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Part one

Unhappy wedding night
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IT WAS THE HAPPIEST day of her life, or so said every woman she knew. The happiest day, the day of her wedding, and yet, instead of being happy or making herself look unexpectedly beautiful in her wedding dress, the bride looked sad, dejected.

“Come on, my dear, chin up,” her mother said, approaching the mirror.

The contrast between them was evident. Angelica was tall, blonde, and slim; her mother was smaller and plump, but there was something in their eyes, their smiles, that clearly identified them as mother and daughter.

“I’m sorry, mother. I don’t feel very well today.”

Her mother’s eyes widened. “Are you going to be ill on your wedding day? Oh, don’t do it. Please, wait...” The countess Valenti summoned her servant and asked for a glass of water. “Now,” she said.

A cup of fresh water. The bride looked at the cup, thinking her mother must have been joking. A cup of water so she would not grow ill, so she could defeat the nerves and rage that ate away at her?

Resigned, she grabbed the cup and drank a sip from it.

“I’m better now. It’s just this room’s heat.”

This room’s heat? Who was she trying to fool?

Her mother smiled, relieved. “Hurry. Your groom awaits, and the trip is long, darling.”

“I’m fine,” the bride answered, thinking she wanted to cry, and she died. Cried right there, with her wedding dress and veil on.

“Angelica, please, you know this is for the best. My child, all of this is an answer to my prayers.”

The bride dried her tears and sighed. She knew her mother was right. Even if it was an arranged wedding, it was for the best, since she would be safe. Safe from that mad baron who had been stalking her for months and had made the grave mistake of trying to capture her. Hell, she had never been so scared in her life. She never... Becoming that madman’s wife was the last thing she wanted in this life. She would rather be the wife of a spoiled and dim buffoon like Rodolfo Borromeo. 

Except she did not like Rodolfo Borromeo. Not one bit. He was a clumsy young man with fractious character. A boy, not the man who should become her husband.

But she liked the mad baron even less: Tadeo Galeano. That man’s memory rattled her, terrified her, and she almost felt the urge to scream imagining he could attend her wedding and get away with it. She still trembled to remember the hours she was at his mercy, when he locked her in that dark and dusty home, forgotten by time, called Castle Black, and almost tried to make her his.

But he did not touch her, luckily he never got so far, he only kissed her and caressed her body and begged her to be his wife. Said he loved her. That was why he did not hurt her further, according to her mother when they managed to rescue her. However, she spent whole days without uttering a word and her parents feared she had lost her mind.

The first thing she said was, “Mother, stop crying. The mad baron did not touch me. He didn’t cause me any harm.”

Those words were magic to her mother, but also Angelica’s doom: now she had to marry sooner than she imagined, and without choosing her husband, or fool around a bit at parties. Her parents found her a husband fast, and there it was. In fewer than three months she was celebrating her wedding. With much luxury and much hurry.

“Angelica, come. It is time. We will be late to your wedding. I am so proud of you.”

Her mother’s voice brought her back to reality. She did not stop telling her how lucky she was and how beautiful she looked, as though that fixed everything.

She would have rather waited and chosen a gentleman to her liking herself. She had so many suitors, but none was enough for her parents. Too old, too little fortune, not highborn enough...

“My girl, please, change that face. It looks like you’re going to a funeral, not your wedding,” Mrs. Elena lost her patience with her daughter, who cried again.

And cried the rest of the trip.

Only half an hour before the wedding did she manage to calm down, but her face was ruined and her mother looked at her, worried. At least she carried the veil. The veil would hide her sorrow.

*********
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IN THE MANSION OF THE Borromeo counts, an ancient and legendary home in the heart of the Toscana, everything was joy and expectation.

The young groom awaited, nervous, his betrothed’s arrival, to go together to the chapel in the opulent villa. 

It was a special tradition in the family and everything had to be perfect.

