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[image: ]




A cursed creature dark in blood, a harbinger of death and desolation for eternity, I have become. I seek death for life without my beloved has become insufferable. But first, vengeance shall be my only consolation as I destroy all who took her from me.

The city stood below. I observed from above the high cliffs, perilous to the wary visitor. The town was filthy, corrupt, and filled with hateful people. I despised them all, and none would receive mercy. I had long since departed, and few would remember my name. It was windless, with no stars in sight. The shroud that followed me ensured nothing but utter darkness. I so loved the darkness; I had embraced it. I waited for long, too long for this day to come. I had to pay my respects. I stood before her grave. She was what kept me under control. But with her death, nothing mattered to me. All I cared for was vengeance. 

Elena Petrescu, the woman who meant everything to me, was never buried. They burnt her at the stake and scattered her ashes. They made me witness the horrific suffering she endured. I could do nothing to stop them. Her shrieks and her pleas haunt me.  They had no mercy. I commissioned a tombstone bearing her name so the world would know the cause of my fury. I had the carver engrave this message, “Injustice bringeth suffering.” They were not content with their cruelty. They desecrated her tombstone, breaking it into pieces, seeking to remove her from history.

I stood amid the many crucifixes and tombs in the cemetery. I set a rose on the fragment of the tombstone that was flat on the ground, broken into two large pieces. Despite the passing of time, tears fell from my eyes. I remained motionless for a long time. There was no sound but the rustling of leaves from the wind. I had been away for far too long. They thought their incantation, their magic, would keep me imprisoned forever. Pathetic fools. They destroyed my body but failed to contain my spirit. All they accomplished was to lock me away. But ambitious men, men with dark desires, are easily seduced. My spirit lurked, searching for a host to open the gateway to my return. And after years of waiting, a monk read the sacred text that would free me from my prison. He did not know what the words meant or what he unleashed. The young monk was learning Latin and discovered the text. He was the perfect person who could read but did not know what he read, like a man with eyes but blind to what was before him. And for freeing me, I gave him death. For a time, he was the perfect host. But I remained unsatisfied, desiring a body resembling what I was like. I roamed far and wide, searching for my likeness. At first, I believed it was to be easy, but time slipped by. Everyone is indeed unique, and I had to wait for a distant cousin to grow up. He was the perfect young man, tall, with blue eyes, yet bald, but attractive to the young women. He was me. I wasted no time and took over his body, displacing his soul.

Now, the time had come. It was to be my first day, and I would make them suffer. I wanted them to desire nothing but death. I sought to make them not rest; they would have endless nightmares, great and painful maladies, bitterness, gnashing of teeth, and when they believed they could endure no more, I was to give them more, more pain, and more suffering. I shall liken it to the burning she suffered, but from a fire that shall never be extinguished, for I shall ensure they do not perish quickly to give me great satisfaction in their misery.

It was October 12, 1867, a day they shall not soon forget for it was the beginning of their interminable misery. That night, I appeared to my first victim. Six I was to ensure suffer my greatest wrath. These six I detested above all. The others for clamoring in celebration of my beloved’s death, they, too, were to receive their due. And I stretched my hand as I stood in the cemetery. Like a dark shroud, I cast my shadow above the town of Diciosânmartin, Romania. I smiled, for they all slept peacefully, having forgotten their crimes and my suffering. 

Their homes were no protection from me. Their homes were made of wood, stone, and clay. With a flick of my fingers, I could have their candles burn them all to death. With my bare hands, I could break through their doors and windows. Their high-pitched roofs were perfect for me to stand sentinel and observe them. Their shingles were but a stomp away from collapsing over them. The homes with thatched roofs were my absolute favorite. Many had the façade of their homes facing not the street but their garden or inner courtyard, rather convenient for me. Perfect! All homes had a hearth. Oh, how I loved their hearths. Hot coal and dry wood were nearby. What they used against my poor Elena.

