that horrid meal? Its foulness remained legendary in our household. “I believe she fed me that for the pure spite of it for years,” I mumbled.

      “I might have had a hand in that.” Alisa gave me the hint of a devilish smile. “I must have mentioned how much you loved it.” She paused. “Sorry, Ivan.”

      My eyes widened as I learned her long-kept secret. But my indignation would have to wait, as I was interested to hear the rest of Cook’s story. “So, she was about to serve dinner and...?”

      “Well, that was it. She never made it to the table.” Alisa shrugged in nonchalance. “Fell flat on the ground before she left the kitchen.”

      “Then what happened?” I leaned forward.

      “Oh, Mother lost her wits.” She waved her hands in the air, describing Mother’s furious outburst. “She was sure Cook had the plague!”

      The Plague. Now, this aroused my interest. “And did she...?” I asked. Perhaps the answer to my misery had arrived. Death, my old friend. You’ve come to take me with you.

      “Of course not.” She giggled. “It was food poisoning. Mother discovered a sizeable chunk of cheese hidden in her chamber for her private pleasure. Cook’s gone now.”

      “Gone as in...” I leaned even closer to her, my hands gliding on the mattress, “dead?”

      Alisa drew close to my face, instants away from making a great revelation. “Gone as in... Mother threw her to the street.”

      “Ah.” I slumped my shoulders. How very disappointing. So, I wouldn’t meet my end in the arms of the Black Death... But who knew? The plague was striking all across England. It could still make it to this little town.

      Then it hit me. Why had I not seen it before?

      I’d been wrong all along. The strategic seclusion, which once promised to put out the light of my life, did little to expose me to the many perils of my time. If I truly wanted to end my torment, all I had to do was leave this room and step into the world with open arms, willing to receive whatever curse this town had to offer.

      Here I come, Mother Nature. Choose wisely this time!

      “Alisa,” I managed. “You’re brilliant.” I got on my feet, gathered my hair into a low coil, and walked out of the room, leaving my beloved sister astounded.
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        * * *

      

      I moved downstairs, noticing the transformation our home had suffered during the last few weeks.

      The rooms seemed dead. They remained exactly as I remembered them, only the colors were dim, as if a light dust cloud had veiled each wall and furnishing. But of course, the house was clean. This was different. It was the stillness of life.

      However horrifying, I pushed through and followed my plan. I would throw open the front door and deliver my body to the pits of unholy living. Tainted as I already was, I saw no reason to keep a sinless lifestyle–not that morals had ever deterred me before from the occasional mischief.

      My disheveled appearance caused me little concern. I was who I was. And as I wrapped my hand around the door’s handle, I ignored where my steps would lead me; but before I swung it open, something caught my eye.

      It was a presence I knew. There, in the parlor. A pressing feeling instigated me to abandon the house, but I knew well the moment could no longer be averted. I had to see him.

      Slowly, my hand glided away from the door handle. A deep breath before taking that first step scarcely eased my mind. I tucked in my shirt and straightened its laced collar. Fortunately, I wore my black closed-knee suit and I wouldn’t seem such a scoundrel to him. Even then, I knew my appearance was beneath Father’s standards. He would not like it at all. But never mind that. I was already standing on the parlor’s threshold.

      The scent of burning wood penetrated my nostrils violently as I stepped inside. The hearth’s crackling comforted me little. My heart grew unsteady. I could not quite see him. His chair faced the chimney full front, but Father knew I stood there, behind him.

      In silence, I expected him to call me near. However, he did not. He remained in that chair, unaffected by my presence.

      I dared to take a couple of steps further and finally glimpsed his profile. Father’s eyes pierced that chimney as if they were reading an inscription beyond the flames... Would I venture into speaking without his permission? Would he slap my face again if I did?

      Nothing could be worse than his silence. By ignoring me, he turned me into a ghost, an unwanted specter in my home. Still, I moved closer and knelt by his side.

      “Father,” I managed, “I’m sorry.” I’m sorry I did not kill the red fox. I’m sorry I did nothing to help my brother crawl out of those freezing waters. I’m sorry I had the wit to set free from my cloak and surge out of the lake... I’m sorry I lived, and Viktor died.

      He did not move.

      The warmth of tears gathered in my eyes, and as my mouth dried, I knew I could not weep. I would not break in front of my father.

      An invisible hand clutched my throat as I spoke. “I know nothing can ever bring him back. But if it comforts you at all, please believe me when I tell you, I would take Viktor’s place in the grave if I could.” I swallowed hard. “If it rested in my power, I would give you back your son.”

      “Useless vows, as you can keep neither,” he said in a low, dispassionate voice.

      His answer paralyzed my breath. Perhaps it shouldn’t have. After all, Viktor meant the world to him. He carried the family’s good name. He was the eldest son, the heir. At twenty years of age, his precious, perfect child had become a strong, shrewd man. A scarce year ago, Viktor had not only taken part in Father’s business, but he’d excelled at it. The role came so naturally to him... Indeed, Father had the highest hopes for him.

      And I? I was nothing. A feeble boy of sixteen who couldn’t care less about Father’s business. All I wanted was to enjoy every minute of my life because the clock was ticking. I’d already deceived Death on many an occasion and I knew well it would not wait forever.

      I was the son who laughed in the face of peril, the one who cared little about the future, who daydreamed of traveling far beyond our home’s gates and never looking back... There was nothing praiseworthy about that. I was the lesser son.

      “How right you are, Father. I can never give you back your son,” I mumbled. “I can only strive to become a better son for you, knowing full well I will never live up to Viktor’s standards.”

      Father turned and looked at me for the first time. His bloodshot eyes held back the tears as he pierced me with the contempt of his gaze. He pursed his lips, containing who knows how many words.

      His shaky hand clutched the chair’s arm before he spoke. “You are no son of mine,” he said. “Now leave, boy. Let me be!”
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            THE ROADS TO PLEASURE AND PERDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn’s first rays tinged the sky as I walked out of the establishment. No sooner had the signs of my drunkenness started to wear off than I’d already taken hold of another bottle of wine. Numbed beyond my senses, that is how I wanted to stay—and how I’d managed to stay for the past eight years.

      I stopped at the entrance, taking in the stillness as Bristol woke up to a new day, broken by the sudden squawking of seagulls drifting from the quay nearby.

      “Ivan,” a soft voice said, pristine as the chiming of a silver bell.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the sensuous body of the woman I’ve made love to some hours ago. She was leaning against the door’s jamb, waiting. “You forgot something,” she added with a hint of mischief.

      I cracked a smile and turned. “Did I?” I replied, matching her playfulness. “And what would that be, my dearest Brigitte?” I met her at the door and leaned against the frame. My gaze lingered up her wavy auburn hair and roved over her rosy cheeks, pale freckles, and pink lips.

      A pair of lovers, we seemed. A lady and his betrothed, meeting at the break of day, exchanging furtive glances and saying their farewells, unwilling to part from each other’s arms... However dearly I cared for this image, it could not be further from the truth. She was no more a lady than I was a nobleman. Reality seeped through the veil of illusion; she was a French courtesan of London’s Rosemary Lane and I was no more than a paying consumer of her services.

      I’d paid in full before spending the night with her, however. What could I possibly owe her? “Well...?” I whispered.

      At once, she pressed something into my hand. It was round and metallic, and as soon as I figured out what she’d done, I shook my head. “No, no, no...” I mumbled, opening my hand to reveal two gold coins. The two guineas I’d given her as payment.

      “Have I done something to displease you?” I had to ask. Why else would she return the money to me?

      Brigitte’s green eyes shimmered for an instant, and half a smile drew on her face. “You’re mistaken,” she said warmly. “This is too much, Ivan.”

      “You’re worth every shilling, my dear,” I whispered as I slid the guineas back into her hand.

      “Well, in that case,” she opened her lace-gloved hand and took a coin, “you get one guinea too.” Brigitte winked teasingly.

      As fast as I could, I stifled the laughter that assaulted me. I only refrained from it because she might have taken offense, and misjudged my blissful reaction for that of scorn.

      I took the money and slipped it into my pocket. A ripple of warmth rushed to my face, flattered by someone whose expertise clearly outshone mine.

      “God,” I said, stepping away from the tavern. “I love Bristol!” I threw my arms in the air, gripping my bottle of wine.

      Brigitte’s laughter, crisp and natural, resonated behind me as I strolled away from the house that had seen more of me in the last few days than my home.

      Her praise fed my vanity and gave me reason to smile. But as I did, my happiness faded. Dearest Brigitte had been right to give me half the earnings. For she and I were equals... Both of us carried more sins than a single man could bear.

      A few feet away from reaching the harbor, I halted and poured the last dregs of wine down my throat. Its bitter taste dried my mouth.

      Unhurried crowds gathered on the wharf as they prepared for the day’s activities. Sailors and merchants equipped their vessels before engaging in their journeys, workers pulled packed cartwheels along the quay’s main road, and children played by the shoreline amid crumbling wooden crates and the remains of a long-forgotten boat.

      A pair of youths caught my eye. Brothers, by the looks of it. The eldest dragged a boat’s carcass along the muddy ground and left it on the shore. “Hurry, Danny!” he said, waving his hand high in the air. “Get in!”

      The younger boy, Danny, must have been six or seven years old. His brother’s command gave him enough pause to hold his steps; but at last, he obeyed and hopped into the small floating vessel. He got a good launch into the river from his brother, and within seconds, the boat drifted away from the shoreline.

      I followed their games from a distance, secretly captivated.

      “Hide the treasure, Danny!” the boy said, dipping into the water. He then tossed him a small brown leather bag. “Hurry!”

      Their innocent laughter filled my spirit with hope and longing. It cast blissful echoes into the vacuum of my soul. And then, I cherished the happiness of my former years, as I recalled I’d known that bliss once, long ago.

      “Jamie!” the boy wailed nervously, holding onto the wobbling bark. “The boat! It’s sinking!”

      The children’s panic permeated the air. “Stop moving, Danny!” his brother said.

      “Jamie, I can’t swim!” the youth stammered. “Help me!” He stood on the tilting boat. Submersion of the vessel was imminent. Its wooden planks yielded to the water, inch by inch, slow and steady.

      Whatever drowsiness the wine had caused me vanished in an instant. My pulse quickened, and before I realized it, I was running to the shoreline. But it was too late. The boat turned over, and the child splashed into the water, at once, swallowed by the unforgiving river.

      Fear seized every muscle in my body and pinned me to that shore. Tears blurred my vision as I quickly lost all hope of ever setting free from its powerful hold. My hands quivered as they reached my gaping mouth while I stared at the water, a prisoner of sheer black horror. I could not move, and I hated myself for it.

      “Danny!” the boy screamed, staring at the still waters in despair. Fast as lightning, he removed his shirt and plunged into the river. He swam to where his brother had fallen and searched for him to no avail.

      Again, he caught his breath, and again the boy submerged and disappeared from view. The seconds that followed transpired painfully slowly.

      When Danny’s head finally emerged, I gasped. The boy coughed water as his brother Jamie gripped him. He then hauled him across the water until both reached the shoreline.

      I watched in undiluted awe. The boy lived.

      The children’s small bodies stretched on the muddy ground as exhaustion took hold of them. They were safe.

      Relief washed over me and wrapped me in a sudden lightheadedness. I dropped to my knees. The frantic chant of seagulls swirled around me and the world gave one quick turn.

      Everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      The humid breeze brought me back to my senses. I opened my eyes to find myself alone, lying a few feet away from the shoreline. The promising day had died long ago.

      I heard sails flapping against the wind nearby. The sound appealed to me like a quiet melody, reminding me of childhood dreams, rekindling my desire to discover the New World.

      Growing up, I’d read stories of pirates and treasures; I’d learned of conquistadors and adventurous men who’d plunged themselves into adversity, no matter how precarious the conditions of their journeys. Fate had led them to discovery, and the courage of their convictions had forever paid their rewards, engraving their names in the annals of history.

      Fantasies of such nature had flourished in my mind, but never once had the actual thought of leaving home crossed the threshold of imagination. Never had the choice been truly tangible. Not until my mother had opened my eyes to the endless possibilities that lay beyond our home’s front gates.

      Then again, the revival of such youthful dreams did not answer to the sound of soaring sails, but to the overbearing load of guilt and misery that plagued my life. A journey to the New World almost guaranteed death, whether by the misfortune of shipwreck, sickness at sea, or illness gained in the new lands.

      Whichever the case, this was my way out. And with that thought in mind, I got to my feet and turned to the dock.

      Taverns and brothels came to life, flooded in torchlight, permeating the air with merry laughter and boasts of camaraderie at this late hour. The promise of ale and a woman’s company lured my steps, but I resisted its appeal and followed the path to the ships instead.

      The men that gathered by the docks exchanged stories of the colonies that charmed my ears. A sailor spoke of women of tanned skin, soft as silk, with long black hair, and sensual figures.

      “Pay no attention to him, boys,” another said. “Tabby here fancies he’s Mr. John Cabot!”

      Resounding laughter spread amid the crowd.

      I moved past the small group, towards a man wearing slops and a Monmouth cap. He was on his own, silently carving a smoking pipe out of a piece of dark wood.

      “Are you off soon?” I said as I approached him.

      “What see your eyes, lad?” he mumbled, barely parting eyes from his task.

      “A man desperate to finish that pipe and have a smoke,” I replied wryly.

      The sailor’s squinting eyes met mine as he released a chuckle. “All right, laddie,” he said. “You’ve got my attention. What do you want?”

      “Do you know of any vessels sailing to the New World?” I asked.

