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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Deathcap is a novel containing content unsuitable for teens and children, including sexual situations, gothic horror elements, alcohol and narcotic use, and dark themes featuring supernatural (closed door) sex and violence. It is not recommended for anyone under eighteen, as it is purely intended for adult readers.

      

      This pop-gothic novel takes place in France in 1990, a time when portable technology and constant connectivity were still rare. Generation-X marked the last of the analog generations, and in that same year, only one website existed on the World Wide Web. In December, the science facility C.E.R.N. in Switzerland published the very first website, paving the way for AOL and Netscape.

      Text messaging would not become commonplace until about three years later. I have taken the creative liberty of making pager messages much longer and more readable than they used to be. I think the limit was like sixteen digits? In the era of dial-up Internet, everyone with money or influence—doctors, lawyers, drug dealers, tech enthusiasts, politicians, and supermodels often owned a pager, but finding a landline to use it remained necessary.

      The narrative that follows is enriched with historically accurate details that immerse readers in the past. The early '90s felt slicker than the years prior, they were more sophisticated, pared down, and infused with a noir-thriller sensibility. It felt as though everyone was a Francophile and a devoted fan of David Lynch, the iconic master of film noir. His hit TV show, Twin Peaks captivated the world.

      To the bold women who dare to defy expectations and chase their dreams with fierce determination, even when those dreams lead them down dark and winding paths. This story honors those who refuse to be confined by societal norms, who embrace their feminine power, vulnerability, and inherent complexities. It is for those who recognize the seductive allure of physical beauty alongside the profound darkness that can lurk beneath its surface.

      This is for the women who fight for their place in a man's world that often seeks to diminish them, who rise from the ashes of their struggles—stronger, wiser, and more defiant than ever before. The unspoken serves as a powerful inspiration for exploring themes of obsession, mortality, and the human struggle to find our place.

      The characters in this book are flawed and complex. They represent the human capacity for both great beauty and terrible destruction. By acknowledging this dark duality, we begin to understand the depths of our potential for both good and evil. Deathcap invites readers to delve into the shadows to confront the fears, desires and anxieties that haunt us, and ultimately embrace the unsettling yet compelling truth of our fragile existence.

      

      May this journey into darkness illuminate the intricacies of the human spirit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1990 MIX-TAPE

          

          IT’S A VIBE

        

      

    

    
      These cool songs played in the background during the drafting and revision process. Hop on the music platform with the green dial and type in 1990 Mix-Tape ‘Deathcap or just follow her and ask Bibiana on Instagram for a link to the free playlist. This is a perfect way to help you experience the era and will only enhance your reading experience. The original song ‘Black Forest’ by Synthwave Siren ’87 was created for the cinematic book trailer @Black Calyx Books & Barefoot Films You Tube Channel.

      
        
          	
        Black Forest - Synthwave Siren ’87
      

      	
        Haunt Me - Sade
      

      	
        A View To A Kill -  Duran Duran
      

      	
        Nothing Compares 2 U - Sinead O’Connor
      

      	
        Enjoy The Silence - Depeche Mode
      

      	
        Cradle of Love - Billy Idol
      

      	
        Freedom! ’90 - George Michael
      

      	
        Dangerous - Roxette
      

      	
        Thieves in the Temple - Prince
      

      	
        Fire Woman - The Cult
      

      	
        Twin Peaks Theme - Angelo Bandalemti
      

      	
        The Weeping Song - Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds
      

      	
        Ice Dance - Danny Elfman
      

      	
        Wicked Game - Chris Isaak
      

      	
        L’Homme Presse - Noir Desir
      

      	
        Tandem - Vanessa Paradis
      

      	
        Like a Prayer - Madonna
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to Mr. Basil, a public school educator who “saw” us when the majority did not. Poetry & Music was a lifeline. Thank you for sharing your gifts.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          REINVENTION IN G MAJOR

        

      

    

    
      Time heals all wounds, or so they say. Buy me a stiff drink and we can debate it until the sun comes up.

      

      Three years after meeting a real Banshee and losing more people she loved, Suki Murphy remained uncertain about the truth of this simplistic statement, but she clung to the hopeful idea that trauma might transform into a catalyst for wisdom, focus, and strength.