Mr. Andrei Vasilescu’s house was affluent. Yes, he did well for himself. He not only killed her, he also profited from his crime as well. He became wealthy on account of ridding the town of a hateful witch he labelled her. He, like the other five, conspired, stirred, and in the end laughed as they ensured her death. They attempted to put me away similarly, but did not account for one thing. That was not relevant. I was back, and it was time. I ensured they all slept heavily. I strolled, stolidly, studying the comforts he enjoyed. I did not want to stir any suspicions yet. I wanted to warm the pot gradually, put each ingredient, carefully selected, and stir and stir. His bowl was to be bitter. His house had carved window frames. It was part of a larger farmstead, including a yard surrounded by high walls, with a barn, and other agricultural outbuildings. Who said crime didn’t pay? He had done well, and everyone admired and respected him. He was the proud mayor of the town.

Of interest to me was discovering who was dearest to him. All I required was before me. He lay in bed with his beloved wife. She was not present that day. But he cared not that he killed an innocent person. Why should I show compassion? But he surely did not love her like I loved Elena. That was something I would soon discover. I stood beside their bed staring at them. He had failed to secure his window. The wind slipped through. I closed the window. I could not afford for him to get ill too soon. A faint groan in the room next door attracted my attention. Yes, he had a precious daughter. I knew, for I held a portrait in my hand. It was on a nightstand beside his bed. How heartwarming. How lovely. He had a heart...which I would surely rip out of his chest. I opened the door. Why I wasted my time doing so when I could simply walk through the wall? It was a force of habit. I preferred doing so, for it reminded me I was once human. The young girl locked her door. Smart girl, but it would serve her no good. I shook my head and simply walked through. It was worth a try. There his precious daughter lay. This was going to be such fun. Many thoughts, none good, came to mind. I pulled aside her long hair, revealing a pale face, well-formed cheeks, and delicate features. I could not see her eyes, but her picture showed them blue. Such innocence, such purity, and such a pity. She turned and stretched her hand and murmured. I had not cast my spell. What was she dreaming of? She was having such a wondrous dream. She smiled and hugged her pillow, kissing it. I ground my teeth and clenched my fist. That was forbidden. She could not have joy, pleasure, or much less happiness. She was to have pain, suffering, and abject misery. I snapped my fingers, seeking to cast away her pleasant dreams and turn them into a wretched nightmare. She jumped and embraced me, kissing me on the lips, and fell back to sleep. My eyes narrowed, and I frowned at her as I wiped my lips. Something was wrong. I had placed a powerful spell upon her, and it did not work. She kept on hugging that dreadful pillow, calling out a name. I leaned nearer, placing my ear close to her mouth. I desired the name. She called out his name: Nicolae. I already hated Nicolae, and he was now on my list of victims. But was she her father’s favorite? I was taking too long in her room, staring at her. She slept comfortably in her nightgown.

I must say her younger brother was in another room. He was about nine years old. Surely, he was his mother’s favorite son. She was her father’s favorite daughter. There were no others. I snapped my fingers, and the young boy moved about in bed. It had begun. He tossed and turned. I burst open the window and let the cold wind inside. The window slammed hard. I vanished as the young boy shrieked terribly. I stood above their roof listening, smiling devilishly. The father was the first to arrive. He had lit a candle, and the open window screeched at him. He peered through, and his shadow moved against the building at the side. He closed the window and locked it. The boy was screaming, terrified by his nightmare. The father held him in his arms, reassuring him it was but a terrible dream on account of the open window that slammed hard, waking him and everyone in the house. And the young lady, the one who kept having a pleasant dream, kept on sleeping, unperturbed by all the commotion. The mother remained with her son, comforting him. The father complained she pampered him too much and left them both and returned to bed.

But the boy was not about to have a pleasant dream. I ensured he would have no sleep at all. He soon fell ill and gravely so. The boy suffered great pain and a terrible nightmare. The mother spent the entire night attending to her son. The boy shook violently, shrieking terribly at intervals. It forced the father and mother to remain at his side. Despite this, the young lady continued having her pleasant dream, and I remained frustrated and confused. I returned to her room and stood beside her bed. The spell was not complicated. I had done it countless times. A chain dangled around her neck. And I should have known. She carried a cross under her dress. She was one of those people, the one who believed. I hated them as well. They were the fanatics who bellowed, demanding Elena be burnt at the stake. They believed their faith gave them the right to impose their will upon others. She would one day clamor for the death of another Elena. I could not touch her trinket for her prayers, and her faith gave it value. Without it, the trinket was worthless. But if I closed my eyes and pulled at the chain touching nothing, I could remove the crucifix, and my spell would work. She turned face down. She was not cooperating, so I lifted her off the bed using my powers. I kept her hanging in midair and turned her face down above me. There was simply no way of pulling that crucifix out without opening her nightgown. I let her fall on the bed and vanished immediately.