      “Aye,” he said, throwing a quick look at the group of sailors. “This one behind me, the Black Maiden. She sails soon.”

      The majestic brigantine filled my eyes with wonder. A square-rigged two-master, at least a hundred feet long. Its figurehead was unlike any other I’d seen, with a woman’s body clad in black garments. A black veil covered her face, but a flash of blue eyes lay underneath it.

      This was it. My way out. The Black Maiden.

      “What say you to taking on another crew member?” I suggested.

      The sailor cocked his head and stroked his beard, watching me with doubt. “Are ye any good at sailing, lad?” he said.

      My lips curled into a smirk. “No. Not really,” I confessed. “But I can learn.”

      The man’s scowl made his disappointment clear.

      “I can pay my way too,” I added with a hint of pride.

      This last remark recaptured his interest. And when I showed him a fistful of coins, he was mine completely. “I need a one-way passage to the New World,” I said. “I have no intention of coming back.”

      “What do I care, laddie?” he mumbled, slowly straightening. “Hop in!” The man reached for the money with greedy rough hands.

      “Payment upon our arrival will not aggravate you, I’m sure,” I said, retrieving my hand. “After all, what need is there for money at sea?”

      This did not sit well with him. But what choice did he have? “All right, lad. You seem like a true gent,” he muttered, welcoming me aboard with a simple hand wave.

      Bliss. It rushed through my veins as I stepped onto that boarding plank and embarked on the Black Maiden. I could not wait for it to set sail and leave Bristol behind, to look back and see it turn into a brown dot in the distance.

      After years of whimsical living, I had reached a point where I ran out of excuses to ease my mind from its weariness. I dreaded the times of quiet and solitude because in them I heard the vicious voice in my head that claimed, “You are a killer, Ivan!”

      But this torment would soon end. There was no other way. I lacked the courage to finish it myself, but Mother Nature’s steady hand never failed to jab the knife deep. I had avoided death all my life. Who would have thought I’d be running to its perilous embrace?

      “An’ where do you think you’re going?” a gruff voice snarled behind me.

      I turned. “Who are you?” I said, self-entitled as I glanced at the man standing before me, concealing his identity under a dark hooded cloak.

      The stranger stepped into the pool of light and pulled down his hood. I couldn’t help but startle as I glimpsed the deep scar grooved into his left cheek and eyelids. A hideous mark.

      “You may not remember me, lad,” he said. “But I remember you!”

      Oh, I remembered him. “You’re that sailor I met years ago,” I mumbled, still somewhat shaken. “Gallagher.”

      “Aye. A sailor I be back ’en,” he said. “But the Black Maiden’s captain is what your eyes see now!” He let out a great peel of laughter, and the crew howled with him.

      “I’m traveling to the New World,” I managed, garnering my resolve.

      The captain frowned. “Still chasin’ that dream, are you?” Gallagher folded his arms across his chest and flashed me his hideous black and yellow teeth as he grinned. “The sea calls for you, laddie. ’At much is true.”

      The sea, the Black Maiden, Death... I did not care. “Just take me to the other side,” I told him. The sooner the better.

      Gallagher heaved a sigh. “That, I will not do, lad,” he replied with feigned chagrin.

      I flinched. How dare he refuse my passage? “I’m prepared to pay⁠—”

      “No money in the world can make me, or any sailor, take you aboard, lad,” he said and his tone was final.

      His calloused hand landed on my shoulder. The condescending gesture irritated me. I clenched my teeth and jerked away, freeing myself from his presumptuous grasp while keeping all manner of curse words locked in my tongue.

      The sailors stirred, their murmuring voices questioning their Captain’s speech. I demanded an answer as well.

      Gallagher raised his hands, calling for his crew’s attention. “The thing is, you’re bad luck, laddie,” he said, the presumptuous fool.

      Every inch of me went taut with anger. “What makes you say this, Captain Gallagher?” I spat. “I demand to know!”

      Wearing an insufferable grin, he turned towards the men. “This bairn you see here is none other than Stephen Lockhart’s son,” he said. “His only living son.”

      Within seconds, the crew fixed their shuddering eyes on me. They stared at me in undiluted horror, terrified, as if I were a demon. I’d seen that gaze before, in my parlormaid when Viktor died.

      Gallagher drew closer until the stench of his breath almost made me faint. “You’re cursed, young Ivan. No one in their right mind will take you aboard, lad,” he whispered. “Prepare to disembark... my laird.”
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        * * *

      

      I had enough.

      After that pitiful night at the harbor, with no means to make my way to the New World, I called my stay in Bristol over and returned home to Winterbourne.

      Home. I couldn’t help the bitterness that overcame me at the sound of that word. My room became my prison. For days, I remained locked inside, neglecting all food or hygiene. My boyish face hid under a heavy black beard. What did I care of my looks? My company was the finest and would not complain—blessed wine.

      Terrorizing nightmares followed the precious hours of my drunkenness. Of most dreams, I recalled little, but it was the shuddering and weeping that ensued that haunted my spirit. But this one dream, I remembered:

      I pull myself out of the lake’s freezing water. The wind lashes at my face. With painful shallow breaths, my body contorts itself as it crawls away from the shoreline. I lie on the snow and turn towards the lake. The frozen scenery, soundless. My blurry eyes see it, but my brain fails to understand. Small shadows move near the lake’s embankment. Hands.

      A figure stretches in the distance. Dragging its feet, it moves towards me. Not human. I see its face. Although this monster plots to claim his rightful vengeance on me, I do not move. And then, it speaks: “You are a killer, Ivan. It should have been you. You should have died years ago!”

      Each time the nightmare came, I woke up crying. I’d just opened my eyes from it this very morning, and even at noon I was still shuddering, gripping my remedy tight. I took the last dregs of wine and tossed the bottle to the waning hearth.

      “You can’t go on like this,” Alisa said as she knelt before me.

      I rested my head against the stone wall, unwilling to meet her stare. I wondered how long she’d stood inside the room.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the water pitcher and basin trapped under her arm. She placed them on the floor and drew a folded gully knife out of her apron.

      I saw these things and did not question them, or care to understand. “Why did I live?” I mumbled with an empty stare. “Why?” The tears kept gliding down my cheeks, quietly. I did not care to hold them back.

      Calm and collected as ever, she replied, “You lived because you were strong.” Ah, the comforting echoes of our father’s wisdom!

      Alisa raised her skirt, revealing her legs up to her knees with no demure, and my gaze swept them as if they were the roads to both bliss and perdition. She then sat on the floor and dipped a cloth into the warm water before covering my face with it.

      “Strong?” I said, puzzled. I was weak. Everyone had told me so for the last twenty-four years of my life.

      No matter how many years had passed, coming to terms with Viktor’s death eluded me. It was not in me to outlive my brother. Fate had not chosen me to live beyond the age of ten. I was the weakling. Viktor was not.

      “I’ve never been strong,” I mumbled.

      “But you are,” she whispered, removing the cloth from my face. Alisa then soaked my beard in scented oils that numbed my restlessness. “Stay still.”

      She slid behind me and locked my chest between her knees. With a hand on my brow, she tilted my head back and cast the sharpened blade’s first dreaded strike over my neck, just above the jugular vein.

      Maybe she’ll make a deep cut, and all of this will finally be over, I thought. But she did not.

      Her delicate hand wielded the knife with dexterous care. She imbued such tenderness into each stroke that it moved me to tears. My rotten soul deserved not a shred of her concern, and yet, here she was. And just when I thought my heart incapable of feeling, I wept because of her.

      For eight years, she’d cared for me. She’d seen me fall into the pits of despair, again and again, and never once lost hope. Alisa had picked me up from the depths of hell, always with devoted patience.

      She lacked no suitors, beautiful as she was. Men had pursued her from a tender age. Father had offered her strategic matches over the past years, perhaps three or four times since Viktor’s death. But as surely as she’d declined Mr. Fatchett, Alisa had refused them all, claiming marriage was not in her nature, and driving Father mad every single time.

      Deep inside, in all selfishness, I wanted to believe she rejected her admirers because of me. I wanted to believe that I meant the world to her, so much so, that she’d decline all offers of marriage as they threatened to take her away from me.

      She was twenty-six years old, and even when reaching this age meant the loss of a maiden’s opportunity for marriage, Alisa looked as fresh and young as if she were nineteen years of age.

      She knelt before me and silently washed my cheeks and chin. The minute she finished, her delicate hands framed my face, and her gaze locked on mine. “You have to get better,” she managed, and her blue eyes filled with tears. “My heart cannot bear this any longer.”

      Her words clutched my soul. Boldness preceded my reason, and before I knew it, my fingertips grazed her graceful hand.

      Time stopped at our slight touch. The air suddenly thickened. A rare shift stirred between us—an abrupt spark, an invisible force pulling us closer. Her widened eyes, the halting of her breath, and the way her lips parted told me she felt it too.

      Within seconds, she withdrew her hand, but I seized her wrist and pulled her closer, unwilling to let go—not until I unraveled the meaning of the powerful surge of energy in our midst.

      She stared at me with pleading eyes. Her heaving chest and blushing cheeks gave me enough warning. I’d frightened her. The second I realized it, I released her from my grasp, wanting to blame the wine for my visceral reaction, but knowing full well it was not true.

      Alisa gathered her things fast and went to the door. But before she left me to wonder about this tiny incident between us, she halted at the room’s threshold. She stood there very still for a while.

      Minutes passed until she drew something out of her apron. A crumpled piece of parchment. Alisa turned and handed it to me without saying a word.

      “What is it?” I said, grabbing it tight.

      “I’ve kept it for years,” she murmured, her mind elsewhere as she gripped the pitcher and basin.

      Slowly, I unfolded the piece of parchment. It was a page, torn from a book, with a drawing of an island and below, a vast square with an extensive colonnade leading to a central church.

      I’d seen this before. It belonged to a travel guide. “Venetia, cittá nobilissima é singolare,” I read aloud.

      “I hear its carnival encourages licentious pleasure,” she whispered as she headed to the doorway.

      Thank God she’d turned her back to me. Otherwise, my shock would have reached her eyes. Surely, my jaw had slackened at the end of her statement. Scandalous me. From time to time, I forgot Alisa surpassed me both in age and life experience.

      “Maybe we should go,” she added with no inclination, and then the door snapped shut behind her.

      I ran my hand over my smooth beard and sat there, stupefied and in silent awe at Alisa’s forwardness.

      “Venice...” I mused as I stared at the illustration.
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      The winged lion fixed its eternal gaze on me from the other side of the page, keeping me in its thrall. For centuries, il Leone di San Marco’s eyes had looked upon the Venetian sea—a hushed witness to the vessels that swept countless tourists into the city year after year.

      Venice welcomed all with lavish casinos and theaters, and the promise of endless hours of bliss in the comfort of a coffeehouse dressed in damask walls. The fashionable città was known for cladding its guests in silken drapes, powdered wigs, and luxurious masks embedded in pearls. Mischief cloaked in anonymity. The thought shot a thrill through my being. I could only imagine what such freedom would feel like.

      “Easy does it! Careful, now!” a gruff voice said.

      “Don’t worry, Da! I can manage,” another replied.

      I folded the page and slipped it into my pants pocket as I marched to my room’s window. From there, I glimpsed in our driveway the pair of men loading our luggage on the carriage.

      “Good job, son!” the man said and then patted the youth on the back.

      “Ivan, are you ready?” Alisa said. She was rushing down the hallway.

      I slipped on my vest. “In a minute!” By the time I picked up my burgundy coat from the chair and put it on, her footsteps resounded on the staircase as she headed outside.

      The day had arrived.

      I’d first agreed to Alisa’s offer thinking there could be no better way to show my appreciation for her limitless hours of care. But the truth was, I wanted it more than I’d ever imagined. Father reluctantly agreed to the plan, which exceeded by far my expectations. And as soon as I gave Alisa the news, happiness radiated from her as I’d never seen.

      It was decided. We were to embark on the Grand Tour.

      Alisa left in my hands all arrangements concerning our travels. It took months of planning, taking up respectable lodgings, and purchasing enough letters of credit to settle our journey.

      Time flies swiftly when invested with purpose.

      Standing on the threshold, I took one last look at my bedroom and said goodbye to its sordid memories because a year or two might pass before I ever saw its furnishings again.

      My heart pounded hard against my chest as I descended the stairs. I stopped in the hallway and stared through the open front door. Outside, the carriage waited. Alisa sat inside, peeping through the window. She was wearing the sweetest smile.

      Her gleaming joy delighted me beyond reason. It compelled me to join her fast, but before I did, I wanted to do something else.

      I stood in the hallway, back leaning against the wall, unable to enter the library. A quick glance gave me a glimpse of my mother as she stood before the bookcase, studying entire rows of book spines. Her delicate finger hesitated between two. She had selected each piece of writing in this room. Mother may not have had the privilege of the superior education we received. Even then, I’d never known a more passionate reader. She devoted full afternoons to devouring compendiums of history.

      We’d rarely spoken in the past eight years, Mother and I. She knew of my wanderings out of town but never asked when I returned home after weeks of absence. My father’s disdain, I could withstand, but her emotional remoteness truly hurt me.

      “I know you’re standing by the door,” she suddenly said. “Come inside.” Mother chose a book at last and sat on a chair by the hearth.

      I joined her and knelt beside her. When I looked up, I met her large green eyes. Her fair face did not yet show the deeper signs of maturity. I dared to hold her hand, and Mother allowed it. She was never prone to show affection, and how could she? My mother carried secrets of her own and sorrows that surpassed my understanding. The woman had suffered the removal from her motherland, losing her firstborn and so many other children. Viktor’s tragic demise was but the final blow.