      A year later the mysterious skeleton found in the loch on that horrific, fateful day in the Highlands was carbon-dated to a time that could possibly correspond to Lady Evelyn’s. Clear evidence of childbirth was traced in the curvature of the hip bones, but that’s where forensic science ended.

      Unfortunately, people in the fourteenth century lacked dentists and the foresight to maintain proper medical records. At some point, we must trust our instincts and hope to hell we’re heading in the right direction.

      The iconic band was no more. Synthwave Siren had been completely dismantled by tragedy. Chaz bought out Suki’s half of the band’s house on Mulholland Drive, keeping the mansion in Los Angeles for himself, while she moved permanently to the Scottish Highlands.

      Detective Ewan Malcom had become a close friend with benefits. They attempted to pursue a more traditional romance, but the baggage was too heavy to ignore, leading them to settle into a supportive friendship that helped Suki stabilize her life as she clawed her way out of a deep depression.

      Once the remains from the loch were laid to rest in a quiet ceremony in the crypt below Stalcaire House, the shift in energy was so distinct that even the Scottish weather seemed less harsh and cruel. The only indication of closure was a spectral sigh—so loud and soul-crushing, an agonizing expectorant of pure exhaustion, depletion, and calm after a long journey home. The star-crossed lovers were now ensconced in their final resting place in the burial crypt, and the terrifying Banshee had all but disappeared.

      One thing does lead to another. Suki accepted the generous gift from Cameron, as the new owner and protector of an ancient house of alchemy and forest magic. No one contested her ownership of the vast estate, most people feared the Blair legacy, while many did not understand that she had been entrusted with something significant to oversee—not merely as a silent observer, but as the chosen one who would listen to the spirits in places steeped in history, with quiet reverence for the unsung and unseen.

      Although she refused to discard the horrible stuffed birds from Cameron’s study, she locked them away in a tower room she rarely visited, believing that distance from dark magic is a form of safety.

      Perhaps, in cases devoid of supernatural intrusion, it is.

      A local woman from the village was hired to help with cooking and cleaning, and from time to time, Mrs. Bowles would visit from the neighboring castle with a basket of homemade bread, jam and honey. The conversation flowed, and the hugs were never-ending, the elderly woman had become like family.

      Suki was learning to live among the relics of the past. Realizing she would never be an accomplished alchemist like Cameron had been, she occasionally dabbled in formulating elixirs and potions from the mysterious book that had eluded her grasp before the events that changed her life—from the moment she stepped foot in the Highlands.

      Trying her best to be the person on the right side of history, someone who accepted that we are nothing without a higher purpose.

      She fully believed we need a powerful reason to move into the next experience, shoulders back, ego tucked into the belt, and head held high.

      

      The greatest war is always internal…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          LAVENDER MOON

        

      

    

    
      French Riviera, 1990

      

      The air in her villa was thick with the spicy scent of lavender and something else—acrid, earthy, and metallic.

      Rain lashed against the bank of windows overlooking the cobalt hues of the Mediterranean, mirroring the tempest raging in Suki’s mind. It had been one of those exhausting days when putting on clean clothes and properly washing her face felt almost too difficult to attempt.

      Her glass-and-stone mansion in Èze was built high above the rocky shores. It was her haven with a formal garden, a heated lap pool, and a direct view of a twelfth-century bell tower. Idyllic and ridiculously expensive to renovate, she finally understood that luck doesn’t just happen—you create it.

      The band’s final album, Digital Banshee, which included the last recording from her band Synthwave Siren, went double platinum following the shocking suicide of their charismatic lead singer, Rick. His tragic death in Scotland turned their devoted listeners into a fervent cult following.

      Due to the wording of their iron-clad recording contracts, and with none of the band members ever having any children, she and Chaz were the only ones left. Probate mandated that they alone would split the enormous profits.

      She had faced many challenges in Los Angeles as a famous musician, and in Scotland almost three years ago when everything spiraled out of control.

      So much for new beginnings.

      Loss was etched like a painful tattoo on her soul, and she missed her confidante Stein the most. Friends who listen without judgment, people who truly care, are indeed a rare find.

      Stein left a gaping void when he died in a devastating blizzard.

      Sometimes she awakened in a cold sweat, haunted by his blank stare, pleading for the chance to start anew. The relentless snowfall from that day replayed in a horrible loop, numbing her fingertips and making her want to withdraw from society.