She screamed, and her father rushed to her room to inquire what had happened. Her window was also open, and her father locked it as well, telling her she was rather careless. I could simply rip her heart, strangle her, stab her, or do many vile things to her. But I hated my spells did not work on her. Something about that young lady prevented my dark spell from working, not that crucifix. Others had those, and it did nothing for them. I had to find out more about this girl. She was intriguing in ways that unsettled me. It changed nothing. She would die. She was a threat to me. Why I didn’t kill her immediately was because I had to know the source of her power. That’s right. She had something powerful that protected her, and I had to find out whence she derived her power.

The dawning light was soon to come. I had to leave lest I suffer the consequences. I returned to my place of rest. There I could remain safe, a place in a protected sanctuary fortified against all who could dare stand in my way. I kept thinking about this young lady. She intrigued me, for she was like Elena. I knew little to nothing about this girl much less her name. But time was something I had plenty of. She was young, and I was going nowhere until I achieved my design. My mind labored incessantly, giving me no rest. She achieved what I failed. I was to visit all six homes, and her beauty enthralled me. I felt horrible. How could I let another woman take Elena’s place? I had to get rid of her. She was a danger to me and my enterprise. Truly, she had a power far greater than what I could muster. She was, but a woman, an easy prey, and I would have her. That would be my greatest act of vengeance. I would have the daughter of the man who took away all I loved. She would suffer for his crimes, and I would let him know before I kill him what awaited his precious flower. My unremitting aim would be to possess her. She will fall in love with me and desire me above all men. That young man she mentioned was to die. Plans change; I was flexible, why not? Who said being vile and evil could not be fun as well? They enjoyed themselves when they took Elena away from me. The cup of suffering will pour over them. Many shall die, for tomorrow is another day. I shall wreak havoc. Blood shall spill; pain and suffering are all they will know. I shall walk over their graves and ensure I trample over their tombstones. I shall bring misery, for I am suffering and pain. I am sorrow and gnashing of teeth. Dark in Blood I am. I shall kill them all and get my revenge. They shall tremble at the mention of my name. Thus ended my first day as I closed the casket where I lay.
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“Maria Cuțarida Vasilescu, it is time to get up. You have slept far too long.” My mother pulled the curtain aside and opened the window, letting the sunlight shine on my face. Yawning deeply, I stretched my hands out. I had such a wonderful sleep, the most pleasant of dreams. Oh, I was such a happy young lady. I lived with no care in the world. But as I prepared to take a bath, Mother urged me to hurry. I was unaware my little brother, David, was gravely ill. The family doctor was to arrive any moment, and she wanted to ensure I was adequately dressed should she require us to leave.

She kept yelling at me, not appreciating my insensitivity on the matter. I was not indifferent. I slept deeply. All I remember was Father, or I believed it was him, standing above me, observing me while I slept. He reprimanded me for something, but my dream was so pleasant. I dreamt of Nicolae. Oh, how wonderful my dream truly was! He declared his undying love for me. And I dared kiss him, something I had secretly desired for quite some time. Sadly, it was but a dream, a pleasant one as I mentioned, but still merely a foolish dream.

The news my dear brother was gravely ill surprised me. He had been well the previous day. What could account for such a drastic turn? I loved my brother and went to his bedroom to check up on him. My joy vanished as he agonized in bed. Father was at his side. My father smiled wryly upon seeing me. He had a wizened, pale, and crestfallen demeanor. His eyes were red, hollowed out, likely from a lack of sleep.

“Father, what is the matter with David?”

“I wish I knew. All I can confirm is he is gravely ill and in great pain. Something terrible has fallen upon my poor boy.”