      A single truth remained, however. Mother’s expression showed few traces of her pain. She did not look a day older than what I remembered as a child.

      “Is this the day?” she asked with no inclination as her free hand glided on the book resting on her lap.

      “We leave in a few minutes,” I said.

      “I fancy Alisa must be inside the carriage already.” The corner of her lips faintly curled.

      I returned her smile. “She is.”

      Mother pressed my hand and locked her stare with mine so earnestly that it shocked me. “Bear me no ill will, my son,” she murmured. “I’ve spent half my life in silent mourning.”

      “Please, don’t say that,” I managed, stunned.

      “No, Ivan. It must be said.” She nodded gravely. “I should have been there for you when he died. But I... I simply could not. One day, I hope you’ll understand. For now, you must forgive me.”

      Mother’s words shook me to the core. It took an effort to push myself to speak. “It’s all past,” I told her. “I’m the one in need of your forgiveness.”

      She cleared the tears that dripped down her cheeks. I’d never seen Mother weep before. For the first time in my eyes, she became human—not the stoic figure of authority I’d always known. Witnessing such a ripple of emotion in her moved me terribly, and I wept too.

      Her hands cradled my face with fathomless care. “So much of me lives inside you,” she said. “Had I been born a man, I would have accomplished so much.” The words drifted into silence. She straightened, recovering her resolve. “Never submit to the ways of the world, Ivan. You must live your life by your rules. Listen to no one but your own heart. Promise me this.”

      I nodded swiftly. “Mother, I love you.” This was as good a chance to say it. I would have hated myself had I missed it.

      She sniffled. “I love you too, my son.” A bitter-sweet smile thinned her lips. “We must never speak of this again.”

      I silently agreed to her wish.

      “Very well.” My mother got to her feet. I followed her lead. She curled a hand around my arm and led me out of the library, into the hall, and to the front door.

      “Off you go,” she added, watching as Alisa waved from inside the carriage, beckoning me to meet her at once.

      I refused. I would not leave until I knew my mother would be well and content with our departure—if such a thing was possible when her two only living children were bound to leave the country for a year or two. “Mother,” I whispered. “I could stay, if that would please you.”

      “Nonsense!” she blurted in astonishment. “It pleases me to see you go. Remember what I told you the first time you set off for Bristol?” A larger world lies beyond this little town. I remembered those words with great fondness.

      “Travel and see the world, Ivan,” she added, holding my hands. “Let us see what you make of it.”
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        * * *

      

      In silence, I stared at the book in my hands—its words, meaningless. An hour had passed since Alisa and I had taken the road to London.

      “That’s it. You win,” Alisa said, shutting her pocketbook of sonnets.

      I scowled in bemusement. “Won?” I said. “What do you mean?”

      She heaved a sigh. “I made it a contest to find out which one of us could hold their tongues the longest in this carriage. And well, I’ve given up. So, you win.”

      Her game amused me. “And pray, tell. What did I win?” I asked, curious to learn her answer.

      “You get to pick a sonnet, and I’ll read it to you,” she said, showing me her small red leather-bound edition.

      I cracked half a smile. “Oh! Surely, we can think of something better than that,” I said with a hint of scorn. But as soon as I noticed her slight frown, I amended my brashness with, “Compelling as your reading is, dearest.”

      She forgave me with a quick nod.

      “I know,” I told her, straightening in my seat. “Let us play a game of chance. I’ll ask three questions, to which you shall provide an answer with your precious pocketbook.”

      “How so?” she asked, intrigued.

      “By opening it and reading the sonnet fate has chosen, of course!”

      “A random answer?” Alisa tilted her head.

      “We must have faith in Shakespeare’s work,” I murmured cockily. “After all, a poet’s gift is to translate the heart’s secret language, is it not?”

      “Since you’ve won the first game, I see no reason to deny your wish.” Alisa picked up the book and held it readily in front of her.

      “Good. First question,” I began. “Dear Mr. Shakespeare, any advice for my sweet sister at this stage in her life?”

      Alisa pursed her lips. “Such an odd question. Really,” she mumbled as she opened the book.

      “Well?” With fidgeting fingers, I instigated her to read aloud the chosen sonnet.

      “Against this coming end, you should prepare. And your sweet semblance to some other give...” She stabbed me with a glare over the top of the book. “This game of yours is faulty. It makes no sense at all.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ.” I folded my arms over my chest and slouched on the seat. “I think it’s quite clear. The poet suggests motherhood. And that would require, as we know, a husband.”

      Her blue eyes grew alight with annoyance. “Children are not in my plans,” she murmured. “Nor is finding a husband.”

      “Don’t be crossed, dearest,” I said in a low voice, watching her with dark amusement.

      “I am not,” she was quick to answer. “Disappointed in the game, that’s all.” She closed the book, fluttering her lashes. “The second question, what is it?”

      “Now, this one should be easy,” I said with mild arrogance. “I wouldn’t want to upset you.”

      “Please, do not consider me as fragile as that,” she snapped. “I can answer any question, I assure you.”

      “Any question?” I leaned forward, narrowing my eyes.

      “Absolutely,” she said.

      “Well, in that case, the question is this,” I uttered. “How does your heart regard mine?” I gazed at her intently.

      In a flash, her cheeks burned red scarlet. Alisa’s stare drifted downwards as she pouted her lips and opened the book. A frown knitted her brows. Whatever lines her eyes discovered on the page, clearly displeased her.

      “This game has proven to be nonsensical,” she murmured. “I shan’t play any longer.” Determined, she turned the book over and placed it beside her on the seat.

      “Alisa...” I began, ready to apologize.

      “The roads are in such good condition, have you noticed?” she said, looking through the window.

      I knew right then I’d lost her. Nothing in the world would make her retake the subject—certainly none of my excuses. “I suspect the weather is to blame,” I mumbled, embracing this reality. “It hasn’t rained in days.”

      “Yes. I suppose that must be the reason,” she said, lazily adjusting her gloves.

      After that, Alisa ceased all communication. A good hour must have transpired when she fell asleep.

      Her pocketbook of sonnets haunted me for a long while until I finally seized it, eager to unveil the reason for her sudden reaction. For someone who proclaimed an adoration for reading poetry, such refusal bemused me. What in that page could have distressed her so?

      I studied the sonnet before me, with a passage underlined several times.

      “Love is too young to know what conscience is. Yet who knows not conscience is born of love?” I read in a low voice. Puzzling.

      I slipped the book back to where it was and slouched in my seat, closing my eyes for the rest of the journey.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner and a good evening’s rest were all I needed, or so I told myself. We could not have arrived in London at a better time.

      Alisa kept to herself, locked in her room as soon as the last sip of wine made it to her mouth when we finished our meal. Perhaps I’d overstepped her boundaries with my games. I might have neglected the delicacy of her nature. After all, our relationship had been practically nonexistent, save for the scarce moments she and I’d shared as of recent—and I’d been drunk in most of them. I felt as awkward and inadequate talking to her as if we were strangers.

      Long ago, during our childhood, it had been easy for us to run and play, to laugh under the scorching summer sun, to confide in each other, and even grow sad together in the darkest times. When had that changed?

      Exhausted, I pushed my chair away from the table and headed to my room upstairs. I lay in bed, listening to the boisterous crowds that passed by beneath my window. I stared at the ceiling’s wooden beams while my mind whirled incessantly. Although no particular thought disturbed me, undeniable unease crawled under my skin.

      I turned three times on the mattress when I realized I would not sleep. There wasn’t much left for me to do but to stand up and get dressed, which I did rather wretchedly. I threw on my breeches, a shirt, and an unbuttoned brown vest. I tied my hair into a low coil and left the room as if the devil chased me.

      I wandered the streets for hours with aimless destination, led by inertia. I’d visited London many times before; its highlights and hidden treasures of leisure I knew like the back of my hand.

      “Care for a treat, m’lord?” a smooth voice said.

      I glanced at the woman standing on the corner, taunting me with a peek of her bare shoulder as an embroidered shawl slipped down her arm.

      I declined with a smile. Where else would my steps lead me, if not to Rosemary Lane? The hour might have been late, but the street gleamed at its brightest. The most beautiful faces lined the sidewalks, with rouge-tinged cheeks and lips—a far cry from the sordid ones in Ratcliff Highway. These women’s high-end services targeted a very distinct portion of society.

      I continued ambling down the road as gentle thunder rumbled. On my walk, I refused the shelter of many alehouses and brothels. Something unsettled me, and I still couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Lightning cracked the dark skies. The first raindrops fell. I didn’t care about getting wet, but I enjoyed the stillness as the crowds escaped the forthcoming rain. I bought a bottle of wine and enjoyed the rest of my stroll, even though the storm was raging by then.

      I found the perfect spot to sulk beneath a foreclosed shop’s old shed. Near the door, I found a shabby crate and dragged it. But just as I was about to sit on it, I discovered a leaflet inside.

      
        
        Blood spilled on the Crown Jewels

        May 10th, 1671.

      

      

      Captain Blood’s adventurous attempt to steal the Crown’s Jewels had been featured on pamphlets and papers all across London for weeks.

      The story had reached Winterbourne but a few days ago—how Thomas Blood had fooled the Tower’s guard by impersonating a clergyman and devised a plot to gain access to the Tower of London’s regalia. At which point, he’d dealt a blow to the guard’s head with a mallet, and flattened the crown with it too, in order to speed his escape.

      One of Blood’s accomplices had bagged the Orb in his breeches and dealt a quick stab to the guard, who threatened to raise the alarm. Pandemonium had reigned as the guard’s son reached the premises and cried for help, and the chase of an unidentified robber then began.

      By the end of the violent ordeal, Blood and his group had been caught, locked in the Tower. And there, they awaited their fate.

      Last I heard, Captain Blood had demanded an audience with the king himself, which was granted—to the astonishment of most, including me. Everyone talked about it. I’d heard it from the coachman on our way to London, and from the innkeeper too...

      “Vuoi compagnia?” a woman said. She was standing on the next door, dressed in a green bodice with paned sleeves and an exquisite matching petticoat. She’d asked if I cared for company.

      I folded the pamphlet and pressed it between my knee and elbow, then I readjusted my seat to get a better look at her. And thankfully, I did, as she was a pleasant sight. A vision of fair skin and wavy blonde hair. Her large green eyes widened in delight as an enticing smile bloomed on her lips, though what she found engaging in me I did not know. My drenched clothes had shrunk against my body and water was dripping from my hair—hardly an alluring view.

      “Italiana?” I asked.

      She raised her chin on a proud whim. “Venetian,” she replied.

      I gave her a candid grin. It was a known truth that Venetian courtesans stood out from the rest—not even the Dutch possessed such a formidable reputation in the arts of seduction.

      “I don’t know,” I mumbled. I took a swig of wine before gazing at her once more. She was absolutely perfect.

      A voice in my head lashed at me for even considering refusing this opportunity. Why did I hesitate? Was it a sudden spell of unworthiness? No, it was worse than that. In the last few hours, I believed I’d grown a conscience; some feeble sense of morality stopped me from chasing carnal delights.

      Now that I would not abide.

      The beautiful courtesan crouched in front of me. She carefully pushed away the drenched locks of hair that covered half my face. “I’ll take care of you, love,” she whispered. A wonderful promise.

      “Love,” I murmured. The phrase flashed in my brain as quick as lightning. “Love is too young to know what conscience is.” I stifled a bitter laugh.

      Too much wine.

      “Come with me,” she breathed, tugging at my hand. “I’ll show you what love is.”

      

      The stories were true, and I made sure to prove them at least twice before the night was spent.

      As dawn broke, I threw open the window shutters and allowed the pale morning light to drift inside the room. A terrible idea, as the brightness hurt my eyes and worsened the headache pulsing in my temples.

      “Oh, god...” I mumbled, vexed as I leaned my brow against my forearm. “Courtesans here are quite legendary, but hangovers are infinitely worse.”

      My charming lover slipped a hand around my bare waist. “Here,” she whispered. “Drink this. You’ll feel better.”

      I took the warm cup between my hands and inhaled its swirling vapors. The fragrance was agreeable, though I would have preferred a bottle of Bordeaux.

      The first drink passed the test. We returned to the bed. I sat, and she lay beside me, allowing me to glide my fingertips along her toned thighs.

      “It’s actually quite good,” I mumbled, staring into the cup. “What is it?”

      “It’s rosemary tea.” She finished the sentence with the sweetest smile.

      “Rosemary?” I said, amused. “Like the street.” I took one last sip and fetched my clothes.

      She slipped into a robe as I got dressed, then headed outside. I left three guineas on the night table, covering the expense more than fairly before I left the room.

      “Safe travels, my lord,” she said as I met her in the doorway. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      I stared at her in undiluted amazement. The level of commitment to her office was uncanny. I could not help but admire her. For a second, I could have sworn she actually cared about me. In truth, I almost believed her promise.

      My hand folded on the doorknob when she suddenly pulled my arm. I turned, and she buried her face in my chest and wrapped her slender arms around me in a long and meaningful embrace. It was then that I began to suspect her sentiment’s authenticity.

      “Stay safe,” she whispered.

      I glided my hand along her soft jawline, perplexed. “I will,” I told her in a gentle tone.

      She parted from me and pulled the door open, biting her lower lip as she prepared herself to watch me leave.

      I marched across the threshold and stopped to say, “You never told me your name. I’d like to put a name to your lovely face when I remember you.”

      She quietly grinned. “It’s Lucia,” she replied.