His father, count Adriano Borromeo, was slightly unsettled. Just as or even more nervous than his son. He did nothing but look around, waiting for his loyal servant to tell him the bride had arrived.

Father and son almost looked like brothers, alike but different. While the groom’s visage betrayed immaturity, mischief, and whim, the father’s had more aplomb, and it was their mere nineteen years of age difference that he looked like his son’s brother. However, they were linked by a conflictive relationship. Rodolfo had given his father many headaches. He was his only son and heir, and he thought marriage would help him mature and assume responsibility. From his brief but joyful marriage, Rodolfo was born, his firstborn, and also little Sassie. The face of the count of Borromeo darkened upon seeing his daughter. Beautiful Sassie was there in the hall, a portrait of the day she turned ten years old formed a part of the décor, and at its feet, white flowers and lit candles to keep her memory alive.

The poor girl had died prematurely of a fever, but since her birth she had been an angel. So like her mother, sweet and ethereal, with such kindness and wisdom despite her short years...

He felt an intense emotion to see his daughter’s painting so close to his beloved wife’s, Giuliana. It was like both of them were there to witness Rodolfo’s wedding. Those paintings were so alive. Not in vain had he called the best painter in the country to portray his wife and daughter that summer. The artist had managed to put in canvas both their essences and that special look....

“Cara mia,” murmured the Italian man, seeing his daughter, and then he stopped to look at his wife, as if he could talk to her as well. “Amore mio.”

An angel flew to heaven that day. When his little girl died on a spring summer day, the sky darkened out of the blue, as if even nature, divine product of creation, were mourning that day, and the sky were a curtain that fell and opened to receive its sweetest creature in the sky.

He felt bad, tricked by his doctor, for being unable to save his daughter, but the poor girl was feeble and her small body could not resist. She convulsed, lost her senses and died exhausted. And if the sky had joined in his pain that day, it rained as well, suddenly and unexpectedly, and he understood those dark clouds had gathered on the horizon to spill thick teardrops. It was not rain, it was sadness. His wife said so. Her heart broken, she approached the window and her sad face was reflected on the glass. And after burying his little one, he had to bury his wife too, barely a month later.

Sweet and timid Giuliana had not been able to recover. Her daughter’s death hurried hers, for they said she died of grief, of a heart attack one week later. They could do nothing to save her.

The count moved those sad memories away, thinking it was not opportune to feel grief on his son’s wedding day. Perhaps everything would be better when his future daughter in law gave him grandchildren and the mansion had children running around again, yelling, filling it all with joy and wonder with their voices.

His son would wed in the chapel, as it was a tradition between the Borromeo counts. A church and a family pantheon to save their souls from sin and temptations. 

He knew Angelica Valenti well. Since she was a little girl. And he knew his son had made a good choice. She was a young and loyal young woman, rigorously educated by her parents and highly respectful. Calm. She was no flirt like that other young woman who had bewitched his son last year. Elina Scarelli. That little woman was the opposite of a sensible, virtuous young lady.

Angelica, on the other hand, had become a beautiful lady, educated and cultured, calm. Not fond of flirting, and she was no sloth either, and knew well what was expected of her.

“Father, my bride is taking too long,” his son complained then.

He looked at him, surprised and confused. “Have patience. Brides always run late. Besides, Angelica lives far, don’t forget it.”

The count made a curt gesture while he impatiently awaited the bride’s arrival, remembering the strange request for her hand he had made in place of his son. The young lady’s tardiness unsettled him as well, but he thought it must have been some unexpected incident; the young lady’s tantrums, tardiness in preparing and look perfect... Ladies always took a long time to appear at parties. Their hair, their dress, everything had to be perfect.

He had long known his son visited the home of the Valentis to visit her, but she ignored him. It seemed she did not want to marry yet, but her parents had been firm. A healthy and beautiful young woman would not spend the rest of her days in a convent like it had happened with their older daughter. Angelica had to wed and give her elder parents grandchildren. They asked for nothing else in this life, and they were very sincere in telling him their daughter despised marriage, but had sworn to become a good wife.