Mother came rushing in; informing my father the doctor had arrived. Without delay, my father ran to let him in. The doctor was a dear family friend who had cared for our needs. He reprimanded my father for not having gone for him earlier. My brother was burning with fever. He had convulsions, and the situation was desperate. The doctor immediately gave my brother potassium bromide to control the convulsions. He had to cool down my brother who had a high fever. They prepared an ice bath. Mother sobbed uncontrollably at the side, and Father had to console her. At one point, he raised his voice at her, commanding her to be strong. The doctor did everything possible to reduce the fever. With great effort he succeeded. The doctor remained at our home all morning.

“I must say, Andrei, I have not seen something of the like in a long time. How long has your son been ill?”

“He was perfectly fine yesterday. Unexpectedly, he became ill and gravely so. Our night was long, dreadful. Many thoughts, horrible, I might add, came to mind. I love my dear son. His declining state has shattered my peace. My wife is a veritable wreck. Pain and suffering has entered my home. But you, with your hands and your unmistakable knowledge of medicine, saved my son. I remain indebted to you. I must thank you.”

“And I did all that was possible. But I must declare this. Your son is not out of the woods. He remains ill, and I must seek further advice from colleagues. Something about your son’s illness baffles me.”

“What could it possibly be?”

“Andrei, are you a man of faith? I urge you and your wife to pray.”

“What are you saying? It is that severe we should expect the unthinkable?”

“All I dare say is that which I already declared. Your son is not out of danger. Something troubling has afflicted him. Has he eaten something, gone somewhere, or met with someone who would want to cause him harm?”

“Who would desire to harm such an innocent child? My son ate what we all ate; it could not possibly be the food. My daughter is well, my wife and I are up and about with no discomfort but the concern we have for my son. At no time has my son exited our property. He is my most precious child and under constant supervision. On no occasion has anyone mentioned of unknown or unexpected visitors. Those that live on my property are dear to us, and we treat them all as family. The service, the maids, and the nanny would die of grief if his situation were to end terribly.”

“Hmmm...huh...could someone, an adversary....”

“I don’t understand what you are getting at.”

“I am a man of science, and medicine is my specialty. But perhaps you can consult someone who deals with the spiritual. You stand to lose nothing by covering both fronts.”

“What? Someone may have placed a curse upon my son?”

“I have seen many things, Andrei. Your son’s convulsions and guttural groans give me deep suspicion. I will limit my words to the suggestion I made. I shall consult with my colleagues and return promptly. Time is of the essence, Andrei. Waste no effort, for your son’s life is at stake.”

My father cried. I had never seen him as distressed as he was that morning. Mother was sobbing terribly. Everyone was heartbroken at the doctor’s warning. The nanny bawled and fell on her knees beside my brother, praying mightily, begging the Lord for his intervention, offering herself in his place. I stood in shock in a corner. I struggled to grasp how quickly everything changed. Life was vacillating. Unexpectedly, one could fall ill and grimly so. 

And what surprised everyone was someone killed Father Ștefan Popescu. Someone attacked him late in the night as he returned home after giving his Divine Liturgy. But who would want to kill our beloved parish priest? My father and Father Ștefan Popescu were close friends. Father Ștefan Popescu had presided over all our family services, baptisms, chrismation, Eucharist, Confession, and my parents’ marriage. I had yet to witness any deaths. My grandparents on both sides departed long before I was born. My family was my mother, father, and brother. I also had an aunt, but she was far away in London.

The doctor’s last words before leaving to carry his charge of seeking help were, “I can offer you no guarantees, no consolation, my friend. Your son’s situation is dire. You must reach out to all and sundry for help, leave no stone unturned. Turn to God should my efforts fail.”

But God’s messenger was dead, and it required my father to go farther away in search of the Episkopos. That meant a trip to the Archdiocese of Sibiu in Transylvania, which was twenty miles away by horse carriage. That left my father in a terrible situation. He sent a worker with a sealed envelope addressed to the Episkopos, requesting his assistance for such an urgent matter. He expressed his confidence the Episkopos, upon knowing the cause for the request, would be moved to kindness and respond without delay. My father was a man of much respect within the community and especially the church, as he was a generous benefactor and had never demanded anything in return. The time to cash in the many favors he gave the church had come.