      Anyone who dismisses Scottish folklore has never spent a sleepless night in the Highlands...

      Now, here she was, an expat starting over in Èze, searching for something meaningful and grounded to wash away her haunted past, to reignite the spark that made her want to leap out of bed and truly live.

      It was yet another year of change as she embraced her new responsibilities, sworn to perpetual secrecy as the mistress of Stalcaire House and its dark history. Winter and spring in Scotland, summer and autumn in the south of France—there could be much worse things. She knew this all too well.

      Music remained integral to her life, but instead of focusing on popularity or commerce, it was now about the art itself, as it should have been from the start.

      She had felt as lost as one could be, but through her tragedy, something had shifted her perspective, creating space for more meaningful creative opportunities, including the one that would keep her here in the French Riviera for the next twenty-two months.

      Critics in the press pushed for the extra funds from her music empire to be allocated elsewhere, and she readily agreed by establishing a foundation and donating millions to non-profits in her home base of Los Angeles.

      Money at this level is like a white rabbit, it multiplies while you sleep.

      She owed these strangers no explanation for her personal choices, nor did she care what they thought anymore. Misplaced concern for pleasing others had nearly driven her to madness in the first place.

      Dr. Graff, her celebrity therapist from Geneva, had explicitly warned her to stop reading the tabloids and to learn a new skill.

      When she found and purchased this mansion sight unseen from a newspaper ad, he’d finally eased up a bit. ‘To move on is to heal, or we sit still, stewing in the nightmare that will gladly consume us. Choose wisely, darling. Choose!’

      Unable to finish her over-the-phone session that day, because the fair doctor was boarding his private jet for a few weeks in St. Barth’s. He was headed to the Caribbean for a healing session to empower a reclusive film star who suddenly refused to come outside and socialize with her fans and peers.

      The shadows have teeth, they longed to devour her, and in truth…they almost had. She was hyper-aware that dark thoughts were always close, but popping nerve pills and drinking those feelings away had never done a damn thing for anyone.

      The past few years were a blur, but she was racing into the present like a zeppelin. She was stronger, focused, and consciously uncoupled from what didn’t serve her.

      She cried in the shower so no one could see how fucking broken she still was…

      Suddenly, the house phone rang, tempting her to find out who dared to interrupt her ongoing pity party, but she stayed put, letting the answering machine pick up instead.

      Flipping through a fashion magazine and sipping lukewarm cappuccino, she continued to watch the autumn storm bend the cypress trees against the cliffs.

      Her assistant, Camille was off for the day helping a friend with a photo shoot, and she relished having the space all to herself.

      The ringing ceased, followed by a loud beep.

      ‘Hey girl, hey! Flew in for a hot weekend with Didier and wanted to catch up with you. Wine and tapas, maybe dinner at Sentimi? Eight o’clock good?

      Warning: I have a few players in tow. My chauffeur is actually from here, isn’t that wild? Says he knows a quiet place for after, or maybe I can come over to chill later at your pad?

      The Grand is gorgeous, but it’s a terrifying drive at night. Saw the write-up in Villa Digest in May. Babe, you know how to live!

      Where are you? Call me back or, better yet––just show up. Wear something slick. The designers are here, and they’ll be ripping our ensembles to shreds.

      Kiss-kiss! Love ya. Byeee!’

      Making a mental note to figure out how to shorten the message allowance, she giggled at the exuberant message.

      Her dour mood vanished as she tossed the magazine onto the sofa with a grin.

      Zoey sounded exactly the same. Club-girl-chaotic, Brooklyn-born of academic parents, she was also a seasoned globetrotter, and brimming with creative energy.

      It had been a few years, but Zoey was busier than most, always in demand for fashion runways, featured as a cover girl for the top magazines, and perpetually engaged in exotic photo shoots for the most prestigious brands on the planet.

      Her renowned talent lay in modeling string bikinis while lounging on an iceberg or posing in alpine snow, all the while managing to appear relaxed and glamorous, even when she was shivering so badly her signature sienna-colored lipstick kept her pouty lips from turning blue.

      Those adventures seemed fun and exciting in print, but Suki guessed they leaned more into fantasy than reality.