It was an arranged marriage, and it wasn’t expected for the bride and groom to voice their opinion, but the count said he would do everything in his power to make Angelica feel at home at the Borromeo mansion. He thought about that day, the day he went to speak with her parents.

The young lady appeared all of a sudden in the dining hall, and he watched her, stunned. She looked like a ghost, and it was evident she had been crying.

“My child, please go change. Fix your hair,” her mother told her, anxious and shocked she would appear like that, without having made herself presentable.

Angelica had her blonde hair loose and looked like a renaissance virgin. A sad and haggard virgin, by the way. She even seemed to have grown thinner since the last time he saw her.

The count greeted her without hiding how upset he was. This wasn’t the image he had of the young woman. What had happened to her round, rosy cheeks, her joyful look and formerly contagious laugh? He remembered Angelica as a happy child, full of life, who knew she was the light of their elder parents’ lives. 

But that day the count saw something else that unsettled him. The young lady looked not only dejected, but victim of a panic attack. That woman did not look right for his son. She did not even seem to be eating correctly, and in truth, she did not look very happy about the wedding.

And seeing his frightened face, Mrs. Elena Valenti, the young lady’s mother, approached her and whispered so only they could hear. And then, raising her voice, she said, “Dear, greet our guest. This is Count Adriano Borromeo, your future father-in-law.”

Angelica looked at the count with a tormented expression while murmuring a greeting. His eyes never abandoned hers, immense, bright and so expressive. As a girl she had celeste eyes, but now they had turned green. But then she walked away and talked to her father, as if the count was not present.

“Father, please. I don’t wish to marry. I don’t. Please. Don’t do this to me. I am not made for marriage.” 

She said it, she had the nerve to speak that way in front of her future father-in-law, without a care. She said it yelling like a madwoman, and the count thought that girl would give him trouble in the future. How spoiled. It was her parents’ fault. Sassie had never been so bold, to speak that way in front of guests. In front of her future father-in-law.

Countess Valenti tried to calm her daughter down, and despite being a robust lady, she struggled to control the child, who seemed to be having an attack, for she began screaming that she would not marry while she threateningly gestured to both parents. The bride resembled a devilish being, like the madmen in asylums who moved arms and legs and kicked like wild horses without anything or anyone to control them. How ghastly! What a fiery thing his son would take to the altar. He was certainly beginning to consider his son had not chosen the correct bride.

“Oh, mister count, please, forgive my daughter. She is very shy,” said Countess Valenti, while her husband talked to their daughter and got her to control herself. 

But then she began screaming with all her strength.

“Father, please, I want to go to the Saint Mary convent, I don’t want to marry. I will not be a good wife. Father.”

Count Borromeo felt a cold sweat.

“Mister Valenti, perhaps we have gotten ahead of ourselves. Your daughter may not be mature enough for marriage,” he said softly.

“Oh, no, don’t think that. It is just that she is scared. It’s because of the ghost stories she heard about the manor she will be living in, that surely must be it. Forgive my daughter.”

The count thought his old friend said that because he had no justification what was evidently a spoiled girl’s tantrum. To prefer a convent to the company and protection of a husband was a thing of old maids, or very religious women. Was she really that religious, or did she wish to go to a convent because marriage repulsed her? 

Either way, he liked none of it, and he was about to end that engagement. Having so many available maidens in the county, why choose one who preferred a convent?

“I am so sorry, mister count, please, we must speak about this more calmly with our girl. She feels ill today, but everything is alright. Never worry. Everything shall go as planned.”