      “Lucia,” I echoed. Whether it was her true name meant little to me. She’d given me a peaceful night, and I would be grateful for it always.
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        * * *

      

      The crossing from Dover to Calais had been a most impious experience. I’d spent most of the time locked in the cabin, sick to my stomach, what with the ship’s raging motions across the Channel.

      Three days had passed before we reached Paris—enough time for me to recover from the voyage’s adverse conditions.

      As we drove along the Quai de la Tournelle, I pulled back the coach’s curtain. The day’s first sunbeams struck between the passing trees, extending their gentle touch onto every surface near the Seine; tree leaves tinged in bright orange and gold, and beyond, the river coursed in shades of green and gray. Perhaps it was far too early in the morning and Paris slept still, but La Ville Lumière’s peaceful air soothed my weariness.

      I closed my eyes and let the sun’s warmth land on my eyelids as it refracted through the windowpane. My spirit renewed at the sight of Paris. It was as if a restricting band cinched around my chest had finally burst open, and I could breathe again.

      Winterbourne lay miles away. And every shred of sorrow and misery I had endured, I left behind. The moment I’d locked my bedroom door, I’d consciously made the choice of putting away the tormenting voice once and for all. I did not know if it would work, but I hoped with all my heart it would.

      Alisa slept a pleasant dream.

      As we sped through Saint-Germain-des-Prés, approaching what would become our home for the following weeks, I realized she had not complained once during the entire journey. Perhaps Alisa was immune to such things as seasickness; perhaps her constitution was far stronger than I’d imagined.

      I understood then I knew her very little. And why would it not be so, when our education had taken place in very different arenas—I conducted most of my affairs outside, whereas Alisa’s activities confined her to our home.

      Perhaps now that we traveled together, I would get to see her—to discover who she really was.

      The carriage stopped.

      “We’re here,” I said, and her eyes opened.

      The footman unlocked the door. “Bonjour, monsieur.”

      “Bonjour,” I answered, and climbed off the black berline carriage when I noticed the sizeable mud puddle that stood between the house and the cab.

      “Wait,” I managed as Alisa attempted to step out. “You don’t want to stain that gown, I’m sure.”

      She stared at the soiled pavement, still with dreamy eyes.

      “Come on,” I groaned, slipping my arms around her narrow frame. Effortlessly, I carried her across the puddle and settled her on the sidewalk.

      “This way, s’il vous plait.” The footman pointed us to the house before taking care of the luggage.

      Although small enough to adhere to our budget, this townhouse had enough splendors to leave me breathless as I walked through its threshold. Hardwood floors and Bordeaux-colored draped walls; oriental rugs that filled the rooms in gold and burgundy, granting the inescapable sense of luxury one expected from Parisian décor.

      A grand golden chandelier pended from the hall’s ceiling. My gaze traced the upper floor’s corridor and went down its staircase. I touched the smooth wooden handrail and ran upstairs. I’d never seen this place before, and I relished discovering every room because this would be our home for the following months.

      I pushed the bedroom door open and looked past its lavish furnishings, lured by the balcony that lay ahead with the promise of a wonderful view.

      At once, I threw open the double doors and stepped outside. The morning breeze enveloped me in a soothing embrace. The tree-lined Quai de la Tournelle and the Seine were stunning as they lay before me, but Notre Dame’s Cathedral rose on the horizon and that sight filled my eyes with tears.

      In that moment, all my plans came to fruition.

      This was real. I was here.
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      “Any plans for today?” I asked, then took a sip of my steaming Turkish coffee, a welcoming gift from our landlord. I drank it after breakfast every morning since. Its invigorating effects were well worth the strong, bitter taste.

      “I’m engaged for a petite promenade with Lady Cisseley and her sister,” Alisa said, setting down her cup of tea. “We’re visiting the Place Royale.”

      We’d been in Paris for a few weeks, yet Alisa had already developed quite a taste for mingling in society. Giddy as a child, she arranged her laced gloves over the table.

      “I’m astounded at how fast you’ve made friends with Lady Cisseley,” I confessed.

      “It’s hardly any surprise, I should think,” she said with nonchalance. “After all, we’ve shared the same itinerary since we parted from London.” She took one last drink of tea, locking her gaze on the gilt-bronzed cartel clock across the room. “Oh, my. Is that the time?” She moved away from the table.

      I pushed my chair back and straightened.

      “Goodness!” she said with sheer surprise, her widened eyes studying my appearance. “That’s a new suit.”

      I looked at my three-piece ivory silk laced clothing. The tailor had delivered it last evening, along with another two suits I’d ordered a few days ago, all according to the Parisian trend.

      “Do you like it?” I asked, suddenly too self-aware.

      “Tighter breeches, I see.” She raised a fine eyebrow. “Yes. It’s wonderful, Ivan. Very à la mode!” Alisa smiled.

      “I’m glad you think so.” I shrugged, certain that I blushed.

      Alisa’s blue eyes lingered on me some more. In those brief seconds, I wished I could listen to her thoughts and discover what kept her in such a daze. She then blinked, and it was as if she’d snapped out of a trance.

      “Oh. I must get on,” she said, straightening her gown with her hands. “We’ll talk later.” Having said that, she left the room.

      As much as society appealed to her, the Parisian scenery of theater, dance, and architecture fascinated Alisa as well. Meanwhile, I amused myself with simpler pleasures. I relished taking strolls along the cobblestone streets, learning alternative routes to reach Le Quartier Latin or l’Île de la Cité, and in so doing, discovering the quaintest hidden cafes and cabarets.

      “Leix, I’m going out,” I told our footman. “I expect I’ll be back in time for lunch.”

      He silently nodded.

      

      A few days ago, I’d picked up an interest in exploring the Île Saint-Louis, which now seemed like the perfect excuse for a morning walk.

      On my way, I followed the Seine’s embankment until I came upon the Pont de la Tournelle. There, I stopped. The majestic panoramic rendered me breathless. Laid before me was a full view of Notre Dame’s east side—its spire reached up to the clear blue sky, superb as it rose between both towers. And on its right, though far beyond, I glimpsed the Hôtel de Ville and the Pont Rouge. The towers of Saint-Jean-en-Grève and Saint-Gervais emerged in the distance.

      Once I crossed the bridge, towering manors lined the street, setting up an exclusive residential quartier. Even the city’s cacophony shied from its confines. Such silence seemed unreal to me since it was almost noon; if not for the occasional carriage passing, the neighborhood’s tranquility could well make it seem forsaken.

      Could I live in a place like this? I wondered. I rather enjoyed the city’s vibrancy, the jostling hordes in the Place Saint-Michel, crowding the small cafes even if it meant staying afoot while drinking their stimulating beverages—but this, a life of opulence and discretion, I could get used to.

      I made a right turn and walked up to the Saint-Louis-en-l’Île Church, still under construction. Its bell tower’s design, shaped like an obelisk, struck me as odd. I would have ventured inside, had I something else not jolted my prying nature.

      It lay on the pavement, a few feet away, gleaming too brightly for a small object. Curiosity compelled me. I moved closer, took the square-shaped object in my hand, and held it to eye level.

      “A looking glass,” I mumbled. It was small and simple, bound in a metallic casing in pristine condition, with no engraving to reveal its owner’s identity.

      I fiddled with my tiny treasure, staring at my eyes’ reflection, amused by my discovery when I picked up the clop of horse hooves approaching. Next thing I knew, the horse shrieked in my ear. I whirled on my feet, in time to see the black Friesian shy from me. The creature shrieked again, and then bolted along with three other horses, pulling the carriage further down the lane.

      “Whoa! Whoa, Stallion!” the driver cried, but it did nothing to appease the speeding four-in-hand.

      The Friesians galloped out of control, scarce feet from reaching the street’s corner. And as I stood there, powerless before the inevitable, the carriage overturned, projecting the coachman several feet high in the air. The vehicle crashed on its side within seconds.

      I ran to the carriage. The horses squealed and reared, and as soon as I got to them, I reached for that youngest, inexperienced horse—the one that had unleashed the entire ordeal with its shying.

      With a gentle tug, I took hold of its bridle. “Easy, Stallion,” I said, smoothing my hand on his neck. He calmed down fast, and the others followed.

      I then hurried to the driver and knelt by his side. “Are you all right, man?” I asked, but the coachman gave no answer. He’d received a dreadful blow to the head; blood gushed from his forehead and covered half of his face. I lay my hand on his chest. Was he alive? How else could I tell?

      The looking glass.

      I placed it under his nose and hoped his breath would stain its surface, but it did not. The man was dead.

      Not a soul passed in the street. I found myself the single witness to this tragedy. Then I heard it—a low, thudding beat.

      It stopped. Or perhaps I’d imagined it? I looked around and studied the wreckage with the highest awareness. The horses had regained their steady temper. I saw no movement that could... There. I heard it again. This time, louder.

      It came from the carriage. And in between the steady pounding, I heard a muffled voice. Someone was banging on the door! It would have been impossible to readjust it. I lacked the manpower, so I did the next best thing and climbed up the overturned coach. And as I stepped into the rear quarter, I glimpsed the person trapped inside.

      Her widened eyes fixed on mine for a second as she froze. We must have stared at each other longer than called for. But soon after, the spell was broken, as she banged on the door with what appeared to be a parasol.

      “I’ll get you out,” I assured her. “Stay calm!”

      Whatever the woman answered remained a mystery to me. Her muffled voice made it impossible to understand a word she said.

      I pulled the door’s handle once, twice... it did not work. I tried it one more time but to no avail. The door was stuck. I had to do something—and fast—because this woman was ready to keep hammering the door with her precious parasol until she won back her freedom.

      Either I would have to unhinge the carriage’s door or break the window. The latter choice seemed undesirable, for it would undoubtedly add to the lady’s distress.

      With a glance, I examined the wreckage’s debris until I stumbled on a metallic rod. That would do the trick.

      I parted from the window, and she banged on the door once more. She glared at me with a scowl and a slackened mouth. A most demanding attitude, which honestly annoyed me. What was she thinking? Here I was, doing my best to relieve her from this uncomfortable situation, and yet, she treated me as if I were no more than a lackey!

      “I’m beginning to think you’re probably best suited where you are,” I muttered, while I signaled for her to wait. “I’m coming back!”

      Out of a sense of duty—for I doubted any goodness breathed in me at this stage—I tried to dismiss her braggadocio. Surely, such wanting demeanor must have stemmed from the shock impressed on her by the accident.

      I stepped off the cart and reached under the wheel. The bar lay on the ground amid scattered fragments of ripped leather and splintered wood, too far from my grip. I squeezed myself through, forcing my chest against the pavement in order to shorten the distance until my fingers grazed the bar. With one quick swing of my index finger, I grabbed it at last.

      A damp wave of coolness suddenly spread across my chest. I slowly looked down. “Oh, no...” I scowled. Muck and grime stained my coat and vest. I’d ruined my suit beyond repair. But I couldn’t stop to whine about my incident, and with the rod in my hand, I climbed over the carriage once more.

      “Stand back!” I told the woman. She moved to the back of the cart. I slipped the rod beneath the lock and pushed until it broke.

      At last, I opened the door. I knelt before the gap and peered inside. The woman’s large green eyes pierced the shadows, and her gaze landed squarely on me.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, wiping my filthy hands on my already useless vest.

      “Ah... Briton,” she mumbled, caring little to conceal her disappointment. She then reached for my hand and hauled it without warning.

      “I don’t think that’s—!” I slipped and fell into the coach’s cabin, and much to my displeasure, landed on top of her, “—such a good idea,” I groaned.

      The car’s dim lighting allowed little to unveil her facial features, but in truth, all I cared about was leaving this wretched vehicle as soon as possible to carry on with the rest of my day.

      “Well, I see you’re determined I remain within this carriage,” she said in flawless English, an inch away from my face. “What was it you said? I’m ’best suited’ where I am?” Fury hung from each word.

      My expression slackened. “You heard that?” I managed.

      “Please remove yourself from me, sir,” she said through clenched teeth.

      I noticed then that my hand had landed on her waist. The other one, on her bare shoulder. “I—forgive me,” I murmured as I backed away.

      I hated to admit it, but she had the upper hand—not that I wanted to stay mad at her. Although, her temper did little to atone for her rudeness. With a sore shoulder, I moved out of the carriage and offered her my hand to lift her.

      She accepted my help without saying a word, and once I held her, I realized that despite her slim complexion, the gown’s heaviness posed quite a challenge to my strength. I sighed in the deepest relief the second her feet touched the ground.

      “You might want to avert your eyes from that side of the road,” I said as I leaned against the carriage, recovering my breath. “Your driver... I’m afraid it ended badly for him.”

      “No,” she mumbled. “Not Hector. I can’t lose him!” She fled to the coachman’s side before I got the chance to restrain her. I watched her kneel before him, her figure covering the driver’s bloodied face.

      “Ne vous inquiétez pas, vous vivrez.” Don’t worry, you’ll live, she said. I begged to differ. Last time I’d checked, he was not breathing, remember?

      The woman released the driver’s hand. She moved aside, and as she did, I could not believe what my eyes saw. The man was moving. He rolled to the side.

      With all the calmness I was lacking, she pressed a white handkerchief against the wound on his face, and wrapping an arm around his waist, she aided him to his feet. This was beyond extraordinary!

      At that moment, footsteps hurried down the street. A group of men darted to the carriage, and helped me turn the vehicle upright.

      “Mademoiselle, please allow me,” a man said, offering to carry the coachman to the cart. It all happened too fast, and before I knew it, the man rested inside.

      While she adjusted her white kid gloves, the woman silently approached me. I vowed to myself that no matter how vulnerable she might seem as she conveyed her gratitude, I would not take advantage. I would accept her apology with humility.