      Now, she wished Camille were around to help her choose the perfect outfit. It had to be minimalist, sexy, and neutral, as she never wanted to overshadow her friend Zoey—although it seemed impossible for anyone to do so, even if they tried.

      She chuckled. That wonderful woman had enough star power to light up New York City and Paris without breaking a sweat.

      

      With inclement weather like this, it was unlikely they would be eating outside, but on the French Riviera, anything can change in an instant, and she mused—quite often, it did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          THE BEAST

        

      

    

    
      That very same afternoon, in the heart of the French Alps, a mysterious and elegant woman donned a crimson robe and wrapped her smooth neck in a silver choker adorned with a dramatic hunk of bloodstone.

      She rubbed drops of sandalwood and rose oil into her scalp while brushing out her lustrous black hair, pondering her youthful reflection in the mirror.

      Not bad for seventy-six. She didn’t look a day over forty and was proud to have never gone under the knife.

      Ahh. But the spring was thirsty. The beast was restless. The clock was always ticking.

      The same warning arrived annually as the leaves departed the trees and frost left glitter in the meadow.

      The Berserkers would soon run amok if she didn’t feed the spring.

      Once, and only once, she’d dared to ignore the signs. The scar it left across her abdomen was a stark reminder—a reminder she refused to surgically remove for the possibility of buying more fury for being human and indulging her vanity.

      The rambling 12th-century abbey she called home had once been a place of religion and women's suffering. Now known as Bien Être, it was a name known only by the privileged few who indulged in minimalist spa cuisine, steamed out the toxins in the Balneae, or swam in the icy cascade below the Devil’s Arch.

      Comtesse Odile Desmarais was the sole owner of this expansive universe, but the price of such privilege weighed heavily on her mind, particularly during the quiet moments upon waking.

      The woods beyond her private château were a wilderness, but no more frightening or brutal than certain districts in Paris or Marseille. All the things a child fears roamed freely here, yet only one was its ruler and king.

      Him.

      She refused to utter his name, for he was a brute and a liar. The painful shift in their relationship had unraveled what was once a shared desire for eternity, replaced now by a desperate struggle for his complete control.

      He had his ideas, and she had hers. The main issue was that her partner possessed thousands of years of wisdom, while the night creatures, many didn't even believe in them, were at his command.

      The luxury of wealth had become her gilded cage, its opulence a twisted mockery of misguided affections.

      With a defeatist sigh, she slipped on a pair of tall leather boots and stopped in the kitchen for an espresso. The elegant furnishings, exquisite artwork, and lavish amenities could not mask the darkness that reverberated within the very stones of this château.

      Living this way was soul-crushing.

      She understood that her freedom could only be secured through the brutal end of another's life. This violent cycle had persisted for fifteen years, and as much as she loathed herself for participating, she felt it must continue. Aging, dying, or living like a commoner—these were grotesque impossibilities.

      Her assistant glided in from the study, carrying a feather duster and a stack of popular novels. “Good afternoon, Madame. Would you prefer your Salade Lyonnaise on the terrace or in the four-seasons lounge?”

      Her employee busied herself washing greens and setting water to boil for poached eggs.

      “Neither. I plan to forage until dusk. It’s too chilly for raw food. Today is ideal for hunting mushrooms. Cassoulet will do nicely. Please enlist Chef Gigi to bake a single serving in the copper gratin, using the sausages I ordered from Cleveau. It’s just me for supper tonight.”

      “Yes, of course, Madame.” Her eyes betrayed disappointment, but she dutifully cleared the cutting board. “May I do anything else for you?”

      “Thank you, Mathilde. That is all.”

      The young woman nodded and promptly disappeared to continue her important work in the library.

      Having full-time staff is a wonderful convenience, but it can also be a constant interruption when employees lack self-assertion. These tedious details hadn't been so excruciating when Odile lived in Paris, but now, back in the countryside, she had to make do.

      Not everyone is equipped to live in the mountains or to work for a woman like Odile, a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

      Her mind raced to try and recall her former plans. Though she appeared youthful, remembering things was becoming increasingly difficult. The unwelcome feelings from earlier washed over her again, and she was finally back on task.

      With a willow basket draped over her arm and the woods stretching behind the castle for miles, the deep green of alpine forest beckoned her to explore, and she heeded the call.