That day, Count Borromeo left very upset, and upon returning to the manor he thought he should speak to his son and ask him to choose another bride. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go forward with the wedding arrangements. Even though his hosts escorted him to the door and the bride’s father assured him it had only been a tantrum because she was scared, he saw in that girl a fiery character, indomitable. She had changed and was nothing like the sweet girl he once met when he attended a party at the Valenti manor. She was nothing like the maiden from last summer, robust and thick, who many tried to court in secret. His son used to run away to spy on her, and when he discovered it, he forbade him from approaching her in such a dishonest way. It was not decent to spy on a young lady, but his son would not listen of course. He had to keep staring at her, trying to catch a glimpse when she walked out of church or visited her relatives. She was a beautiful and delicate girl, and he’d heard a widowed count asked to marry her and offered a great deal of money to her family. Wanted to buy her, practically. He was madly in love and wanted her as a wife. But her parents thought his offer offensive. Their daughter was not on sale nor ready for marriage, they said. The widower took that very badly. He was a quarrelsome madman. Both relatives and friends of the old count Valenti had to warn him to leave the young lady alone and stop wandering like a bandit.

He saw Angelica at church one day, at the wedding of her cousin to the son of the Galeazzo heir, and she looked gorgeous in her pink dress. She greeted him and he discovered she had stopped being a little girl, she was growing up to be a beautiful woman in the not so distant future. He also noticed his son’s nervous agitation, the way he looked at her when he walked by with his mother. She was a pretty young thing, like a little pink sapling, with a round face and reddened cheeks, blonde hair with delicate curls, free and lightly curved forehead, and big sweet eyes, with red and tempting lips. When she grew up, she would become a beauty that would give her parents headaches if they did not marry her off soon. Or so they said, because it seemed she began to provoke fights in that town, and jealousy between women, who envied the unbridled and almost bold beauty of the young lady, and the suitors who fought to court her.

Of that, the bride’s father talked to him during the conversations about dowry and his son’s wedding, and Count Borromeo thought little of it. They agreed, for he needed to marry his son in order to keep him from searching the company of whores and getting a disease that threatened his health, as well as dishonoring a decent young lady. He knew his son loved go out with his friends and romp with maids and common women. But it was much better to have a wife, and that was what he was told. He had to become a man and have a wife, and satisfy his thirst and need for a woman that way.

“Father, I want Angelica Valenti, please. I don’t want another woman as wife. Insist. Don’t worry. She’s a spoiled girl, I have seen her throw tantrums before.”

“And you believe she is appropriate to become the new countess of these lands, son?” his father asked, upset and alert.

That was the first problem, discovering through his son that the bride had ill temper, but according to him that made her even more charming.

“She is beautiful, father. Think of the handsome grandchildren she will give you.”

Yes, the young lady was comely and lush, no doubt about that, and nothing foretold she was infertile, for she was not as thin as some other women, but...

“I only warn you...”

“Father, return to the rose’s manor and get me Angelica Valenti,” his son demanded.

But the count considered a wedding to a young lady who wished to be a nun and yelled she was not ready to be his son’s wife might not be a good idea.

He pushed those thoughts away. It was his son’s wedding day, and he had to be happy. Joyful. But no, he was even more nervous, and could not stop praying for everything to go alright. He wished he had told his son to be patient, to be good to his wife, but he was too nervous to think calmly, he did not stop wondering how that young lady was doing, that young lady who had yelled to the entire world she did not wish to marry and had made a scene the last time she was in his home.

He went to the main hall and greeted the guests, but nervously looked at the clock. The bride was over an hour late and that was odd. He knew some brides took their time, it was in fashion it seemed, and the trip was long besides, but...

He told his servant, Amadeo, to investigate the matter. He had a bad feeling, something was not right, and he did not know if it was just his nerves or something else...

“I will discover it, mister count,” answered his loyal butler.

“Father! She is here, she has come. We must head to the church,” said his son, looking at him, smiling and triumphant, and waking him from his bitter memories.

She was there. The bride had arrived. It was a miracle. Thank God.