      “You mustn’t say a thing,” I said as she stood before me.

      She flinched. “Mustn’t I?”

      “You’re most welcome,” I added. “There’s no need for an apology. Let us part as friends.”

      “An apology?” she echoed, bemused. “The courtesy of my gratitude, I would extend. But you are far too presumptuous to expect an apology, sir. Since it is you who must apologize to me.”

      My brow slipped into a frown. “Me? Apologize to you?” I snapped. “Whatever for?”

      “Why, causing the accident, of course!” she stammered in disbelief.

      A mirthless laugh escaped me. “This is ludicrous,” I mumbled. “I did no such thing.”

      “Of course, you did!” she continued, adamant. “That shimmering case you carried nearly blinded me as we passed you. I can only assume how distressing it must have been for the horses. Why else would they have bolted as they did?”

      I took a deep breath. This was no game. This woman meant every word she said. And after everything I’d done for her... I knew my swift temper would take over my tongue, so with every ounce of strength left inside me, I fought to hold it in.

      “May I point out, mademoiselle,” I muttered, “your Stallion is quite a young horse. He’s clearly unfit to pull a carriage.”

      “I resent you for saying that, sir. Stallion is one of my best,” she replied with no demure. “I would stay and discuss each aspect regarding the rudeness of your manners, but I fear such a feat would require most of my day. And I must take this man to the doctor. Otherwise, he’ll die... This time, for real.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of delaying his medical attention,” I replied, half astonished, half irked at her snobbish ways. “Do you need help to drive him there?”

      “I assure you, I’m quite capable of managing,” she said, climbing onto the coachman’s seat. “Good day, sir.” A quick nod and she pulled the reins, and the carriage drove away, as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Good day...” I mumbled, stupefied.
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        * * *

      

      The walk back home gave me plenty of time to ruminate on every word the woman had said. By the time I reached the house, I was all but fuming. But mostly, I realized, I was hungry.

      I stepped into the dining room to find Alisa, flipping through a book as she drank a glass of wine. “There you are,” she said, setting the glass aside. As soon as her blue eyes landed on me, they flew open in sheer shock. “Heavens, Ivan! You’re covered in mud!”

      “You’re not going to believe what happened,” I roared, and shut the door behind me. Stepping closer, I noticed the empty plates on the table. “Oh. I see you’ve already had dinner.”

      “I thought you’d be dining out,” she mumbled in a daze, then rung the bell. At once, the door opened behind me. “Marguerite, please tell Cook that M. Lockhart has arrived, and to be as kind as to send his meal.”

      “Oui, mademoiselle,” the girl replied. And as soon as the parlormaid left the room, Alisa’s poised demeanor crumbled.

      She moved away from the table fast and rushed to me. “What is it, darling? What’s wrong? You seem quite flustered.” Her gentle hands examined my face.

      I silently admired her, so devoted and tender. It had been years since she’d called me that—darling.

      “Are you all right?” she insisted, her voice strained with worry.

      “I’m fine,” I said under my breath, grabbing the chair’s back to steady my balance.

      Satisfied after establishing my well-being, Alisa returned to her seat. “You must tell me what happened,” she said in a calmer tone.

      “A carriage overturned right before my eyes.” I snatched the glass of wine and poured it down my throat in a single swig.

      “Not a pleasant sight at all,” she said gravely.

      “Mm. It wasn’t,” I replied, setting the glass on the table. “But that’s not it. You see, a woman got trapped inside the carriage.”

      “How very dreadful!” Alisa covered her mouth with her hand. “Did someone rescue the poor creature?”

      I choked a laugh. The poor creature was definitely not the phrase that came to mind as I recalled her. “I did,” I said with a shrug. “Hence, my appearance.” A quick hand wave referenced my ruined attire.

      “Oh, I see...” she mumbled, deeply concerned. “She must have been most grateful. What did she say when you saved her?”

      “What did she say?” I echoed, shooting my brows sky-high. “Why, she blamed me for the entire incident.” I poked around the fruit plate, rolling a grape aside before I decided to toss it in my mouth.

      “Impossible!” she gasped.

      “Oh, it’s true.” I nodded while I removed my dirty coat. “The nerve of the woman!” I folded the piece and laid it on a chair.

      “How very peculiar,” Alisa mused with a frown. “Who was she? Do we know her?”

      “I have no idea who she is,” I said, rolling up my sleeves. “Some hoity-toity aristocrat, I should imagine.” Annoyed, I sauntered to the water pitcher and dipped my hands into the basin, clearing the muck from my fingernails.

      “Well, I’m sorry it ruined your appetite,” she told me.

      I turned with a scowl. “Far from it!” I said as I plummeted onto the chair. “Pass the bread if you please.”

      Delicious pain mollet. Round and small, light and airy, with a hint of salt that heightened its taste. One bite and all was well in the world again. “But enough of my day,” I said, filling our glasses. “How was your promenade at the Place Royale?”

      “Not nearly as interesting as your adventure, I’m afraid,” she teased with a twinkle of mischief. “Lady Cisseley has invited me to a Salon next Friday; that’s all the excitement I can convey.”

      “A Salon?” I said, intrigued. “Isn’t that one of those exclusive social gatherings that encourage intellectually stimulating conversation?” I pulled another chunk of bread and jabbed it into my mouth.

      “It is,” she conceded with a nod. “Lady Cisseley has pointed out that my talents on the Virginal should not go to waste. She believes I should benefit from attending. It seems Friday’s strictly target the musical arts.”

      “Monsieur,” Marguerite said, slipping my steaming meal before me.

      I grabbed my fork and knife. “Merci, Marguerite.” Food. Thank you. I was famished. “I agree with Lady Cisseley,” I said. “And I see nothing wrong with this plan, save for one minor detail.”

      Alisa dropped her knife on the table. “What is it?”

      “That I’m not in it.” I cracked a smile.

      A brief laugh escaped her. “What are you saying, Ivan? You’ve decided to become a salonnière?” she taunted, carefully folding her napkin.

      I winced instantly. “God, no! Nothing like that,” I assured her. “It’s just that I’m afraid Lady Cisseley has absorbed your time ever since we got here.” I pursed my lips. “What I’m trying to say, while failing so miserably, is that I would like it if you and I might share more than a meal... some time or other.” My mouth went dry. I seized the glass and took a long swig.

      Alisa stared at me in silence for the longest time. Finally, she murmured shyly, “I would like that too.”

      “Good.” I stabbed the fork into my meat. “Does the theater interest you?”

      She blushed. “The theater sounds wonderful.”

      “Shall we seal this with a present?” I slipped my hand into my jacket’s pocket. Without revealing its content, I placed it on the table. “Prepare yourself to see something beautiful,” I told her.

      As Alisa leaned closer, I flipped open the case and turned it, capturing her reflection in the looking glass.

      “Oh, Ivan.” She shook her head while suppressing a smile.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “It’s exquisite,” she replied, carefully examining the piece.

      With a slight push of my fingertips, the mirror glided towards her. “Take it,” I said. “It’s yours.”
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        * * *

      

      While I was nestled against my window, the book slipped from my fingers and landed on my chest. For the fourth time this week, I abandoned all hopes of ever getting through John Milton’s Lost Paradise. Adam and Eve would find themselves cast off Eden either way, wouldn’t they?

      At the sound of clanking hoofs approaching, I looked out the window. Lady Cisseley’s carriage stopped before our gates. I was in no mood to engage in conversation with her, but I wanted to know how the Salon had turned out for Alisa. She’d been expecting this day with much anticipation.

      I crept out of my room and skulked in the hallway. Alisa, Lady Cisseley, and her younger sister entered the vestibule in chattering frenzy.

      “The baroness sung extraordinarily, I thought!” Lady Cisseley said. “Did you have a good time, dearest?”

      “A wonderful time, indeed,” Alisa replied. “I particularly enjoyed Miss Rinehart’s poetry reading.”

      “Miss Rinehart reads well,” the young girl said. “But do you know who reads beautifully, even more so than Miss Rinehart?”

      Alisa frowned. “I could not possibly guess. Do tell us, Esther.”

      “Mr. William Pritchard!” the girl said with enthusiasm.

      “Esther, really,” Lady Cisseley intervened. “You’ve not heard the man read.”

      “No, I have not,” Esther rebuffed. “But my friend, Mrs. Hamil, has. She said Mr. Pritchard infused emotion into Shakespeare’s sonnets, compelling all listeners to tears.” Her hands curled into tight fists. “He infused emotion, Cisseley!”

      “Would you care for some tea, ladies?” Alisa asked.

      The women accepted the offer and moved into the parlor, where they continued their conversation. Their clever arguments appealed more to me than Mr. Milton’s epic poetry. I moved out of my hiding place and went downstairs soundlessly.

      I continued to pry from a distance, in the hall, watching through the miraculous crevice between the parlor’s ajar doors.

      “Miss Lockhart, I so enjoyed hearing you play the clavecin!” Esther said, sticking to her vigorous demeanor.

      “Thank you, Esther. But I’m afraid it’s been a most humbling experience,” Alisa replied, prudent as ever. “Today, I’ve discovered the limits to my talents.”

      “Modesty does not suit you, my dearest,” Lady Cisseley said. She heaved a sigh as she sat on the chair by the hearth.

      “You played marvelously, Alisa,” the younger girl said, calling my sister by her Christian name with a pretense of maturity.

      “Indeed, you are the sweetest,” she answered with a candid smile. “The truth is, I’ve yet to find my way around the instrument. And on that note, I must thank you for pointing me in the right direction⁠—”

      “M. Leduc is an excellent teacher,” Lady Cisseley spoke in a nonchalant tone. “Your talent could not be in finer hands, dearest.” Lazily, she adjusted her gloves.

      “M. Leduc plays marvelously,” Esther mumbled. “But do you know who else plays as marvelously as M Leduc?” She straightened in the seat.

      “Who, Esther dear?” Alisa asked with infinite patience.

      “Mr. William Pritchard, of course!” the girl replied, her expression beaming with admiration. “And of this, I’m certain, for I’ve heard him play myself!”

      “My, my… Esther. This Mr. Pritchard sounds too good to be true!” Alisa said, widening her smile into a grin. Her mischievous gaze angled towards Lady Cisseley. “A man who takes pleasure in poetry and excels in the clavecin’s execution? Can he be real?”

      Esther giggled. “He’s quite handsome too.”

      “Esther!” Lady Cisseley snapped, and recovering her poise she added, “That’s enough, dear. What will Miss Lockhart think of you?”

      Alisa slipped a hand over Esther’s. “Only that she’s discovered a man who defies the standards of our society.” She turned to the girl. “And I should envy you for it, dearest.”

      “You must forgive my sister’s enthusiasm. She’s prone to exaggeration,” Lady Cisseley mumbled. “Please, do not misunderstand me, Miss Lockhart. Mr. Pritchard does possess many amiable qualities. He truly is quite the catch...” She lowered her chin, shooting up a fine eyebrow. “The elusive kind, if you get my meaning.”

      “I see,” Alisa uttered.

      “That doesn’t bother me at all,” Esther said, satisfied.

      “Being miles away from him must be difficult for you,” Alisa began, the gentle soul. “I’m sure you cannot wait to return home and learn what Mr. Pritchard has been up to.”

      “Oh, but he left London years ago,” Esther said. “Mr. Pritchard lives here, in Paris. That is why I joined Cisseley and my brother Robert on their travels. It’s a matter of days before I run into him! I believe I shall faint at the sight of his handsomeness.” She took her hands to her chest. “I expect he’ll carry me home, sealing the beginning of our romance with one long heartfelt kiss...”

      “Really, child!” Lady Cisseley laughed under her breath. “I cannot wait for you to grow out of this romantic étape!”

      “The name Pritchard sounds familiar,” Alisa mumbled. “Perhaps I’ve met him before.”

      “I do not believe so, dearest,” Lady Cisseley replied. “He’s not the type of man one meets and forgets.”

      The parlormaid sauntered down the hall, carrying the tea service on a silver tray. I seized the chance and intercepted her at the door. “Let me take this off your hands, Marguerite,” I whispered, taking hold of the tray. “I will take care of it, thank you.”

      Stunned, the woman nodded and dashed back into the hallway whence she’d come.

      “Someday, I will marry him. I know it,” Esther continued, with a gravity beyond her years. “He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen⁠—”

      “More handsome than me?” I said as I entered the room.

      The ladies gasped in surprise, then shared a subtle laugh. Young Esther hopelessly blushed.

      “Forgive my intrusion, ladies. But I could hardly stay away from your lively conversation,” I confessed, while setting the service tray on the table.

      Alisa got to her feet. “Ivan,” she said, stretching her hands towards me.

      “My dearest Alisa,” I said, holding them fast. “I’m glad you’re home.”

      “Mr. Lockhart, how good of you to join us,” Lady Cisseley said, charming as she swept me with a glance. She offered me her hand.

      I held it lightly. “Lady Allen,” I said with a bow.

      “Please, I prefer Cisseley.”

      I cracked a smile. “Very well, Lady Cisseley.”

      “I believe you’ve yet to meet my sister-in-law, Miss Esther Allen,” she added.

      “Enchanté, mademoiselle.” I greeted her with the same attention.

      Esther’s cheeks burned red scarlet. She pursed her lips and giggled. I realized she was quite young, no more than fifteen.

      “Perhaps we might persuade Mr. Lockhart to join us for next Friday’s assembly,” Lady Cisseley suggested. “There will be dancing.” Her tone implied the thought might tempt me. Little did she know how much I abhorred it.