My father sat in his study, writing many letters addressed to countless people. He had the messengers out and about. They employed all the horses and rented more to carry Father’s instructions. The women of the house, all of us, went to our private family chapel to pray. If God were to listen to anyone, he surely would listen to the many pleading women who were pitiful indeed. Between sobs and prayers, we kept going until my knees could take it no more. Everyone was to fast, and I was about to fall, not in a state of spiritual ecstasy but from hunger. I had never gone without eating, and I sure loved to eat. But my stomach did not care, and it grumbled at the terrible treatment. My mother reprimanded me, believing I was not taking the affair seriously. It was a biological response I could hardly contain.

As promised, the doctor returned, and my brother’s situation deteriorated. The doctor brought another who administered another round of medication, which helped the situation. The two went to the study to speak privately with my father. My father collapsed on the chair, holding his head. He slumped, and tears fell down his cheek. He stood and kept frantically waving his hands, almost falling to his knees, begging the doctor to save my brother. The second doctor prevented my father from kneeling before him and kept speaking, explaining the gravity of the situation. The doctor informed my father he had exhausted all efforts, and my father had to prepare my mother and the family for the inevitable. They left it in God’s hands, and they hoped the Episkopos could sway the Lord to have mercy. They left, not accepting a coin for their services. They were both close friends with my father and the family.

The Episkopos arrived. He could not have arrived any sooner. Dispensing with all the formalities, my father apologized and took him directly to my brother’s room. The Episkopos and his personal assistant remained inside with my father and mother present. I did not witness what occurred, but my mother spoke freely about it, and I could speak as if I were there. The Episkopos brought an ancient book. He read sacred passages in an ancient Dacian language, an Indo-European language spoken in the Carpathian region in ancient times. They remained in the room long, very long. My brother shrieked terribly. He floated above the bed, and his head turned all the way as he became whiter than snow. Pus and vile excrement came out of his mouth while he shook violently. He kept cursing the Episkopos, laughing at him, defying him, and his god. He puked blood-filled slime against the Episkopos and my father. Mother fainted. It was too much for her. The Episkopos pressed a small crucifix against my brother’s forehead, and a dark smoke flew out of his mouth, bursting through the window, howling demoniacally as it did so. The bed fell from the air and my brother with it. Everything in the room was a mess, as if a great and powerful storm had lashed inside with such fury.

My brother regained his color, and the fever vanished. My father held him tightly in his arms, thanking the Episkopos for his service. In gratitude, he swore he would help him build a cathedral.

It was obvious. The Episkopos did not have to explain, though he did so. Someone cast a dark and powerful curse upon my brother, seeking to undo him. The Episkopos clarified whoever did so would stop at nothing until he achieved his aim. This was but the beginning of dark and terrible things to come. The family had to brace itself for death was waiting patiently for, as he explained, my brother’s daemon let him know that more was sure to come. His master merely wanted to let my father know he had returned.

Fear overcame my father. I had never seen him stare motionless as the Episkopos left. My father trembled, though he tried to hide it from us. Mother, by now, was in her room where the family nurse had given her a sedative to calm her as well. Surprisingly, my brother exhibited no signs of the curse that had him at death’s doorway. What troubled my father and terrified me was when the Episkopos stopped beside me. He blessed me and prayed for me, asking the Lord for the curse not to afflict me.

“Your precious daughter, I fear, Andrei, he will come for her, and you and I will be powerless to stop him. He will come to get his revenge and will take away all you love dearly. He will want her to suffer the same as....”

“Father, please, not in front of my daughter.”

“I must apologize. I suggest you get ready for what’s coming. You must get as many men and hunt for the monster before it is too late.”

A cold shiver ran down my spine. I did not know what they spoke about. And my father did not speak on the matter. My father gave the Episkopos a priceless gold chain in gratitude for his service. The Episkopos accepted it on behalf of God, whose work he did with great humility.