Amadeo, loyal as ever, nodded and approached with light steps. “She’s here, sir. Heavily escorted, but not very happy,” he said in his ear.

The count made a gesture of relief.

It was unbelievable that a Borromeo bride had to be escorted and watched over, forced into the property. Most women in the county would have been honored to be a part of the Borromeo family, ancient and legendary, related to kings and emperors. But measures had to be taken, for he feared the young lady would try to escape at the last minute, or be taken by some bandit. Those roads weren’t safe, particularly the path through the woods, the road that joined his county with the train route. He saw his son run towards the carriage and stopped him.

“Wait, Rodolfo. I ask you be patient with your bride. Angelica is nervous, she’s frightened. Don’t expect her to give herself to you without fighting, and don’t hurt her. Don’t force her if she does not want to be yours tonight.”

His son looked at him, disbelieving, then upset. “She is my wife and belongs to me, father. What happens in our chambers is our business,” he answered.

It was his way of shutting the door in his face and making him understand he could not meddle, and without any further ado, he walked away like a rabid demon, straight towards his bride.

Rodolfo stopped in front of the altar and said nothing. He was aching to be reunited with his bride alone, and he would not be patient. He would claim what belonged to him by rights. He imagined Angelica would not be so prudish to deny him after the party, and if she was scared, what did that matter? He was not exactly a gentleman, even if he was the heir of the Borromeo line... He was marrying for a reason, pressured by his father, and with the happy intent of giving him heirs to the mansion.

In the chapel where he awaited, a murmur was heard, and many heads turned to see the bride, who walked into the sacred house, walking slowly on her father’s arm, headed for the altar.

Rodolfo was impatient, because he had not been allowed to approach the bride, for a maid pushed him out and told him it was bad luck to see the bride before the ceremony. Hell. It seemed everyone wanted to meddle today, even that old relative he had never seen in his life. Spellbound, the groom’s eyes gazed at the beautiful blonde bride with the face of an angel, covered by a tulle and lace veil that concealed her face almost completely. His eyes watched her face with growing lust, as well as the dress with a fitted waist and a discreet cleavage that seemed to hide her roundness. His eyes found hers behind that veil that looked like a horrible shroud, and then he took her hand to bring her to the altar with a possessive, authoritative expression. The young lady looked at him with affliction, and she seemed so sad and dejected.

The groom’s dry face tensed with rage upon understanding his bride truly had thrown a tantrum to avoid marrying him, and wasn’t even trying to hide her sadness and anger towards the arranged marriage. You could tell leagues away. Well, bad for her. Very soon she would understand who wore the pants in this marriage.

Angelica trembled upon seeing her groom’s intense stare. His eyes devoured her like she was the prey and he the hunter. She gazed away, upset and sad, so sad about that wedding. No one could imagine the anguish she felt in this moment.

Reunited at the altar, the count thought she was the saddest bride he’d seen in his life. And he’d witnessed plenty of marriages in his time.

But the bride made her promises without hesitating, and an hour later, she became his son’s wife. When his son took her veil off in order to give her a soft kiss and seal the promise, he saw her tense and pale face and looked away. It was not supposed to be this way. Brides were normally so beautiful and sweet, looked so radiant. His own wedding had been so different.

He observed his son and noted he looked tense, nervous, but stared at his wife like an idiot. Everyone did. Watcher her. Despite losing weight and color she was still beautiful, and she looked great in her wife wedding dress, with a pearl-coated neckline. 

The count congratulated the bride and groom and kissed both, pitying his son for what was to come.

***********
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ANGELICA LOOKED AROUND, stunned. Her nana had given her an infusion or the nerves so she would not ruin it all on her wedding day. As if that were possible. Even though her nerves had died down, she burnt inside, and felt she wanted to run. Run far away or disappear. Die. All of it had gone through her mind when her parents forced her to accept Rodolfo Borromeo as a husband. She would have escaped that carriage, but unfortunately her future father-in-law had sent strong escorts to ensure nothing bad happened during the journey... As though anything could happen in that god-forsaken place. There was no one there, not a soul. She slept while the carriage rattled from one place to the other.