      “I thank you for the invitation, Lady Cisseley,” I replied, “but I’m afraid I never dance if I can prevent it.” I pursed my lips. “Well, then. Tea has been served, and therefore, my meddling in your affairs has now ended. I shall leave you ladies to your prodigious scheming. Good day.” I bowed.

      My admission shocked them, but they hid it well. “Good day, Mr. Lockhart,” Lady Cisseley managed.

      As I closed the double doors behind me, I could not avoid overhearing their impressions.

      “Is he your brother, Alisa?” Esther asked.

      “He is,” Alisa said. “Did you like him?” Her tone was warm as usual.

      Silence came in reply.

      “Why, dearest Miss Lockhart,” Lady Cisseley uttered. “I believe our Esther’s affections have passed on to Mr. Lockhart!”

      “Poor Mr. Pritchard!” Alisa exclaimed.

      Laughter resounded in the room.
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      Alisa and I left the Théâtre du Palais-Royal dodging puddles of rain, shimmering like mirrors scattered on the cobblestone street. Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme had eased our melancholic mood as we approached our last days in the city.

      Low banks of fog scurried between the gas lamps that lined the Rue Saint-Honoré, casting the impression of being trapped in a beautiful dream.

      Paris. The highlight of civilization. Beauty, progress, culture, and freedom made life sizzle in every corner and quaint café. I embraced it like taking a long breath before a plunge deep underwater.

      We took refuge from the weather in one of those cozy cafes and soon found ourselves delighted in the most pleasant conversation.

      “I could not bear another minute in that house,” Alisa confessed. “Give me one more pillow to embroider, and I assure you, I would have screamed!” She burst into laughter.

      Her candor shocked me beyond words. Never once had I given thought to her daily routine back home in Winterbourne. I’d never questioned whether she received any sense of accomplishment from such delicate tasks as embroidery or playing the Virginals.

      “You’ve always been so talented,” I replied, perplexed. “I never thought you disliked it.”

      She pressed a pair of fingers against her lips. “Forgive me. I should not have said⁠—”

      “No, no. Please,” I assured her in a warm tone. “Do not mind me, Alisa. If this is how you feel—how you’ve always felt—then, by all means, you must say it.”

      She drank from her steaming cup of tea, flustered as she batted her eyelashes for a second. “Surely you must know,” she murmured, lowering her cup, “I want more than what life offers to someone like me.”

      I frowned. “Someone like you?” I echoed.

      “A woman,” Alisa explained. “I fear that—” She bit her lower lip, nervously fidgeting with the porcelain cup.

      “Yes. What is it?” I pressed.

      She straightened, garnering her resolve. “I fear this tour might only serve two distinct purposes,” she continued. “None of which could ever play in my favor.”

      The more she spoke, the deeper my concerns grew. “In what way?” I asked softly.

      “It’s quite simple,” she said, interlacing her fingers. “Either this tour will become the pinnacle of my life, which is a grim prospect to envision...”

      “Or...?” I uttered, gently raising my brows.

      “Or,” she said with a sigh, “it will fuel my thirst for adventure, instigating my pursuit of freedom from the social chains that bind my sex.” Her expression turned grave as her gaze met mine. “We both know how disastrous that outcome would be.”

      I gave her a swift nod. “In that case,” I raised my drink, “let us toast to a Tour marked by disaster, in all shapes and forms.” My lips curled into a smile.

      A moment of silence sailed between us before we laughed in unison.

      “I’m so sorry to intrude,” said a dapper man as he approached our table, “but I could not help overhearing part of your merry conversation. I’m afraid your accent has lured me to you like a moth to a flame... End my anxiety, and pray tell, are you by any chance traveling from England?” Green sparkling eyes and an enchanting smile expected an answer.

      “Let me put your mind at ease, sir,” I replied. “You’re not mistaken. We are traveling from England.”

      The man’s smile widened into a grin. “I’m so pleased to hear that!” He pulled a chair close and sat beside me. “William Pritchard is the name. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, monsieur...?”

      “You’re William Pritchard,” I uttered. “Sir Rowland Pritchard’s son?” I raised one eyebrow, astonished by the privilege of such company at our humble café table.

      “That I am, sir.” He bowed his head in a gracious gesture.

      Sir Rowland Pritchard had commissioned Father’s trading expeditions for years. I’d even met the man once or twice when I was a child. I knew he had a son my age, but never imagined our paths would cross, divergent as they were.

      “Ivan Lockhart,” I introduced myself. “And this is Miss Alisa Lockhart, my sister.”

      William’s eyes gleamed with pernicious charisma as they landed on her. “Enchanté, mademoiselle.”

      Alisa’s cheeks tinged with a pinkish hue. Her mouth hinted a smile when he kissed her hand.

      “Lockhart, ey?” he mumbled as he straightened. “I believe our fathers have long been business associates, am I right?”

      I silently said yes.

      “Then I must count you as my friends,” he added as he lit a cigarette. The first swirls of smoke drifted past Alisa’s face. She wrinkled her nose, and with a slight hand wave, she diverted the smoke’s direction. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. Does it bother you, Miss Lockhart? I have them sent to me from Madrid, but I would put it out if it offends you.” He spoke the words with genuine consideration.

      “Not at all, Mr. Pritchard,” Alisa replied with the same candor. “If anything, I’d like to try them myself. But alas, the boundaries of propriety prevent me from it.” A wry smile thinned her lips.

      Pritchard lowered his chin, offering her a meaningful stare. “This is Paris, Miss Lockhart,” he said. And leaning back, he added with a mischievous tone, “You’re free to break those English boundaries here.”

      “I thank you, sir,” she said. “However, it’s not propriety that keeps me, but that which would become of me once I’m set free.” She gave him a playful wink, which bothered me somewhat. She’d only met the man minutes ago, and already she granted him such a token of intimacy. But rather than lingering on the subject, I focused on determining the reason for Pritchard’s presence at our table.

      He laughed at Alisa’s feisty remark. “I can see we’ll get along quite well, Miss Lockhart. Oh, I like you!”

      “You honor us with your presence, sir...” I began.

      “None of that, please. Call me Pritchard. All my friends do.” He signaled the waiter and ordered a cup of coffee. “And as we’re now friends, may I confide in you both?” Pritchard closed in over the table and lowered his voice as if he were about to reveal a great secret.

      “You may,” I said.

      “For five years, I’ve made my home on Parisian soil, and not once had the thought of returning to London crossed my mind—not until tonight, that is.” Pritchard paused. “Somehow, you’ve rekindled my love for our motherland and reminded me what I’ve left behind.” He put out his cigarette. “I believe my discourteous intrusion at your table is a testament to my whim of melancholia.”

      “Take care, sir,” Alisa said. “Your presence at this table might also serve as a testament to your nationality’s transference. We seldom see such openness in our homeland, especially amid strangers.” She pierced him with a quizzical stare.

      Pritchard choked a laugh. “Perhaps so, Miss Lockhart,” he replied with seriousness. “Perhaps I’ve lost my English manners. I do hope I may win your good opinion, in spite of it.” He broke his solemnity with a lighter, “Tell me, friends, what brings you to Paris?”

      “The Grand Tour,” I said.

      “C’est magnifique!” Pritchard clasped his hands. “How long are you staying?”

      “We leave in a week.” I was curt.

      “A week!” He raised his brow. “I’m afraid we’ve met only too late... Where are you bound to next, if I may ask?”

      “Our next destination is Rome,” I replied, smoothing my rough manners.

      Pritchard leaned back on the seat. “Oh, you must stop at Venice on your way there⁠—”

      “Venice is unquestionably on the itinerary,” I uttered. It was the entire reason for our journey, but what did he know? “We’re visiting Rome first, for a couple of weeks, and then head out there.”

      “You don’t want to miss the Carnivale,” he said, fidgeting with his gold cigarette case.

      This entire thread of conversation was irritating me, and patience was not amid my scarce virtues. Alisa seemed pleased enough with him, though I found no reason for it. This man, Pritchard, had become an inquisitor from the moment he sat at our table.

      “We wouldn’t miss it for the world!” Alisa spoke for the first time in a while. Had she noticed my ill humor? Was her intervention a diversion to spare Pritchard from my temper? I had no talent to conceal my annoyance, and she knew it.

      “It saddens me you’re to leave so soon,” Pritchard said, slipping the cigarette case into his pocket. “Have you set a date for your departure?”

      “Next Friday, I expect,” she replied. Good. Let her do the talking. I’d hold my tongue for as long as possible.

      “Perfect. I would very much like to have your company for dinner before you go,” he added.

      “We couldn’t possibly accept the offer, Pritchard,” I told him. “We wouldn’t want to impose. I’m certain you have social obligations far more binding than to have dinner with us Lockhartes.”

      “Nonsense!” He slammed his hand on the table and smiled. “But we must do something sooner to celebrate our new friendship.” He paused. “Oh, I know! Meet me tomorrow at the Jardin du Roi, at noon. I won’t take no for an answer!”

      My lips parted. “I⁠—”

      “We will,” she replied.

      “Excellent.” Pritchard rose from the chair. “Drinks are on me tonight, Lockhart.” He slipped a few coins on the table. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

      “We’re much obliged to you, Pritchard,” I said, too unsettled by the quick changes stirring in our midst. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      At once, he dipped into the throngs that lingered in the café’s vicinity. “Oh, and Lockhart...” he added, his face emerging from the crowd as he looked back. “Have you met the Red Devil yet?”

      The Red Devil? “Not to my knowledge,” I answered, trying hard not to let his choice of words impress me further than he’d surely expected.

      “You will,” he said, “tomorrow!” A flash of a smile, and he vanished in the horde.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped off the coach. Vast green grounds stretched everywhere I looked. This was my first time at the King’s Garden. The symmetrical designs of majestic proportions laid before me made my heart skip a beat. Not only was I in awe of its aesthetics’ perfection but also overwhelmed by the daunting thought of covering its grounds afoot.

      It was a hellish day to begin with. And beneath the many layers of clothing that I wore, the heat built up even more. I looked at my black leather shoes and dreamed of dipping my bare feet into the cool waters of the first fountain I found during this petite promenade.

      “There they are,” Alisa said as she moved past me.

      They?

      My gaze angled away from my feet to look ahead when, inches away from me, it met the unexpected: a pink satin dress with a revealing round cleavage, a long and delicate neck, pale skin and strawberry-red hair arranged into soft curls. The woman carried a pink satin parasol, which shielded her face from the heavy sunlight.

      Her green eyes swept me with an appraising stare from head to toe as she gripped the parasol’s canopy with exquisite white kid-gloved hands. Meanwhile, I noticed her familiar chiseled nose dusted with light freckles and her pink lips, silken and temptingly full. I studied her face without a care for decency, and she did not seem to mind if I did.

      “You,” I uttered, astonished. It was her. The woman from the overturned carriage, the hoity-toity aristocrat. She was... “The Red Devil.” The words rolled off my tongue before I could stop them.

      The corner of her lips slightly curled. “I see Pritchard has revealed to you my true identity,” she said with unmistakable pride. “Fear not, monsieur. You may come to like me, in spite of it all.”

      The gleam of her green eyes would have held me spellbound if not for that hint of a teasing smile she gave me. Who was this fascinating woman? So free from demure, refined, yet with every bit of entitlement to her cynical ways. A puzzle, indeed. And I did love solving puzzles.

      Death and I had been closely acquainted for twenty-four years. Surely, there was room in my life for the Devil too.

      “I believe I will,” I replied in a soft voice. “In spite of it all, as you say.” I flashed her a wicked smile.

      Her cheeks burned subtly. “I’m glad to hear it,” she said, “for it’s not in my nature to hold a grudge. We may start anew then.”

      “Lockhart, you’ve come!” Pritchard hurried to join us. “Have you two met already? Allow me, please. We must carry ourselves within the bounds of propriety. Right, Miss Lockhart?” He gave her a teasing glance.

      “Indeed,” Alisa replied in a playful tone.

      “My dear, may I introduce to you Mr. Ivan Lockhart?” Pritchard said, curling a hand around her slender arm.

      The tempting Red Devil silently agreed.

      “Lockhart,” Pritchard continued, “please meet my dearest friend in all of Paris, Miss Juliette Deveraux.”

      I struggled to contain my delight. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Deveraux,” I said. I did not lie.

      Pritchard’s stare drifted skywards as a flock of pigeons soared above us across the clear blue sky. “I say, what a glorious day for a promenade!” he uttered, shielding his eyes with a hand on his brow. “Care to join me, Miss Lockhart?” The man cocked his elbow, staging the offer.

      “Of course.” Alisa’s hand folded around his arm, landing on the cuff of his coat, and off they went, leaving me and the Red Devil on our own.

      Bitterness built up in my throat as I watched them leave. It burst out of my mouth, unstoppable. “I see nothing glorious about this hellish day,” I muttered folding my arms across my chest. “Except for your presence, of course.”

      “Astonishing...” Miss Deveraux said with widened eyes.

      My expression slipped into a frown. “What is?” I mumbled, finally laying eyes on her again.

      “Why, your clever frugality with words, monsieur,” she replied in awe. “In a single sentence, you’ve managed to convey your disdain towards this outing and praise me at the same time.”

      Badly done, Ivan. I took a hand to my brow. “Please, forgive me, Miss Deveraux,” I said, ashamed. “That was never my intention.”

      “You regret your praise of me, sir?” she asked with a cautious tone.

      “No! I would never—” I stammered nervously. “That is to say...”

      A flash of her devilish smile warned me of her fiendish game. I couldn’t help but laugh in spite of myself. “This weather... It gets out the worst of me,” I confessed. “It amazes me how women carry themselves under such unbearable conditions.”