The day was long, the night longer. It was but the beginning. A thousand nameless daemons tormented us that night. All they did was to have their sadistic fun. Our house was insane. Things flew about. The candle lights flickered erratically despite our efforts at extinguishing them. They kept lighting up again and again. We ran down the stairs attempting to flee, but a dark shadow flew past my mother, and she became ill. It was her turn to suffer great pain and violent seizures. The doctor came, and his medicine was useless. Getting the Episkopos to return late into the night was not possible. I got so angry and was mortified my mother could die. I cursed the creature that had dared harm my mother. I kept praying as I had never done before. I wept at her side, clinging to her arm. I lifted my head, and there he was, staring at me. His dark soul frowned at me as he opened his mouth to eat me. And the spirit vanished through me.

Mother recuperated. I cannot say if my prayers and pleas were the reason for her recovery. But I was relieved and overwhelmed with joy. My brother remained well. Neither Father nor I slept as we remained vigilant all night, caring for Mother and my brother. When the sun rose, things calmed down. Mother finally fell asleep. I was exhausted but fearful of falling asleep. But I was too tired and spent the morning at my mother’s side sleeping. When I finally woke up, my father was on the chair sleeping as well. My nanny woke him up the minute I woke up. He checked both Mother and me and inquired about my brother. All was well, and this revelation calmed him greatly. But his eyes showed a man under great stress. He said I was to leave forthwith. I did not understand why or who would want to harm me, for I had harmed no one. He also said I was to take my brother with me, far away to England, where my brother and I could be safe. He asked me to forgive him but explained nothing except I had to comply with his instructions for my safety and my brother’s. I never disobeyed my father and would not do so after all that transpired. But not getting an explanation left me unsettled. My life changed abruptly by the darkness that wanted to destroy my family and make my father pay for something he did, which he refused to reveal. I was to suffer for the wrongs he committed.
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I had no time to say goodbye to anyone outside the family besides the nanny and the staff. Like a thief fearing being apprehended, I fled. My mother sobbed at my departure. My father stood holding her and had to pull her away as she refused to let go of my brother. My father placed my brother’s care in my hands. I had never left home before and lived a sheltered life. I had never been to London, my final destination. I hugged my dear brother, who cried uncontrollably. I, too, sobbed but silently as tears fell from my eyes. I had to be strong in the face of great uncertainty. I did not understand who would be so evil and desire to harm us. That my father stayed, knowing the dangers he faced, puzzled me. I wanted Mother to come with us, but my father said it was the only way to save us. They had lived and feared not death. Father spoke with authority, but deep down, I suspected he was a terrified man. I struggled to accept he and my mother stayed. If a dark curse caused my brother’s and, subsequently, my mother’s illness, surely whoever cast it was powerful. But more importantly, he would stop at nothing to get to my father. So, I reasoned my father believed sacrificing himself and my mother may quench the dark and evil enemy that sought to destroy our family.

My mind raged. Endless thoughts troubled me: fear, anxiety, sorrow, and desolation. Nothing prepared me for this moment. I had dreams. I was studying and had many dear friends, and I was not to see them again. They crushed all my hopes of one day marrying Nicolae. Oh, how I cried. It was the most dreadful moment with great uncertainty for me.

There was nothing I could do. I dared not disobey my father. If I did, where would I go? I could not remain in Diciosânmartin, for my father’s enemy would surely cast his curse against us, and I could not bear causing my brother’s death. I resigned myself to my fate, though I was bitter and angry. 

As I would not know what to do and would be vulnerable going unaccompanied, my father secured the service of a military officer named Dragos Brătianu. His sole task was to protect us and ensure our safe arrival all the way to London, where my father’s sister, lived. My father sent her a telegram informing her I was on my way and likely told her something that would not alarm her. Officially, my brother and I were travelling for vacation. That we both stopped attending school would raise many questions, but my father simply wanted his sister’s agreement. She readily accepted the charge, though it surprised her. We had not seen my dear aunt since she left over five years prior with her husband.

The start of the long journey was by carriage to the train station. The railways were expanding rapidly in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, of which Transylvania was a part. We headed to Budapest, leaving behind the rolling hills, vast Hungarian plains, fortified towns, and peasant life with simple farms. Carts rattling, sheep bleating, distant church bells, and the chug-chug of the locomotive gave me a warm feeling of melancholy. People spoke Hungarian around us, and the announcements at the stations were in Hungarian and German.