      Solace is a strange and rare bird, but alas… it never comes when it’s called.

      Hours later, Odile felt refreshed and almost giddy, like a child on holiday from school. She hadn’t collected any mushrooms or herbs yet, but she truly didn’t care. It was lovely.

      The forest was never quiet, but it lacked the startling noises of car horns, grinding gears of machines, and the intrusive bustle of humans. Instead, nature busied herself before winter arrived: an occasional grass snake slithered across the footpath, deer scuttled through the bracken, and geese raced in formation across the sky, searching for amaranth fields to raid before the snow arrived.

      The closer she got to the cascade, the more the modern world seemed to disappear.

      Before her melancholic mother-in-law passed, she had often spoken about the rocking stone where women in the Dark Ages gave birth on an altar, away from the prying eyes of kings, husbands, brothers, and village priests.

      It was still there, but disuse and time had made the boulder unsafe, and venomous vipers preferred its base to warm themselves in the afternoon sun. Streaked with lichen and green moss, the boulder stood guard, quietly proud of its polytheistic origins.

      She pushed past the boundary stone marking the trail, not even tempted to venture in that direction. There was no honeycomb to leave for the goddess, nor silver coins to offer as tribute. She would return only when she could pay her respects properly.

      The presence of him was so powerful now, she felt it rush through her arms and legs like brushfire.

      A whoosh of white noise and the trickle of water gained intensity as she approached. The ground grew spongy, and fiddlehead ferns towered waist-high.

      The cascade was pure mountain water flowing down the mountainside into a fast-moving stream, where flat rocks formed a path to cross over. Behind it, a dangerous trench created when a new world was made by the shifting of tectonic plates.

      He was there, as he always was, sitting just below the stone bridge built long before the Romans arrived with their chariots and the destruction left behind by bloodthirsty Centurions.

      Waiting.

      The very first time she met him, she was too young to be wandering alone in these woods. She romanticized the stories about the bridge, an elegant arch of stones even older than the Roman roads. Some said that if you dared to dive off it into the pool and made a wish, he would fulfill it for a price.

      She had set out to find him, to ask this man for help in leaving her mundane life behind. Her wish was to be a famous fashion designer, to never look back at her dismal existence as the daughter of a man who loved his drink more than his responsibilities. The dream of never having to worry about money or safety again.

      Young and a cliché, she was head over heels for all things Parisian, sophisticated food, modern art, and upscale clothing, but she could not resist junk food or a paper cone of pommes frites. Yearning to leave her tiny village and see the world, she had done just that.

      So handsome, so darkly mysterious. Gévaudan appeared to be a few years older, wise in the ways of the world, yet he had not attacked or harmed her in any way when she shook her head no and pulled away from his embrace.

      He had patiently listened, teaching her to read animal tracks, moving ferns aside to show her where the water was safe to quench their thirst.

      The longer they conversed, the more she realized he would one day be her husband, and they would live happily ever after, madly in love, entwined, eternal.

      Gévaudan turned, using his enigmatic gifts to draw her in. His blue eyes were so intensely dark that the water reflected the gold flecks in his irises. “Do you have the list?”

      “Of course.”

      Smiling, fawning, and preening in a pathetic attempt to beguile him, she slowly peeled off her clothes and sensuously walked into the cascade pool to prepare for the ritual.

      His eyes followed her every move while his energy threw heat on her skin.

      Without turning around, she answered, “The list is still unconfirmed. I do not agree with your methods, but who am I to complain? You are ruthless, and yet––I absolutely adore you.”

      Plunging under in the icy water, she gasped from the initial shock. Everything in her body fought it, yet she remained.

      For the millionth time, she wished she had the strength to leave this wretched place and never return, but she knew he would, and he could, find her anywhere.

      There was a caveat to this horrible legacy and his outrageous fortune, one that everyone in the nearby village was quite aware of when she ignored the warnings and the atrocious gossip that refused to dissipate.

      Fools like her must learn the hard way.

      She held her breath as long as she could, resurfacing with a painful rush. Turning to reveal her physical vitality to her mate, she stepped out of the pool like a water nymph.