      “It’s our one strength, I expect,” she said with a sigh. “It is rather warm.” She paused. “Come with me!” Seizing my hand tight, she pulled me away from anyone’s sight, into the gardens. As we ran across the lawn, my concerns about the horrid weather faded. Her radiant smile filled my heart with joy when we crossed the street and left behind the Jardin du Roi.

      “Monsieur!” She hailed a cab, and just as fast, we slipped inside.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked, closing the door. In truth, I couldn’t care less about our destination. I found this secrecy all too agreeable, as delightful as the freedom it sparked in my being.

      She stared at me across the seat, her eyes twinkling with joy. “You’ll see,” she said.

      I then realized, the thrill that rushed in my veins came from her. Juliette’s carefree approach spurred my heart without remedy.

      Minutes after our escape, the coach stopped. I looked through the window and discovered a grand gated courtyard. I caught the trickle of water nearby. There must have been a pond or fountain buried deep inside this exotic garden.

      We descended the vehicle.

      “Allez,” she whispered, and soundlessly, Juliette opened the gate. When she stepped inside, giant green leaves swallowed her figure. Her delicate arm suddenly peeked out, beckoning me with a curled finger.

      I cracked a smile. Trespassing private property had not been in my plans for the day, and yet, my heart raced at the thought of crossing that forbidden threshold and discovering what lay inside.

      We moved through the densest mass of wild greenery until we reached the garden’s core. A giant green leaf obstructed the narrow pathway. Juliette pushed it away, and the Garden of Eden unveiled before my eyes.

      A vast array of bromeliads and colorful orchids enclosed a grand fountain. In the center stood the most impressive effigy: a human-sized marble angel, carved with intricate chiseled wings, carrying a tilting vase from which crystalline water streamed.

      I felt the strong desire to strip away up to the last shred of clothing that covered my body, and take the plunge into the heavenly water, but I refrained. Instead, I strolled in the garden, feeding my hungry eyes with this precious oasis, hidden from the world.

      Juliette sat on the pond’s stone rim. She lifted her skirt, her delicate hands swiftly untying her shoelaces. “Well? Is this not what you wanted?” she whispered, throwing me a candid stare. “Vite, monsieur! Vite!” Batting her hand in the air, she urged me to follow her lead.

      I looked around, searching for any threat to our mischief—nothing but dense green foliage encircled us. We were safe. As I sat beside her, my eyes landed on her flawless countenance, admiring it as the sunbeams that struck the water’s surface mirrored on her smooth skin.

      “You must take off your shoes,” she insisted. Juliette then dipped her bare feet into the pond. She laughed as lifting her leg, her toes sprinkled water in the air.

      I took off my shoes and stockings. But just as I was about to submerge my feet in the spring’s refreshing water, I stopped. A few minutes ago, I’d envisioned this precise moment. And now, my wish had come true… How strange. I was certain I’d not mentioned it. How could she have known? A wonderful coincidence.

      The minute my feet splashed in the water, I moaned. “Ah, you cannot imagine how much I wanted this.” 

      Juliette blushed. She stared at me shyly while suppressing a smile. “Good,” she said, almost to herself. “Now you’re happy.”

      “I am,” I admitted. “But I’m also concerned. Whose grounds are we trespassing, exactly?”

      She tilted her head, softening her expression. “Does it matter, monsieur?” she said. “Does harm’s degree answer to the rank of its victim?”

      “It probably does, although it shouldn’t,” I said pensively. “But please, call me Ivan.”

      “Very well,” she replied. “But let us confine this precious gesture to this garden.” Her eyes glimmered again, a quality I’d not seen before in a woman—or anyone, for that matter. Finally, she smiled. “You may call me Juliette or Glorious Juliette, whichever you like best.”

      “Glorious Juliette, indeed,” I murmured, overjoyed and already in her thrall.
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed. I cherished each minute in her company, enhanced only by our secret Garden of Eden.

      Within the first minutes of our conversation, Juliette had cast away all layers of social pretense. Underneath the lavishly dressed young female of seventeen, I discovered a free-spirited woman. Her sole intent was to dive into the depths of my soul; and for the first time in my life, I opened that door, allowing her to glimpse the light and darkness that dwelled inside me.

      “It was you who pulled me into the carriage,” I said between laughs. “I played no part in it!” How could I not smile as I recalled her outrage when I’d landed on top of her?

      “Oh! Of course you did!” she playfully rebuffed.

      I held out an appeasing hand. “I merely acted out of the goodness of my heart,” I teased, delighted by her spontaneous charisma.

      She charmingly flinched. “Goodness? I assure you, I heard every naughty word you said!” Juliette dipped her hand in the water and drizzled it on my face.

      “It was an impulse of goodness, nevertheless,” I added in a more serious tone. “Or at least, it was in the beginning. Before you...” ordered me around as if I were your servant, I wanted to say. Best to avoid the subject for now. “But who among us is free from evil? Surely, your nickname must account for something.”

      “You’re right about that,” she said, slightly lifting her brows. “The Red Devil must live up to its name; otherwise, Parisians will have nothing to discuss over dinner other than the weather.”

      “It cannot be that bad. I can’t believe anyone would find a single flaw within your character.” I meant every word.

      “You’re too kind...” Pensively, her gaze drifted. “But I fear there are those who would disagree with you.” She slid on her shoes, tied their laces, and picked up her gloves before standing. “Well, we’ve caused them enough worry, I should imagine. Our point has been proven, no doubt.”

      “And what point would that be?” I asked, leaning forward.

      Her eyes bore into mine and narrowed. “That life without us would be an unbearable nightmare,” she said.

      As much as this stunning creature fascinated me, she spoke the truth. It was time to return to the Jardin du Roi. And though it caused me great sadness to abandon this paradise and the freedom it conveyed, I put on my shoes, shackles to the sordid reality waiting outside.

      When we hopped into the carriage on our way back to the Jardin, I did so with renewed spirits. I treasured every minute of the journey until the royal landscape appeared in my window.

      “Miss Deveraux,” I conspicuously said with a slight nod, helping her descend from the cab.

      “M Lockhart,” she replied in the same mischievous manner.

      Together we walked down the promenade, pretending the coolness and detachment lacking in our beings. Pritchard and Alisa soon appeared before us, too far away to realize our presence.

      “Shall we spy on them?” I told Juliette, and she readily agreed to my game.

      We followed them, keeping enough distance to allow us to speak our impressions without either of them noticing.

      “Your sister is in dire need of a proper parasol,” she pointed out.

      “Why do women flee from sunlight as if it were the plague?” I blurted. “What’s wrong with catching a little sun?”

      Juliette started, clearly taken aback. “Such a question might be undeserving of my answer, sir,” she said. “However, I will say that although I appreciate the sun’s warmth and the splendor it grants to my gowns, I care nothing for its burning touch on my skin.”

      After finalizing the subject, Juliette returned to our spying game. Her stare lingered on Pritchard and Alisa for a few minutes. “Have you ever seen a pair more in love?” she said, her voice, the swiftest chant of pristine French.

      “I’m not sure I follow.” I frowned.

      “Regardez...” Look, she whispered, pointing discretely in their direction.

      Pritchard and Alisa leisurely strolled along the garden’s pathway. They stopped aside. As he pointed at the trees, his fingers almost brushed Alisa’s gloved hand. With an unstoppable grin, Pritchard tilted towards her and pulled a lock of hair behind her ear.

      The realization struck me hard. I finally saw what Juliette had noted with all the sharpness and depth of perception granted by her sex.

      He was in love.

      Pritchard’s stare roved over Alisa with irrevocable admiration, passion—who knew what more his eyes concealed! How could I’d been so blind? Was it possible that she returned his affections?

      “There you are. We wondered where you’d gone!” Pritchard said as they approached us. “This promenade has built us quite an appetite. Shall we eat something?”

      We and us. His choice of words annoyed me. “No,” I said curtly.

      Alisa’s eyes widened in silent bafflement.

      I harrumphed. “I mean, we can’t join you for dinner, Pritchard. Not today,” I amended. “We’re already engaged with the Forresters.”

      “What a pity,” Juliette said softly.

      “It is...” I mumbled. Without a doubt, Pritchard had overstepped his welcome into my family.

      He and Alisa extended their farewells, exchanging smiles, whispering short phrases in each other’s ears. As they held hands, my stomach churned. Distraction came only when Juliette’s hand landed on mine, softening my clenched fist. “I look forward to seeing you again,” she whispered.

      “I as well.” The words rolled off my tongue without thinking while I tried to unravel what I’d just witnessed between Pritchard and Alisa.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that all about—dinner with the Forresters?” Alisa slammed the parlor’s door behind her. She wouldn’t deign herself to make a scene in front of the service.

      Humorless to entertain her childish tantrums, I turned to the desk. I’d neglected our correspondence for the past few days. Hastily, I reached inside the drawer and gathered bills, invitations, and a particular personal letter. I tore open the envelope, and holding the parchment against the window’s light, I began to read.

      “And who are the Forresters?” she pressed, planting before me, both hands cinched to her waist. I’d only witnessed such behavior as a child, when Mother grew upset after one of my mischievous games. Alisa’s inquiry would not stop until satisfied with an answer, so I braced myself for the worst. But I wouldn’t give up on this fight so easily.

      “Bertrand Forrester, my dear, is our landlord.” The spite in my voice sailed unhindered. I raised my brow as I finished reading the letter. “And he’s written to say he’ll arrive today, and would very much like to dine with us... So you see, I did not lie.” If ever there’d been better timing to win a discussion, I did not know of it.

      Alisa scowled. Furious, her gaze drifted across the room, seeking the means to rekindle our discussion. But she knew she’d lost the argument. And frustrating as it must have been for her, she huffed and left the room.

      I heard nothing from her for hours. Evening set when Leix entered the parlor and announced Mr. Forrester’s appearance.

      “Mr. Lockhart, how good of you to receive me upon such short notice!” Mr. Forrester said as he sauntered into the room. “I’m sorry to have come so late; my journey took longer than expected—a broken wheel on the carriage, you see.”

      Bertrand was a man of heavy build, with a robust voice and pinkish cheeks. He wore a powdered white wig and dressed according to Parisian fashion’s former trends—ruffled sleeves, small cravat and a flat lace collar, breeches baggy enough to stir confusion as to the whereabouts of his legs, and a luxurious embroidered waistcoat. He carried his coat on his arm, fanning himself with a sleeve. “Dreadful heat today,” he said as he cleared tiny drops of perspiration from his brow with a laced handkerchief.

      “Very true,” I replied. “But come, you must be hungry.” I opened the door and escorted him to the dining room.

      “I’m actually quite famished,” he said as we moved down the hallway. “Much obliged, sir.”

      It surprised me to find Alisa already settled in the room. I’d figured she’d keep to herself, as usual whenever we quarreled. I was happy to make the proper introductions as we sat at the table.

      “Your visit comes to us as a blessing,” I told Bertrand as I threw her a wicked glance. “Indeed, I dare say it’s been my salvation.”

      Her features stiffened. I assumed she’d not forgiven me for spoiling any plans Pritchard had in mind. Even so, I regretted nothing.

      Bertrand let out a great peel of laughter. “Come now, good sir! It cannot possibly go as far as that!”

      “What news have you of England?” Alisa asked, undiluted dissatisfaction hanging from each word.

      “Shocking news, I’m afraid,” Bertrand replied with a grave expression. “I assume you’ve heard of Captain Blood’s failed attempt at stealing the royal regalia.”

      “Of course.” I leaned closer, fully interested. “Last I heard, the man demanded an audience with the king.”

      “That sir, he did.” Bertrand tugged at his wig, fighting the need to scratch the top of his head. “And, his wish was granted. Such despicable boldness! The man is nothing short of a traitor, I say. And yet, His Majesty has seen it fit to pardon his crimes.”

      I grinned. Captain Blood’s shrewdness amused me. “He must have charmed his way out of execution.”

      “I’m sure he did,” Bertrand said with a grave nod of reprobation, “for not only did he receive the king’s pardon for his past crimes, but the restoration of his estate, a place in Court, and a pension of five hundred pounds a year in Irish lands!”

      “Uncanny…” I mused in awe of Blood’s audacity.

      “Why, yes,” Bertrand replied. “Evil wears a friendly face. I’ve said it always, I’m quite sure.”

      “Mr. Forrester,” Alisa said while delicately curling her fingers around the stem of her wineglass, “do you have other news to convey?” Her eyes widened as if she expected to hear no more of the current talk.

      “Oh, but of course,” Bertrand replied, keen to comply. “Yes, yes... You must be eager to hear about your family. You’ll be happy to know your parents send their regards, Miss Lockhart. Your mother is in good health and your father has returned to his old self. Back in business, he is. A splendid fellow. Jolly good.”

      Alisa’s face beamed with delight. “I’m pleased to hear that,” she said. “Thank you, Mr. Forrester.”

      “You’re most welcome, my dear Miss Lockhart.” As dinner was being served, he swept the napkin off the table and tucked it over his cravat. “Tell me, have you enjoyed Paris?” he asked and took another swig of wine.

      “Yes, we have,” I answered. “Just today, we visited the Jardin du Roi...”

      “Wonderful!” he exclaimed in approval. “Was the garden to your liking?”

      My thoughts drifted to another garden, the Garden of Eden, and the precious hours I’d spent in it with the enticing Red Devil. “Very much,” I said.

      “I’m glad. Paris has so much to offer to the young people.” Bertrand smiled. “Have you made any acquaintances?”