From Budapest, we took international trains through Vienna, Austria, passed the Danube River and the Salzach River, onward to Berlin, Germany. I observed the beginning of the Rhine as well. Both cities were grand with imperial architecture, expanding factories, and denser landscapes. I would have preferred to travel the Danube by riverboat to the German port in Hamburg, viewed as the ‘Gateway to the world’. Our travel through Germany was faster as the train had more powerful steam engines. This I overheard from a passenger. The stations had endless chatter, and many street vendors were out trying to make a day’s wage. I observed brass bands in city squares and the clatter of trams. It was an intimidating city, for sure. Travel by steamship would have lengthened our journey, and Dragos gave me no option. The port in Hamburg was a marvel to behold. Towering masts, massive steamships, docks teeming with sailors, warehouses, bustling with people and fog rolling in gave me a kaleidoscope of sights and sounds. Creaking ropes, seagulls crying, and foreign languages, Dutch and Scandinavian, I had never heard before. The power of the steam whistle startled me. Shouting stevedores and the powerful thrum of the engines kept my heart beating at a steady pace. It was almost too much, plenty of excitement to fill a lifetime.

I had always wanted to travel and see the world. Sometimes, amid terrible things something positive comes, surely unexpected, we can take advantage of. The trip was daunting, exciting, and a great adventure. Had it not been for Dragos Brătian’s patient yet firm direction, we’d have gotten lost along the way. He did everything for us. All I did was present my brother’s and my passport when we navigated the complex borders. He exchanged money my father had provided for the journey and ensured we remained safe and advanced steadily towards our destination. He hardly spoke, merely answering my questions out of respect. A rather unfriendly man, he was. For a young man, handsome as he was, he did not ingratiate himself with me. He acted as if speaking were a crime. Animals communicate, but he was too proud to say more than, “As you wish. Yes ma’am. No ma’am.” And often, “that is not allowed.” He infuriated me by not giving me an explanation for anything, merely bellowing instructions as if I were serving in the military. A genuine brute he was. Perhaps my father told him to limit his conversation with me, and he was merely obeying. But he avoided smiling, staring rigidly at nothing and everything for long periods. He could surely serve as a statue in a museum or something. The trip took a week. The train compartments were cramped, but Dragos secured first-class cabins for us throughout, which were spacious and luxurious. The train stations were bustling places, with people frantically coming and going to their destinations.

In Hamburg, we took a steamship to the open North Sea with crashing waves. I particularly enjoyed the steamship portion of the journey. I had never been to the sea, and there it was vast and turbulent but magnificent for someone who had never seen much water except for the Târnava Mică River. Flying seagulls welcomed us to the English coastline. We navigated the Thames Estuary and finally London’s dock, where chimney smoke and gaslights were prevalent. Horse-drawn carts waited for their passengers. The dockyard had plenty of noise, hansom cabs on cobblestones. London was foggy upon our arrival, which was an ominous sign to me.

My aunt and uncle waited for us at the dock. Dragos had telegraphed them, telling them the steamship’s schedule. My aunt hugged and kissed both my brother and me. She was bursting with excitement at meeting us. They wasted no time and took me away. It saddened me to leave Dragos behind. He smiled. It was the only time he did so as he waved his hand, wishing me good fortune and success in my future endeavors. 

“My dear Maria, you have truly blossomed into a colorful flower. You must have left many a broken heart upon your departure.” But as her comment saddened me, she quickly focused on my brother. “And my young, David. You are soon to have the girls running after you.” His face reddened, and he twisted his lips and shook his head in disgust. “I shall one day remind you of your reaction to my comment.”

London had surely seen many a wary visitor. I was utterly lost in an unfamiliar new country, a bustling city by comparison to my cozy hometown. My aunt said the weather was fairer than usual, likely eager to welcome us. Truly, I did not appreciate the good weather in London. That it was not raining, to her, was always a thing to rejoice. She carried her umbrella and handed me one upon our arrival.