      

      Odile reveled in the spectacle she created, becoming increasingly aware that Death waited in the wings…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          NIGHT CORE

        

      

    

    
      Suki did not drive tonight, though she deeply enjoyed taking her Alfa Romeo for a spin along the hairpin curves of the Corniche. The twinkling lights far below the scenic roadway were always gorgeous, rain or shine.

      Her outfit for the evening practically chose itself, a slinky Halston tube dress in burnt-orange and a Brutalist mixed-metal choker that looked chic with her lowlight frosted hair, which was finally long enough to wear in a messy updo.

      Hugo, the chauffeur, caught her eye in the rearview mirror as they descended into the city of Nice and drove along the Promenade de la Croisette, where hordes of well-dressed people walked and socialized on the paved walkway curving along the beach.

      Every night, the city buzzed with the energy of street performers, two-bit hustlers, buskers, multi-generational families, and stylish jet setters. People-watching is a joy, but in Nice, it’s an art form.

      They turned off on Tunnel Road, skirting smaller side streets crowded with pedestrians, and café tables almost sitting directly in the traffic lanes.

      A neon pharmacy sign blinked in garish green against the salmon pink stucco of a massive residential building, its iron balconies hinting at its age of five-hundred years young.

      “Shall I circle back around?” Hugo slowed the four-door Mercedes, impatiently waiting for the electric tram to pass.

      His suggestion was to drive all the way around the expansive square just to drop her a few feet closer to the entrance.

      “It’s finally stopped raining. This is good for me. I’ll page you when we finish. It should take a few hours at least.”

      Suppressing a wicked grin, he turned on his hazard lights, stepping out to open her door properly. “Anything you wish. I’ll be nearby.”

      She knew about his habit of picking up American and Dutch tourists and booking an inexpensive room along the corridor near the airport. Many clandestine affairs took place there, away from the watchful eyes of nosy neighbors, work colleagues, and anxious wives.

      As he drove off with a mischievous smile, she felt herself become part of the social scene, surrounded by young couples strolling by, holding hands, whispering silly jokes, and savoring life.

      How was it that she often stayed home, watching thunderstorms in her silk pajamas? At not even thirty years old, Suki was living like a hermit.

      Feeling slightly ridiculous and uncomfortable, reminding herself that her international fling was arriving next week from Edinburgh.

      Her current lover started as a friend, and in truth, he still was. Perhaps that wasn’t the passionate fire of youth, but they shared a strong connection and compatibility where it mattered most, neither pressed for more.

      Half of the market umbrellas in the square were still tied down from the stormy afternoon, but a few brave souls sat outside in the damp evening mist, smoking cigarettes while enjoying cocktails with their beloved dogs at their feet.

      Without searching the sea of tables for her friend, the chilly air drew her inside, where the aroma of garlic, grilled seafood, and fresh bread teased her senses, making her mouth water.

      She walked down the narrow hall past the kitchen to the open air courtyard, where a fire always crackled in the outdoor fireplace on chilly evenings like this.

      Only one other table was occupied, and she spotted Zoey instantly. The two men to her right were impeccably groomed, exuding prideful self-awareness. She imagined they were either perfume models or fashion designers, along with two others she didn’t know.

      Zoey nearly tripped on a chair when she jumped up to grab Suki’s hand. “Oh my God! Suki! Girl, you look ama-zing! Arturo, hey––sorry, excuse me. Do you mind?” She nudged her handsome companion to make room, sandwiching Suki between them.

      After introductions, Suki began to relax and ordered her usual glass of Bordeaux. Two fashion designers, a supermodel, herself, a ghostwriter, and a beauty guru. How very.

      “As I was saying,” Zoey winked, “the latest beauty regimens are absurd and they take far too much time. Who can travel all the way to Japan just for a mineral soak?” She playfully nudged Suki's knee under the table.

      Suki jumped in, “Oh wow. I thought we pinkie-swore to never talk about it again? Japan was really fun, but it took some getting used to. I agree. I’ve been using a shiitake scrub mixed with organic lavender and raw sugar that’s supposed to slough years off the bum-bum. Not sure if it’s working, but it smells amazing in the jar.” She giggled as Zoey rolled her eyes and made a silly face.