      “Oh! We have,” Alisa said. “We’ve recently met Mr. William Pritchard⁠—”

      “Pritchard! Of course.” Bertrand interrupted. “He’s lived here for five years now, I gather. Came on the whim of the Grand Tour, but settled here early on. His father, Sir Rowland Pritchard, has summoned him back to England several times, but he will not hear of it!”

      The extensive information streaming out of Bertrand’s mouth astounded me. I wondered if I might put his skill to good use; perhaps he could shed some light on the matter of the Red Devil?

      “He was kind enough to introduce us to a friend of his, Miss Juliette Deveraux.” I said it. Her name was out there, at last. And now, I waited.

      Bertrand pursed his lips and cleared his throat. He wiped the corner of his mouth with the napkin as the footman cleared the dinner service from the table. His reaction puzzled me. How was it that this man was suddenly at a loss for words?

      “Do you know her?” Alisa asked. “Do you know her family?”

      “Not personally, no,” Bertrand said. “The Deverauxs are an old family, rather selective with their social acquaintances.”

      His reticence only raised my interest. “Have you any idea of why they call her the Red Devil?” I boldly asked. “I assume it has something to do with her hair, but⁠—”

      “The Red Devil, yes.” Bertrand tugged at his napkin and laid it on the table. “Port, or perhaps Brandy?” he said, raising his brow.

      “Of course.” I waved at the footman and he rushed with the finest Brandy to satisfy Bertrand’s digestive hankering. “You were saying,” I pressed, “about the Red Devil?”

      “Oh, yes... Dreadful business.” A light smile curled Bertrand’s mouth as he watched the drink being poured into his glass. “I believe the nickname is related to the family’s ancestry and the terrible tragedy attached to it.”

      “Tragedy?” Alisa said with a frown.

      “I would not give the rumors any significance, Miss Lockhart,” Bertrand added, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s probably best to leave it at that.”

      “If the rumors aren’t to be trusted, then surely no harm could come from stating them,” she added cooly.

      “Why, yes. I... I suppose you’re right.” Bertrand took his hand to his nape and rubbed it restlessly. Then, straightening, he continued. “The story goes that one of the Deveraux’s ancestors, Mme Camille, was tried for witchcraft two hundred years back or so. She was found guilty and sentenced to death during the Valais trials.”

      “Sentenced to death?” I echoed in horror.

      “Burnt at the stake, yes... Hmm, terrible thing,” he mumbled. “The lady in question had red hair like Miss Deveraux’s from what I gather, which is why the infamous nickname passed onto her.”

      Growing up, I’d heard stories of witch trials, but never one that made me shudder in dread like this one did. The burden of the social stigma it entailed remained unfathomable to me. “How very distressing,” I mused, concerned.

      “Rumors, my good man,” Bertrand said. “Rumors feed our vicious society. It’s probably an ancient myth and there’s nothing more to it. And dare I add, in this fast and modern world we live in, who cares about what happened two centuries ago?”

      The answer was simple.

      She did.
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      In an effort to win back Alisa’s good opinion of me, I came up with a splendid idea. Days ago, I’d received the most coveted invitation to Mme Bonnemaison’s annual charity event. In her letter, she called it, “Un dîner entre amis”. A dinner amongst friends, though she clearly was pursuing her friends’ pockets on behalf of the Hôpital Général’s housing for the poor. The Parisian elite thrived on such functions. It had been the sole topic of conversation for the past three weeks, and it would continue to be so for weeks to come, by the looks of it.

      But that was not all. In her message, Mme Bonnemaison had been kind enough to remind me that as part of the evening’s main event, she would have the honor to introduce us to Letizia Leone, a prodigious opera singer coming all the way from Venice only to delight us with her superb interpretation of the most prominent musical arias. 

      Now, as fate would’ve had it, I’d met Signorina Leone a few nights ago. Needless to say, I’d found her mesmerizing from the start, and not solely because of the reputation that preceded her name… The corner of my lips curled as I recalled her bright blue eyes.

      Although I had an interest in music and appreciated the wondrous talent of any soprano, I knew Alisa’s sensibilities in this area exceeded mine by far. She’d be ecstatic the minute I told her I’d received the priceless invitation.

      I waited for the clearing of the dinner service before I made the announcement. “I have good news,” I began in an offhanded tone as I folded my napkin and slipped it on the table.

      “Oh?” Her brows softly lifted with an air of indolence. “What is it?” she asked, setting aside her fork and knife. She dabbed the napkin on the corner of her mouth.

      “Mme Bonnemaison has requested our presence tomorrow evening at her charity event,” I said with the same nonchalance.

      Alisa’s expression slackened, and instant joy washed over me as I witnessed it. “I’ve already accepted,” I added, and quirking up an eyebrow, I said, “Happy?”

      She heaved a sigh, collecting herself into a marble sculpture. “You should have consulted me sooner,” she said in an icy voice. “I’m afraid I cannot attend.”

      I started, taken aback by her response. “What do you mean by that?” I snapped with a scowl. “Alisa, this event is the talk of the season! You yourself mentioned it to me weeks ago. I expressly remember you saying how much you longed to listen to Letizia Leone’s interpretation of Dido’s Lament!” Every inch of me went taut with fury. Why was she doing this?

      “That was weeks ago,” she murmured, her gaze drifting away from mine. “I’ve had other engagements since.”

      I swept my dish aside with my forearm, making the poor footman stumble as he took away the cutlery. With the back of my hand pressed against my lips, I held my breath for a moment, struggling to contain my annoyance. Sheer spite compelled her to speak such pernicious words. But I knew my character almost as well as I’d learned hers, and so I restrained the anger brewing in my chest before it burst out of my mouth in a vomit of poisonous remarks.

      “Whatever it is,” I managed, “your previous engagement—can you not postpone it?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “It’s impossible,” she replied and swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. We can’t go.” The flicker of longing in her blue eyes gave away Alisa’s inner turmoil. Refusing my offer was tormenting her. Why was she determined to deny her most cherished desire?

      The way she carried on with her feigned poise infuriated me. However, I mastered my temper, and gathered a straight face. “I’m very sad to hear it,” I murmured, leaning back in the chair. “I’ll try to enjoy myself. Although, your presence shall be missed.”

      Her eyes flew open in astonishment. “Do you mean to go by yourself?” she uttered, the pitch of her voice slightly raised.

      “It’s not what I would’ve liked. But... I guess I’ll have to.” I shrugged. “I’m certain most of our acquaintances will be there, along with all members of the Parisian gentry and nobility—Lady Cisseley, of course.”

      “I’m suddenly quite unwell.” Alisa rose from her seat. She’d barely touched her dinner. “Please, excuse me,” she said.

      My mischievous gaze followed her as she walked out the door. “Two can play at this game, ma chère,” I murmured with a smirk. I then dragged the fruit plate near and grabbed a fistful of grapes. And their ripeness satisfied my palate even more because they tasted of triumph.
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        * * *

      

      Although attending the event without her pained my heart, I couldn’t go back. It was imperative that I show up at Mme Bonnemaison’s dinner and prove to Alisa that I would not be managed like a child. I’d already endured my fair share of suffering at Viktor’s behest. Going through that again was in the least of my interests.

      The manor’s great hall was bustling with merry voices. And above that sound, the notes of violins and cellos tangled into a pleasant adagio led by a harpsichord. I enjoyed the warm atmosphere as I moved amid the Parisian elite, taking in the splendor I’d not seen in my motherland.

      “Mr. Lockhart,” a familiar voice called. “Splendid of you to have come!”

      I looked over my shoulder to discover a young, fair-faced socialite. “Lady Cisseley, how good to see you,” I said with a bow. Only as I straightened, I noticed the lady’s young protégé standing by her side. “And how do you do, Miss Esther?”

      The girl fluttered her long lashes, petrified as her hazel eyes landed on me.

      “Lord Allen is engaged in conversation with M. Bonnemaison, I’m afraid,” Lady Cisseley said, and looking behind me, she added, “I don’t see Miss Lockhart with you. I hope she fares well.” A hint of concern hung from each word.

      “She’s a tad under the weather,” I lied. “Nothing too serious.”

      Miss Esther sighed heavily. “She must regret not being here,” she said, sipping on a glass of sherry.

      My gaze cut to hers. “Oh. I’m sure she does,” I said, the corner of my lips curling into a mischievous smirk. Then, straightening my expression, I rephrased, “I mean, Letizia Leone is her favorite singer.” I gestured the significance with a slight hand wave. “I’ll send her your regards.”

      “Look! There she is!” Esther’s gaze drifted to the grand room, where the virtuous singer prepared for the night’s main event. “She’s beautiful.”

      Of course she was.

      “We must take the best seats,” Lady Cisseley said with a hurried tone.

      “Mr. Lockhart...” Esther breathed, her doe-eyes fixed on mine.

      “Yes, Miss Esther?” I replied, slightly leaning forward.

      “Would you sit by my side?” she secretly said, folding her delicate hand around my arm.

      “It would be my pleasure,” I assured her, accepting her gesture.

      We scurried through the crowd into the grand room, where I led both ladies to our front-row seats. Within minutes, all guests filled the chamber, until the cacophony of chatter died out.

      Not a sound stirred in the room when Letizia Leone appeared at the end of the hallway. A goddess of song, draped in a gold brocade and black velvet gown with a plunging neckline. Tight blonde curls hung from both sides of her middle-parted hair, with heavy long locks rippling down her back.

      Most intriguing was her chosen mask for the evening—a black velvet Colombina ornamented with silken black feathers and rows of glittering diamonds lining her eyes.

      “She performs in maschera,” I mumbled in sheer awe of the singer’s beauty.

      “Every time, Mr. Lockhart,” Esther whispered.

      “That is a strange hairstyle,” I spoke into her ear. “What’s it called?”

      “It’s the Hurluberlu,” Esther replied. “The talk is it may catch on. You dislike it?”

      “Perhaps I’ll like it once it ’catches on’. But for now, it eludes my understanding of good taste,” I finished with a teasing smile. Oh, the cynic I was. I could have cared less for the hairstyle. Nothing could have lessened Letizia’s beauty.

      “Then I shall never wear it,” Esther said with a flick of her lace fan.

      As Letizia Leone reached the center of the room, she stepped onto a raised platform. The musicians set at her sides patiently waited. A warm ovation lifted from the crowd, and Miss Leone bowed in gratitude with hands crossed over her chest.

      When she straightened, stillness prevailed once more.

      The first notes of the harpsichord struck, and Letizia Leone’s extraordinary voice speared through the silence like a beaming light cracking the dark.

      Dido’s Lament summoned Alisa to my mind. Her favorite aria, and she was missing it. A bit too gloomy for my taste. A story of heartbreak, where Dido’s lover Aeneas abandons her, and devastated by the rupture, she plunges a knife into her chest and dies as his beloved sails away on the horizon. Remember me, she begs.

      Closing my eyes, I envisioned Alisa singing in her room early in the morning. She’d always been prone to such somber, melancholic tunes. The passion in her singing had brought me to tears more than once.

      As my eyes opened, the room froze with Letizia Leone’s enchanting voice. It was almost magical, the way not a single soul dared to move—save for one person. I couldn’t help but notice, in the farthest row behind the singer, the woman attempting to leave the room. She sauntered to the door and creaked it open. And as she was about to escape, her golden gown’s trim got stuck on the jamb. Frustrated, the woman bent down and tugged at the hem to become free, and as she lifted her chin, I caught a flash of glistening green eyes.

      A standing ovation enveloped me as the melody came to an end. The crowds stirred in a frenzy—Lady Cisseley and Esther did not linger, and approached la femme en question. I seized the chance to disappear in the horde and chase the woman who’d left the room seconds ago.

      I followed the clank of her footsteps down a long and narrow corridor, scarcely lit with the moonlight that beamed through the lining tall windows. Finally, I reached the end of the hallway, and walked up to a door.

      With my pulse racing in eager excitement, I pushed the door open. There was darkness, and in the darkness, a soft citric fragrance filled my lungs. Little by little, my eyes adjusted to the scant light, and discovered the faint flicker of torchlight outside, which I caught through a wall made of glass and iron.

      This was an orangerie.

      I moved along a pathway, lined with lemon and orange trees and columns of stone, and found her at the end. She was leaning against an oak work table, holding an apple in her gloved hand. The second our eyes met, Juliette’s lips curled into an enticing smile. She was the embodiment of mischief. Back in the Garden of Eden, I’d thought her Eve’s incarnation when, all this time, she’d been the serpent.

      “It seems we’re destined to meet each other in gardens,” I said, closing the distance between us.

      “Good evening, Mr. Lockhart,” she said, setting the apple on the table.

      “May I know the reason for your skulking?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “I do not skulk,” she replied, pouting her plump lips. “I merely needed the fresh air, and... Where is Miss Lockhart?” Juliette tilted her head.

      “She couldn’t come,” I managed, strangely unsettled.

      A smirk tugged at her lips. “How very fortunate,” she teased... or did she?

      I stifled a laugh and inched close enough to whisper in her ear. “That’s quite vicious, even for you.”

      Her cheeks burned red scarlet. “Is it vicious to rejoice in having a dear friend’s company for oneself?” she asked.

      “Perhaps not,” I replied with a slight frown. “But then, you have a most convincing way of painting good on evil.”

      Juliette raised her brow in wonder. “Do I?” My phrasing amused her. And then the dreaded phrase came, “We should go back. Would you not mind being seen with me?”

      “Seen or not, I would be happy to walk by your side,” I said, offering her my arm.

      Even though she smiled, a light veil of sadness loomed in her eyes. Bertrand Forrester’s account came to my mind—the Valais witch trials, the social stigma she carried. Society spurned her family history, but not their wealth.
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