I must say the long journey exhausted me. I yawned, and my aunt smiled. She immediately took me to my room and also had a separate room for my brother. While I had seen pictures of my aunt’s home, it did not prevent me from being awed at the lavish, spacious townhouse she and her husband lived in. They lived in Mayfair. Her home featured a grand reception room with ornate plasterwork, high ceilings, rich furnishings (velvet, mahogany), art, extensive service quarters (basements for servants), and a private garden, showcasing their wealth. Their home had gold leaf, dark wood, and a blend of historical styles to impress and separated the private family world from the bustling, sometimes grimy, city outside. Their home was a mix of classical, neo-Gothic, with an ornate design, featuring high walls for privacy and a grand entrance. I take great care in the details, for I dream of one day becoming an architect. Perhaps it is an impossible dream being a woman, but I am fond of such things. I could spend hours staring at landscapes, houses, gardens, and anything associated with nature. I marvel at the amazing works by human hands. It’s such a contrast to the pointless destruction that often surrounds us. My aunt had elaborate painted ceilings, rich décor, heavy drapes, velvet upholstery, and expensive tapestries. She married into wealth. I could go on long, but this tale would meander. Of importance was there was a clear divide between the family quarters and public areas, and the servants’ quarters. They had hidden staircases and a separate entrance that allowed the servants to move unseen, managing the household efficiently.

I unpacked nothing. I collapsed on the bed and fell asleep. It was the only night I did so peacefully. Perhaps exhaustion took its toll. I dreamt of nothing, not even of Nicolae. The morrow came too quickly. A knock at the door woke me up. It was my aunt who summoned me to get ready, as the maid would prepare breakfast at the scheduled time. I could not afford to start off my first day by being late for breakfast. I hurriedly took a bath, got dressed, and descended. My little brother was already up and at the dining table. My uncle, Mr. Benjamin Johnson, was a native and had his adventures, taking him far and away, eventually ending in Romania. There, he met my aunt, Ecaterina Ardeleanu, and they got married. But his life and fortune were in London, and he brought her there. He was a gracious man, eager to welcome us.

“Maria, you are our special guest, more than a guest. You are family. Move about the property and request anything that may make your stay more comfortable. I will assign someone to cater to your needs. Should you desire to go out sightseeing to explore the city, let your aunt know. She will instruct a servant to accompany and take you where you like.”

“Thanks. Perhaps on another day. I am too tired and have had plenty of travel.”

My aunt laughed. “I don’t blame you. You have travelled far and long. You are fortunate you have experienced the joys of travelling and seeing amazing places along the way.”

I did not want to ruin her good spirits and merely smiled. I was not sure what she knew, as my father forbade me from telling her anything so as not to alarm her. I inquired if she had received word on my father and mother. And it seemed she had the same question in mind.

“I sent a telegram to your father, but have yet to receive a response.”

“You must give him time, dear,” said my uncle. “You know your brother. He is a busy man. He will respond in due time.” This troubled me. My father would not delay in responding, knowing well David and I were far away. Any news from my aunt would be a matter of great importance. That he had not responded in two days worried me greatly. The uncertainty and the great distance that separated me from them felt like an oppressive shroud. But my father’s words clarified there was no going back, not even if he himself demanded it. What he meant by it troubled me. He spoke cryptically, as if preparing me for things to come. In a way, he protected me, but in another, he had no confidence in me. Why did he not tell me the truth? I was not a child and would understand.

The first day at my aunt’s home was calm. She introduced us to the staff and gave us a tour of their property. I spent most of the day in their living room by the piano and staring out the window towards their garden. I felt like a fish out of water. Perhaps all I needed was to calm down and let time pass. I had many emotions. It was exciting being in London, as was all I had experienced on the long trip there. My aunt was an amiable host and loved us dearly. She was bursting with happiness as she had seen no one in the family since her arrival in London, as I mentioned before. My aunt promised me she’d introduce me to people who would have more in common with me. It was a good idea. I loved my aunt, but she could not spend all her days at my side. For now, she kept me company, asking me millions of questions and telling me about her life in London. She let me see her family picture book. I wished I could have taken pictures of my trip. But despite enjoying our cheerful conversation, I kept thinking about my mother and father. I dreaded receiving terrible news. My aunt said she would check with the telegraph officer the following day when she would send another message to them. I had to wait, hoping for nothing but good news.
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