But it was done. She was his wife. Her mother got a vow from her and she could not deny it.

Even if she could not help feeling horribly upset and nervous about that forced wedding.

She knew the reason. She knew why she had accepted it.

Because there were worse things in this world than being the wife of an evil man of House Borromeo. She was safe, despite everything she would be safe.

She tried to calm down and greet the guests while her groom walked away from her to speak to friends. 

“Darling, you look so beautiful. Congratulations on the wedding.” 

She heard the flattery, the congratulations from her new family, and her parents’ relatives. She stopped to speak to each of them while her groom watched her from the distance, like she was some delicious snack he was about to devour. She knew that look, she had seen it before.

Her mother was there to take care of her and cheer her up.

The conversation from the other day had left her very scared. She would have rather ignored most of it, but she knew her duties well.

As soon as she was pregnant, she would have fulfilled her duty, for her father-in-law had no wife and no more offspring than that wayward, rogue son. 

He was a rather harebrained and gross young man, but now she had to respect him because he was her husband, and a Borromeo, like his father.

She watched her groom’s friends and looked away.

Her father had beaten that redhead and his tall friend. She did not like the tallest one’s look one bit, or feeling like they stared at her as if she were succulent fruit they would soon devour.

She was sick of it all.

All those men staring at her. Old, young, they were like a legion of impious creatures from hell.

“You will be safe now, my girl. You have a husband who will always take care of you, and he is a Borromeo,” said her mother then. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you, mother. I hope to be a good wife to Rodolfo.”

Her mother, small and white-haired, with sparkling green eyes, smiled. “A noble task awaits you, my child. Leading Rodolfo to a good path and giving your father-in-law a grandchild. He will love you when you do, you’ll see.”

She said that like it was true, like the count didn’t already love her.

Angelica noticed he frowned at her from the distance, upset, as if he did not think this wedding was a good idea. He had little sympathy for her now, even though he had always been kind to her in the past. He almost looked disgusted, and he could not stop looking at her, watching her. Did he fear she would escape?

“Come, beautiful, you must sit by my side,” said Rodolfo, who had appeared all of a sudden.

What a fright he gave her, and how effusively did he wrap an arm around her waist and pressed her against him like she was some pretty maid he hoped to kiss, and perhaps a little more. In front of everyone. Angelica slowly pushed him away, but she could not avoid sitting beside him at the grand wedding feast. A dinner at dusk she suspected would feel eternal.

The young lady sad and looked down when she felt her father-in-law’s ill look. He was an evil and fearsome man, heir to a legendary line of warriors and cruel men. The Borromeos traced their lineage back to the middle ages, and had formed with a legend, that was why their villa was immense and resembled and ostentatious and huge manor, even though its owner called it Palazzo de Toscana.

And to think her cousin envied this wedding, saying any lady should feel honored instead of complaining like Angelica. Well, she would have gladly given her the role. 

The bride shook those thoughts away. Her husband had spoken to her.

“Eat something, gorgeous. You look so pale. I don’t want you to faint.”

His tone was authoritative, like when they married, and he’d said: “Try to smile, darling, everyone is looking at us.” 

He was a damn creature of the devil, a future demon, and she did not like him.

She had a bad memory of that young man. Maybe he pulled her hair, or pushed or hit her at a party... Not to mention the feeling he was a complete brute.

She swallowed and obeyed. He had just married her and he was already ordering her around. Who did this boor think he was?

He was not even a man. No older than twenty, and skinny, big-footed and pale, with black eyes and blue-green eyes, large eyes that had always reminded her of a fox. A lying, devious fox.

And yet that fox had to choose a wife, for his father was tired of his misadventures and said a wife could straighten him up.
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