      The distinguished designer, Michele La Croix, tilted his head as if taking notes. Fit, trim, and tanned despite being in his late fifties, he declared, “Vitamins, cashmere blankets on long flights, and a healthy sex life are my answer…”

      His timing was perfect as the owner, Johannes, arrived to take their order. Renowned for catering to famous patrons, he immediately upsold the menu, “Then you shall have the veal medallions with wild mushroom risotto. Just for you, sir… we have a bottle of Château Lafite-Rothschild. Shall I decant it for your table?”

      Michele bristled at the suggestion of a fifteen-hundred-dollar bottle of wine, but his business partner Roget grinned widely. “Bring enough glasses for everyone. Tonight, we celebrate.”

      “Wonderful. Very good,” Johannes took their orders and slipped back into the kitchen.

      Suki planned to pay her own check, but then Michele informed everyone that Zoey had just signed a three-year contract to be the face of the brand.

      The designers could easily afford it, so she quietly planned to take care of the next one.

      Her friend would walk the runways and travel on private jets with a dedicated team, including a bodyguard to protect the priceless Harry Winston jewels during her time with the wealthiest patrons of the celebrated Parisian fashion house, Eden Bleue.

      “Congratulations!” she exclaimed, bear-hugging Zoey, genuinely thrilled for her friend’s success. A three-year contract in 1990 for a model was unprecedented, especially given the industry's ever-changing and competitive nature.

      The industry gossip flowed freely, and when the wine arrived, it was worth every penny.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Zoey leaned in, pulling an envelope from her rock-crystal studded clutch. “This is for you.”

      “What is this?” Suki cringed, feeling embarrassed for not bringing anything. Still hoping Zoey would stay over at her house so they could spend the night being nostalgic and catching up.

      The paper was thick linen, Suki’s name beautifully inscribed in gold foil calligraphy on the envelope. Unsure of what to expect, she slit open the mysterious letter with her steak knife.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Suki Murphy,

        

        You are invited to an event that will fulfill all your girlhood dreams: one week in a historic château built centuries before the French royals lived in Orleans, and the Dauphin dreamed of Versailles.

        

        Every day will focus on wellness, relaxation, nature, and beauty. During the day, we will enjoy a fully staffed villa, and at night, it will be women only—allowing us to relax, indulge in the spa menu, and spend private time chatting woman-to-woman with our new friends.

        

        This incredible offer is completely gratis, funded by private researchers from Switzerland seeking the fountain of youth. The only requirement is your complete confidentiality. An NDA will be sent via fax after your initial RSVP and is mandatory for entry to the château. A short survey will be provided upon departure.

        

        Call this number 24/7 to secure your reservation and request a private driver if needed, from either Nice or Marseille airport. I look forward to meeting you under the cascade.

        

        In beauty and power,

        

        Comtesse Odile Desmarais

      

      

      “Wait, what? Who is this woman? It sounds amazing, but why all the mystery?”

      “I was invited too! Honey! That’s why we’re here right now. I had to squeeze in a few last-minute adjustments in my schedule to make it work. The retreat starts next Friday.”

      “Do you even know this person?” Suki felt a twinge of anxiety, although the others at the table were oblivious, engrossed in their food, as a plate of char-grilled octopus arrived.

      “Of course! The one and only Odile. Don’t you remember the fashion designer who created an entire winter collection from Nijinsky's original sketches of Swan Lake?”

      “Whoa. I had no idea she’d moved into wellness retreats. For some reason I thought she retired and married a count or something?”

      “Yes, and yes. The monarchy in France ended during the French Revolution, but the oldest families still claim vast estates. Oddly, though, no one has seen the man in question for years. Some whisper that Odile’s a black widow who killed him for his castle. Ha!”

      They chuckled at the absurdity and resumed their former conversation. Suki was uncertain about the invitation and the motivation behind it, but she tucked the letter away, knowing she wouldn’t attend. Reluctant to dampen the evening's joyful mood to say so.

      Her first olfactory class was this coming Monday, and she knew the world-famous perfumer, known as “The Nose of Provence” would not appreciate her already considering a vacation, or interrupting the flow of his class.

      When dessert finally arrived, the old friends shared a tiramisu while sipping Americanos, the warmth from the open fireplace illuminated the room. Michele and Roget took their leave, promising to meet up for dinner the following night.

      Meanwhile, the ghostwriter, Arturo, and Gia, the beauty guru from Elegance Daily, settled on the sofa in front of the fire, exchanging war stories about worst dates, weekend flings, and their crazy exes.

      Flickering flames cast dancing shadows on the courtyard walls as Suki and Zoey savored their indulgent dessert.

      Everyone had drifted into smaller conversations, their laughter blending with the gentle crackle of burning oak and the distant hum of Nice's nightlife beyond the restaurant's walls.

      "You're not seriously considering that retreat, are you?" Suki traced the rim of her wine glass with an index finger, the last drops of the exquisite wine catching the firelight like liquid garnets.

      Zoey leaned back, studying her friend's face with the keen eye of someone accustomed to being photographed. "Why the heck not? When was the last time you did something completely spontaneous? Something just for you? Without consulting your manager or your shrink…?”

      "I do it all the time. Oh, and by the way… what happened to Didier?" Even as she asked about him, Suki realized how hollow her question sounded. Under her friend's scrutiny, her hermit-like existence felt more pathetic than even she was willing to admit.

      "Watching storms in your undies and a Van Halen t-shirt doesn't count, okay? P.S. Didier is officially ghosting me. Someone said he hitched a ride on a yacht headed to Capri. Totally his loss,” Zoey's lips pursed in annoyance. "And you, waiting for your Scottish boy toy to grace you with his presence while you moon over him—we're quite the pair. Cinderellas’ without fellas…”

      “Ugh. What a jerk! Sorry I asked about him. And I wear Mulberry silk to bed… thank you very much. Get your story straight, lady,” she smiled, though the truth stung more than Suki cared to admit.

      “No biggie,” she rolled her eyes. “Didier’s no stud, although he certainly thinks he is. Downtown girl becomes uptown girl. Noted,” Zoey replied, still smiling, but it was clear they both needed to tone it down.

      Suki pulled the invitation from her purse again, the gold foil shimmering under the wrought-iron chandelier. The calligraphy was strangely captivating, letters flowing with an elegance from another century. It was both alluring and mysterious.

      "It's just the timing. That’s really the issue," Suki added, unsure if she was trying to convince Zoey or herself. "The perfumery class starts Monday. Maitre Beaumont doesn’t tolerate absences. He’s a real buzzkill about the rules, but I know I’ll learn a lot from him.”

      "One week, Suki. Seven days to remember what it feels like to be pampered, instead of always taking care of everyone else." Zoey reached over and lightly touched her friend's hand. “Besides, when will you get another chance to stay in a real château for free? To be part of something exclusive and hang out with me at the same time? Come on! Please say yes."

      The ghostwriter, whose name Suki had already forgotten, approached their table with a fresh bottle of wine. “Ladies, do you mind if I join you? Gia is giving an impromptu dissertation on the merits of snail secretion facials. I’m not nearly drunk enough for that conversation. I can hardly believe what some people will do to stay on top.”

      “Sure thing!” Zoey made room for him.

      He poured generous glasses for all three, “I couldn’t help but overhear something about a château earlier, and a health retreat? Sounds epic. Be sure to bring decent snacks in your suitcase to help tide you over. I once endured a wellness resort in Switzerland where they served nothing but vegetable broth and charged three thousand a day for the privilege of withering away under the watch of pseudo dungeon-masters dressed like nurses. I tried my best to not be critical in the article, but it was so extreme. Nope. Not for me, I cannot survive on mere fruit and nuts.”

      "This retreat is different," Zoey replied with a grin, her amber-flecked eyes bright with wine and excitement. "This is about real beauty, real transformation. They have a temple somewhere in the woods, an ode to an ancient goddess or something. This will be a divine experience that changes a person fundamentally, the force that connects with your secret self."

      “I see,” he enthused, listening intently as he jotted down notes in a ring binder.

      Something in her tone made Suki look up sharply. There was an intensity in Zoey's expression that hadn’t been there before, a fervor unusual for her typically pragmatic friend.

      "Have you already contacted them?" Suki asked.

      "I called the number yesterday from my hotel. I spoke to the most cultured woman I’ve ever heard. Her voice was smooth, like she’d been educated at the Sorbonne and finished her thesis at St. Ennis. She knew things about me I’d never shared, my favorite perfume, the exact shade of lipstick I wore to my first runway show, even the name of my childhood pet tarantula."
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